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Prologue - Betrayal

 

Gothrak had been betrayed.

The kind of betrayal that shredded everything you knew into bloodsoaked pieces.

When the searing hatred that twisted Gothrak’s mouth into a snarl finally subsided after days of his forced march, the hard, painful truth dawned on him about everything that had unfolded:

He had only himself to blame.

The thought soured in his parched mouth, twisted his stomach into knots, boiled the bile in his belly until he wanted it to poison him from the inside. It was a worse pain than the pain that radiated from the stump where his right hand had once been, now a stump that had slowly begun to heal itself. Leonel Anglian…The grandson of the Demonheart. Nearly cut me down in two sword-strokes.

He saw everything clearly now. This long march of imprisonment had given him time to reflect on his path here, to this miserable end.

He’d fought for Kaegrash Bloodwolf in his younger days, remained loyal even when their people lost the great war against the human kingdoms. Stayed loyal even when their people were murdered, massacred, tortured and put in prison camps. After Kaegrash died in those camps, having been cursed by the Demonheart, Gothrak vied to lead the Bloodwolf people, even while they were imprisoned. But he couldn’t best Kaegrash’s son Kaejic in single combat. The young orc was an even greater warrior than his father had been. Gothrak’s dishonor ran deep that day. He could not earn his chance to lead. Part of him wished he’d died in combat. But Kaejic spared his life, and offered him a place at his side. And there was great honor in fighting for a warrior with such heartfury.

So he served again, loyal, fighting for Kaejic and the Bloodwolves until the day he’d die in battle.

But that day never came. Now he was a prisoner, dishonored by Kaejic. All because the coward would not slay Leonel Anglian after their long, costly journey to find him. Instead he chose to fight alongside him. The grandson of the Kith’gaari, the Demonheart. Kaejic had failed them all as a leader. A slave to his visions. Visions that he claimed told him he could not kill Leonel until the Kith’gaari himself was dead.

But all that time Gothrak never asked himself one single, all-important question, even when it began to eat away at him in the back of his mind when everything seemed to be going wrong—when the conflict began to grow between Kaejic and himself about the path of the Bloodwolves. He never asked himself this one question, the one he knew now needed to be asked:

 

What if it isn’t the earth-spirits that are granting Kaejic his visions? 

What if he is being controlled by something else?

 

I have been a fool, Gothrak thought, his face still twitching in rage. Rage that burned day after day of forced march across what the humans call the Reach, and then the cold highlands of northern Ellaria. Stripped of weapon and prodded forward at the spearpoint of his former heartfury warrior companions. Fire burned in Jou’dal’s eyes. But even when Gothrak was not looking, he could feel the hate burning within his once heartfury companion on every step of their long march. Hate born of Gothrak’s outright betrayal of their Chieftain. Kaejic now traveled alone in the land of the filthy palesoni without his heartfury warriors, while Jou’dal was forced to bring Gothrak home so he may face the sages’ judgment, as was tradition. 

He should’ve just killed you, Gothrak read in Jou’dal’s eyes when they would make their camp for the night. He shouldn’t have given you the chance to live after you disobeyed him and tried to kill the grandson of the Demonheart against his wishes.

He was right, of course. Kaejic should’ve killed Gothrak if he believed it to be true betrayal. It was yet another sign of Kaejic’s weakness as a leader. Kaejic had changed, and Gothrak did not know exactly when or how, but the pup was no longer fit to lead the Bloodwolves.

And he was the only one who could see it.

It was a hard march through these cold, wind-blasted Northlands. A march that would have been easy, had they been marching back triumphant, with the head of Leonel Anglian in a sack and the honor of the Bloodwolves restored from ending the curse of the Demonheart upon their people.

The march was harder still when he looked down at his throbbing stump where his right hand had been. Beaten and dishonored by his greatest enemy. He tried to bury his shame deep beneath his anger. But the dishonor of defeat without death devoured his mind. He could not hide from it. You faced Leonel Anglian, and he dispatched you like you were an addled goblin. Cut off your arm and had his sword at your throat before you knew what happened. He was only alive because the grandson of the Demonheart chose not to open Gothrak’s throat after quite literally disarming him. 

Being left to live without his right hand, weak, unable to fight, nothing to do but hate himself. Leonel Anglian’s mercy was a gift of poison. Kaejic was right about one thing. It is pride that undoes our people.

The truth that haunted Gothrak the most was that he was weak. Too weak to best Kaejic, too weak to even pose a threat to Leonel Anglian. A human, a filthy palesoni. And now I have lost everything. The shame made Gothrak want to gore himself on Jou’dal’s spear and end it all. But one thing kept him going. A burning anger for all that had transpired. A fury that would not leave him.

Any god, spirit, or ancestor who can hear me. I will not be exiled, cast out in dishonor for trying to kill the enemies of my people. Give me the strength to spill the blood of the false prophet Kaejic and restore my people to glory. I will pay any price.

That night they made camp in the unflinching darkness of a long-abandoned stone tower on the crest of a hillside. It was broken, partially spilling out into the stony windswept grounds in the vast empty highlands. Gothrak laid down beside a wall, staring up at the stars overhead where the tower was broken.

Stars that he did not recognize. Perhaps he simply did not remember the arrangement of the stars on this side of the world? This, that was once his homeland, now foreign to him. But many things had become strange to him. He huddled in his furs on the cold stone floor, a pathetic wretch, a shivering old orc left with nothing. Perhaps everything I’ve known is a lie. Maybe I’ve always been a disgrace. What cruel fate is this, to wither away in shame. He felt the eyes of the watchman on him, his own brethren who mistrusted him as much as the hostile human lands around them.

He slept a dreamless sleep, the cold darkness of exhaustion.

When he awoke, it was still darkness. But he could see a figure standing over him. A cloaked figure, all but obscured from sight.

Gothrak reached for where he would’ve laid his axe beside him, but the axe was not there, nor was his right hand to grasp it. A pathetic gesture seen by this watcher. His axe and his axe-hand had been taken from him, like everything else.

“Be at ease, Gothrak,” spoke the smooth female voice speaking the filthy human tongue.

“Palesoni,” Gothrak spat. “What have you done to—”

“They are asleep,” the voice reassured. “Even the watchman. They will wake when we are done.”

Gothrak snarled at the woman. “Sorceress. Arcane abomination of the earth-spirits. You disgust me, human.”

“Am I?” the cloaked figure said. “There is much you do not know, Gothrak.”

Gothrak fell silent. That truth he had learned the hard way.

“You said you would pay any price,” the woman said in an enticing, silky voice. “Did you mean it?”

Gothrak’s eyes widened at the shadowy figure. He could not make out her features at all in the dark. What demonic sorcery is this? He wanted to ask. But the words died in his throat. He had a thousand questions, but in the end he could muster just one.

“Who are you?”

The figure looked upward at the stars. Gothrak could barely make out the profile of her face, and there seemed something strangely different about it, though he could not understand what.

“As millenia pass, the gods have come and gone from this world. For ages they reign, either openly or in the shadows. Then there are mortals with great power who would want to take control of the world for themselves. The gods either leave the mortals of this world behind, or sometimes are banished from it by force. In those ages, mortals live without the divine light of the gods, squabbling for power. Deciding their own bloody fate.” The face turned from the stars back to Gothrak. “Tell me, son of Thogarak. Is it better for mortals to rule for themselves without the light of the gods, or to be ruled by the gods but live blind in their divine light?”

“I… I do not…” Gothrak found himself speechless, staring in awe of this palesoni—or whatever she was.

“You may call me Lukyne,” the woman said, as if she knew his questions.

Gothrak sat in silence, staring up at the hooded figure in the dark. His head was swimming. He felt as though he’d been struck in the head with a mace, barely able to speak or put thoughts together.

“So. Are you willing to pay the price?”

“For what?”

A wolfish grin grew on her face in the dark. “Why does anyone ever pay a price?”

Gothrak nodded, filled with a newfound energy. “Anything.”

The woman produced a wooden chalice, seemingly from nowhere. Within it moved a thick liquid, and she held it out for him to take. 

He began to reach with his stump, then realized his folly with a scowl before taking it with his left hand. He brought it to his lips, but hesitated.

“What is it?”

“Blood.”

“Whose?”

“Mine.”

Gothrak stood up, now staring down at this robed figure, though somehow he still felt like a child in her presence.

“And what is the price I must pay for this power you give so freely?” He said with a bitter skepticism. What if this is merely some human sorceress, beguiling me with her witchcraft?

The woman laughed to herself, a beautiful yet foreboding sound, like the laugh of a hunter toying with their prey, or a judge about to cast judgment on the unworthy.

“I thought you would pay any price?”

“I would know at least what it is before I paid it,” he snapped.

“Part of the price,” she said calmly, “is that you do not know. But it shall give you power, power like you have not felt before.”

“And how do I know you are not lying? Palesoni cannot be trusted.”

“If you do not want it, I will leave. There are many others who would take up this cup. I will not offer twice.”

Gothrak looked down at the wooden chalice of blood in his hands in the darkness. This is some human sorcery. Or perhaps she is a god, or a demon. Maybe it is something worse. But Kaejic leads our people to destruction. And I am the only one who knows it. I begged for a miracle, and this one has come to me. Whether it is by demon or god or the twisted hand of mankind, it does not matter. I know what lies ahead of me if I refuse.

Gothrak frowned, raised the chalice to his mouth and drank down the blood. It tasted like burning, not like any blood he had ever tasted. And he had tasted much blood in his many seasons as a heartfury warrior.

He grunted, tossing the chalice aside when he was finished. The wood clattered against the stones. He tensed all the muscles in his body, preparing for what might come next.

But nothing happened.

He was sure the woman smiled at him in the dark. “I will see you again, son of Thogarak.”

And without another breath, she turned and disappeared down the stone steps into the darkness. He could not see where she had gone, and he could no longer feel her presence.

For a long while he stood there, waiting to feel something. But he felt no different. He looked down at his stump where a hand had been, his brow furrowed. Have I been tricked?

Gothrak snorted in disgust. He lay back down upon the stone floor, huddling up in his furs in the cold, feeling the most weak and pathetic he ever had in his long life.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 1 - Visions of the Future

 

Village of Kyne’s Rest, Uthrec Isle, Kingdom of Uthrec.

 

Bodies lay strewn about the farming village. Husbands and wives, children and elders, all torn apart, disemboweled, left in scattered pieces. Blood dripped from rent wounds in the newly dead, reddening the soft green grass. Grass that shivered with the cold winds that flowed down Mount Storrimbrytare like a river.

Assembled by the great stone at the head of the village, the cloaked men and women chanted in unison. An Uthrecci war-song, low and rhythmic, but the language was now that of the Xyn’eshai.

The lesser demon struggled against the bonds that held it fast to the great stone. Blood drained from the wounds at his neck and his wrists, seeping into the symbols of the Xyn’eshai and pouring down channels into a pool at the bottom of the stone. The violet-skinned demon thrashed and snarled, but each jerk and pull weakened as his life faded.

A figure strode forward, an imposing man, naked beneath his cloak. Uthrecci vine tattoos covered his wiry but muscular body, culminating in a crown of swords at his chest. He took a wooden chalice, dipping it into the pool of demon blood, and held it high as he brought it to the woman kneeling in the center of the ritual circle.

She reached out eagerly and took it from him, drinking deep from the chalice. She wiped the blood dripping from her mouth, and for a moment, she stood still. For minutes the assembled group remained motionless, until finally she began to seize and shake. With a scream she fell to the ground, though none of the assembled group moved to help, nor ceased their chant of the words of the Xyn’eshai.

When the woman finally lay still in the grass, the cloaked man knelt before her, picking up the chalice from the bloody grass it lay upon. He touched his hand to her face, and whispered to her:

“Xyn’the rezzesai hezhra’nesh, dagrosk gvech iliya’een ethorozosti hezhra’hanesh.”

Her once-still body began to convulse again, shrieking and rising from the earth. As the onlookers chanted, her shape and form began to change, great wings sprouting from her shoulderblades, her body growing and skin becoming a dark blue. The runes of the Xyn’eshai began to form upon her skin.

The song of those encircling her rose into a great crescendo, voices rising in exultation, and when the song and her screams ended, a panting demon stood before the cloaked man, her great, fiery eyes staring into his.

 

 

 

Odainfjall Foothills Outside Caergan Dunoor, the Day of Kaejic and Leonel’s Meeting

 

Kaejic stood before his heartfury warriors, their faces impassive as they rested, pausing from sharpening axes and spears to look up at their chieftain. They did not show it, but he knew they felt the discontent of their new path forward. They came seeking death and glory, they came to cut down the grandson of the Demonheart and return to their tribe victorious, paving the way for the orcs return to their homeland. Instead they would be returning with no such victory assured, bringing home Gothrak as a dishonored prisoner. Among his warriors Gothrak stared up at Kaejic in hatred, one hand missing from Leonel’s sword-strike. He had no place in his mind for the dishonor of Gothrak’s betrayal. The only misery Kaejic felt was that this must be his warriors’ path home, but this was what he had seen.

“I know this was not what you yearned for in your hearts when you came here,” Kaejic said. “But this is the path to our people’s victory. I must journey south alongside the grandson of the Demonheart until the Demonheart himself shows himself once more. After the Demonheart is dead, I will cut down Leonel and return and usher our people back to our homeland as it was foreseen.”

His warriors said nothing.

“Bring Gothrak back to our tribe, let the sages sit in judgment of him. Once I have returned, we will bring war on the Rolanse and we will take back what is ours!”

His warriors pounded their chests and boomed a shout in unison. They longed for that chance. Nearly every living orc did. Jou’dal had not shouted his assent with the other orcs, however.

“Jou’dal. My battle-brother. You will lead them back.”

“Yes, chieftain,” Jou’dal said solemnly, after a pause.

Kaejic frowned. “Speak your mind, Jou’dal. We did not travel half the world for you to bite your tongue like a chastened child.”

“I do not question your strength or your will, chieftain. But I cannot help but question—if the visions brought us here to kill the grandson of the Demonheart, how can they now say we must leave with our task unfulfilled and leave you alone with our greatest enemy?”

“The vision of me cutting down Leonel Anglian has still not yet come to pass. I have seen myself standing over the grandson of the Demonheart, dead. The visions do not show us all, Jou’dal. If so, we would not need to walk the path to uncover their truth.”

Jou’dal shook his head. “Was it not the Demonheart who tore at the prophecies and had us cast out of our homeland? Was it not Demons that threatened the futures of our ancestors in ages past? Could this not be true once more?”

“Do you question my heartfury or my farsight, Jou’dal?”

“No, chieftain.”

“Have you undergone the ritual to attain the gift?”

“No, chieftain. My uncle and my brother both died in their attempt. The farsight is not in my blood.”

“Our predecessors failed because they did not heed the spirit-visions. Because in moments such as these they were not willing to make these difficult choices, for pain of their pride. In their arrogance they thought our people’s strength more powerful than the earth-spirits. I will succeed where they have failed. I know you cannot see it, and this task feels like failure to you all. But it is the path to our people’s return. Sometimes you must tread upon brambles to reach the fruited glade.”

“Yes, chieftain.”

“I brought you all with me because you are the strongest, most loyal, most trusted of my heartfury. I know I ask much of you to do this task, but it is the only path forward. If I could take you with me, I would. But we cannot travel through the world of men unnoticed. I myself will have to endure many hardships on this journey, but I have seen the end of this road, and it lies in victory.”

Jou’dal pounded his chest. “We only wish we could fight alongside you, chieftain. To fight and die for our people, that is our only wish.”

Kaejic clapped his hand upon Jou’dal’s shoulder. “I hold your honor, and the honor of every one of you in my heart as my own.”

“May valor and fury fill you as you cut down our enemies,” Jou’dal said with pride. “Our spirits will be with you on every step.”

Kaejic nodded. “I will not be alone with your spirits at my side. Veth’ga as kharuu!”

“Veth’ga as kharuu!” his heartfury warriors shouted in reply.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 2 - Lost Scrolls

 

Liana glided in circles high above the Shattered Spire on Ethervale isle. She arced her raven wings so she could simply float upon the high winds as she kept watch of the blackened, once awe-inspiring tower. There felt to be an unnatural gloom about this place, and that was no surprise—it may very well be the most dangerous place in all of Demarest.

The birthplace of the first Circle Magesterium. The tower of magi, the great arcanum council of the Ancients once all lived and practiced here.

That was before the sundering. Before the corruption and destruction of this once-great monument to mortal arcane power. In her younger days as a scribe, before she fled the Scholastery College, Liana had heard far too many Scholastery historians argue the truth of what transpired, but most agree that in some way the ancient magi had attempted to create a nexus between our plane, the demonic plane, and the divine—the resulting nova shattered the tower itself, and cast a veil of darkness and corruption upon the entire island.

And this, this is where she had to go.

It had taken her far too long to track down the tale of the Lost Scrolls of Azorius. They were first found in the orcish southwest near the ruins of Bloodwolf Pridehall, as Azorius had spent much time with the great tribes, learning from their greenseers, sages and earth-singers. The Lost Scrolls are said to speak of the orcish mythologies—perhaps, too, their legend of the Demonheart.

Which was exactly her reason to search for them. They had been excavated, sold, stolen, sold again, collected by the church, stolen from a high priest’s caravan, sold to a wealthy noble collector who had been killed. She had traced the arcane resonance of them from the dead collector’s ruined home here, to the Shattered Spire. The tale was long in the telling, but she had a talent for finding long-forgotten stories.

But why in the name of all the gods they would’ve ended up here—that was a gloom that she could not shake from her mind.

She could see little movement from above as she stared down at the blackened ruined tower. But that wasn’t surprising. She knew that there were inhabitants of the isle and the tower, and none of them pleasant. Corrupted spirits of long-dead magi, shambling undead, vile extraplanar creatures that had been spat out here from occasional vortexes that still manifest from where the nexus point once originated. The wisest mages know that there are ley lines that wind and weave all around the world. This shattered spire, and now the Arcane University lay upon the crossing of many such ley lines, which allows practitioners of the arcane to tap into greater wells of energy from this world and worlds beyond. A secret lost to most clueless urchins of the world.

Hard tasks get harder in the waiting, Liana thought, and swooped down, flying to perch atop a rock face not far from the tower itself. She felt the natural spirits flow through her as she transformed back into her human form, surveying the scene.

There were more than a few ruined wagons and broken caravans about. More than a few overconfident excavators had come to Ethervale Isle in the hopes of reclaiming lost treasures that must be in the shattered spire—none ever made it out though, and eventually they stopped trying. It was hard enough just to pay a ship to ferry you to Ethervale isle—sailors were notoriously superstitious of the place, and never sailed within miles of the shore if they could help it. They tell plenty of drunken tales of ships that get swallowed up by the sea or smashed by huge demonic gargoyles that swoop down from the spire to smite galleys and their crew into blood and flotsam.

Liana took a deep breath. The island felt strangely colder at the surface than the surrounding area. And there was always this uncomfortable feeling of not being alone, an uneasy tension in the air. She interlaced her fingers together and stretched out her arms. The great library should be on the 9th floor. She’d studied maps of the spire for years and years. Any curious mage did, as it was one of the most fascinating places for mages to research.

If I’m lucky, the scrolls won’t be hard to find. She furrowed her brow. This did remind her of the uncomfortable question she could not shake. Who brought them here? 

She had no answer to that, and the thought filled her with a sinking dread. But she had little choice in the matter. They needed to know what was written on those scrolls. Perhaps some mad necromancer or vengeful dead mage brought them back here. Whoever it was, they weren’t likely to still be alive or still be here. No living mortals could occupy the tower, as far as anyone knew.

It had to be some vengeful spirit. Some lost soul of an ancient magus historian who wanted the scrolls returned to their archive.

Whatever or whoever it was, it’d be sorely unhappy if it decided to challenge Liana.

She transformed again into a Raven, taking off into the twilight sky as she flew towards the broken window of the ninth floor.

The archive was even more massive than it was drawn up in texts. Huge towering stacks of bookshelves seemed to go on forever—so much so that she knew immediately the place was enchanted to have a sort of pocket-plane—to be much larger than it could possibly be. She flew among the stacks, her dark wings waving in the still, damp salt air of the tower that had been long-exposed to the elements. 

This could take days. This place is immense.

She searched the aisles in the towering arched ceilings of the once-majestic spire, but saw no repository of scrolls, at least none she could see yet. Though she marveled at the mass of texts that still lay undisturbed on shelves. What an incredible trove of history still lay here. What knowledge is lost to this place? She could see from some of the bookshelves that had been shattered or knocked over, many of the books that lay sprawled upon and long since rotted, succumbing to the elements.

As she flew around the spoke-and-wheel alignment of the archive, she noticed a sort of makeshift study that seemed out of place. A bed, a desk, signs of life—and on that desk lay many scrolls. She felt the arcane resonance from one of them, the trace she had been seeking.

That’s it! She wanted to caw with delight, but stopped herself. The lost scrolls of Azorius!

She flew upon the desk, hopping over to the scroll. She began to unfurl it, nudging it along with her beak, before she got impatient. To hells with it.

She hopped down the floor and transformed back to her human form, standing over the desk and unfurling the scroll. It was written in early Riolesian—indeed, it was what she sought. Azorius’ lost scrolls.

Quickly, she began to read the notes from the great Azorius, translating.

…the great tribes, the clan-kings, chieftains and seers all speak of the sanctity of our plane. Their earth-mother, this world of ours and the plane we inhabit, all are sacred, and any extraplanar beings lighting upon our plane is nothing short of sacrilege to them. Whatever form other beings take, the Vaarshoc and their descendants have a hatred of demons, otherworldly creatures and divines alike…

Her reading was interrupted by a foreboding voice that recited the rest of the scroll from memory. Liana wheeled around to face it in the dark:

“…and so, the great clan-kings, the seers, the blood-sages all saw it in their visions. The earth mother warned them of their great enemy. The Demonheart, made of both man and demon descendant, would be reborn unto this world, and he would corrupt the earth-mother, twist and break the threads of fate, and destroy the descendants of the Vaarshoc. So long as the blood of the Demonheart walked upon the earth-mother, the descendants of the Vaarshoc would be cursed—”

“Who are you?” Liana demanded.

The dark figure did not reply, striding in the shadows, continuing his recitation of Azorius’ words: “…I must admit the visions I have seen with the help of their greenseers have impressed upon me a similar fear. Whatever or whoever this Demonheart may be, it seems as though he will carry with him the power to sunder the planes of existence and call forth the great hells and the high heavens, and demon and divine both would wage war to dominate all kinfolk of the world.”

The robed man stepped forward slowly towards Liana, the moonlight coming through the long-broken windows and illuminating his aged but majestic countenance.

“Leoric Anglian,” Liana said in disbelief. “How can you inhabit this place?”

Crusader Leoric smiled. “Little ravens should stick to pecking carrion left on the battlefields.”

Silence fell between them. Wind blew through the windows, and loose pages from broken bindings scraped and tumbled along the stones of the shattered spire.

The air began to charge with arcane energy. In an instant, a barrage of arcane lances burst forth from the sleeves of Leoric’s robes. Liana just had time enough to murmur the words and twist her hand to call forth her strongest runic barrier. The barrage of lances blasted into it in a shower of arcane sparks. The second to last lance shattered her shield, and the last one pierced through her with a spray of blood. Wide-eyed, she doubled over and clutched at her side. Leoric smiled. He made no attempt to follow up his strike. Why? She grit her teeth. The pain was unbearable. Who gives a damn. I’m not sticking around here.

Without a second thought, she deftly formed a teleportation circle and forced herself through.

The archive was silent once more. Crusader Leoric shuffled forward, looking at the spray of her blood flecked upon the lost scrolls of Azorius.

“Fly home to your brother, little raven,” he said. “Spread the word of the coming of the Demonheart.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 3 - Strange Companions

 

Dust from the clay swirled around Leo’s boots. Radiant sunlight illuminated the long-ruined orcish internment camp. Nearby was a great quarry where the orcs were once forced to mine in the southern sun, day after day. But the place was long abandoned, now. The sagging wooden barracks, the tall log fences and the broken stone walls of collapsed watchtowers all lay silent, a forgotten memory. Tufts of green grass, hardy flowering vines and struggling saplings grew in sparse numbers around the camp. Leo knelt down, running his fingers along the stem of the solitary black and violet bloodrose that grew strong in the cracked beige clay.

The soft scraping sound of Daleon’s patient steps drew Leo’s attention. His father did not wear his armor, nor  his sword and shield, Leo realized, because Leo wore them himself. Daleon drew in a deep breath, looking up at the blue sky, his back to his son.

“I never got to see the prettiest parts of the southlands during the Summer,” he said, watching a hawk glide among a glade of trees outside the walls of the internment camp. “It’s always war then diplomacy, war then diplomacy.”

Leo rose to his feet. “This is a dream,” he said. “You died in exile. This is a dream.”

Daleon didn’t respond, dusting off his hands. “It’s beautiful in the south. Different from Ellaria, but beautiful.”

“Did you know about grandfather and the cult of The Awakened? Did you know that we are descended from demons? How much did you know of the truth about our past? Why did you run away?” Leo hesitated. “Why did you leave us behind?”

Daleon strode away, turning to sit onto a pile of stone rubble from a collapsed tower. He held a burgundy tome in his hands, and he ran his thumbs back and forth along the leather cover. It was one of the tomes of Eskian. Leo felt it immediately. It resonated. The very air around it moved. Leo reached out, he wanted to run over and snatch it from his father’s hands.

But Leo did not move, staring at the dusty clay at his feet. “There’s nothing glorious about death. Dead men can’t protect their loved ones. They can’t hold their wife and children,” Daleon said.

“That’s what you taught me,” Leo said. “You lied. You left us behind. You died in exile.”

His father looked him in the eyes. In the sky above, the beautiful firmament suddenly shifted to a dark, swirling storm, and the ground began to rumble and crack open beneath them.

“Well?” Leo shouted. “Why did you leave, gods damn you?”

“The seal of the Lightbringer is breaking. The gates between worlds will not stay closed forever,” Daleon said, his shining green eyes piercing Leo to his soul. “You must find another way. Death shall only awaken the Demonheart.”

Suddenly a burning fiery star screamed through the sky above them, falling towards the horizon. Before he could see where it went, a thundercrack split the sky as lightning struck the earth between them, piercing the ground. A pattern was burned into the earth. Twelve symbols. Each like a constellation in the sky.

 

 

Leo snapped upright as he awoke. His heart raced as his chest rose and fell with heavy breaths. He wiped away the sweat on his forehead, closing his eyes with a deep exhale to calm himself. 

“What did you see?” the druid Emryhs said standing not far from Leo like a carved statue with his cloak drawn about him and his hood up. He held an ornate wooden staff in hand, covered in carvings and with raven feathers hanging from a leather loop atop it.

Feeling more tired than before he slept, Leo ran his fingers through his hair, wet from sweat. He rubbed the back of his neck. “I know you don’t spend much time around people, but watching them while they sleep is generally frowned upon.”

“Tell me,” he said.

Leo pushed himself to his feet and turned away from the druid, searching for Kaejic before Emryhs could begin whatever barrage of questions and subsequent tirade would follow. He did not know if it was wise to even strike up conversation with the orc chieftain. They had hardly spoken to one another since they decided to travel together, but he was the only one who might be able to answer the questions that ate away at Leo. Kaejic sat in some sort of meditative trance not far away from their camp.  

“You spoke to my father before you killed him,” Leo said, though rage raced through his blood. Leo’s anger had only grown after their chance meeting outside Caergan Dunoor. Strange times had led to strange companions. 

“Yes,” Kaejic replied.

For a moment, Leo wanted to grab his sword and run it through the back of the orc’s massive neck. He wanted to scream and curse him, spit on him as the life bled out of him. But that would not bring his father back. Kaejic killed his father because they were enemies. That’s what enemies do to one another. Leo knew it as well as anyone—but it did not lessen the hate in his heart that is was Kaejic, not his father, that won their duel and lived to stand beside Leo, a reminder of all that had gone wrong. In all the stories he read as a child, the human hero defeats the savage and rises to glory. But glory was a cheap lie, and life was a far cry from the stories he read as a child.

“How many orcs did your father and grandfather kill in your ‘Liberation war?’” Kaejic said. “How many countless more of my kin died in prison camps like honorless dogs?”

Reina spoke from behind Leo. “You expect sympathy?” she said bitterly. “Your war killed countless innocents as you burned and pillaged your way through the southlands of Rolanse. Violence is in your nature.”

“Our war,” Kaejic scoffed.

Vera stood staring at Reina as she spoke. There was no scowl around her small half-orc tusks or any other sign of distaste. She certainly had no love lost for her orcish ancestry, she had told Leo as much on more than one occasion. But there was a silent intensity within her. He could not blame her if this sort of sentiment turned bitter inside her. Was she supposed to hate that orcish part of herself? No, but Leo knew that in many ways she did. Not that she ever said so, but he knew.

Donnal walked up beside Vera, Duncan and Benley. If any of them had been sleeping before, they were all awake now. He had not expected this to become an audience of their whole company. But it couldn’t be helped. There was not much else to distract them, traveling alone through the highlands.

Kaejic stood up from his meditation, turning to face Leo. His face was undisturbed.

Leo frowned, anger welling up within him again. He clenched his teeth, forced the rage away. It was some strange twist of fate that this orc that killed his father was the only one that might have some answers to Leo’s questions. Fate was nothing if not unkind. 

“What did my father say to you before he died?”

Kaejic furrowed his brow in momentary surprise. He sat in silence for a time.

“He did not want us to fight. He tried to protect you from me,” Kaejic said. “He knew of our traditions, that I was honor-bound to hunt you.” Daleon’s knowledge of orcish tradition seemed puzzling to Kaejic even now.

Leo turned away from his companions, staring into the darkness of the rugged highlands.

“And he—” Kaejic paused. “He spoke as he was dying. I remember it well. He asked your forgiveness ‘for what you must face.’”

Leo clenched his fists. He wished his father were here before him, so he could swing a fist into his face. For being exiled to a strange continent, for dying in the dust of Teldaran at the hands of this orc. But he was dead. And all that stood before him was this towering orc chieftain that was his killer. His hate for Kaejic was in truth the misplaced hate he held for his father. Kaejic was just a force of nature. It was his father that got himself exiled and died alone. And for what? The question ever lingered in Leo’s mind. But this proved what he felt in his heart. My father knew something. Something important, something I need to know. There had to be a reason he did what he did. I refuse to believe he left me and mother behind for nothing.

Leo turned and walked away without another word. When he returned to his bedroll, Emryhs still stood waiting, his eyes slightly gleaming with arcane energy in the dark.

“You spoke while you slumbered,” the druid said.

A long sigh escaped Leo. No rest to be found here.

“Bad dreams.”

“There is great truth in dreams for those of us who have touched the arcane,” Emryhs said. “As they are a window to the other planes. Even more so for you, who are connected with the tomes of Eskian. These dreams are coming more often now. You need not hide it. What did you see?”

 Leo hesitated a moment. “My father. The old orc internment camps in the south. He had one of the tomes of Eskian in his hands. And he said…” Leo shook his head. “Something about the seal of the Lightbringer. He said I must find another way. He said that death only awakens the Demonheart. What does that mean? Whose death? Is he saying I cannot kill my grandfather?”

“An unsettling thought,” Emryhs said, rubbing his beard. “I cannot say for certain.”

“A storm appeared above him. Lightning struck the ground between us. Some kind of pattern scorched into the earth. Twelve of them, in a circle. The Twelve Divines, I think.”

Emryhs stood silent for awhile, considering this.

“Have you looked up at the stars?”

Leo raised an eyebrow at him. “What?”

“The stars,” Emryhs tilted his head back, staring up into the northern night sky. In the pure darkness of the highlands, the sky glittered with countless numbers of them.

“What about them?”

Emryhs gestured to the heavens overhead, leaning upon his staff. “To the common folk of the world, the stars are naught but a constancy—fixtures in the firmament. But one attuned to the earth and heavens as I, can see the celestial changes come again.”

Leo squinted at the stars overhead. “That bright constellation… I have not seen it before. There, above us.”

“It hasn’t been seen in an age. Faded from mortal view. But it has returned.”

Leo stared at Emryhs. “You don’t mean…”

Emryhs’ eyes met Leo’s. “One of twelve.”

The cold winds from the north gusted through their makeshift camp, cutting to the bone, though Emryhs seemed unbothered by them. One of twelve. 

“When you found that first tome of Eskian in that long-buried church of the Ancients, you set into motion events none of us fully understand, Leonel Anglian. Or perhaps the tome found you, called out to you because changes are already upon us. One thing is certain—our world is changing. It has been changing, and you are merely an instrument in this orchestra. The Aetherial planes are reaching out, finding lost pathways to our world.” Emryhs eyes came back to earth, lost in thought. “I can feel it in the earth, and I see it in the stars. Things long-forgotten are returning.”

Leo rubbed his eyes, suddenly feeling very tired once more. He glanced back up at the night sky. “Do you ever have any good news?”

“We are in a race against time, Leonel. While the kingdoms of men are busy squabbling over their war, we are playing Regaile blind. We cannot see our enemies, what moves they make upon the board, or what is truly at stake. We blunder forth heedless of all danger. Your grandfather and this Demonheart is a mythology largely lost to us; but he and his Awakened know what game is being played, even if we do not.”

“The Demonheart,” Leo repeated softly.

“We need answers, and I have reason to believe your father knew something, something that is tied to these Ancient tomes of Eskian you have discovered. That is why you must go south to the old orcish internment camps you have seen in your dreams. I believe you will find the truth your father knew there.”

“We agree on that, at least. My father knew something, and I mean to find out what it was.”

“You must be quick, Leo. Your grandfather Leoric and his Awakened cult will always be hunting you, and we do not yet know how many of them there are, or how far their influence reaches, nor do we know what their end goal is. And they are just one of many players in this game.”

Leo cursed his grandfather’s name, disgusted. Damned cult. If I had not seen it all myself, I’d never in a thousand ages believe it to be true. Part of me still does not want to believe it.

“I must once again ask you, Leonel, to take up this cup that has fallen at your feet. I do not know what lies ahead of you, but I do know you will be needed in what is to come. You must take up the fight against demons and gods that seek to take our world from us. I will help you as best I can, of course.”

“A tempting offer,” Leo snorted. “You get a soldier, I get to throw away my life,”

Even in the darkness, Emryhs’ face grew stern. “After all that has happened, still you would play the fool and hope to hide from what stares at you face to face?”

Leo shrugged. “I’m an excavator. You’re a powerful wizard or whatnot. But I told you, I’m not going to ignore this. I’ll do what it takes to stop my grandfather and his cult.”

“I am not the one the tomes of Eskian have called out to,” Emryhs said with no small amount of irritation, struggling to contain the rage in his voice. “You cannot cavort blithely about as though nothing has changed. You may have been an excavator, but now your fate is tied to these tomes!”

“And I’ll find all seven of them. That’s what treasure-hunters do,” Leo said. “But fate can go fuck itself.”  I don’t know what will come from this, but if there’s a chance I get some answers to why my father did what he did, I’ll take it. I’ll find my way there, gods smite whoever tries to stop me.

“Do not pretend you are blind to the greater dangers at work. I know you seek answers. You are far from the only man who lost his father too young, left only with anger and questions in your heart. But you must see past this selfishness, focus on that which threatens us all. I need to know you are ready to face the coming storm.”

“I don’t give a damn about demons and gods. I’m not here to save anybody.”

Emryhs thunked the butt of his staff into the cold, hard earth in frustration. “You are a fool. Like all these other kings and lords squabbling over crowns and bloodsoaked patches of earth while the darkness sets in on them. Do not pretend you are one of them, after what you have seen! Do you care nothing for our world?”

Leo yawned, desperately wanting the conversation to end so he could go back to sleep. “Believe me, I was as shocked as the rest of us to discover that we are demon descended. But so are many other common folk out there. All of us have gone about our lives none the wiser for all these long years. If my grandfather and his gods-forsaken cult comes after us, I’ll put my sword through him and be done with it. Other than that, the gods may do what they may, I don’t care.”

“And how exactly do you plan on stopping your grandfather and his Awakened cult from transforming you into demons again when you blunder into them once more?”

It was hard to deny that reality. That very question had left Leo and his companions with little in the way of answers after they left Caergan Dunoor. When Leo glanced around the camp, he saw the eyes of his friends upon him again.

“The Arcane University is our best bet. We have to travel there regardless. If they don’t have an answer for us, they might know who can.”

“Why would you seek these tomes still if not to use them? Has it not dawned upon you that the tomes may have chosen you for a purpose?”

“I want to know the truth. I want to find out what Eskian wrote in those tomes, and sell whatever else we find, like these soulstones. They’re sure to be worth more than we’ve ever dreamed of making on a dig. Besides, there’s a whole world out there to explore, and I mean to see as much of it as I can while I’m here.”

Emryhs nearly swore, tossing his staff to his other hand while he gestured at the strongbox. “You mean to sell the soulstones? The divine soulstones of unknown power and purpose left for you by Istran the Lightbringer himself?”

“What else are we going to do with them? We’re excavators.”

“What else would you—” Emryhs was beside himself, rage in his eyes. “You are a bigger fool than I could’ve imagined! You would leave our fate in the hands of a dice roll, a barroom gambler’s luck!” Emryhs was shouting now, the other companions watching on in silence.

“Yeah,” Leo said simply. “I feel like you’re finally starting to get me.”

Kaejic stood not far from them, listening, staring with knowing eyes at the druid. Emryhs turned to him, as if he felt the orc’s gaze

“You then, child of Vaarshoc. Maybe it will be you who is fated to rise against the tides of darkness surging over this land.”

Kaejic looked unconcerned. “I fight for the return of my people to their homeland. I will travel alongside Leonel Anglian whether he desires it or not until his grandfather returns.” Kaejic turned to face him, a cold look in his eyes. “Once the Demonheart Leoric is dead, then I shall fight Leonel and regain the honor of my people. I have seen it. That is the way the spirits and the souls of my ancestors illuminated for me.”

“Fools, all of you!” Emryhs shouted, waving a contemptuous hand and striding away.

Reina reached out and grabbed his arm. The druid turned to stare at the hand that held him.

“Please, Emryhs. We will need your guidance. I have seen the light within Leo, and you are right to believe in him.”

The druid pulled his arm free and turned back to the camp. “I am not so sure. But I will not abandon this charge, priestess. I will meet you all back at the Wayfarer’s Rest in the village of Utrehngard outside the Arcane University to try and help these fools see reason. For now, I have work to do, and I must be rid of your companions’ stupidity. I fear it may become infectious.” 

Abruptly, the druid began to transform, his whole person fluidly morphing into a sleek black raven, taking off into the night sky. Reina frowned, watching their apostate guide disappear into the night sky.

“That went well.” Donnal plopped down beside Leo. He took the last swig from his wineskin, looking mournfully at it in his hands.

Leo laughed. “Kind of makes you nostalgic for the old days. Digging up ancient pottery for silver, spending it on food and ale and then back on the road without a care. No druids, demons or divines.”

Donnal snorted. “That’s a strong case of Mother’s memory you got there. I seem to recall us having plenty of cares. Mostly about being broke and worrying about our next meal.”

“True enough.” 

Leo’s eyes wandered over to Reina who had begun to groom her sleeping horse’s mane with a brush. She was trying to calm herself—she liked to groom her horse, a nervous habit she had when she worried over what lay ahead of them. He wanted to be alone with her. To talk openly to her about what he felt these strange days, to listen to her thoughts without anyone else to hear. He wanted to hold her in his arms and fall asleep together.

It was strange. He truly did not know all that much about her. But when they talked he felt like they had known each other all their lives. He felt it that first day he met her in the chapel outside River Harrow. He did not want his journey with her to end, though he did not know how long their paths together would last. He wanted to explore the world and dig through ancient ruins with her. He wanted to fall asleep to the sound of her voice. He wanted to hear her singing, singing out of joy, or singing because it relieved the pain. But he knew that was not what she wanted.

He looked back up at the night sky. Love was a beautiful songbird that sings in the morning but comes and goes with the seasons. And Leo did not begrudge its nature. That’s what life was. A beautiful mess. A barroom brawl. Unpredictable, ever-changing. Sometimes you get a bottle smashed over your head, sometimes you’re drinking your fill from an unattended wine cask. There was no sense worrying about any of it. He had no idea what his future with Reina held, but for now, he was glad they traveled alongside one another.

“I don’t claim to know anything about the gods or demons. But they seem to get a kick out of stomping on the kinsmen of the world,” Donnal said.

Leo chuckled, nodding. “Aye, if history has even a hint of truth to it.”

Donnal glowered at him. “This is the part where you say something reassuring like: if they come for us, I’ll be ready.”

Leo threw his head back with a laugh. “I’ll say something gallant and brave just as soon as I can figure out what that is.”

“Too late now, the moment’s gone. The First Storm King of Uthrec, Black Robin or Finnan the Great would’ve said something heroic.”

“Those stories are most likely all horseshit anyway.”

“If Sarea were here to hear you say that she’d give you a clout in the ear that would ring for days. She taught herself to read with Faedram’s Folk Heroes of the Northlands. She stole it from some nobleman’s study when we were on a job to steal some shipping manifests. She couldn’t help herself. I damn near wanted to kill her for taking the risk. She was the one who taught me my letters. She still reads that damned book to this day when she can’t sleep.” A faint smile grew on Donnal’s face thinking of his sister. “Not many orphans are sharp and determined enough to figure out how to read.”

Silence fell between the two of them, Leo feeling the leather cover of Eskian’s tome beneath his fingertips. Donnal picked up the few pieces of kindling left and snapped them in half one by one, tossing them into the fire.

“I’m scared Leo. I know you’re too damned thick to be scared, but you should be.”

Leo glanced over at Donnal, meeting his dark eyes. His friend sighed, his gaze downcast at the hard earth beneath them.

“When we were young, beggars living on the streets of Roland’s fall, Sarea and I got in a fight once because I ate the little food we had left that we were saving. I was a greedy child, and I had to look after her too. Another mouth when I couldn’t feed my own. I hated her for that. I cursed her, told her I was leaving that day and ran off all the way to the harbor district, dreaming of some boat that I could steal away on to start a new life somewhere. Something better than that shithole life. I sat on those piers until the sun set over lake Crescienne, and I cursed the gods for making me an orphan, for giving me a sister I couldn’t take care of, for all my dreams of becoming a knight or a Circle Mage or a rich lord that would never come to pass. In that moment, I would’ve traded Sarea to the gods for any of those things. As the sun went down and night fell, I went back to the alley where we’d sleep at night, next to this chimney that would be warm through the bricks in the cold. As it happened, some drunk merchant from Cyrine with a taste for little girls had followed Sarea down the streets and cornered her in the alley. I heard her crying out. He’d torn the rags off of her and was struggling to hold her down, but she was fighting back. I heard him say he’d kill her if she didn’t stop, and I heard him unsheathe his dagger. I don’t remember much after that, but I do remember standing over the man’s body with a loose cobblestone in my hand. I remember the slick feeling of his warm blood dripping off my fingers. I still remember how pathetic he looked lying there in a heap when it was over. Sarea sobbed and hugged me. I must’ve apologized to her a hundred times. But I wasn’t apologizing for our fight, or eating our food, or for running away. I was apologizing for what she never knew, that I begged the gods to take her if they could just give me what I wanted.” Donnal’s expression darkened, closing his eyes.

Leo sat beside his friend in silence, unsure of what to say.

“We took all the silver in the merchant’s purse and escaped into the night, fleeing into the sewers. Soon after we became burglars and cutpurses working for the guild. But after that night, when I saw her sleeping on a pile of dirty straw in that sewer, wrapped in torn rags and the dead merchant’s stolen cloak, I swore I’d never let her down again. She is all the family I’d ever have in this world, as a dirty orphan living in dirtier wine-alleys. I’d never be anything more than that, and I was a fool to think otherwise. She deserved better than me, but I was going to make sure I did the best I could to give her better than this life would.”

Leo’s gaze met Donnal’s, his friend’s countenance a mask of guilt. “You never told me that.”

Donnal let out a deep breath. “I’ve been poor all my life. Lived in the alleys of Roland’s fall, begging for scraps. Stealing and praying not to get caught by the city watch. All I want is to give my sister a life where she can be comfortable. Doesn’t have to spend her days wasting away as a tavern wench. Excavating was my roll of the dice to do that, but now…” Donnal grew quiet, looking at the hard earth between his knees. This brush with demons and dark cults and near death had shook him. And how could it not? It made Leo wonder why he was not more scared. Maybe Donnal was right. Maybe he was a thickheaded fool.

“I made a promise to her before I left that I’d come back alive. At first I was scared I wouldn’t make it. Now I’m scared what will happen when I do.”

Leo clapped him on the shoulder. “What’ll happen is the two of you will be richer than you’ve ever been in your life when we sell these stones.”

Donnal rubbed his jaw, looking morosely at his wineskin, wishing it would refill itself. “There’s one thing I cannot shake from my mind, of everything that’s happened.” Donnal looked up at the stars. “And it’s not all the gold we might make, or your grandfather Crusader Leoric and his Awakened cult, or how it felt nearly dying in that mountain. It’s how I felt when the high priest spoke those words and we transformed into demons.”

The flames of the campfire swayed and twisted in the gusting wind.

“It felt like pure joy. Like everything I ever wanted when I sat on those docks that day. I reveled in that power. It felt right, like I had found a part of me that had been missing my whole life.”

Leo said nothing. He had felt something not unlike that himself, that day in the mountains when they were transformed by High Priest Ezram. It too, scared the hell out of him. Like something had awakened.

“The Demonheart, they called your grandfather,” Donnal said. His eyes met Leonel’s, a moment of sobriety passing over him. “Emryhs is right about one thing. Things are never going back to the way they were. I can feel it.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 4 - A War from Within

 

The banners of Ellaria flapped violently, their standard-bearers fighting against the strong winds that yanked at the blue-and-purple lion banners and the men carrying them. General Braedan Foltras stood beside his horse and the host of his men, staring across the field at the Rolanse legion and their deep crimson banners of the rose and sword.

Even after all these years of war, the nervousness before the fight was still present—perhaps part of the reason he was still alive, aside from the pure luck that kept any soldier alive. Even the greatest and most renowned veterans will tell you it was luck as much as skill that left them standing when the bloodshed was done. Any man honest enough to say it would admit that better soldiers than himself had died, no matter how skilled they were. Braedan was no exception.

Somewhere in the back of his mind, protests to this entire cause grew louder. War after war. Rolanse rebellion, The Liberation war, then years of fighting for land, now this. First each other, then orcs, and once the orcs were defeated it wasn’t long before we were fighting one another again.

But the protests were not his concern, now. Nor were they ever. He was a soldier, soldiers fight wars. Even ones that make little sense, which was most of them. His only concern now was to stay alive, to win the day, and a lesser priority but one he desperately hoped for—to keep as many of his men alive as possible.

“When do we strike, General?” Aegwyn, his second in command, asked.

When there’s a battle worth fighting, he wanted to say.

“Soon. When the winds change to be at our back. Give our archers more range and stunt the enemy’s bows.”

“They have the stronger ground. It will be bloody.”

Braedan nodded. “That is why we wait. And that is why they do as well.”

Waiting. There was always so much waiting in war. Waiting, endless waiting, and then chaos soaked in sudden and bloody death.

“How do you know the winds will change?”

“The mages.”

Aegwyn nodded, as though he suspected as much. “Powerful allies,” he said in a way that sounded far less than enthused. Aegwyn was a very promising strategist from Faenrilas, one of the Western Kingdoms of the Lionheart Pact of Ellaria. Westlanders were notoriously untrusting of Circle Mages, and generally of most everyone from outside the west.

Braedan shared his disdain for the casters. In truth, most soldiers mistrusted the Circle Magi of the Arcane University. They and the other two sects of the University Triumvirate, the Cantry church and the Scholastery College, remained neutral in the wars of nations. Which basically meant they played both sides. And there’s nothing a soldier hated more than that. What kind of man bets on both sides of a dice roll?

Aegwyn shifted restlessly in his boots. It was a hard thing to ask a man to do, to line up on one side of a field and stare across at your likely death hour after hour, leaving him with nothing but the wonder if that morning had been the last one he’d ever see. On both sides of this field, Braedan knew, men lined up and waited, wondering, asking themselves what was the point of any of this.

His own men were tired, he knew. Tired of seeing rations slashed, eating like beggars during this drought. Tired of losing friends, tired of somehow surviving one battle only to know another one lay close on the horizon. But such was the nature of war. One only survived by shutting out those thoughts, lest you might go insane or desert.

“Perhaps they will be weakened,” Aegwyn said. “Recent reports say the drought has hit hard in the south.” 

Braedan scoffed. “It has hit harder here. Our soldiers are likely hungrier than theirs. Most of our new recruits are from Kaesterfjord and Canterweald. The Wealdmen are nearly as ready to revolt as the southerners in the Riordan valley.”

Aegwyn managed a tired smile. “A soldier can hope.”

Braedan chuckled. “That’s one of the few things he can do.”

Starting a war during a drought. This King Idrane is more the fool than I could’ve imagined. He might very well get himself and the Cowalyn line of kings cast down from the throne if this goes on much longer. Braedan had to fight the urge to let the disgust show on his face. I was lucky to have so many years under a good king in his father… King Delane, a good man. He frowned. How quickly we take for granted the things we are lucky to have.

The banners above swung with the changing wind, the bannermen adjusting to hold them steady. Violent winds suddenly blew southwest. Just as the mages had predicted.

“Tell the archers to begin their volleys,” he said to Aegwyn. And with those quiet words, the battle would start, and gods knew how many would die.

The Rolanse Legions had prepared for this, and rows of shields rose up to protect them in strong formations. Still, the arrows would do their bloody work. Enough, hopefully, to weaken them. Braedan had the numbers advantage, but the Rolanse Legion held the superior position. And if he was being honest with himself, which he had to be, they seemed to always have the stronger tactical discipline. He had to give it to the southerners. As much as he hated to admit it, the Rolanse legions were a formidable and well organized force.

He turned to his men, drawing his sword. There would be no speech. What speech could he give them after so many battles? This time, it’ll be the last and we can go home? Fight for king and country? Fight for the man beside you? They all knew it wasn’t like to be their last unless they died on this field. They already hated their king, and fought for their country. And the man beside them was likely the only damn thing keeping them on the field. Braedan mounted his horse, and his mounted knights cantered forward to stand beside him. All he could do is channel their anger.

“This is bloody business, but it is our business!” Braedan shouted. “We are Ellarians, descended of the warrior-kings of Erathos. Let us kill these southern bastards and fill our bellies with their meat and wine!”

Food and wine was always a good motivator, especially for a hungry soldier. His men shouted lustily and readied their swords, spears, halberds and weapons of war as volleys of arrows flew overhead. They charged like men driven by fear and rage. Rage misdirected from their own damned king that made them fight, rage transferred onto these men of Rolanse who would likely be their companions if they wore different colors.

Braedan charged alongside his mounted knights, his infantry following behind him. His heart raged in his chest as the enemy line grew closer and closer, and he hefted his sword as the clash came ever closer.

Every time he smashed through an enemy line it was the same.  Pure, utter terror mixed with animal rage and violence. He parried spears and swung hard at footmen whose spear strikes scraped off his shield and the curves of his plate mail. His armored warhorse trampled those who wouldn’t move or else smashed into them and sent them sprawling. His mounted knights surged through the enemy lines and many of them came out the other side, ready to wheel around to strike them from behind as his infantry clashed into the soldiers at the vanguard.

The once quiet, windy day had turned into a screaming, bloodsoaked melee of chaos. Ellarian warriors and Rolansian soldiers slammed awkwardly into each other, grunting and cursing, screaming, bashing, stabbing, flailing and dying. Focus on the next charge. One at a time, Braedan told himself. That was all you could ever do in life, one thing at a time, until it was over and you were dead.

He drove his spurs into his horse, and his knights followed him, shouting “For Ellaria!” and “For the north!” into the clear blue sky. A sky that was quickly turning dark as a foreboding mass of clouds pressed forth from the north and began to cover up the sun. That’s strange, the thought appeared on the fringes of his mind, focused on the enemies before him. The mages did not speak of a storm.

He swung his sword, bashing aside a blade and driving the point of his own down into the neck of a Rolanse legionnaire. The bottom of a halberd blade hooked onto the top of his shield, and the Rolansian soldier was trying to rip it free, wrenching the shield from Braedan’s grasp. He turned in his saddle and began hacking at the haft of the weapon when suddenly a voice began to boom throughout the battlefield, so loud it caused Braedan to turn his head up to the sky above.

And he was not the only one. Slowly, the fighting between the two sides dwindled and the bloody field grew quiet, save for the frenzied cry of birds of prey that now flew away from what would’ve been their feeding ground. It was one of the strangest moments he’d ever seen, a battle stopped, soldiers frozen in place from some otherworldly fear.

The booming voice left all the soldiers on both sides staring up at the stormy sky. It was deep, resounding and so powerful as to stir a raw, animal panic in Braedan’s chest. Like a vengeful god raging down at them. The voice spoke in a strange tongue Braedan did not understand:

Xyn’the rezzesai hezhra’nesh, dagrosk gvech iliya’een ethorozosti hezhra’hanesh…

Suddenly groans and cries came from all across the battlefield, from men of Rolanse and Braedan’s own Ellarian soldiers. They doubled over, dropped their weapons, clutched at their arms and chests and necks, as if suddenly stricken with some unknown plague.

Those not stricken began to back away, looking at one another in fear, no longer caring if they wore the crimson of Rolanse or the blue and purple of Ellaria.

“What…” Braedan started at a whisper, before his voice rose in fear. “What devilry is this?”

When the voice stopped, suddenly all the afflicted soldiers rose to their feet, not soldiers at all, not anymore.

Their skin was leathery, colored in dark hues and with burning runes and symbols aglow on their exposed skin. Their eyes shined with an unearthly, unholy gleam. Some had wings sprouting from their backs that burst forth from leather and chainmail that clung to their bodies. 

The soldiers rose again as demons. Braedan had of course never seen a demon before, but he knew one when he saw it. It was primal, a recognition of ancestral terror buried deep within the blood.

Braedan turned at the wild cries of a dying horse. Aegwyn was himself no more, now a great and terrible horned devil feasting upon the beast’s flesh, his eyes now turning to Braedan.

Three Rolanse soldiers strode up beside him, all with their blades turned on the demon, enemies suddenly turned allies against this unknown hell.

“Light of the Maker save us,” one Rolansian legionnaire said, beginning to pray in the heavy southeastern accent of Rioma Aldeaux.

The demon that Aegwyn had become leapt forward at them, faster than Braedan could believe for its size. Its claws cut down one of the Rolansian soldiers to the sound of a horrifying scream. Two more soldiers charged at it, turning their blades against its leathery hide. The demon’s tail swung around, smashing them and sending them crashing back to the earth in a heap.

Braedan’s rage at this unholy creature suddenly overpowered his bewilderment, the rage of a soldier trained to fight. He wrenched forth a mud-covered spear that had been plunged into the earth, couched it under his arm and spurred his horse, charging at the demon. It turned to face him as he drew close, and he leaned forward to duck under the swipe of its massive claw as he drove the spear into the demon’s chest. His heart surged with victory as he wheeled his horse around.

The demon still stood. It grasped the spear and wrenched it out of itself, black blood pouring out of the wound onto the earth, but the demon’s expression unchanged. Its unholy eyes now turned on Braedan.

No… No, I do not believe it. Braedan’s eyes wandered around the battlefield, seeing men of both countries being cut down, crushed by their countrymen-turned-demons by this fell voice from the sky. This is some unholy nightmare.

Instinctively he reached for his sword again, though he found his hand was shaking so much he could hardly grasp the hilt. His whole body trembled like a naked child in the cold.

The demon Aegwyn stood tall and roared, a hellish scream so loud and terrible that rent the air, its gaze fixed on Braedan.

He could hardly breathe, hardly think for the voice screaming in his head to run, for the ancestral fear he had never known before that seized control of his entire being. Braedan Foltras, the general who had never abandoned a fight or left his men to die, the soldier who confronted death more times than most had dreamed of, the warrior who had chosen certain death over dishonor countless times on the field, wheeled his horse around and fled.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 5 - Oathkeepers

 

Year 117 of the Third Age, Village of Harrowdale, in the Riverlands between the north and south of Demarest. A thousand years ago.

 

The twelve druidic priests stood in front of each stone pillar arranged in the circle of earth, praying with blooded hands in celebration of the celestial alignment. Their prayer-songs mingled with the beating drums and the beautiful, melodic flutes that played an uplifting yet haunting melody. In front of the druidic priests, on stone slabs that served as altars, twelve men and women—husbands and wives joined in the light of the twelve—made love to each other in rhythmic motion. The women moaned, the men moved and shifted with their women, and the women raked their men’s backs with their fingers or ran their hands through the men’s long hair and gripped tight.

“Are you scared?” Kiorven asked his young daughter.

“No,” Myrra said, watching the celebration. “What are they doing, Papa?”

“They’re creating life,” Kiorven said, placing his hand upon his child’s head and smiled at her lovingly. “Tonight, above us is the great-star of Lukyne. Do you see how bright it is? When the divines bless us, their stars shine bright. We celebrate the return of her stars, for the gods are not always with us. On this night we celebrate her power, and thank her for our world that teems with life.”

“Lukyne is the huntress,” Myrra recited from memory. “She is the goddess of birth, of the hunt, of the animals of the wild. She is one of the great goddesses of the Twelve.”

“Very good, my Myrrala.”  Kiorven smiled at her again. She smiled back. “You were created on this night years ago, when your mother and I were the blessed chosen for that year’s Lukynea Celestarune. That is why you are a treasure, Myrra. You were a gift from Lukyne. You will grow to become a great huntress, I am sure. Like your mother.”

Myrra looked back at the druidic ritual. “I am a huntress,” she said happily.

Kiorven laughed. “That you are, blessed one. And you are more than that. You will give birth to a child, and that child shall give birth to another child, and so it shall continue for countless generations until one day a child will be born who will reshape the world and bring forth the Twelve Divines once more.”

“But how do you know that, papa?”

“We are Oathkeepers, Myrra. The chosen of Istran Aratoras. What has been written will come to pass. We safeguard the truth, and stand as guardians against the demons who would take our world. Do you understand?”

Myrra stared at the bodies moving together on the altars. “Yes, Papa.” 

“Good, my little huntress.” Kiorven smiled. The two of them moved closer to the twelve standing stones, the pillars of the ritual. Myrra stopped, and Kiorven turned to look at her.

“Come, let us pray to the Twelve Divines.”

Myrra looked down at her simple leather shoes, then back up at her father. “If I pray to the Twelve Divine every day, and I am good for Lukyne and all the rest, will they give Mother back?”

A pained look crossed Kiorven’s face, despite the smile he wore for his daughter.

“Reym has returned to the earth. Like we all will one day. Her spirit will come to life again in another form when the Twelve Divines see it fit.” Kiorven kneeled in front of his daughter, who began to cry silently. “But she lives, still. In you. And when I die, I will still be with you. As long as you love and honor her, she is with you.”

“What about other gods? Will any of them bring mama back?”

Kiorven chuckled. “There are many other gods that many people worship. The gods of the Cantry, the gods of the Iterrani of the East, earth-spirits and Wilder gods and many more long forgotten. But a woman must pick what gods she believes in. I have never known any of them to bring a soul back to its body. If the Twelve Divines never sing in your heart, then you may leave them when you are a woman grown.”

Myrra did not respond, wiping the tears away with her arm, her eyes still downcast. Kiorven kissed her on the forehead.

“Come, let us ask the Twelve Divines for their blessing.”

Myrra followed her father to stand beside the other villagers in prayer. Father and daughter said the words in unison:

“Craothe, Arun, Markuth, Leasorach, Damhain, Rael, Tyros, Lukyne, Velthayr, Uschan, Erathoras, Dracnea. Gratitude is ours for your blessings. For our world that lives and grows. For the life we can create. For the harvest that keeps us fed. For the civilization we have built. For the struggles we must face. For the beasts of the wild. For the life we have, and for the death we shall return—”

A loud cry split the air. The druids did not stop their song, though the townsfolk began to panic. A woman had three arrows in her chest, stumbled and fell beside the standing stones.

Horns began to blow, and the ritual was stopped as the warriors began to descend upon the village. Kiorven saw the fiery hand of the Cantry Church upon the tabards of knights and templars.

“Myrra, you must go. Go to the place where you have hidden. Wait there until there is only silence. If I do not come for you by morning, go west and find your aunt Lydea and Uncle Yoren in Greenhills. Do you hear me?”

“I’m scared,” his daughter cried. “Come with me, Papa.”

Kiorven smiled at her. “You are a huntress.”

“I am a huntress,” she repeated, nodding. 

“Follow the road west. You may get hungry, you may feel like you are walking forever. But keep going. A huntress does not give up. By next nightfall you will reach Greenhills.”

Myrra nodded.

“Remember. I am with you.” He kissed her on the forehead, and she ran. For a lingering moment, he watched her go, not wanting to take his eyes off of her. With a deep breath, he turned away.

Kiorven ran back to their cottage and re-emerged with sword and axe. The druids fought back with ceremonial weapons and their elemental powers, but the Knights and Templar began to overrun the men and women of the village, cursing their Twelve gods and rallying in the name of the Maker, shedding blood in the name of their four true gods.

One man moved through the melee, purposefully striding to where Kiorven stood. He wore enameled plate armor emblazoned with the golden hand of the Maker, carrying a greatsword.

Kiorven knew why he was here.

“Where are the other Oathkeepers?” The man locked his gaze upon Kiorven as he drew close. “Where are the tomes of Eskian?”

Kiorven smiled. “You are wasting your time, demon-born. We protect our world. There is no price we would not pay.”

“What about your daughter?”

Kiorven’s heart lurched. This world is not yours. And it never shall be. “When it is her time to return to the earth, it is her time. Neither you nor I decide that.”

“I wouldn’t be so sure,” the man said. “You are a fool who cannot see what lies before him.”

Kiorven looked up at the night sky, the gleaming canopy of light stretching on forever. Thank you, divines, for this world. For the life I was blessed to live. For the hunt and the harvest, for our civilization and the wilds. For the air and water, earth and fire. For the love I bore Reym, Myrra, my brothers and my sister, my father and my mother.

Kiorven crossed his axe and sword, bowing his head. Remember, Myrra. You are blessed. You are a huntress. Your children shall shape the future. He leapt at the demon in Cantry-emblazoned armor, swinging the crescent and blade.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 6 - One of Twelve

 

The group traveled slow through the wild fields of northwestern Ellaria, between the Odainfjalls and the Lake of Kings. They led their horses slowly through this rockier land overgrown with hardy weeds and sparse brush, not wanting a horse to break a leg in the craggy highlands. As they walked, Leo had his eyes on the ancient tome written by the old monk, Oran. The thick, coarse pages of Oran Galthanes’ writings shuffled softly as Leo hunted for a specific page, one he had read and re-read over and again, his curiosity and search for answers bringing him back.

 

The Twelve Divines and their holy symbols:

 

Tree - Craothe

Raven - Arun

Hammer - Markuth

Flames - Leasorach

Stag - Damhain

Star - Rael

Tower - Tyros

Wolf - Lukyne

Crown - Velthayr

Tear - Uschan

Gryphon - Erathoras

Dragon - Dracnea

 

Worshiped by many of our age, understood by few. For most people of the second age, the Twelve Divines were little more than a culture. A set of beliefs. Symbols with childlike meanings associated with each of them. The kind of simple satisfactory ideas that helped the common man make sense of our world. The Twelve Divines were guardians, constellations above, months of our year, and words to chant, but hardly more than that. Symbolically, these gods represent much to our people—civilization and the natural world, the greatness of our ancestors, man and beast, light and darkness, life and death...

Yet every man who ponders the gods must wonder—are they what we believe they are? And if they are, why are they here? Do they watch over us, influence us, or walk among us? Or do they manipulate, control, reign over us? Do they have their own world? Do they live here, in ours? Or are they ephemeral, like spirits in the heavens, guiding us or ignoring us as they see fit? With what means do they rule, and where have they come from? Endless questions.

These demons that came down—the Twelve Heralds that were defeated by Istran the Lightbringer—were demons masquerading as our “Twelve Divines.” A clever ruse for them to dominate the kinsmen of our world using our own beliefs. But part of me must wonder, what if they were truly incarnations of the Twelve Divines? Was Istran our savior, liberating us, or a great evil that killed the divine heralds of our gods? Will we ever know and be the wiser?

Time has not made these questions clearer to me, and I fear they shall never be before my life-age is over.

 

Leo looked up from his reading as Reina walked up beside him, leading her horse by the reins. She smiled at him, and his heart paced a bit faster as he smiled back.

“Twelve Divines,” Leo said. He looked up above at the blue sky, wondering where those stars are now. One of twelve. “Demons, gods, or nothing at all?”

Reina glanced at Oran’s tome with discerning eyes. Curious, skeptical, thoughtful. “I don’t know,” she said finally.

Leo absently ran his fingers along the soft, cracked leather binding of Oran’s ancient writings of this ancient mythology. The sweet smell of northern wildflowers carried by a cool wind brought back memories of running through the fields outside Leoneguard as a child, in the shadows of the Garrond mountains. It made him yearn for simpler days.

“You believe in the four true gods.”

Reina nodded. “I have felt the light of the Maker. I have seen it. I have felt it within,” her eyes darted to him as she said it.

Leo smirked. He knew she was going to say something to that effect. “None of us would deny that. We all witnessed it firsthand. I don’t know what it was that gave you power you when you touched the tome of Eskian back there in the Odainfjalls. But how do you know what gods work through you? Or is it even gods at all?”

She shook her head. “I can’t know for certain. But I know what I felt.”

Leo scratched at his cheek, falling silent.

“We all have to choose what we believe.”

“The church has been erasing the history of the Ancients and their connection to these Twelve Divines. They’d have us believe that the Four True gods of the Cantry are the only gods our people ever believed in. I keep asking myself, why would they go to such great lengths to keep that history from us?”

Reina thought for a moment. “The twisting machinations of men do not deny the gods their divinity.”

 A long-maned hillcat watched them from a distant outcropping before sauntering away with a flick of its tail. “There are many people across the continents who believe in many different gods. It is easy to look at the religions of the past and say, ‘Of course they were wrong, their gods are gone and so are they.’ And yet we feel our own are present with such certainty. Who’s to say which are the true gods?”

“Maybe they all are,” Reina said. “Maybe this is all their game. Our world is their Regaile board, and we are their pieces.”

“To hells with that,” Leo chuckled. “Ask Emryhs how I feel about being a piece upon a board.”

Reina laughed. Leo smiled. Is there anything better than to make your woman laugh? He wanted to have her alone to himself, in a room with a view where they could lay together and laugh and forget the rest of the world. She would never forget the rest of the world, though. She wanted more than just to hide away. Maybe that was part of why he was so drawn to her. She had her own beliefs, her own will, her own path she sought, far different from his own.

“He’s right, you know,” Reina said. “Emryhs.”

Leo shook his head. “He’s just trying to use me for his own ends. Kings, druids, high priests, they all seek control, no matter how noble they make themselves out to be. Emryhs sent Kaejic to find me knowing full well the orc wanted to kill me. All because he deemed it right.”

“Perhaps he knew you two would not fight. Besides, now you will be traveling south with that savage to find the next tome of Eskian.”

“It’s about the only thing I’m doing the druid agrees with,” Leo said. “He has seemed like an ally so far, Emryhs. But we’d be fools to trust he is acting in our best interest. He clearly will do whatever it takes to achieve his goals.”

 

Duncan, Donnal, Benley and Vera had been speaking to one another in low tones as they led the horses across the wild fields. Leo had seen their concerned looks and grumbling exchanges, none more vocal than Donnal. He was deeply troubled of late, and he did not hide his displeasure. Kaejic walked alone in silence not far behind them. It was an unsettling practice, but so was the orc’s presence among them. 

“Laddie,” Duncan called out. “Let’s take a moment’s rest. Now that the druid is gone, we should speak of our plans.”

Leo nodded. “We’re going to the Arcane University. Hopefully we’ll get a king’s ransom for these soulstones.”

“Aye, that’s the goal.” Duncan cleared his throat. “But we have some…concerns.”

“We can’t go south around the Lake of Kings, on the Erathian Highway,” Vera said. “For one, his presence will cause more problems than we can handle,” she said nodding towards Kaejic. “And two…”

“We dinnae who we can trust,” Duncan said. “We dinnae who is in this Awakened cult and who is not. Really, we dinnae a damn thing. We’re as blind as burrow gnolls.”

Reina nodded. “It does seem prudent to avoid people, given our strange situation.”

“That’s why we think we should go north around the Lake of Kings.”

“Through the Northern Wildlands?” Leo raised his eyebrows. “I didn’t think you had it in you, you old goat,” he said with a laugh.

“Better we brave the Reach and the Wildlands than be turned to devils once again,” Duncan said. “We need to know what we’re up against. The university must have answers. And perhaps our Druid friend might learn something too when we meet with him in Utrehngard. Until then I say we only visit towns and villages in small numbers to get supplies, and keep moving.”

Reina nodded. “This seems wise. We also need to find some protection against that dark mysticism the High Inquisitor Ezram cast to transform us, or else cure whatever is at the root of this affliction.”

“Cure,” Donnal scoffed. “What cure? You all talk as if this is some twisted curse. We’re not sick. We are demon descended. We have the blood of the Betrayer. Don’t speak of this as if it is some spring sickness. This is what we are.” He sounded miserable, despondent, almost in a rage at his own words. “Gods take your hopes for a cure.”

“The Circle Mages will know for certain,” Leo said. “One way or the other, we need answers. Until then, we don’t know just how far-reaching my grandfather’s Awakened cult is. So we’ll go north, stay out of sight. It’s a good plan.”

“No it ain’t,” Duncan laughed. “But it’s the best we’ve got. Once we get past the last hearth north of the Garrond mountains and the Lake of Kings, paragons know what we’ll face up in the northlands.”

“I know!” Benley said brightly. “I know all about Wilder kin and the highland tribes! They’re as dangerous as they come!  My great-great-great-great grand uncle Alber Wanderfoot wrote about it in one of his stories. He traveled all around the lands and across the sea to Teldaran, too!” Donnal, Duncan and Vera groaned in unison. Leo chuckled, sharing a smile with Benley as he looked up at him. Yet another tale of one of Benley’s legendary kin. He talked like he was related to near every halfling in the Hearthlands. And who knows, maybe he was. “He traveled with the Uthrecci through the Northern Wildlands for a month, both by sea on their longships and on land! The Thagcairn Tribe, the Frostback trolls and the northern tribes killed all his Uthrecci companions in a terrible ambush! Alber only survived because of his beautiful singing voice, his lute-playing and his Hearthlands songs. When the wilder kin found him hiding, they didn’t kill him at first because they had never seen a halfling before. The highland tribesman let him free because they said it was a curse to kill a songbird. He walked miles and miles back to civilization!”

“That’s quite a tale, Benley,” Leo chuckled. “If ours is half as eventful, it will be fun.”

“You’re a damned madman,” Duncan growled. “And stop encouragin’ the wee lad’s tales. That’s why we never hear the end of ‘em.”

“Once we get what we need from the Circle Magi, I’m going south to the old internment camps. The orc is coming with me, for better or worse. I’ve seen where the next tome lies,” Leo declared.

“And how exactly do you plan to travel through a warzone with a massive orc beside you? It’d be hard enough to do in peacetime. The war is getting bloodier by the day. Even if we turned back and went to Brightwall or Wardencliffe, we’d be arrested and brought to Leoneguard before we ever even hired a ship. Hells, even if we went west to Tirasgard or Stormholde they wouldn’t allow ye to travel with one of their kind. And they barely consider themselves part of the Lionheart pact these days.” Duncan nodded towards the orc.

Kaejic’s eyes found Leo’s as if he knew he was being spoken of, moving up closer behind them. His massive figure was imposing even from twenty paces away. Vera stared daggers at their unlikely orc companion as he drew closer, somehow even more mistrusting of him than Reina was. Leo thought maybe that since Kaejic was the first orc Vera had ever met, she might regard him with more kinship or curiosity, given her half-orc nature. But she considered herself a woman without a people, Leo knew well enough. She saw him as a threat, nothing more.

“That’s why we’re going to Uthrec,” Leo said, flipping one of the gold coins they had found and catching it out of the air. “The Storm-king doesn’t give a damn about Ellarian laws, and we’ll be able to find a ship that can sail us south.”

Donnal stepped forward. “After we reach the university and get our coin, I’m going back home to Sarea in Roland’s Fall.”

“Aye, myself as well. If you say there’s more of these relics to be found at these old internment camps down south, we’ll meet you there. But I don’t like taking all our newfound wealth into Uthrec just to hire a ship to take us south. We both know how dangerous those Uthrecci can be. The Storm King himself might just lock us up and take our gold just because he can.”

“Nothing will stop us from reaching our destination. Kin’ratha eten loga gaarinoch. None can stop my heartfury,” Kaejic said, having strode up behind them. It was unnerving that a person that large could be so surefooted and quiet. 

“Err, right. Well, as long as yer not turnin’ that heartfury on us,” Duncan said.

“Until the Demonheart Leoric is dead, I will not fight Leonel. I have sworn.”

Duncan snorted. “Like minin’ deeper into a unstable tunnel.”

Leo nodded. “We don’t all have to take a ship down south. We’ll meet up at the old orc internment camps in southern Rolanse. And bring excavating gear, this one might not be as easy to find as the last.”

Duncan tugged on his beard. “Aye, that we can do.”

Reina’s hand went to the Cantry pendant around her neck, the holy symbol of Istran the Lightbringer. The silver likeness of the human icon of Istran, which they had learned was a lie. They knew how the true Istran of history was a half-orc.

Leo wondered if the Cantry’s lies and alteration of history had eroded Reina’s faith in the church, even if her faith in the Maker and the true gods had not wavered. For years all peoples of the human kingdoms, Leo included, had more or less accepted the history the Cantry had presented to the world. Why wouldn’t they? It was the history that was taught to all as children.

“Emryhs might not speak words you want to hear, but he speaks truly. We have a duty to act on what we have seen,” Reina said. “Demons have returned to the world. This Awakened cult and who knows what else are emerging from the shadows. These tomes of Eskian have some divinity to them, some power we don’t understand. I felt it myself. Something is calling to Leo in his dreams.”

Donnal rubbed his eyebrow in annoyance. “Priestess, we’re all grateful for what you did back in Caergan Dunoor. You saved our lives, there’s no way to say it elsewise. But we’re more like to end up wearing monk’s robes than to go on some damned crusade.”

“Reina,” Leo said. Her eyes had an unwavering determination. “We’re excavators, not Darkwardens. Treasure-hunting is what we do. The rest of it has nothing to do with us.”

“For now,” she replied with a cocky certainty, her eyes still fixed upon his. You know, she seemed to say. You know this has only just begun. You know we can’t escape our part in all this.

“We’re out here to make our fortune, lass. We’re well on our way to doing that, if we can stay alive,” Duncan said. “Ask any of us if we’d risk our lives for a chance to make our fortune half a year ago, and we’d all say aye before we even knew what the job was. Riskin’ our sorry hides for a chance fortune is what excavators do. That’s our job. Leave the wars, gods and demons to the Kings, the Cantry and the Circle Mages.”

Reina remained undeterred. “We shall see where the light guides us.”

Vera scoffed, turning around to pace about their campsite.

Leo looked down at Oran’s writings, thinking about the Twelve Divines. He thought of their names once more, the forgotten runes associated with them, and their translations by this man Oran. He found himself looking up at the sky. The brightest of the stars could barely be seen in the blue sky as daylight began to fade. One star caught his eye. The one he had not seen before. Part of a constellation. One of twelve.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 7 - An Unwanted Visitor

 

The portcullis of Leoneguard Keep rattled open. For a brief moment, Mordan stood alone on the Causeway of Kings, taking a deep breath. It had been a long road here, and a longer one still from Sten Vigil at Redridge. The stronghold of the Order of Odain. So it was some effort to remind himself he represented his order in this matter. He needed to attend to the formalities of treating with a king. There were few things he hated more than formalities.

He had traveled from fiefdom to fiefdom within Ellaria, being turned away at each great seat and lordly hall. Hospitality was given at the least, but his request for aid led to either laughter, outright disrespect or a litany of excuses.

Everyone, it had seemed, had forgotten their vows.

The old dwarf patted himself on the chest, as if to motivate himself to keep moving. There were no attendants waiting for him, or any sort of formal welcome. While Mordan was grateful to be spared that annoyance, it was a bad sign. No one really cared or wanted to hear from the Darkwardens. They rarely brought good news and usually only asked for something. It was on tradition and the laws of the University Triumvirate that demanded any king, lord or nobleman have an audience with the Darkwardens if they were requested.

But they didn’t have to like it.

Through the long hallway crafted with intricate masonry and decked with lavish heraldry of the Lion of Ellaria hanging from rich tapestries, Mordan entered into the great hall and found his way to the war room. Inside King Idrane Cowalyn and his military advisors spoke in tense tones, gesturing over maps on a huge wood table and moving lion statuettes around that represented their various forces.

“Yer grace,” Mordan said, clearing his throat. He hadn’t spoken much lately. “Forgive the intrusion, but I come on behalf of the Order of Odain on some important business. We sent ravens to give you word I would be coming, I hope—”

“Darkwardens,” King Idrane scoffed. “Come to ask for some handout, I’m sure? What do you all do these days anyway, drink yourselves senseless at Redridge hall?”

Mordan swallowed his rage, trying to maintain an even countenance. “Yer grace, the Darkwardens have a sacred duty, as the shield against the unholy and the sword to cut down those practitioners of dark arts—”

King Idrane looked around mockingly, as if searching for something that wasn’t there. “Thank you for that reminder of what every pot boy and shoeless orphan in Leoneguard knows. Do you find many necromancers and vampires these days? Or do you content yourselves by staving in the heads of addled goblins that take up residence in crumbling forts and then celebrate by drinking the days away in your prestigious keep?” Idrane scoffed. “Your order is as useless as it is antiquated. If you need help, turn to the Cantry. Odain the Wanderer is one of the four gods, isn’t he? Ask those blasted self-righteous priests for help if you need it.”

Mordan could no longer contain his rage. “You took a vow along with every other knight, lord and king in the land to stand with the Wanderer against the ungodly. The treaties signed by your ancestors don’t give a damn for your scorn. You may think us useless, boy, but even though our numbers dwindle and Sten Vigil slowly crumbles in disrepair, still we fight against horrors that would twist up your insides just to look upon them, yer grace.” Mordan said the title with a mocking scorn he did not bother to hide.

King Idrane turned slowly to face him, adorned in ceremonial lion armor, wrought with steel and gold and silver, and with a flowing silk cloak that moved like it was enchanted by the wind. The king’s raiment alone was worth more than the keep of Sten Vigil at Redridge and everything the Darkwardens owned together.

“You dare call me boy?” Idrane stared pure hate at Mordan. “If you weren’t a part of your sacred order I’d have you hanging by your entrails from the walls of Leoneguard, with nothing but the crows feasting on your eyes to keep you company.”

Enough of this. This spoiled brat is a far cry from King Delane.

Mordan pulled the large rune-covered cloak from off his back and untied the leather strings, letting the contents fall out onto the floor.

With a thump, the great severed arm of the demon that had been cut off by Leonel Anglian on Greymoor isle sat motionless for all to see, leathery red skin covered in black blood and with deadly claws like daggers around an open palm. Even dead, it almost looked as if it were reaching for something unseen.

The knights, generals and military advisors around Idrane gasped, swore, and began to murmur to each other at the sight of it.

“Frozen hells, where did you find that?” one general shouted at Mordan.

“Greymoor. It damn near killed us all, too.” Mordan pointed at the arm. “We don’t yet know how, but demons have come back to our world. There is a darkness spreading across the land, and we don’t yet understand it. But the Order of Odain needs able-bodied men-at-arms, we need food and resources, and most of all, we need your cooperation and vigilance to help us find what is changing in our world.”

Idrane raised his head high, staring down with disdain at the arm.

“This is likely just some dark magic, another apostate escaped from the Arcane University who managed to mangle his body into a twisted form. Demons have been gone from this world for thousands of years, cast out by Istran the Lightbringer. Spout your conspiracies somewhere else, dwarf. In case you haven’t noticed, there’s a war going on. A real war. So no, I will not spare a single recruit or a sack of grain for your misguided order.”

Mordan struggled to contain his rage at the utter disrespect, the stupidity of this young king. He carefully wrapped up the demon arm, slinging it over his back once more—feeling its weight, its burn. Everywhere I go, kings and lords find ways to deny what is in plain sight. We are alone in this, and these fools will not act until the knife is at their throats.

“Your ignorance shames you,” Mordan said. “Everyone else may have forgotten, but the Darkwardens remember what demons did to this world thousands of years ago. Even if we have to stand alone, we will stand.”

Mordan turned and strode out of the war room, feeling the eyes of stunned councilors and an indignant king upon him as he left.

Why do good kings always raise such shitehead sons?

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 8 - Caelm's Reach

 

Their company had traveled northeasterly, towards the ring of the Garrond mountains encircling the Lake of Kings, but it had been hard going on both themselves and the horses. With no roads in the highlands between the Odainfjalls and the central Ellarian fiefdoms and no ranger to lead them through the southern reaches of the wildlands, their pace had slowed considerably. More than once they had to double back and find kinder paths through the crags and cliffs. Cascian, the Vaenyr elf ranger they hired at Farlpine Lodge, had long since left when they entered Caergan Dunoor. If it weren’t for Duncan and Benley’s years of navigating mapless territory and the uncanny instincts of Kaejic, they very easily could’ve ended up wandering in circles for days.

They were lucky enough to avoid any encounters with the Thagcairn Tribe of wilder kin, but there was something unsettling about their absence from these wild highlands, too. Leo wondered more than once if they knew something their company did not. He didn’t think it likely the wilder kin had found no trace of their passing, even in these hard lands.

The days had grown cold, though it was not yet autumn. And the nights were harsh when the winds came down from the Frostneck. They had all but gone through their supplies and stores of food, and try as they may to hunt any with Vera’s longbow, they could find little and less to eat.

Mercifully, the harsh highlands began to give way to greener hills as they descended into the valley of the Reach. Leo knew the area somewhat; he’d been here before, as a young man. With his father and grandfather. That was when he still spent his days training at the Academy.

“I think, aye, we should be right around here,” Duncan said, poking the map with a stubby finger. “You see?” The dwarf gestured down into the valley, past a small patch of woods where the rooftops of a town could be seen.

Leo nodded. “We’re not far from Caelm’s Reach. That’s likely a village on the outskirts. We can stop there to get supplies.”

Duncan appraised Leo for awhile. “Reachland fiefdom is nae small, lad. There’s like to be a bounty on you, let alone the rest of us. In the south ye may not be recognized, but here in the north, yer more likely to be known.”

“Lord Arlan Aemyrn was friend to my father and grandfather. I came here once in my younger years. Lord Arlan is a proud man, but fiercely principled. When he threatened to leave the Lionheart pact over a taxation dispute, King Delane sent my father and grandfather as an envoy to negotiate with him and keep him in the realm. When I first encountered the steadfast Lord Aemyrn, I thought ‘that man will change his mind for no one.’ But the love he bore my father and grandfather was deep, and in the end they convinced him to compromise. It took two days of hunts and two nights of wine,” Leo said, his expression softening at the memories of his youth. “If there’s a bounty on me up here from the Cantry, these northmen will laugh at it. They’re prideful people, and they love my family more than the royal line of Cowalyn. Or the Cantry church. After all, my grandfather’s mother was a noble lady from the Reach. House Lelyrine. A lesser house, but noble all the same. Even if someone was greedy enough to try and collect my bounty, Lord Arlan would have their head for trying.”

Donnal scoffed. “Pays to be noble, huh?”

Leo reached to slap Donnal in the back of his head, but Donnal swatted it away before the blow landed. “You’ll have to be faster, milord. I’ve got demon reflexes now.”

“Don’t be an ass,” Leo laughed, squirting water from his waterskin in Donnal’s face. He spluttered.

“Well, we can’t all go,” Reina said. “As we discussed, given our…situation, most of us should stay out of sight.”

“Aye,” Duncan muttered, glancing up at the stoic and towering figure of Kaejic. “Given your… status up here, I think you should go Leo, and priestess, you too. Never hurts to have that Cantry amnesty. Donnal, Benley, you two go with. Help them carry as much supplies back as ye can. Myself, Vera and… ah, Kaejic, will stay here and make camp in those woods. Get ourselves some rest.”

He half expected the huge orc to protest, but Kaejic said nothing. For a moment there was silence. Perhaps everyone was expecting there to be some argument. But Kaejic seemed like he already knew what would be said.

“Right, well then,” Duncan continued after the awkward pause.

Donnal exchanged a glance with Vera. “I’d rather stay, with the horses they can get plenty—”

“You’ll do as your damned told!” Duncan barked. “Last I checked this was still the Stonewright excavation company, not the Donnal-the-drunk-Rolansian-orphan-pain-in-my-arse and his merry men! And here I thought you’d be glad to get your hands on more wine,” the old dwarf grumbled.

Vera nodded at Donnal, as if to reassure him. But Donnal’s eyes fell upon Kaejic with a visible mistrust. Kaejic either didn’t notice or didn’t care.

“This is exciting!” Benley chimed in. “I’ve never been to the Reach! I wonder what kind of music they play?  What tavern-songs do all the town drunks sing? Y’know, the kind that everyone in a fiefdom just seems to know by heart, like The Fair Maid of Maelswaden in Roland’ Fall, or Pull Up the Oars from Uthrec, ooh or what of Wylia and the Wise Wolf from Faenrilas—”

Benley continued on like this, listing the songs he’d learned and which he could play best on a lute or which he could sing, then began ordering them from favorite to least favorite until they reached the edge of the wood, where they parted ways as the daylight began to fade. As Leo glanced back, he found Kaejic staring at him. A calm, determined but knowing stare, as if he knew something Leo did not. It made him shiver, and he turned back to look over at Reina. He smiled at the sight of her, and she smiled back, that coy smile. A much more pleasing sight.

When they reached the nameless peasantry town on the far outskirts of Caelm’s Reach, night had fallen. Leo hoped this town at least had a tavern of some sort, or else they’d likely have to press on farther to find supplies. 

“Everyone seems to have turned in for the night,” Reina said.

“Aye, it seems so,” Leo agreed. But there was a strange stillness to the town. Something felt off, like it was too motionless, too devoid of anything.

“No livestock in the pens, no mules or oxen. No dogs barking. No chimney-smoke,” Benley said. “Are you sure anyone lives here?”

Leo furrowed his brow. “No.”

“Benley’s right,” Reina said. “They’re not asleep. This place is empty.” She approached the shuttered window of a small cottage. When she pulled the simple boards open and peered inside, there was only darkness. Leo pulled a torch from off of a packhorse, deftly lighting it with flint and steel. As the light cascaded over the scene, it felt suddenly more eerie than in the dark. It was if everything was suddenly left where it was. Like the whole town picked up and fled. Peering in through another farmhouse window, he could see wooden plates still on the table. A simple chair on its side. A handmade child’s ragdoll left upon the floor.

“What happened here?” Reina said, scanning the town.

“Everyone left in a hurry.” Leo picked up a shovel that had been left unceremoniously on the ground beside a half-dug up stump. He moved closer to a livestock pen, bending down to see blood congealed on the grass. A lot of blood. An animal died here—and a large one. And it was dragged— the grass was flattened, torn up in chunks.

“Something killed this livestock,” Leo said. “And dragged it into the woods.”

Benley bounded up beside him, staring at the tracks in wonder. “Could wolves have done that?”

Leo passed his fingers along the trampled grass. Soft to the touch even still. “Maybe.”

Donnal shook his head, cautiously following behind them. “We should go back,” he said simply. “We don’t need to know what happened.”

“Reina,” Leo said. “Can you sense anything?”

Reina shook her head. “Nothing demonic, if that’s what you mean, but…” She shrugged. “I can’t be sure. Something does feel…fell about this place.”

From the house beside the dead livestock, Leo saw tracks from out an open window. He moved closer. Human footprints. 

“There might be survivors,” Leo said.

“Who gives a damn,” Donnal growled. “It’s not our business.”

Leo followed the tracks across the town, to the largest farmhouse on the far edge near the woods. It lead to a cellar door.

“I think people may be hiding here.”

“Then leave them.” Donnal said. “It’s time to go, gods damn it.”

Reina’s eyes met Leo’s. She nodded at him.

Leo pulled on the cellar doors, but they were stuck—perhaps jammed from the inside. He heaved once, twice, bracing his foot against one door as he jerked with all his might on the other. The wood barring the door from the inside snapped and splintered and the doors swung open.

“Hello?” Leo called. “Anyone down there? We mean you no harm.”

No response. Leo strode down the steps into the cellar, his boots dunking with a splash into shin-deep water. “My name is Leo, I’m a northman. You’ve nothing to be afraid of.”

“There’s no one down here,” Donnal said from the bottom step next to Benley. Reina followed behind Leo, lifting high the torch.

“Is that…” Her voice died. “A body?”

Leo glanced over at the pale skin he saw laying in the water not far from them. His heart sank, knowing surely it was.

He shook his head. “Whoever was here, they didn’t make i—”

With a splash and an ear-piercing screech, the creature wrapped its clawed fingers around Leo’s ankle, pulling at him with gruesome strength. He cursed, struggling to keep his balance as he heard another screech from within the cellar, and heard Donnal grunting in pain. He heard the sizzle of the torch falling into the water as the light went out. All was dark.

Leo unsheathed his sword, ready to drive it into whatever the hells this was. But it leapt up from the water, slashing hard with its claws into his forearm which burst in pain. He fell back into the water, managing to keep his grip on his sword. The creature lunged at him again, but Leo’s sword whistled through the dark, biting into the creature’s flesh and out the other side. He felt the thing’s head thump onto his chest and splash into the water beside him.

A flash of light burst through the darkness, searing the unholy creature, and Leo saw it for what it was. A mangled and unholy form of human, with wretched claws and a twisted visage. It was a ghoul, or at least that’s what a ghoul was supposed to look like, according to the old folk tales that would scare children into listening to their elders. As it struggled against the light, Benley leapt up and drove his shortsword through the thing’s heart, and it gurgled a horrible sound before falling back into the water with a splash.

“Wow-o, did you see that?” Benley stared down in amazement. “I killed it! I’m a warrior like my great great aunt Bellelia—”

“Un…undead,” Reina stammered. Leo understood. These were the survivors who barricaded themselves into the cellar. But it was too late. They had been twisted into some foul existence. “Who did this?”

“Ungh—” Donnal groaned from up against a wall.

“Don!” Leo shouted, ignoring the pain in his arm and splashing through the water to his companion.

Donnal’s hands covered his belly, which was rent with deep slashes from the ghoul’s claws. He looked pale already. “I told you all to leave…we just had to go looking.” He coughed violently.

“He’s bleeding a lot,” Reina said.

“Will he make it?”

“Maybe, if he gets this tended to fast.” She closed her eyes. “I can mend his wounds, but it’s going to take all that I have left.”

Another shriek in the distance pierced the air. Then another, and another, and another…

“We don’t have time,” Leo said, slamming his sword into his scabbard and reaching down to pick up Donnal.

“But his wounds!” Reina protested.

“We don’t have time!” Leo barked. “We find a place to hide, you can work on him then.”

Reina nodded gravely. “Come on Benley, we’re going to have to run.”

The shrieks grew louder, and more frequent. Leo hefted Donnal in his arms, climbing up the steps.

“The horses,” Leo said, gritting his teeth. “They’re gone.” 

The post they had tied the horses to had been torn from the ground. Likely they ran off in terror at the sound of the ghouls’ shrieks. Not that Leo could blame them, though that likely meant their deaths.

The shrieks grew louder, in the woods from where they came.

“We have to press on,” Leo said. “To Caelm’s Reach. There must be survivors there. That way. Go!” Leo nodded onwards, further into the valley. He ran with all the strength he had, but carrying Donnal jostling and bleeding and groaning in his arms was a tremendous burden. Reina and Benley were easily outpacing him.

“Keep going, don’t wait for me!” Leo snapped. But they wouldn’t listen. From within the woods behind them, he could hear the growls and shrieks of the ghouls chasing them. He ran with everything he had—legs burning—down the dirt path that led from the town towards Caelm’s Reach. But the growls, gurgles and fiendish cries of the ghouls only grew louder, until they were nearly upon him, and he could feel the spit from their mouths as they shrieked on the back of his neck. 

Reina turned, chanting as another brilliant flash of light sent the ghouls shrieking back, their howls from the burning light of day searing their flesh. A sheen of sweat covered Reina’s face, and her eyes met his as they ran, a look of hopelessness and fear in her eyes as she looked from him to the bleeding Donnal.

In the distance, he could see the keep walls and great hall upon the hill of Caelm’s Reach. It was close, but not nearly close enough. Gods damn this. His face twisted into a scowl of rage. We’re going to die here, in the dark being chased by the dead. He pumped his legs though his muscles screamed for him to give up, acid searing in his muscles. Please make it. Please, please just make it to the keep.

He could see distant torchlights from the greathall on the hill, so he knew there were people there. Someone had to be there.

“Come on,” Benley begged. “Come on, keep going!” Leo didn’t know if he was imploring himself or the rest of them. The empty, dark barns and abandoned cottages outside the walls of Caelm’s Reach passed by in the dark, and again he could hear the ghouls beginning to gain on them once more. 

It’s too far, Leo thought. I’m not going to make it.

“Gods damn it!” Leo shouted out. He stumbled past sharpened wood-stake barriers, which he nearly impaled himself upon in the dark, and fell to his knees, laying Donnal on the ground.

“No, no no!” Reina said, “We have to keep going.”

“I can’t,” Leo said, gasping for breath and unsheathing his sword. “Keep going, go get help!”

“No!” Reina cried out. “I’m not leaving you two!”

“Betrayer take your sentimentality, we’re going to die if we don’t get help!”

“I’m going!” Benley yelled, dashing off towards the keep gate.

Leo looked at Reina, forcing a morose smile. “I hope this was all worth it for you,” he said, getting to his feet.

She swallowed, turning to face the ghouls.

Leo strode forward, slashing through the body of one in an overhand cleave before wrenching the blade free. He barely had time to raise the blade before another ghoul skewered itself upon his father’s sword leaping at him. Leo stumbled back, kicking the corpse off of his weapon. His legs felt like jelly, and as his father used to say, a fighter with no footwork is a dead fighter.

Reina managed another less powerful blast of light that sent the ghouls scurrying back once more, burning in the light. Leo lopped off the head of the one that was so close he could smell the rotten flesh on its breath.

Donnal gurgled on the ground, spitting blood.

“He’s dying!” Reina called out, kneeling beside him and holding her hands over his wounds. She was struggling to do anything, Leo could tell. She had been giving it everything she had, and she looked ready to collapse. Warm light surged from her fingers into Donnal, and she suddenly fell over, collapsing in the dust of the road.

“Fucking ghouls!” Leo cursed. “Betrayer take you all!”

Another one darted around trying to get behind Leo, and he slashed his sword clear through the undead’s face. He spun around, using the point of his sword to keep himself standing, falling to one knee. Get up, Leo. He heard his father’s voice. Dead men cannot protect their loved ones.

Gritting his teeth, he got up again. He saw the wave of undead surging forward in the dark, pale bodies growling and shrieking as he hefted his sword once more. Well, he thought. Dead men can certainly try.

He slashed into the nearest ghoul, but it pressed on unabated, bowling into him and knocking him to the ground. Leo pulled his dagger out of his sheath and planted it into the creature’s heart before its mangled jaws snapped down upon him. He kicked the corpse off only to see three more charging at him.

This is it, he thought. At least I’ll die standing up. It was the only solace he could find, pushing himself to his feet and raising his sword.

A hail of flaming arrows whizzed past him, nearly skewering him. The ghouls were pincushioned and set ablaze. Another volley, and another, and another, and the waves of undead howled in hatred of the flames and fled back into the darkness. Leo turned around. A cadre of militiamen of Caelm’s Reach marched forward with Benley by their side, his eyes wide with wonder.

You beautiful little halfling, Leo thought, and collapsed into the dirt beside Donnal and Reina.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 9 - The Blood of Our Enemies

 

For days, Gothrak awoke to the same misery he had before. The same meager food that turned sour in his belly. The same gritty silt-filled river water that did not slake his thirst. Rising with the dawn, and a tiresome march through the bleak northern landscape, a captor among his own Bloodwolf brethren.

Perhaps he had imagined the strange visitor, the woman witch, or whatever she was, that spoke to him of his desire for power and fed him with a cup of her blood. It may have been a dream, a fantasy of his tortured mind that dreamed of the power he so desperately desired. It felt as real as life, but many dreams did, and his weary mind had little strength left in it to tell the difference.

You are a fool, he chided himself. A fool to place yourself in such a position as this, bereft of honor and future, and a fool to believe in fantasies. The future holds only one thing, and that is pain and death. That is the future you made for yourself.

Jou’dal cursed him when Gothrak occasionally stumbled and fell, prodding him with the butt of his spear. Gothrak still was not used to the feeling of his stump of a right hand when he’d place it into the earth to pick himself back up. It stung and burned when he pushed against it, and in his mind he could still feel the ghost of the hand there.

“I would run this spear through you, were it not for the words of our chieftain, traitor.” Jou’dal spat.

“Then do it and be done with it,” Gothrak growled. “This life is no kindness. Either kill me or bite your tusks through your upper lip and leave me in peace.”

Jou’dal snorted in disgust, walking away from Gothrak. The old orc forced himself to his feet, feet that ached for rest, blistered and cracked. But they would find none. He pushed on, wondering why he did not just lay down and allow himself to die here. Some strange drive for survival. Some reckless, inhospitable gleam of hope that he held in his mind.

It felt like a foolish thing, a wild thing to hope. But as time would have it, it was not.

When he awoke before the dawn three days after the woman sorceress came to him, his hope was answered.

He felt a tingling in the fingers of his right hand, and he flexed them, eyes still closed from sleep. They felt as they had before, as if they were real. He opened his eyes expecting to see the same pathetic, wasted stump. But instead there was a hand—his hand. The sight of it took Gothrak aback. The skin was raw and fresh like it had been reborn, and it looked slightly different. More animal, longer and lupine, with longer claws.

An exuberance flowed through his veins. He felt alive—more alive than he had in many, many years. He felt bursting with energy, like he had in his younger days as a young whelp, lithe and strong and able to run miles without breaking sweat.

It was an incredible feeling, and he wanted to leap to his feet and howl a battlecry in jubilation, but he remained still, marveling at the hand where there had once been none, rolling his fingers and grinning at the sight.

It had not been a dream, he thought with a sinister joy. The woman in the dark had given him power.

Whatever was in the blood of that sorceress, or whatever she was, it had filled him with a vigor he could only dream of. He realized then how old and slow he was before, despite the strength he had, for now he knew he could run circles and toy with the former orc he had been just a day ago. This is power, he thought. This is the strength of the ancestors.

When he rose for the day, he hid his reborn hand among his rags, and none of his Bloodwolf brethren that were his captors took any notice. By the time they had risen and prepared for another day of marching to the east, Gothrak stood before them, raising his newly-formed hand.

“Brethren. Heartfury warriors. I have been blessed by the ancestors with renewed life and vigor. They have chosen me to lead the Bloodwolves, as the false Chieftain Kaejic has been tricked, manipulated by dark forces he believes are the earth-spirits.”

The orc warriors stared at Gothrak’s hand in stunned silence. Jou’dal strode forward to confront Gothrak. “What foul sorcery is this? The ancestors do not give limbs back. What have you done, traitor!?”

Gothrak stared into Jou’dal’s accusing eyes, then across to the other warriors. “Does this not feel strange to you, kinsmen? We traveled across the sea to slay this Leonel Anglian, as it was part of Kaejic’s vision for our future. Instead he now walks with the palesoni, breaks bread and fights alongside him. And we do what? March back to the sea to find another ship across? What came we here for, kinsmen? I did not see it at first either, but it is the truth—Kaejic son of Kaegrash is lost to us, forsaken by the ancestors and the earth-spirits. He is plagued by some dark magics, manipulated beyond his sight.”

“Another word and I will mount your head on this spear, regardless of the Chieftain’s command!” Jou’dal snarled, raising his spear threateningly.

But despite Jou’dal’s convictions, he could see the cast of doubt in the eyes of the other members of their heartfury. These were good and loyal orcs, brave and unafraid to die. But they too had felt discomfort with their cheiftain’s commands. To travel with the humans? To leave, and go back without their honor resolved? They had not liked it either, and they had thought the same sort of things Gothrak now said. He could see it in their eyes.

“Make your move, then, warrior.” Gothrak grinned at Jou’dal.

Jou’dal was strong, one of the strongest orcs in all of the Bloodwolf clan. That was how he had achieved so high a place of honor beside their Chieftain even at a young age. But Gothrak felt the vigor flow through him, the quickening rage and anticipation before a battle. Let me test this newfound strength here and now.

Jou’dal moved fast, a powerful and lightning-quick spear thrust. But Gothrak’s every sense felt honed to a razor sharpness, and each little twitch and movement of Jou’dal’s body seemed to give him away. Gothrak easily sidestepped the jab, leapt forward and raked his claws across Jou’dal’s face.

Blood poured out of the long gashes in Jou’dal’s face, and the look of utter shock was clear as the summer sky. Jou’dal had never in all his years seen Gothrak move like that. As an older orc, Gothrak had more power than speed, generally crushing his foes with brute force. Jou’dal was strong and quick, certainly quicker than Gothrak. 

Quicker than I had been before, Gothrak smiled.

Jou’dal roared a battlecry, swiping and slicing and stabbing at Gothrak with his steel-bladed spear. But Gothrak slipped around, beneath, beside every blow, until the last strike.  He caught the spear in one hand just below the blade as it spun towards him.

“Go to your ancestors with honor, heartfury warrior,” Gothrak said. He lunged forward and dug his claws into Jou’dal’s neck. Fear and utter hatred burned in his eyes as he gurgled, blood pouring forth from his neck. Gothrak wrenched the spear out of his grasp and spun it around, plunging it through Jou’dal’s heart.

The other heartfury warriors stared in awe at Gothrak. If there was one thing orcs respected, it was strength, an honorable fight, and a powerful leader. Gothrak knew they would follow him. This is what they wanted, Gothrak howled in victory. This is what they came here for.

“I do not wish to spill any more blood of my brethren this day,” Gothrak said. “It is the blood of our enemies, the palesoni that I long for. Are you with me?”

The heartfury warriors roared, thrusting their weapons into the air with a furious howl.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 10 - Hiding in the Dark

 

Vera dressed the hare, skinning it deftly and skewering it to roast over the fire. It was the first fresh game they’d had in awhile, and it was sorely needed. Duncan’s hunger was evident by the rumbling of his belly that he could not hide if he wanted to. Kaejic must’ve hungered too, but he would not show it. He stared out into the forest, fingering the haft of his axe.

This would be far from enough food for them, but at least it would do something to sate their weak legs that had traveled too far on too little.

“What are you watching for?” Vera grunted at Kaejic.

“What is coming,” Kaejic said simply in the common tongue with his heavy Orcish accent.

Vera snorted. She hated anyone who talked in riddles and cryptic phrases, and this orc was the crowned prince of mystery in that regard.

“Care to share what that is?”

Kaejic turned to appraise her. “Your mother or your father?”

“What?”

“Your orc ancestry.”

Vera took out her knife, scraping the inside of the pelt clean so she could cure it and use it, or sell it.

“What, you want to get to know me?” she said with disdain.

“Was it your mother or father?”

Vera worked vigorously, scraping the blood and flesh and fat off. “My father.”

“And what happened to him?”

“They killed him.”

Kaejic nodded, as if this was as normal as falling asleep after sundown.

“Did you seek vengeance for your father’s honor?”

Vera did not look up at him. “I went back to my mother’s village when I was younger. I killed the mayor. Slid into the window of his bedchamber and waited for an entire day and night in his closet for him to come home. Then I woke him from his sleep. He didn’t even know who I was. He barely remembered my mother. Didn’t remember my father. A lot of orcs wandering the south were killed after the war. I slit the mayor’s throat and left. He wasn’t even the one who killed my father, he just was the mayor at the time. He was the only man that was still alive of those men that had him killed.” Vera turned the hare on the spit. “It felt good, in the moment. Then afterwards, I felt nothing. Life kept going, and I had to figure out what to do. How to fill the void my vengeance left. Months later when I was traveling through the area, I heard someone talk about the murder of mayor Bainbridge. Apparently they hanged a young father from town for the crime. He had a long-standing and public dispute with the mayor. The town thatcher, he was. His wife had died in childbirth, so his daughter was sent to an orphanage in Ravenstead.” Vera put down her knife, looking Kaejic in the eyes. “What do you think of my vengeance?”

 Kaejic held a fist to his heart. “You honored your father.”

“Fuck honor,” Vera spat. “And duty. Chivalry can go piss itself. Sacred vows are a sack of shit. The stupidest thing anyone can do is live their life thinking anyone gives a damn about the rules, most of all the gods or our ancestors. The dead are the dead. People hold up their codes and laws and principles like they mean a damn thing. They don’t. Most everyone abandons them all when they become inconvenient. Only one thing holds true in this world: power corrupts.” Vera wiped the blood and fat and bits of sinew off her knife into the grass. “It’s why I killed the man. It’s why I’d never trust the gods. If they have so much power, they’re the most corrupt of all of us.”

Kaejic rose from his crouching position, turning to scan the forest once again. “Your father’s spirit is proud of you.”

Vera stopped what she was doing. She stared at Kaejic a long time. Part of her wanted to put her fist through his face. Another part of her wanted to ask a thousand questions.

“I dinnae like this place,” Duncan said, rubbing his beard. The horses began to whinny and trumpet, backpedaling. “And the horses dinnae either. There’s something off about these woods. It feels like we’re being watched. How long must we wait for Leo to return?”

“He’s probably enjoying a lordly meal in Caelm’s Reach.” Vera sliced off a piece of meat, eating it hot. “Might as well get some rest.”

“We won’t be resting,” Kaejic said, gripping his axe. “Not yet. Gather your things.”

The horses only grew more restless, pawing at the ground and snorting angrily. They whinnied in anger, ripping their reins free of the branch they were hung up on and sprinted away into the night.

“Ay, come back, ye damnable beasts! What’s the matter with ye? What the bloody hells is going on?” Duncan made a face.

“They are coming.”

“Speak plain, gods damn you!” Duncan roared, his patience at an end. “Who’s coming?”

“The dead,” Kaejic said. “Can’t you smell them?”

Vera’s nostrils flared. “Corpses.” She rose, drawing her cutlass and dagger. “What the hells does that mean?”

Duncan scrambled to fetch his warhammer from beside his bedroll and backpack, his leather gloves creaking as he gripped the haft.

“Corpses?” Duncan whispered. “Why would there be—”

A ghoul leapt out of the dark, screeching as it lunged at Kaejic. The strong and sinewy orc roared a battlecry, swinging his axe around and cleaving the dead creature in two as it hurtled through the air. He had anticipated it coming, and it hadn’t stood a chance. Another one lunged at him, and he lopped its head clean off with his backswing. 

Duncan cursed loudly in disbelief, stumbling backwards. Vera sidestepped a ghoul’s razorlike claws and sliced her cutlass into the skull of the shrieking dead, splitting it open.

“What in the name of all the paragons is this madness?” Duncan shouted, smashing his warhammer into the skull of one of the undead, only to see two more appear from the darkness. The more of them they killed, the more shrieks they heard approaching in the dark woods.

Vera pulled her cutlass free from the rotted torso of a dying ghoul. Her and Kaejic were rending through the dead like a wood axe through rotten lumber, but in the dark only more of the unholy glowing eyes began to appear.

“We have to get out of here!” Duncan shouted. “Come on!” He grabbed Vera’s wrist and yanked her away, though she did not take much convincing. Kaejic followed behind them as they sprinted in the dark away from the ghouls. They moved far faster than any undead Vera had ever seen, and in truth she hadn’t seen many of any other than a few shambling corpses reanimated by some dark-minded apostates.

The old dwarf was moving fast for his age, but he could not keep up with the speed of her or Kaejic, who moved like a wolf hunting prey. Behind them, the guttural snarls and groans of the ghouls were only growing louder. They move as fast as wild animals, Vera marveled in terror.

“There!” she shouted, pointing ahead of them. “That barn beside the farmhouse.”

Kaejic began to chant, and she saw the air around him begin to ripple and shimmer as he clenched his free left hand. He turned as the ghouls were nearly upon them, and swung his hand in a wide arc as he shouted in orcish. The shimmering air ignited in flame, and an arc of fire burst forth in the darkness, lighting the nearby ghouls aflame and sending others screaming back into the shadows.

“Quickly now,” Kaejic said, leading them to the barn beside the burned down farmhouse.

The three of them dashed inside, Duncan breathing heavily. Kaejic slammed the barn doors shut, and wordlessly he and Vera together lifted the great wood plank that would bar the door. For a few moments there was only the sound of their breathing, but the shrieks and growls grew louder, and suddenly the barn door began to shudder and shake, flexing as the ghouls smashed against it. The wood beam was splintering with each strike.

“This won’t hold,” Vera shouted. “We need another way out of this.”

Duncan spun around, a sheen of sweat on his face. “There!” He pointed with a stubby finger.

A ladder up to the loft stood near the back of the barn in the dark. 

“It’s better than down here,” Vera cursed, running to it. She clambered up the ladder two rungs at a time, nimbly hopping to the loft above. The floorboards creaked and groaned with each step. Curse this Northern backwater and whatever in the frozen hells is happening. I’m going to wring Leo’s neck when I see him again for leaving us out here. She heard the distant howls of more unholy dead. If I see him again, she grimaced.

Duncan followed after, and Kaejic behind him, though the ladder seemed to flex beneath his great weight. The dwarf crawled onto the loft, throwing himself onto the floorboards.

The creaking of the door only grew until the barn door snapped with a splintering crunch, and suddenly the shrieks and growls of the dead filled the barn. When Kaejic reached the top, Vera grabbed the ladder and began to haul it up. Before she could get it clear, a ghoul leapt onto it, and she suddenly was dragging the ladder heavily upwards as the ghoul scampered up. Duncan brought his warhammer thundering down onto its skull as it grew close with a roar and a string of dwarvish curses. The limp corpse rolled off the ladder and fell into its brethren below.

Kaejic rose to his feet on the groaning floorboards when suddenly his feet went clear through the old wood of the loft. For a moment, he was falling through the floor. He reached out, grabbing onto the crossbeam, swinging back and forth. Immediately Vera and Duncan dove towards him, grabbing onto each huge arm. Beneath them the ghouls howled as they lunged upwards, grasping and clawing at his fur boots. The great orc kicked violently to shed the creatures from him, and with a grunt he hauled himself back up, barely needing the assistance of his unlikely companions. He sat upon the old wood, not wanting to test its strength again.

“Devils take these gods-forsaken dead!” Duncan shouted, spittle flying from his mouth onto his beard. He looked with wild eyes to Vera. “What in the name of all the ancestral paragons is happenin’ here?”

Vera snorted. “Don’t look at me. How the fuck should I know?”

“They are hunting,” Kaejic said.

“Hunting?” Duncan exclaimed. “That is nae exactly a pack of wolves down there!”

Kaejic nodded. “This is true. Wolves do not have masters.”

“Masters?” Vera quirked an eyebrow.

“The dead do not raise themselves,” Kaejic said.

“Do you think this could have to do with the Awakened, and those demons?” Duncan’s voice fell, his rough dwarven features worried and a fearful look in his eyes as they met Vera’s.

Vera shook her head. “I sure as hell hope not.”

The dwarf ran his hand over his balding head, a long sigh escaping him. “Things are jus’ gettin’ worse and worse.”

The two of them glanced over the edge of the loft, watching the muttering ghouls prowl around the ground floor, their unholy glowing eyes staring back up at them. They looked little and less like the humans they once were, covered in tattered clothes and with twisted faces and claws, sharp jagged and broken teeth that looked like they belonged in the mouths of some feral beast. Vera was grateful at least that the three of them could see in the dark, though dwarves had some of the keenest darksight of all the races of the world. If her orcish blood stole from her any chance at a normal life, the least it could do is offer her some benefits in return.

She wiped the sweat off of her forehead with the back of her hand, glancing around the old loft. Some old straw was wasting away in the corners, along with a few broken farming tools that needed mending, and a great wagon wheel that was missing a few spokes. A few sacks of seed lay piled on the far side.

“What do we do now?” Vera asked no one in particular.

“We wait until daybreak,” Kaejic said. “They will be gone by then.”

Duncan glowered at the orc. “And how do you know this?”

“I have seen it.”

The dwarf damn near fell over in exasperation, throwing his hands up in the air and cursing loudly again.

“Thanniag mand darûn, you knew of all this and dinnae say a damn word?”

“I cannot see the future, dwarf. I only see what may come to pass. When Leonel and the others left,  I saw many paths that lay before us.”

“What the hells is wrong with you?” Vera raged. “Why wouldn’t you tell us?”

Kaejic shook his head. “I cannot change what is coming, gaartha doru. The path we are on will not change.”

“What did you call me?” Vera snapped.

Kaejic’s brow furrowed a moment, working out how to say it in common. “Half-blooded.”

Duncan sighed, exasperated. “I hope Leo and the others are alright. We should go to Caelm’s Reach after daybreak, hopefully they made it there alive.”

“If the city even still stands,” Vera snorted. “Gods know what it’s like out here. And if it does still stand, we’ll be lucky not to get killed at the gate with this one.”

Duncan stroked his beard. “I’ll roll those dice. We cannae exactly stay here. Those humans can’t be more dangerous than these dead.”

A skeptical rumble rose from Kaejic.

 

 

They barely slept. A tiring and restless sleep was all they could manage as they tried to doze off in turns. It was difficult to fall asleep to the groans and growls of unholy dead prowling beneath them. Vera kept having visions of falling through the floorboards only to be devoured by the horrifying creatures, despite the fact that she had positioned herself over a crossbeam, as they all had.

But before the sun began to rise, the dead slunk away, slowly disappearing out the broken barn door and out into the darkness of pre-dawn morning. 

They waited some time after to lower down the ladder and carefully venture out into the morning light. The outside world looked peacefully normal, aside from the abandoned nature of the farms that scattered throughout the valley of the reach. Birds chirped and sang in the trees, and small woodland creatures darted this way and that through the grass, atop fences and into trees.

“It’s like it was only a bloody nightmare,” Duncan grumbled as they pressed on ahead. They could find no sign of their horses, but no sign of their corpses either. Still, their loss was keenly felt. It would be hard going without them.

As they marched down the dirt village roads, the tall keep of Caelm’s Reach became visible in the morning light. The keep was perched upon a hill and cliffside overlooking a lake. The tall walls surrounding the hillside remained unbroken and by the looks of it, were manned by guardsmen.

“Well, they aren’t dead,” she said, taking some measure of relief.

“Gods preserve us in this madness,” Duncan said. “I don’t know how the hell we’ll get in.”

Kaejic said nothing, staring up at the keep. Vera couldn’t exactly put her finger on it, but something seemed off about the place, like there was a darkness looming over it. Like the cloud of death had not escaped this place, even though the living still held sway.

She shook her head. “Anything’s better than a barn full of ghouls,” she muttered to herself.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 11 - Honor

 

Honor snorted heavy breaths through his great nostrils, his hooves clattering sluggishly on the stones of the pilgrim’s road up the hill towards Leoneguard. The destrier’s movement had been reduced to a sluggish walk, and Braedan Foltras swayed in the saddle with his horse’s movement. The great castle of Leoneguard sat between the mountains in front of him, sunlight beaming down on the once-brilliant white great stone walls that now were faded and worn. It looked like a haven sent down from the gods, bathed in sunlight.

I must warn them. The voice from the sky… The demons… A field of death.

He had rode hard and relentless through the Steadlands, past Canterweald and to the Road of kings. When he stopped to rest, he had barely slept on the hard earth, and only had for Honor’s sake. He had had little to drink but some river water and less to eat, but he could not stop. They must know of what has happened.

The sound of Honor’s hooves on the long white stone bridge across the moat lake of mountain runoff echoed in the valley. He traveled alone across the King’s Causeway, though his eyes wandered to the beautiful blue waters of the lake below, sunlight shimmering off of it. They looked so welcoming, so cleansing. He wanted to fall off the horse, plummet down into those cool waters, be washed clean of all in body and mind. His armor chafed at him, and he would have left it behind, but his dreams… in his dreams those great winged leathery creatures hunted him, followed behind him, searching for him and no matter how fast he spurred his horse they swooped down, their swordlike claws piercing through his chest. 

He would’ve thought them a fool’s dream, but for what he saw on the battlefield in the Steadlands… his mind could think of little else, and he had only one goal in mind.

Get back to Leoneguard. Warn my people. They have to know the impossible has happened.

He blinked slowly, fighting to stay awake. Exhaustion had taken him long ago, but he did not let it stop him. Flashes of his sons, Edric and Aebran, appeared in his mind. But they were children, not the grown men they had been when they died in the Rolanse Liberation war. Both of them fell in the battle for Maelswaden crossing all those years ago. In his mind they laughed, shouted at one another as they sparred with wooden swords Braedan had made each for their name-day. They had been born two years apart, but on the same day. They were always close, even when they fought. Did I ever tell them I was proud of them? His tired mind unable to push away the grief. Tears stung his eyes. Jaina, did we give them the life they deserved? War, and war, and war. Did I give them any choice but to be like their father? He had lost his sons. He had lost his wife, had lost everything. And still he was the soldier, fighting for the kingdom. Everything for the kingdom, that was how it all made sense. That was how their deaths became meaningful. They died for the kingdom. And so shall I.

How many had lost everything in these wars? And what did they have left to live for now? A meaningless war. And demons come from the sky. He gnashed his teeth, trying to force back the wave of thoughts and emotions he had long buried. I am a soldier. I have a duty.

When he reached the gatehouse, the guards on duty recognized him. There was a cascade of excited shouts, and words he couldn’t understand. They raised the gates, and he urged Honor forward with his spurs, though the warhorse could barely take another step. The great faithful beast felt ready to collapse.

“Whoa,” Braedan said weakly, pulling up on the reins. Honor did not take much convincing to stop, and Braedan lurched out of the saddle, swinging his aching legs over and stepping down. He nearly fell when his boots hit the stones.

“General,” one of the guardsmen shouted. “What happened? They thought you dead, and all your men.”

Braedan blinked at the man, who was looking him up and down. Braedan realized he was still covered in blood in many places, his chainmail coif, his breastplate, all over.

“My horse,” he murmured. “Take care of Honor. She needs fodder and rest, get her to the stables.”

The guardsmen looked confused. “Yes, General.”

“I must speak to the king,” Braedan said finally.

“Of course, general.”

Braedan’s legs felt like that of a newborn foal, and he staggered forward. He did not remember walking through the streets of Leoneguard, weaving through the merchant’s square and through the tradesman’s quarter until he reached the inner keep. He was vaguely aware of guardsmen escorting him as he staggered along, and they had been speaking to each other. Or maybe to him? He had not noticed.

Townsfolk stared at him as he moved, and Braedan realized he must’ve been an unsettling sight. The great figures of Ellaria in their finery often seemed regal and powerful, a symbol of the strength of their great kingdom that had endured for hundreds of years. But when they saw them, they saw a country losing a war.

Fools, he thought. It is not the war. He shook his head to no one. Not the war they think.

He leaned upon the walls as he ascended the great staircase to the king’s war room. He pushed open the great doors and nearly fell into the chamber, and the king and his advisors turned their heads to see him. Sunlight and cool mountain air poured into the room from the great windows on either side, and the view from atop the inner keep could see for miles around the great lands of Ellaria, the Garrond mountains and the Andorais forests. Braedan had spent many hours staring out those windows, deep in thought.

“General?!” Chief Advisor Paran said in astonishment.

“You’re alive!” Commander of the Royal Lionsguard Horace Brylan said. “They said you and your entire company were killed!” Horace, Braedan thought. My old friend, you don’t know…

The portly Commander Cassic Stonewood cast Braedan a skeptical look. “Indeed, how is it that you survived a battle where your entire company was slain?” 

Braedan wanted to punch the man in his thick face, if he could muster the strength. Coward and a simpleton, your stupidity is only surpassed by your arrogance. Not that you’ve ever truly seen a battle, but if you had seen what I had seen… Cassic was far from a warrior, and Braedan would not begrudge him that if he were at least wise or had some redeeming qualities, but all he offered the council was insufferable sycophancy. He was a toady, ever willing to do King Idrane’s bidding and pressure other councilors as the king wanted. His only skills were manipulation, lying and a complete lack of scruples that served his kind of men well.

King Idrane turned his attention to Braedan. “Reports were that the battle was a massacre. Both sides sustained insurmountable losses. We assumed you were slain.”

Braedan shook his head. “Not a battle, your grace. Well, it began as a battle, but…” Braedan took a deep breath. “This war… it cannot continue. The fight had just begun when a fell voice shook the air, and the men…Rolanse and Ellarian, were transformed into…”

“Well, go on!” Cassic chortled. “Tell us what they transformed into,” he mocked.

“Demons,” Braedan said.

A murmur of discontent fell among the councilors and advisors, and for once Braedan felt truly alone in this place. What if they do not believe? He thought. He had been so determined to warn them, he had not considered the idea that they might think him false.

Cassic scoffed loudly. “A mighty excuse, general. For what I see as your cowardly flight from a battle where your soldiers desperately needed their commander.” He jabbed a fat finger at Braedan. “That battle was ours to win, and your cowardice gave us defeat where there should have been victory!”

“You craven bastard, how dare you question me!” Braedan shouted, rage sending waves of energy back into his fatigued body as he strode towards Cassic.

First Enchanter Valyrin strode forward around the great map table, staff in one hand. “General, demons do not exist, and have not existed for thousands of years. The Circle Magi have studied the history of demons for years upon years. There hasn’t been so much as a whisper that they have returned—”

“Are you calling him a liar?” Horace Brylan’s voice rose. “The most celebrated general of Ellaria, the man who I’ve seen put his very life on the line for our kingdom countless times, you believe this man false?”

Valyrin stared at Braedan. “I do not know what he saw, perhaps Rolanse has employed some fell magics in their desperation to win this war. If so, they will be in violation of the laws of the University Triumvirate and will be held accountable. Or else they have used some strange transmutational arcanum, or perhaps it was illusory creations, images that seemed like demons…”

“Illusions do not rend my men in two as if they were playthings, bat away warhorses like flies or feast on the flesh of the living!” Braedan boomed, and the chamber fell silent. The king and the advisors stared at him, appraising him, the great general who stood bloodsoaked and in shambles, barely able to stand.

Horace, at least, looked as though he believed him, his eyes wide with fear. Some of the other advisors too, began to murmur worriedly among each other.

“My king, this cannot be mere coincidence. First the Darkwarden came with the arm of a fallen creature he claims to be a demon, and now General Foltras—” one blue-and-violet robed advisor said to king Idrane. Braedan couldn’t remember his name. Gods, how his head throbbed, like a war drum being beaten. He felt ready to collapse.

“This is some trick of Rolanse,” King Idrane declared. “They have found a way to send fell beasts of the wild, these are most like enchanted manticores, or creatures of the southern wilds of Aelvanyr that they have used as instruments of war—”

“It is not Rolanse, Your Grace!” Braedan boomed again. “This voice…it transformed both my men and the Rolanse legion alike! All of us, Rolanse and Ellaria, fought together against these unholy creatures. The battle was forgotten when our own men of both sides were transformed into these demons. We all fought together for our very survival!” Braedan staggered closer to king Idrane. “You must end this war, Your Majesty. Seek peace with King Argas Rolanse, they will also have seen these horrors. Something terrible has happened, and we must find out what it is.”

“He is no king!” King Idrane shouted with a swipe of his hand that knocked over the wooden statuette of Roland’s Fall on the great map table. “He is a pretender sitting on a stolen throne that was taken from us!” The room fell quiet. The king’s baleful gaze passed from man to man. “I am the rightful king of all human kingdoms north and south, and I will not be distracted by fell sorcery or some conjured beasts!” Idrane looked coldly at Braedan. “You have fallen far, sir,” he mocked. “This is some strange plot to stop this war, for those of you who do not wish it to be fought. But I will not be taken from my course so easily.” 

“Plot?” Braedan raised his voice to his king. “You young fool!” He could not stop himself, weak and weary and out of any semblance of patience he might have carried into the room. “I traveled day and night, barely stopping to come straight here and warn you of this…this…evil that I could never even dream of, and you call it a plot?” Breaden snarled. “The kingdom is not a plaything for a young boy! The kingdom is the legacy of all the people who built it, fought for it, died for it, like my boys Edric and Aebran and the countless others throughout the years who laid down their lives for their people!”

King Idrane stared fire at Braedan, like he wanted to bore through his skull with a look.

“You fled the battlefield rather than lead your men,” Cassic said haughtily.

Despite the hatred within Braedan, the shame of his flight still burned within him. He may be a worthless troll of a man, but I did flee. Never have I felt such fear in my life. I left my men to die…

“It wasn’t a battlefield, it was a massacre! If I had not come to warn you, no one would know of what had happened there!”

“Your Grace, our scouts did report that there was no sign of the Rolanse legion in the aftermath,” one advisor said nervously. “It is uncommonly strange that both sides suffered complete losses…”

“Because never in the history of warfare has such a thing happened! Who has ever heard of a battle where both armies are obliterated?”

“This is beyond chance. Something fell has happened,” Horace said. “Your grace, please heed the words of Braedan. Forgive him his anger, there is no more loyal man in all of Ellaria. He has spent his life serving your lord father and the kingdom—”

King Idrane raised his hand to silence the room.

“General Foltras,” King Idrane began. “You have dishonored yourself and your family. Your very sons and wife died for this kingdom, and you fled the battlefield like a craven. You dare disrespect your king, and sow the seeds of discontent and treason with your lies and malefactions, undermining me and trying to stop this war for our rightful lands. This story of ‘demons’ will not save you or shield you from your cowardice. I hereby strip you of all rank and title for your dishonor. Guards, take him and throw him in a cell.”

“What?” Braedan shouted. “You fool boy, will you not see reason? You call me craven? I have been through that which would tear out your heart and leave you crying in your bedchamber! You will doom us all with your cowardice and your stupidity!”

“Your Grace, please reconsider. General Foltras is—” Horace began, but was overrun by a chorus of voices shouting amongst each other, the entire council in disarray, some trying to plead with King Idrane and others decrying Braedan for a traitor. Cassic held up a fat fist, crooning about how traitors will be culled from the realm like corruption from a wound. King Idrane stood motionless, staring at Braedan Foltras as he was dragged away. A small smirk formed at the corner of his mouth, and renewed rage flowed through the general as he fought against the arms of the Lionsguard Knights who restrained him, dragging him away.

“You are no king!” Braedan shouted. “You are not my king! Ellaria is not yours, Ellaria is the homeland of our people!” he shouted, unsure of even what he was saying. “You are not my king!” His words resounded through the great halls of Leoneguard Keep.

“Let go of me, you fools!” he pleaded with the Lionsguard Knights, struggling against them though he felt so weak he could barely stand. The weight of it all had come crashing down on him, and he desperately wished to sleep. “Sir Dorain, Sir Gwain, you know me! Let me go! Gods, if I had my strength I would cut through you both like untrained boys!”

“You have betrayed your king,” was all Sir Dorian Holtswood said.

“He is not my king!” Braedan shouted weakly, the strength leaving him as his mind fell into darkness. “He is not my king…”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 12 - The Land of the Dead

 

The thick wooden beams of the ceiling were strange and disorienting to look at as they blinked into view. It was a place Leo had never been. No, not never. It began to feel familiar, as his mind came back to him. Hanging from the rafters along the wall, a banner with the orange heron sigil of house Aemyrn. He’d been here before once in childhood. This is… this is the holdfast in Caelm’s Reach. 

He felt exhausted, but he had no idea how long he’d slept for. He lifted his throbbing right forearm where the ghoul slashed him, the wound still burning beneath the linen bandages. He remembered the abandoned village, the ghouls, their escape, and the militia of Caelm’s Reach. He groaned, putting his hand upon his forehead.

“What in the name of the Maker happened?” he murmured to himself.

“You’re awake,” crooned an old man. “My lord will be pleased.”

“The others. The priestess and the man I was with…” Leo trailed off.

“Safe. Alive. For now at least. The friend of yours. The Rolansian man. His fate is far from certain. He suffered great wounds, and the affliction of the undead monstrosities…”

As the old man drew closer, Leo could smell the wine on his breath like he was in a fermentation cellar. The old man wore a simple robe of a Cantry priest, but it looked neglected, ill-kept, and despite its dark color had old splotches of wine stains upon it. 

“Why you and your companions are wandering through the Reach during these troubling times must be some great manner of foolishness. Yes, yes, I’m sure you have reasons, milord, young men always have reasons for the foolish things they do…”

“I’m not milord. Haven’t been called that for a long time,” Leo grunted as he swung his legs off the bed.

“You may not take the title, but it is still yours, Lord Anglian.” the old priest said. “Come, if you are well enough to walk, you must see my lord Aemyrn. He much desires to speak with you.”

“I wish to see my companions,” Leo said.

“In due time, milord. They are being cared for. First, Lord Arlan awaits. He has requested an audience with you when you’ve awakened.”

Though his muscles through his back and his legs were still fiendishly sore, Leo forced himself forward to follow after the old priest. He felt like a child learning to walk again, following after the old man, his legs burning and his steps awkward and slow. The priest led them out the door and down a staircase, through the mostly empty great hall and up another staircase to what must be Lord Aemyrn’s solar. The holdfast of Caelm’s Reach felt more open, cavernous and more simply adorned than the other keeps in the north. The only real ornamentation were the orange heron banners. It felt half as much like a Uthrecci longhouse as it did a northern castle, but it had stood for many hundreds of years, and its walls were thick and unbroken through time. And the Reachmen were of partial Uthrecci descent, having been invaded many long centuries ago. His father had told him as much, in years past.

The keep felt more damp, colder and less lively than he had remembered. It also felt eerily empty by comparison to his childhood.

Lord Arlan Aemyrn was a tall and thin lance of a man even in his older age, wearing a finespun doublet with a golden heron sigil embroidered on it, though he had a plump little ale belly and was as tough as valley crag stones, Leo knew. He had the bearing of a once-stronger man who had been thinned and aged by time, and his red beard had grown paler with streaks of light running through it. Across from him stood an armed and armored female dwarf, who seemed vaguely familiar, though he had never seen her before. Leo recognized the symbol of Odain the Wanderer upon her brooch. A Darkwarden?

“It is not as if we can wait them out,” Lord Aemyrn cursed. “Do they even hunger? Or die of it? That I would live to see such foul sorcery, I can scare believe. And this child-bastard King Idrane saps us of our food and coin and able-bodied men for his worthless war, devils take him.”

“My lord,” the old priest cleared his throat, trying to speak up. “Lord Leonel Anglian has awakened.”

Aemyrn looked up from the map on the desk he and the dwarf woman had been staring at, his hard green eyes meeting Leo.

“Leonel,” Lord Arlan said cheerfully, like seeing an old friend. “I can’t fathom why in the frozen hells you have come to the Reachlands, but I cannot deny I am glad of it, even if it nearly cost you your fool head. How many years has it been?”

Leo shook his head. “I was barely a man, then. It’s been some years.”

“I was distraught to hear of your father. It would’ve killed your grandfather to see him exiled to Iterrand. And I hear you’ve been wandering about Demarest like a wayward son. And what’s this of you running afoul of the Cantry? Only a fool makes such powerful enemies, the pack of greedy liars that they are.”

Leo glanced over at the old priest, a Reachman himself who seemed disinclined to disagree with his lord’s words.

“I don’t give a damn about the Cantry, but they certainly seem to give a damn about me.”

Lord Arlan bellowed a laugh.

“The dumb bastards have put a price upon your head. Fat lot of good that will do them in the north. I don’t know what exactly you did to those self-righteous wine-swilling knee-benders, but I don’t rightly care. Both you and I have much worse things to worry about.”

Leo furrowed his brow. “What in the hells is happening here? Those things, those ghouls…I’ve never seen them before outside the pages of folk tales.”

Arlan scoffed. “If any soul told me they existed last autumn, I’d have called them a poxed liar with the mind of a craven. I’ve heard of foul sorcery reanimating corpses of the fallen, but I assumed it to be only the simple-minded superstition of the tribal wildlands folk, or fanciful imaginings of those wax-handed scholastery monks of Candlekeep.” Arlan’s face grew sad, a mournful look at the map of his lands and the Reach. “Now near half my people who remain here have fallen. And each one becomes another ghoul to haunt us each nightfall. I’ve brought all smallfolk inside the walls of Caelm’s Reach, but it is only a matter of how long until they find a way inside these walls. We are fighting a losing battle, and we don’t even know who or what we are fighting against.”

A wave of anger flashed across the old lord’s face and he slammed his fist on the table. “Damn that mongrel boy-king Idrane. Nearly all my able-bodied men are off fighting his fool war, and now we cannot defend ourselves. I’ve sent sparrows to Leoneguard, and even sent one of my best men to carry a message by hand to ask for aid from the king. To tell them the dead have risen and threaten to take us all. His response? Silence.” Lord Aemyrn backhanded an empty flagon from the table, the cup clattering against the wall and rolling to the floor. “Fool of a child who will not heed the words of the lords countless times his elder!”

Lord Aemyrn took a moment to compose himself, drawing in a deep breath.

“From what we know, we are not the only northern fiefdom to be struggling with strange occurrences. Whispers of dark things happening in Greymoor, Tirasgard, Faenrilas and even Stormholde. But this whelp, useless child Idrane instead wages an idiot’s war against the southerners. Northern blood is spilled in the midland span and for what? A king’s posturing? Dusty patches of land? He cannot expect to conquer Rolanse, and his royal advisors are too craven to tell him otherwise. And all this amidst a drought! Bah! The tragic blessing of our losses is at least our foodstores haven’t run out yet. But I swear, were it not for these dead at my door I might well revolt against this fool boy king. Other northern lords feel the same, I know it. I feel it in their discontent. Lord Greymoor as much as told me.”

“Yer not the only one the boy king ignores,” the female dwarf Darkwarden said, her arms crossed and her chainmail jingling. “My order brought the arm of a demon this here lordling lopped off as proof, and still the king ignored our pleas for aid. He is stubborn, or ignorant, or a fool, or worse.” The Darkwarden gestured at Leo.

“Demon?” Lord Arlan was taken aback. He looked over at Leonel. “That cannot be.”

Leo nodded slowly.

“And you’ve slain it?”

“Not without help,” Leo said, thinking back to the Darkwarden Mordan they met on Lock Isle at Greymoor. That was why this lady dwarf felt familiar. They bore some kind of resemblance to one another.

“Gods be good.” Arlan leaned back against the table. “Demons in our world again. The dead rising. That I should live to see such cursed times in my old age…” Arlan clenched a fist. “Would that I could call my sons back from this war.”

It was a practical thought, to be sure. But Leo sensed Lord Arlan spoke those words for another motive, rather than just protection of his own. He seemed to long to see his sons, wanted them by his side to confide in during such dark times. For all his hard-headed and obstinate qualities of a northman of the Reach, he was still an old man and a father. And for all his outward strength, he was a man who seemed utterly alone.

“If it make ye feel any comfort,” the lady Darkwarden said. “The dark and unholy forces have never really left our world. Believe me, even as my order dwindles there is nae and has never been lack of work for us. It’s only that now these dark beings seem to have stepped out of the shadows to openly attack our towns and villages.”

Arlan barked a laugh. “Aye, that’s mighty reassuring.”

“My lord Arlan, I am worried about the well being of my companions,” Leo said, changing the subject.

“You should be. And for yourself as well.”

“Huh?” Leo cocked his head inquisitively.

“That wound you took. A claw from the ghouls, yes?”

Leo nodded grimly.

“It ofttimes carries the festering affliction. We’ve lost as many to wounds as we have to the ghouls themselves. Plague-ridden dead, they are.”

Leo’s heart sank. “Is there any cure?”

Arlan shrugged. “Not that we can tell. It seems to be pure luck if the wound takes your life or not. Some of our men survived, others did not. I trust ye have lucky dice, lad, to have made it thus far.”

You could say that.

“Your friend, the lad you traveled with. I hate to bear ill news, but I would not favor his chances. We have not had many that survived grievous wounds from those fell creatures.”

“Donnal…” Leo whispered. “No, he’s as tough as they come. He’ll come through.”

Arlan shrugged. “Believe what you will, lad. I simply tell ya a hard truth as I know it.”

Leo’s eyes were downcast at the wood floorboards. And how much do I dare tell this old friend of my father’s about our ancestry, of all that we have seen? Little, if I don’t want to end up chained in a cell or worse. There must be some way to use this damn demon blood to our advantage. But who knows of this secret? Leo looked from Arlan to the Darkwarden dwarf, to the old priest. And could any of them be Awakened? I have no way of knowing. Gods, this is madness.

“And what of your other friends in the woods?”

Leo looked up at Lord Arlan, eyebrows raised.

“Did you think I would not know what passes through my own lands? Even in this sorry state, I still have scouts and skilled woodsmen in the Reach. They stay ahead of the dead, and keep me informed. So yes, I know of your other…companions.” Arlan grew more imperious now, carrying a more lordly demeanor than before. “How is it that you come to travel alongside an orc? And what exactly are you doing here in my lands?”

Leo sighed. “That is too long a tale to tell. He is the orc that killed my father in exile.” Leo thought better of telling Lord Aemyrn that they were headed to the Arcane University, lest he have to explain why. “We are headed to Uthrec. We came to your lands in search of sundries, as ours were all but gone.”

Arlan’s eyes grew wide with disbelief.

“You travel alongside a savage that…killed Daleon Anglian?”

Leo frowned. “Trust me, my lord, none like it less than I do. But I do what needs must be done.”

“This is a wild tale in the telling, I am sure,” Arlan said. “I would like little more than to hear it, but neither you nor I have time for tales. We are running out of time, you and I. I believe we need each other’s help.”

“Go on.”

Lord Arlan settled into his seat beside his great table, pouring himself another flagon of ale. He took a drink, seeming to savor it a moment, a brief escape from a dark reality.

“This one here, she believes she can track down the source of whatever is causing this…unholy madness.” Lord Arlan gestured at the dwarf Darkwarden. “But I do not have the men to support her in her task. I have cobbled together a militia of too-young boys, old men and able women, but none of them are near as redoubtable warriors as you and your companions. Aye, they can work a spear well enough from behind a barrier to keep the undead at bay, and can fire a bow well enough, but all my best warriors are off fighting Idrane’s fool war.” The lord scowled again at the young king of Ellaria’s name. “Find your other companions, if they are still alive.  The orc and the half-orc make fearsome allies, to be sure. Go with Magrei at daybreak when the ghouls cannot prowl, find and root out the source of this madness.”

“What do I get out of this deal?” Leo asked.

“Right to cross my lands,” Arlan said without hesitation. “And…perhaps a chance to put an end to whatever affliction these ghouls carry and save yourself and your friend.”

Leo nodded slowly. As if we didn’t have enough troubles to deal with. “And if I refuse?”

Lord Arlan sighed, looking suddenly very old and tired. “You’ll have to find your own way. And my lands will soon be overrun by these monstrosities. By season’s end Caelm’s Reach will be the land of the dead.” His hard green eyes met Leo’s again, softer this time in expression. “Please, lad. For the love I bore your father, and that he bore me. A man strong enough to slay a demon has a chance to free my lands and my people. I know the strength of your family, and I’m asking for your aid. Or else the Reach is doomed. The king will not help, and we cannot hope to stand on our own.”

Leo ran his hand along his jaw. “And you know nothing of who or what caused this?”

There seemed to be a moment of hesitation in the old lord, and his eyes strayed from the map on his great wood table to the carved figurines of soldiers that lay scattered alongside it. “I know not what caused this hell.”

Leo stared at the old lord for a long time. The priest, who had remained silent throughout the conversation, shifted uncomfortably on his feet. He licked his lips, and looked sorely desirous of wine.

“Rest easy, Lord Arlan. I will help your Darkwarden friend—Magrei, is it? We will get to the bottom of this madness.”

Arlan seemed to deflate with relief. “Know that my family and my people are in your debt if you do this thing.”

Leo smiled at the old lord. Suddenly, in some way, he felt the pride of his father and the love of his mother within him. “All I ask is that you stand with me, if ever I need your favor.” Leo was not sure what made him say that, or where it came from. But it felt like something his father would say. Loyalty is a true prize you cannot put a price on, Daleon had once said to him when he was a boy.

Arlan appraised Leo for a moment, surprised by this request, but a thin smile appeared on the old lord’s face, as if he too saw Leo’s parentage within him at the moment. “Aye, lad. You’d be a hero of these lands.”

“Ugh, don’t give me second thoughts,” Leo said. 

Lord Arlan laughed, and poured Leo a draught of ale. Despite what should be undoubtedly hopeful news for the old lord, he still looked grim, as though dark thoughts did not cease to plague him. Leo, despite himself, was mostly excited not to be dead, and far too curious as to what was causing this plague of undead.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 13 - Together

 

“Well met, young lord!” The dwarf Magrei hustled up to walk beside Leo, her short powerful strides covering ground faster than Leo might expect. She held out a gloved hand, and Leo shook it, though her grip was crushing and she shook vigorously.

“Why is everyone calling me that,” Leo grumbled.

“You’re the son of a noble line!”

“I can’t get far enough away from that life, and still it comes and finds me.”

“That is the way o’ things, lad.”

Leo shook his head, striding down the hall. The old priest by the name of Waylon was leading Leo to the chamber where Donnal was being held.

“So, you have some sort of idea how to stop these ghouls.”

Magrei held her tongue, glancing at the old priest. “Ah, thank ye father. I know the way to the infirmed’s quarters. I can lead the young Leonel to his companions.”

The priest Waylon looked back at the dwarven Darkwarden, staring at her perhaps a moment too long for suspicion. “Of course, cleric. I’ll leave you two to your business.”

“Many thanks, Cantryman,” she said, watching the old priest shuffle away.

Leo raised a curious eyebrow to the dwarf.

“That’s what I was hopin’ to speak with ye about,” Magrei said. “It’s not quite as simple as his lordship made it seem.”

Leo sighed. “Of course.”

The dwarf looked around the empty hallway as they walked on. “There’s something fell inside these walls too. I dinnae what is going on here, but I believe someone inside Caelm’s Reach is involved in these dark tidings. I can feel it.”

A frown grew on Leo’s face as the two of them trotted down spiraling stone steps. “This is sounding more and more like I signed up for a worse job than what was posted.”

Magrei shrugged. “That’s no coin from my purse. After we visit yer friends, we need to do some investigatin’. There’s some foul play at work here, I’d bet my nose on it. Tomorrow morn we’ll set out to try and find the source of these undead. But for today, we need to find out what we can. I’ve already asked around a bit when I first arrived, so I at least have some sense of what’s happenin’ in this cursed place.”

Leo shook his head. “I need to go out and find my other companions. They’re out there somewhere, in those damned woods.”

The dwarf shook her head. “They’re either dead, long gone, or they’ve been held up at the gates. I dinnae if you can tell, but they aren’t exactly welcomin’ in outsiders. Not that much of any have come, but if they don’t have permission from Lord Aemyrn himself, they’ve shut the gates to any who travel all this way to the Reach. Besides, the light will fade soon. We need to go out at daybreak to give ourselves the most chance to find what we’re lookin’ for without being swarmed by the dead. ”

Leo could imagine that a towering orc chieftain, a half-orc woman and a dwarf wouldn’t exactly receive a warm welcome at the gates of anyplace. The Darkwarden spoke sense, even if he desperately wanted to know Vera and Duncan were okay. Kaejic was another story.

Magrei pushed open the door to the room where Donnal lay at rest. Lord Aemyrn was either kind or cautious enough to keep Donnal in private chambers. The thought plagued Leo. Aemyrn thinks he’ll turn. One way or the other, this was better than being with the other injured townsfolk and militia of Caelm’s Reach. 

Reina and Benley sat with sympathetic expressions by Donnal’s bedside. They turned at the sound of the door opening, and Reina’s eyes lit up at the sight of Leo.

“You’re awake!” she said.

“I can’t believe you’re okay!” Benley said. “When I left to get help. I thought for sure you’d be ghoul meat. But you managed to cut those feral dead beasties down long enough for the militia to show up! How’s your arm?”

“Hi Benley,” Leo said with a smile. He glanced up at Reina, giving her a wry smirk. “It’ll be fine. How is he doing?”

Reina took a deep breath. “I’ve tried to help as best I can,” she said with a sigh. “The wounds in his belly are beginning to mend, but the sickness…” She shook her head. “I’ve never seen anything like it. I can’t seem to cleanse him of it.”

Leo looked down at his bandaged forearm that still burned, and looked over at his sleeping friend. Leo placed his hand on Donnal’s forehead. He could feel the damp sweat and heat as his fallen companion’s body struggled to fight.

Leo cursed under his breath, holding Donnal’s hand. “Come on, you bastard. Keep fighting, we’ll get you help. If you turn into a ghoul I’ll chop your fool head off myself.”

Magrei chuckled at that, her arms crossed.

“Oh, Reina, Benley, this is Magrei. She’s a Darkwarden. I’ve spoken with Lord Aemyrn. I’ve agreed to help find whatever is at the root of these ghouls. Otherwise the damn things may hunt us as we try to cross the north. And Lord Aemyrn seems to think it might give us a chance to break this affliction if we can figure out the cause.” Leo looked mournfully at Donnal, hoping that it would be true.

“Magrei Magnarrus, Cleric of Odain at yer service, priestess.” Magrei gave Reina a nod of respect. “And yours, halfling.”

“Reina Fareas, Priestess of Istran, at yours. Can you help our companion with this affliction?”

Magrei took a deep breath, playing with the dark braids of her hair that rested at the breast of her jerkin. “Alas, priestess. This affliction is not like many my order have seen. In truth, though my order has books we study upon such creatures, we haven’t seen undead like this in many hundreds of years.”

“How long does it take before…before it’s fatal?”

“Depends on the infection. And how much aid the afflicted has had. Hard to say. This one…he has days before it consumes him, I’d wager.”

Reina was speechless, a forlorn look in her eyes as she turned to face Donnal. 

“It’s more than just mere reanimation, reconstituting corpses or skeletons. These dead have been twisted and empowered. It takes powerful and unholy arcanum to make beings such as these. And this sickness they carry? That is something else.”

Reina nodded. “So we have to stop it.” She looked from Leo to the Darkwarden. “Whatever we have to do. I’ll help.”

“I’m coming too!” Benley sang. “I’m dying to know what’s at the bottom of this. Undeath, darkness and devastation! Whatever you need, Benley can do. Y’know, except slay a horde of ghouls, that’s, ah… that’s more Leo’s thing. I mean, I could probably skewer a few if you gave me a crossbow to thrum some bolts into their brains!”

Magrei chuckled. “The more the merrier. But we have plenty to untangle here before we go stridin’ into a nest of ghouls. We don’t even know what we’re lookin’ fer.”

Reina glanced at Leo. “What about Duncan,” she paused. “and the others?”

“We’ll find them. Gods willing they’re still alive out there.” Leo shook his head. The damned druid said the world was changing…I didn’t expect this.

“We’ll find them,” Reina said, trying to sound optimistic.

“I’m going to the armory to find a crossbow, and some gear for us!” Benley said excitedly. 

“Tell them you’re with me, and that Lord Aemyrn gave us leave to use what we need.”

“I will!” Benley said, darting out the door.

Magrei was grinning. “Hard to lose yer spirit around that one, eh?”

Leo chuckled. “Yeah, he’s something else.”

“Meet me in the outer keep. I’ll give you two a moment to discuss goings-on. I want to find out more about what’s been happenin’ here. I’m sure these townsfolk know somethin’ others ain’t lettin’ on.”

“Of course, Cleric,” Reina said, tilting her head in respect.

The dwarf strode out the door, closing it behind her.

There was a long silence in the room, neither of them managing to say anything. It felt good to be with her alone. They did not have to say a word. Both their gazes turned to Donnal, sweat glistening on his forehead in the candlelight.

“We have to save him,” Leo said. “I won’t let him die like this.”

Reina nodded solemnly.

“After all that’s happened. Sarea is waiting for him back in Roland’s Fall.” Leo shook his head. “He was right. We should’ve left that damned cellar be.”

“How could we know there would be this kind of evil here?”

“We can’t stop to save every beleaguered peasant and wayfarer on our path. The Awakened are out there, and the Cantry, and gods know what else.”

“I thought we were going to die out there,” she said, staring far away. “But, there’s something strange here. I can’t explain it, but I feel far from the light of the Maker. I can’t channel the divine nearly as well as I am used to,” she said quietly.

Leo fell silent. Reina turned her gaze on him, but did not speak.

“What?” Leo said.

“How long are you going to ignore what’s happening?”

Leo laughed derisively. “It’s like Emryhs is speaking through you.”

“Because he’s right. The tomes of Eskian called out to you. You’re having dreams that have you following the path of the Lightbringer.”

“The path of the Lightbringer?” Leo scoffed. “How are we so sure any of this is good? These dreams, the books, any of it? Hell, how do we even know the Lightbringer was good? The more we learn of history the more lies we discover. And all any of this has done is bring me closer to these demons and their gateways. Truly, I think it’s madness to even be walking this path, but we’re excavators, and damn if it hasn’t led me to more treasure of the Ancients than I ever thought I’d see in my lifetime.”

“You turned away from your place in your noble family, now you turn away from this? Did it ever occur to you all the good you could do with that influence? Why are you scared of greatness?”

“Scared?” Leo laughed. “I’m not afraid of greatness. I just want nothing to do with it. My grandfather is revered for his greatness, and look at what he became. Greatness is an obsession for fools. I choose to live the life I want.”

“If all you wanted was a selfish life, you wouldn’t be opening up cellars to try and help people. Don’t lie to yourself. You want to do what’s best for other people, too. I know you do. I’ve felt it.”

“And you know what’s best for other people?” Leo said. “Spoken like a true member of the Cantry.”

“Not always. But we all know the right thing when we see it.”

Leo’s hand fell on the pommel of his sword. Blessed be the Wanderer, who takes us into darkness, his mother prayed devoutly, even when she barely had the strength to speak.

“You know I’m right,” Reina said. “Don’t deny it.”

“This world doesn’t give a damn if you’re good or not. The right thing is just as likely to get you killed.”

Reina gave a sad smile. “All the more reason to do it.”

Leo sighed. The two of them turned to watch Donnal’s unconscious breathing.

“If all you cared about was your own life, why not just leave him behind?”

“I would never,” Leo said. “He’s like a brother to me.”

“And you saved him,” Reina said. “You were ready to die for it.”

Leo snorted. “You saved us all. And if you hadn’t given what you had left to mend his wounds, he’d be dead already.”

“None of that would’ve mattered, if—”

Leo laughed. “Benley.”

Reina’s laugh sounded like a song, so sweet and warm you wanted to hear it again when it was over. “At least we know Benley’s not trying to kill us, if the Awakened do still have any power over him.”

It felt good to hear her laugh again, though the mention of the Awakened brought on a newfound silence between them. Leo’s heart began to beat faster. Gods, you’re a pain in my ass, he thought. But when Reina did not avert her eyes from his, he wanted only to pull her into his arms. She had that look a woman wore when she wanted to connect with you, feel something more than what was there, wanted to bridge the gap of space between you. It was the kind of look that made joy run through your veins, when it was the right person giving it to you.

Leo slowly moved towards her. As he drew close, she wrapped her arms around his torso and rested her head upon his chest. Leo closed his arms around her, resting his chin atop her head.

“Are we going to wait?” she asked, “Until demons or the dead or gods know what else kill us?”

“No,” Leo said, a pleased smile tugging at the corner of his mouth. “We’ve waited long enough.”

He lowered his head until his lips met hers, soft and supple, and she kissed him back, passionate and slow. He could feel her heart beating faster beneath her chest, and he pressed her hard against him. She reached up, running her hand through his hair, over his braids, her other hand on the small of his back. Since the day he met her in the chapel outside River Harrow, he wanted to feel her lips on his. This was far from the best time, but they were alone, finally, and neither of them could wait any longer.

He lifted her up and she wrapped her legs around him as he moved to the table on the other side of the room. He nearly threw her down upon it, pulling off her robe, and her tunic and smallclothes underneath. Her silver medallion of the Lightbringer fell between her breasts, and Leo stared at it a moment.

Reina smiled. “What kind of god wouldn’t want two people who feel this way to love each other?”

Leo grinned at her. “No god I want watching me. Who knows, maybe they enjoy the show?”

She laughed again, soft and sweet like honey. Leo kissed her, pulling his tunic over his head and unlacing his breeches. He reached down and touched her, and her breath caught. He explored her with his fingers, wanting to savor every moment he felt her skin beneath his fingertips. As he kissed her, he pushed himself inside her, and the whole world melted away as she kissed his neck passionately. He stared into her eyes as they moved together as one.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 14 - Secrets in the Reach

 

Leo, Reina and Benley walked across the inner keep bridge out into the melee of Caelm’s Reach. The tall wooden walls surrounding the outer keep was the only protection from the siege of undead that would come with nightfall. All the townsfolk and commoners who had survived from the surrounding villages had taken up shack-like residences all along the grounds, some of them sleeping inside and outside of the Church of the Lightbringer, hoping the Cantry would keep them safe. Others simply huddled together under makeshift lean-to’s in muddy alleys. Magrei had her arms crossed and was talking to an older Reachman with a twice-braided beard who turned away with a distrustful look when Leo and his companions approached.

 Magrei sighed. “Half of these townsfolk think this is a sorcerer’s curse or a punishment from the gods.”

Leo chuckled. “And the other half?”

“Rats,” she said, shaking her head. “They think that rats infected the dead with plague that caused them to rise again as beasts.”

Benley tapped his chin. “Well, couldn’t it be any of those things?”

Magrei laughed. “Ain’t bloody likely it’s rats. And the gods don’t give much of a damn what we do. As for sorcerers…well, the townsfolk keep bringin’ up the name of this witch that lives in a hut in the woods, Lorainne. Normally they go to her for poultices and remedies and some superstitious things. But it sounds like she’s never been anything but helpful for the Reach-folk. But common folk tend to look poorly on apostates, so it don’t surprise me they’d think one of her ilk has somethin’ to do with this.”

Reina frowned. “What do you think?”

Magrei took a deep breath. “I can’t shake the feeling that someone in Caelm’s Reach is tied up in this. Aye, there’s been dark things happening throughout the north lately, ‘tis true, but these dead seem to be hell bent on Caelm’s Reach in particular. We should speak to this apostate Lorainne, but I am not sure of how much help she will be.”

Leo nodded. “Whatever’s happening, we need it to stop it soon if we want to help Donnal and continue on our way. We can’t waste time.” 

A worried look creased Reina’s face. “What do you know about these kinds of occurrences?”

The Darkwarden gave a hopeless chuckle. “Little and less, lassie. Sure, I’ve dealt with some apostate necromancers that animate the odd corpse or two, and other unholy creatures, but never have I seen something of this magnitude. And frankly, neither has any other of my order, not for a long long time anyway. There is something foul happening in Demarest, of that ye can be sure.”

Leo was lost in thought, barely hearing the Darkwarden’s displeasure as he tried to untangle what had happened so far. Who in the city would have more information?

“The scouts!” Leo said with a snap of his fingers. “Lord Arlan said that he knew we were traveling through his lands because he still had scouts in his service. Maybe they have seen something strange while traversing the Reach.”

“Aye,” Magrei nodded. “That’s a good thought. Better than hearing one more damn half-brained story about rats.”

 

The gatehouse barracks looked imposing from the outside, tall and sturdily built and capable of housing many men-at-arms, but when they entered, it was a sorry sight that reflected the plight of Caelm’s Reach. There were far, far too many empty beds and quarters, and the whole place had a ghostly emptiness to it, with so few left to man their posts and defend their lands. Lord Arlan wasn’t kidding, Leo thought. Between those sent off to war, and this unknown plague of dead, they have barely any left that have the strength to fight. Some men, boys and women of the militia occupied part of the barracks now, but they too were a sorry sight, a far cry from seasoned soldiers. This lot won’t stand a peasant’s chance if those dead break through the walls. Caelm’s Reach will be the land of the dead indeed.

They found the quarters of the scouts easily enough, but only one scout occupied it, a middle-aged northwoman with a hard face and slender frame who looked like she was forged of iron. By the look in her green eyes she seemed to know why they were there before they even approached.

“You’re the Darkwarden and those travelers who were stupid enough to come here,” she said, snorting in disdain. Though she tried to hide it with her derision, Leo could tell by her attentiveness and mannerisms she had something she wanted to say that she had been keeping inside. “Go on, ask your questions.”

“My name is Reina, I am a priestess of Istran. We would appreciate it if you could help us…ah, my apologies—what is your name?”

“Does it matter?” She took a wad of some sort of chewing leaf from a pouch and tucked it into her mouth. “We’ll all be dead soon enough.”

“A fate we would much like to avoid,” Reina said.

The scout did not so much as look up at them again for some time, as she began to pick at calluses on her hands with a dagger.

“You can’t stop what’s coming,” she spoke plainly. “I’m sure you didn’t come here to disturb my rest to ask me my name?”

Benley had wandered over to a rack of weaponry and managed with great effort to string one of the hunting bows during their conversation. He began to pull the drawstring back until his arms started to shake, tongue sticking out of his mouth with the effort. It was far too big for him and he looked like a child playing with his father’s weapons.

“Hey!” the scout shouted. “Let out that string slowly and put that damned thing back! If you dry-fire it you’re like to break the damn thing and get yourself skewered by a bow limb in the process. Didn’t your mother ever teach you not to go putting your grubby paws on other people’s things!?”

Benley did so, looking unabashed and unconcerned with the scolding. “That is way harder than it looks! You must be mighty strong to pull that string back!”

Leo chuckled. There was something about Benley’s complete disregard towards the imminent danger they faced that never failed to make him smile. He’s got the right of it. Either we die here or we figure this out, but one way or the other what’s the point in worrying about it?

Leo turned his attention to the scout. “We just want to know if you’ve seen anything strange lately.”

“Strange?” The scout barked a laugh. “Strange like the dead coming out of the darkness and killing us all?”

“Well, you know, besides that. Before the dead came. Did you come across anything odd in the days, weeks or months leading up to the appearance of the ghouls?”

The scout studied him for a long while. 

“You’re Leonel Anglian,” she said finally.

“For better or worse.”

“I’d heard you were one of the travelers. Don’t know what fool thought brought you here. But all the same, your father and grandfather were heroes. Without them we might all be skulls decorating orcish stakes in the south.”

“Everyone fought to protect their homeland.”

“My name is Freja.” She straightened her spine ever so slightly. “It’s an honor, milord.”

“The honor is mine,” Leo said quickly. “So, what have you seen out there?”

Freja sighed. “It was the same business as usual. Other than occasional wilder folk raiding our lands too far south and the occasional tradesman, we never saw much out there outside the usual. Then one night two of our scouts didn’t come back. Never found their bodies neither. Next night Jamie and I saw the dead, those ghouls, and barely escaped. Two nights later, we saw our two missing scouts, Janna and Yorgen. Except they were the living dead. Nearly killed us. In the nights following the dead began to ravage the smallfolk, cutting through the villages. Soon enough all the towns emptied and they all came here. The dead followed.”

“And you saw no one of note out there? What about that apostate Lorainne that lives in the woods?” Magrei said.

Freja worked her mouth. “Aye, we’ve seen her, but she keeps to her hut most times. Doesn’t venture out much, and she’s never been anything of a threat. She don’t seem to be much of a magic user, not that I know a damned thing about magics. The odd townsfolk go to her sometime to trade for poultices or fortunes or gods know what other nonsense. But she’s never had any malice towards the people of the Reach.”

“Is she still alive?” Benley asked. “If she’s alone out in the woods, I can’t imagine she’d survive those ghouls!”

“I think so,” Freja squinted. “Not that I’ve seen her, but the others haven’t made any mention of her being dead. That is seven kinds of strange, to be sure.”

“And you haven’t seen anyone else?” Leo asked. “Or anything different?”

Freja hesitated a moment, her eyes fixed on the wood walls of the barracks. Finally she shook her head. “No, nothing out of the ordinary.”

Reina glanced at Leo, a brief momentary look before turning back to the scout.

“Thank ye for yer time, miss.” Magrei inclined her head and turned to leave. Leo and the others followed behind, Benley looking longingly at the other weapons and hunting gear hung up in racks he wanted to fidget with.

“Leo,” the scout called out. Leo turned to face her. “You can’t stop this, whatever this is. You and yours should leave this place, or you’ll die here with the rest of us.”

Leo chuckled. “And where’s the fun in that?”

 

 

They gathered outside the barracks, some chickens wandering about with jerky steps pecking at the ground about their feet. Benley tried to grab one, but it darted away with annoyed clucking.

“She’s lying,” Reina said quietly. “She saw something else out there, but she wouldn’t say.”

Leo raised an eyebrow. “You think so?”

Reina nodded. “She knows something. And the certainty she has about their downfall…there’s something she’s not letting on.”

Magrei rubbed her chin. “Well, there’s nae more blood we’ll get from that stone. But I do agree, she seemed…unsettled during the conversation.”

“These people have secrets,” Benley chimed in. “Though I suppose everyone has secrets.”

“He’s right,” Leo said. “There is something off about all this. Everyone here seems to have something hanging over them.”

“Well of course they do,” Magrei laughed. “They have a damn army of dead coming after them.”

Leo shook his head. “It’s not just that.”

The Darkwarden took a deep breath. “Well, there’s one more place I’d like to go before we seek out that witch.”

“Where’s that?” Benley asked.

“The place where the loosest lips can usually be found.” Magrei said. “The place that serves ale.”

 

The gloom of the overcast day hung low over Caelm’s Reach, and the ground was muddy from rains in the night. They weaved through despairing townsfolk and feeble-looking refugees from neighboring villages until they found the tavern within the keep walls, The Unsteady Hand. The paddleboard sign featured a carving of an archery target and an arrow stuck into the bark of the tree that held it up.

Leo pushed open the pinewood door into the tavern, and was surprised to see the tavern mostly empty. He would’ve thought the threat of imminent death might’ve driven more to drink. But perhaps these Reachmen were made of harder stuff than that. Two older men sat at a table discussing something quietly to themselves, wary eyes glancing Leo’s way, and another man lay face down snoring in a puddle of ale at the bar.

An innkeeper came out from the kitchens. A stout woman with a kindly expression and tired eyes. “Seat yourself where ya like. Will you be wantin’ ale?”

“Aye. For the lot of us,” Magrei said. “And one more.”

“Bit strange, isn’t it?” Benley said. “Where are all the patrons?”

“Spending quality time with their families, I’m sure.” Magrei scoffed. “Perhaps they are taking the defense of Caelm’s Reach more seriously than we give them credit for.”

“Maybe,” Leo allowed. Though he knew, just as the rest of the Reachmen all knew they faced certain death if they could not stop whatever was at the heart of this seige of dead. The Reachmen are a hard folk, like most northerners.

The innkeep came with their ales and a loaf of day-old bread for their custom. They paid her and she thanked them briskly before she retreated back into the kitchens. Magrei took a hunk of bread and threw it at the drunk at the bar, the crust bouncing off of his face and awakening him with a snort.

“Mmmm what? Why yes, milady has a finely cut blouse, come on in” he murmured to himself, half-asleep before he came to. He looked around the bar, confused, until his eyes landed on Leo and the others. “You…you’re not supposed to be here.”

“And just what does that mean?” Reina asked.

The man slid off his stool and swayed upon his feet, his linen doublet stained with ale, crumbs falling from it. “I’m going to be sick,” he announced.

“How would you like a sting from the bee that stung ye?” Magrei said, holding up the extra flagon of ale.

The man smiled a drunken smile. “Ale? I never touch the stuff meself,” he slurred. “But I could make an exception this once.” He stumbled over to their table and clambered onto a stool. The man smelt like he had been drinking for days. Which he likely had.

“I have a joke,” he said, looking suddenly proud of himself. “A dwarf, a priestess, a halfling and a lordling walk into a tavern in the Reach.” He paused for dramatic effect. “They all get eaten by ghouls and die.” He laughed loudly, finding himself profoundly witty. “I’ll take that drink now.”

Magrei slid it away from his grasp by an inch or two. “A few questions in exchange for the ale. What do you say?”

The man shrugged. “Fine by me. Words are free. Ale is not.” He paused again. “Well, some words.”

Leo noticed that up close, the man’s clothes were finely crafted, despite being soiled and in need of wash. “What do you do here in Caelm’s Reach?”

“I’m a physician, certified and trained in the Scholastery College!” he said with mocking pride. “Or I was. Now I’m a drunk. And a talented one at that,” he burped a foul smelling breath.

“What’s happening here?” Reina said.

“Can’t you tell?” he chuckled. “The dead have risen and we’re all going to die and join them.”

“Is that why you’re drinking?” Benley asked innocently.

The man fell silent for a moment, Benley’s innocent question stung him, which seemed odd. A dumb smile grew on the drunk’s face. “Drink ‘cause Maryen left me. Y’know ‘ow that goes?”

Leo’s brow furrowed. The man did not seem heartsick. But Benley’s question did bother him, of that he was certain. “I haven’t seen or heard any mention of Lady Aemyrn since I arrived. Nor was she in the keep with Lord Arlan. Did something happen to her?”

The drunk’s face darkened noticeably. Abruptly he stood up from the stool, murmured “I’m going to be ill, begging your pardons,” and stumbled out of the tavern.

“Wait!” Magrei called after the man. They hurried out of the tavern after him, but by the time they made their way outside, he had disappeared into the crowds of Reachmen milling about the streets. A woman lay on her backside on the ground cursing as she pushed herself to her feet, wiping herself off.

“That damned drunk,” she growled to herself.

“Do you know him?” Leo asked.

“Aye. Harram. He was the court physician for Lord Aemyrn, though now all he does is drink.”

“Why is that?”

“Ever since Lady Aemyrn’s delivery, he just bloody fell apart.” She shook her head. “I heard the babe was stillborn. Another son. Tragic thing, really. I miscarried once meself in my younger days. The pain never leaves ye.” She said bluntly, as if such things were common matters to speak of.

“And the Lady Aemyrn?” Reina asked.

“What about her?” the woman snapped. “Bloody nosy outsiders.” She stormed off into the town.

“Now that was strange,” Benley said.

Magrei nodded. “Aye, laddie. I would say so.” She glanced over at Leo and Reina. “What do you say we pay that witch a visit?”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 15 - Change of Winds

 

With every passing day Gothrak had felt the surge within himself. His energy felt more boundless, his ferocity more unquenchable, like he had returned to his days as a young heartfury raider, and more. He was not just a hunter—he had become the hunt. Whoever, or whatever she was that had given him her blood, it had given him new life. He did not care what the price was, or would be. To feel this strong was a draught sweeter than any that man or god could make.

He and the other heartfury warriors peered around the sparse trees and rocky outcropping, watching the human on his horse pacing down the road. He was a messenger, Gothrak knew. He had seen many during the Great War against the Demonheart. They oft tried to look unassuming, like little more than travelers, but there was always something that gave them away. An insignia, a common style of castle-forged longsword made of the same hilt and pommel they gave to all the foot soldiers, or even just a demeanor, a sense of urgency they carried. He could almost smell it.

“So we wait until he takes the bend,” one of the heartfury warriors named Ghaz said, gripping the haft of his spear. “We surround him, I hurl a spear through his horse’s neck and—

“No,” Gothrak said, loud enough for them all to hear. “He is mine.”

The other heartfury warriors murmured to each other, some surely in disagreement, wanting to blood themselves on more human warriors. But they obeyed their new leader. Their new chieftain. One step at a time, Gothrak thought. For now, let them see my heartfury.

The messenger came around the bend, and Gothrak stood, moving towards the roadside. As the shocked look crossed the human’s face at the sight of the orc, he raked his horse with his spurs. The animal charged ahead, but Gothrak roared a battlecry, ran and leapt through the air, over the horse and smashed into the human before he could draw his sword. His foot got tangled in one stirrup, and for a moment after they crashed to the ground, the panicked horse was dragging them both until the human’s foot came free. Gothrak grabbed the forearm of the human who had unsheathed his dagger and squeezed until he felt the bones break and the man screamed. From atop him, Gothrak put his huge hand around the man’s neck and smiled at him, a look of utter, unreserved animal terror on the man’s face.

“Show me the message you carry,” Gothrak said.

“Wh—what in the name of the light are orcs doing here?” the man stammered stupidly.

“The message,” Gothrak said. “Quickly now and you might live.”

“We are sworn to—”

“Or I can take it off your corpse,” Gothrak said, squeezing the man’s neck. “It might take longer, but at least I won’t have to speak much more of your filthy human tongue.”

With his other hand, the man fumbled through his cloak, reaching under his tunic and pulling forth a leather satchel. Gothrak opened it, pulling the message free. He glanced at the writing he didn’t understand, then held it out for Ghaz to take. He passed it along to Yarga, who could read human letters.

“What does it say?”

The man stared up at him, wide-eyed, his mind clearly elsewhere. Gothrak shook his neck. “What does it say, craven?”

“I—it—it is a response from my lord of Glenburrough to King Idrane’s advisor’s requests for the war effort. The drought has all but starved our people, and we have no more coin or able men to send to war. He warns the king to stop this war against the Rolanse or else the people will revolt.”

Gothrak turned back to Yarga. She glanced up from the letter and nodded at him. “Jarth’agaal yrasdei,” she said. He speaks the truth.

“It’s the truth,” the messenger crooned, wide-eyed. “I told you the truth.”

“You did,” Gothrak said. “Now join your craven ancestors.” He snapped the man’s neck.

Yarga shook her head, her braids swaying with the motion. “There is nothing in the letter about the grandson of the Demonheart, or Kaejic. We do not know where they have gone.”

Gothrak stood up, looking around the rugged but beautiful lands. The rains fell often here, the north grew green in the warmer months, and there were rich and fertile lands in many parts. This is an opportunity to strike at the heart of the humans, he thought suddenly, his lust from vengeance suddenly overpowered by the desire to seize this opportunity. They are weakened and in conflict with one another. Gothrak furrowed his brow, glancing up at the sky. Is it your whispers in my mind, Lukyne? Whether they were or not, he found he cared little. The wisdom of it was undeniable. We don’t need a prophecy to take back our homeland. We need strength, and action, and a time as ripe as now.

“No matter,” he said. “This message has given us something far better. Kaejic and his betrayal can wait. We know that the humans are weak from war and drought and on the verge of revolt against one another. We must steal a ship back to Iterrand and rally our Bloodwolf brethren and the other clans. Now is our time to take back our lands from these weaklings. These palesoni have all but forgotten us, and I will convince the sages that this is our time.” Gothrak looked back at Yarga and Ghaz. Proud heartfury warriors. “We can take back what is ours. We can restore honor to our people that was taken from us when we were cast out of this land and make these hateful humans suffer for what they have done.”

Ghaz slammed his spear butt into the stones at his feet. “I will follow you, chieftain. For our lost homeland!”

Yarga crossed her fists over her chest. “I will follow you, chieftain!”

The other heartfury warriors began to howl, raising their weapons high and chanting his name. They see what I see. Gothrak roared with his warriors. I can give them back the honor they crave to regain, lost by their mothers and fathers. I can give them back the homeland they see in their dreams. I can give them the warm blood of our enemies.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 16 - Witch of the Wilds

 

“Ye bloody bastards!” Duncan exclaimed to the guardsmen at the gates of Caelm’s Reach. “Are ye daft? There’s a horde of ghouls out there coming by nightfall.”

The sour-faced guardsman stared fire at Vera and Kaejic. “You’re lucky not to be full of shafts and bleeding in the cobblestones. You think I’m fool enough to let their kind in?” he spat. “What in the frozen hells are two betrayer-kin doing here anyway? And why do you travel with them, dwarf?”

“They’re not here to do anyone any harm! We’re excavators, tryin’ to take shelter from this madness! Wouldn’t ye rather have two as strong as their kind on yer side fighting against the bloody dead?”

The guardsman thought on this a moment, though ultimately his hatred won out. “My father and uncle died in the Rolanse Liberation war,” the guardsman said. “I’d rather die than fight alongside an orc.”

“Do not waste your words upon them,” Kaejic said in the common tongue to Duncan.

The gates opened suddenly, which caused momentary confusion among the guards. Duncan’s heart soared at the sight of Leo. Reina and Benley. And another was with them, a dwarven woman in fighting gear. Where’s Donnal?

Vera strode forward half a step, trying to hide a grimace as she too did not see Donnal among their company.

Leo and the others passed by the guardsman, talking to one another and pointing at Duncan and the orcs. The guardsman looked infuriated, turned and stormed off towards the keep.

“Ye don’t know how glad I am to see you, laddie,” Duncan said.

“So much for keeping Kaejic out of sight,” Leo said with a sigh.

“Where’s Donnal?” Vera asked brusquely.

Leo’s face darkened. “He’s badly hurt. One of those ghouls got him pretty good, and he’s fighting off whatever plague they carry.”

Vera’s mouth twisted in anger as she looked down at the paved bridge beneath their feet.

“We must figure out who’s behind these undead. It’s our best chance to help Donnal and get out of here. We can’t exactly continue on our journey if ghouls come to hunt us down every night,” Leo said.

“So what do we do now?” Vera asked.

“The seer,” Kaejic said simply. “The one in the woods.”

Leo raised an eyebrow at the orc as he turned and began to walk away from Caelm’s Reach.

“The earth-spirits feel her presence,” Kaejic said.

“Well then,” Magrei chuckled. “I suppose we didnae need to get directions.”

 

 

The forests of the Reach were denser, darker and more damp than those Leo had known so well outside Leoneguard during his early youth. With the overcast nature of the day, it left a foreboding feeling that darkness and nightfall was coming sooner than they would’ve liked. They moved quickly, though it was not that far to the witch’s hut, all spurred on by a latent fear of nightfall.

“There is somethin’ odd about that physician from the tavern,” Magrei said, breaking the silence of their journey. “Sure, a miscarriage of a lordly child is unfortunate, but these things happen often. I dinnae why would that make him fall apart and become a drunk?”

Duncan shrugged. “Mayhap the Lord of Caelm’s Reach relieved ‘em of his duties because he could nae save the child.”

“Maybe,” Magrei allowed. “But then he’d just leave Caelm’s Reach and find employ elsewhere. And why did Lord Aemyrn not then send for a new physician?”

 “Who gives a goblin’s ass about the damned physician?” Vera snapped. “This witch better know how to stop this and cure Donnal of whatever the hell these ghouls carry.”

“I know ye want to help your friend,” Magrei said. “But understandin’ what happened to this place is the key to stoppin’ these dead and gettin’ yer friend the aid he needs.”

“Let’s hope this witch has answers,” Duncan murmured. “For Donnal’s sake.”

Silence fell over their group once again as they approached the hill where the witch’s hut stood. It was more of a cottage, truly, an old farmhouse long forgotten and in disrepair, but Leo knew by the time they approached that this is where she lived. There was a charge in the air, a certain feeling that he couldn’t exactly describe, but he knew this apostate Lorainne was there long before he saw the thin wisps of smoke rising from the stove pipe of her hut.

The door opened as they strode up the hill towards the hut. A plain-looking, late-middle aged woman dressed in simple dyed blue and green linens stepped out of the doorway, cast them a glance, and called out, “I knew someone would come sooner or later. I don’t have room for all of you to sit, so you’ll have to stand.”

The group slowed to a stop outside her open door, Leo looking at the others, unsure what to make of this grudging hospitality.

“Well? Are you going to stand outside all day? Come in and ask your questions,” the apostate Lorainne said brusquely.

Kaejic had to stoop low under the threshold of her door, and even inside the low-roofed home to keep from testing his skull on the ceiling beams. Leo and the others followed behind, the place smelling like a strange mix of warm baked bread and a thousand different earthy smells of flora and fauna, potions and poultices. It was a simple-looking abode, though it did not exactly inspire feelings of coziness. It had a simple bed, a table and a chair, a cookfire stove, a closed-door pantry and a bookshelf filled with haggard looking tomes. There were also poultices, herbs, growing plants and all manner of ingredients and alchemical reagents bottled and organized and placed in baskets about the home. Alembics, mortar and pestles, and all types of beakers and boilers sat upon a cluttered table.

“You’re a monstrously big one, you are,” Lorainne said to Kaejic. “I haven’t seen an orc since I was a much younger woman. What sort of stupidity brings you this far north?”

Kaejic looked at Leo. “A question that I ask myself often.” He looked back at the apostate, his face calm and expressionless. “But it is for my people across the sea. They are why I am here. For their future.”

Lorainne quirked an eyebrow. She was a short-tempered and unsociable sort of woman, Leo could tell almost immediately. And that seemed to be the way she liked it. She suffered no fools, and seemed to enjoy her solitude. He found himself uniquely curious where she was from and how she ended up here, but he was sure such questions would be rebuffed or shirked off. Her faded fair hair bound in a long braid and piercing green eyes spoke of Uthrecci ancestry, but her olive skin and lithe frame spoke of a more southern Rolansian background.

“Well, what is it you want with me?” Lorainne said impatiently. “You’re not from the Reach, that’s plain. But you seem to be working with them.”

“How is it that you haven’t been killed by the ghouls?” Reina asked.

“You came here to ask me that?” Lorainne snorted. “If you think I’m responsible for this, you’re bigger fools than I thought. Why would I want a plague of dead in the Reach? I need the Reachmen alive so I can trade with them, make coin off their superstition and stupidity. And besides, whenever a drought happens, or wilder folk attack, or when some thief makes off with their goods, or a plague of dead suddenly appears, who do you think they blame? That bitch in the woods, of course.”

Reina was unfazed. “That didn’t answer my question.”

Lorainne sighed. “I have a circle of protection on my lands. I’m sure you felt it as you passed. And besides, the ghouls’ master has no interest in me.”

“Their master?” Leo said, taken aback. “Who is their master?”

Lorainne smirked at him. “Oh, I think you have an idea.” Her gaze seemed to cut right through him, like she knew his secrets before he ever did. He fought back a shiver.

“Tell us,” Vera snarled. “Or I’ll—”

“Or you’ll what?” Lorainne barked a laugh. “You think I’m afraid of you? Please. You all are children wandering in the dark. I’ll tell you whatever I damn please, and won’t tell you what I won’t. When my curiosity is sated, you’ll leave. But don’t fret, you’re close to the end of your mystery, I promise. I warn you, though, whoever is behind this is far more powerful than you could dream to be. You have no hope of defeating this foe, if your fool minds get to being heroic.”

The room fell silent, everyone’s attention upon the apostate that seemed unperturbed by all of this. The only person who didn’t seem concerned was Benley, who was exploring the witch’s hut without much regard for the conversation.

“What does this thing do?” Benley asked, picking up a glass alembic, turning the odd shaped object around in his hands. He nearly dropped it, nabbing it out of the air before it could crash onto the floor.

“Put that down!” Lorainne shouted. “I’ll not have you fumbling around with all my things while you’re here intruding on my peace and quiet! Damned fool halfling. You sure you didn’t come here to become piles of salt ash?”

Duncan whacked Benley on the back of the head, growling at him not to touch anything in this sorcerer’s den a bit too loudly. The apostate paid no mind to such distaste, as she was clearly no stranger to people’s hatred of her nature.

Magrei cleared her throat. “We mean you no ill will, madam. I was curious if you knew anything about the Lady Aemyrn and their stillborn son.”

“Ah, I was wondering if that’s what brought you here. I figured some fools from the Reach would come eventually. I know when a story’s not done being told.” She glanced out the window of her cottage. “Though stillborn isn’t the word I’d use to describe the young Lord Aemyrn.”

“He’s alive?” Magrei said, surprised.

“Last I’d seen, though it may be someone put an end to him.”

“Why would they do that?”

Lorainne laughed. “Because he was born with leathery wings and the blood hue of a demon.”

Reina gasped, and Duncan cursed under his breath. 

“The lady was having trouble with the birth, so the Lord Aemyrn had me brought to the castle to try and help her. Secretly, of course, they did not want the common folk to know of this, so they took me through the sluice gate at the base of the far side of the keep by the river, up through a passage to the inner keep. Lord Aemyrn begged of my help for his wife whose labor had become a great struggle. I did all that I could, and managed to help the woman produce the child, but when it came, I saw its nature.” She shook her head. “Most folk of this world know little and less about the nature of demons and their history. How it is entwined with ours. But I knew what it was when I saw it. And I know, just as you know that their presence in this world is returning.” Her eyes locked with Leo’s. He had to fight back a shiver from the intensity of her gaze.

“How,” Reina breathed. “How did that happen?”

“I suspect her or the Lord Aemyrn have some demonic ancestry in them, as many folk do. But that is not reason enough. Something fell happened within that keep and without, though I suspect only Lady Aemyrn herself knows the truth of it.”

“Where is she now?” Leo asked.

Lorainne shrugged. “Damned if I know. The Keep of Caelm’s Reach with her lord husband?”

Kaejic shifted his feet, stepping closer to the apostate. “This is why the dead have come.”

“This is why the dead have come to Caelm’s Reach, I’d bet. But much more will be coming than just the dead to all our lands. This is only the beginning.”

“The beginning of what?” Reina asked, a nervous tension to her words.

Lorainne smiled at her, a knowing, condescending smirk. “The beginning of the return of divine and celestial and demonic influences upon our world. For many years they have been all but gone, because of the greatness of one named Istran you Cantry folk both don’t understand and will never shut up about. But nothing is kept away forever. For better or worse they are returning.”

“But why are these demons and gods—or whatever—coming back now?” Benley asked.

“Oh, I don’t know.” Lorainne said, but her bright green eyes flicked over to Leo again, meeting his gaze. For a moment she did not look away, like she was trying to bore into his soul with her stare. “Someone has changed things.”

Leo raised an eyebrow. Me? He was sure he looked as puzzled as he felt. What the hells did I do?

“If we kill whoever is responsible for these ghouls, will it break the sickness they carry?” Vera asked pointedly. 

 “You are scared, girl,” Lorainne said. Vera looked ready to draw her blade and lop off the apostate’s head, but she held back her rage. “If the sickness is magical in nature, it might. But I would not hold out hope.”

“You’ve got to help our friend,” Leo said. “Please.”

Lorainne shook her head. “Only the gods know his fate. If you can break this plague of dead, your best bet would be to head to either the Arcane University or Scholastery College, depending if his affliction is magical or mundane. But you’d have to travel fast.”

Leo nodded. “Thank you.”

Magrei sighed. “Sounds like we need to pay the Lady Aemyrn a visit.”

“Yes, do that,” the apostate said. “And get the hell out of my cabin. That is a nice pendant, dear,” she said with obvious covetousness, nodding at Reina’s necklace of the Lightbringer. “If the dead do kill you all, don’t mind if I take from your corpse.”

“Lovely,” Duncan grumbled. “Peachy keen. Songs will be sung of your hospitality, I’m sure.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 17 - Turned Away

 

An anticipatory silence hung over the group as they traveled through the woods of the valley back towards Caelm’s Reach. The day was fading and night was coming, and the dark feel of the thick forest had everyone at attention, prepared to see the dead lunge out around every bend and bough. Though they did not move with weapons drawn, they all had the tense readiness to fight, unsure of what horrors lay ahead of them.

“The townspeople definitely know something fell happened with Lady Aemyrn and the child,” Magrei said finally, breaking the silence.

Leo nodded. “The scout’s evasiveness. The physician’s terror that he’s drowning in ale. The townsfolk’s apprehension to even speak of Lady Aemyrn. They likely do not know the whole story, but they know something has happened. Like they carry the guilt with them.”

“How could she possibly give birth to a demon-child?” Reina asked, looking as if the very idea shook her.

Magrei shook her head. “It’s unnatural strange.” She frowned. “I can think of one way, but that seems nigh impossible.”

Vera laughed derisively. “You mean the obvious way?”

“At this point, I wouldn’t be surprised at anything,” Leo said.

When the road up the hill to Caelm’s Reach came into view, Duncan sighed in relief. The sun had nearly set, and the fear of not making it back in time had hastened their steps and left a disquiet among the group. No one wanted to face the fiends snarling in the night again.

They tread across the stone bridge and hailed the guardsman as they approached the main gate, but it did not open. Kaejic scoffed, folding his arms.

“I am Magrei Magnarrus, Darkwarden, cleric of the Order of Odain. By the laws of the University Triumvirate I am allowed safe passage and hospitality in all kingdoms under the light of the Maker and his Cantry Church. Open the gates so we may pass through!” she shouted. 

“By the edict of Lady Gwenna Aemyrn, no outsiders are to be allowed entrance into Caelm’s Reach,” the Reachman called back.

Magrei swore loudly in Dwarven. Whatever she said it was far from courteous—Duncan chuckled to himself listening to her litany of curses.

“By the gods and the paragons, Reachman, I will slap the teeth out of your skull if you do not open this gate! We are not outsiders, we are here at the behest of Lord Aemyrn!”

“I very much doubt you’ll do that,” the guardsman let out a bemused laugh. “Seeing as you’ll be a corpse by sunrise.”

“We are guests of Lord Aemyrn!” Reina called up. “I am a priestess of Istran, and our companion is being tended to for his wounds and illness in the keep!”

“Light shine upon the Cantry, but that is naught to me, priestess,” the man called back.

“Send for the Lord Arlan!” Leo called up. “He would never allow such a thing as this to happen. By the love he owed my father he would never leave the son of Daleon Anglian standing at his gates.”

The guardsman hesitated at that. “You are welcome, Lord Leonel Anglian. But savages, sorcerers and foreigners are not.”

“Send for Lord Arlan!” Leo shouted again.

“No,” the guardsman said. “And let their kind in?” he spat towards Kaejic and Vera. “I don’t think I will.”

“Maker preserve us,” Reina said, looking at the others. “What do we do now?”

“Find shelter,” Kaejic said. “Darkness comes.”

Leo shook his head. “No. We can’t waste time. Donnal is dying and we need to get inside the keep.”

“The Lady Aemyrn must know we are onto her secret,” Magrei said, tugging on her braids. She cursed again. “This won’t be easy.”

Leo snapped his fingers. “The witch said she was brought in through a secret entrance by the sluice gate on the far side of the keep.”

“But where the hells is it?” Duncan said.

“We’ll have to search for it,” Leo said. “And we’ll go around through the forest. They’ll notice if we’re just walking along the keep walls.”

“You could go in, Leo!” Benley said. “Might as well, maybe you could convince them to open the gates—”

“I’m not leaving you all out here,” Leo said. “I won’t.”

“It will be nightfall soon,” Kaejic said simply.

They all fell silent.

“Well, we best be ready to fight, then,” Duncan said, looking like someone just threw up on his dinner.

 

 

The last light of day faded from the sky as they moved again through the woods, much more somber now than they were before. There was an unsettling lack of sound in the woods of the Reach, as if all the nocturnal wildlife had died or long since fled. A cold, damp air hung like a fog among them, and every one of them held weapon in hand, ready to leap at a moment’s notice. Benley looked slightly absurd with his oversized crossbow he had ‘borrowed’ from the Caelm’s Reach armory. It was a light crossbow by human standards, but it was large in the hands of Benley, who had also commandeered a too-large halfhelm that now enveloped most of his head and forced him to tip the lid back every once in a while when it sagged over his eyes. Reina had only a dagger in hand, but it was her divine invocations that she needed, not steel. And those had saved them plenty of times already.

They were traveling not far from the lakeside on the far side of Caelm’s reach, though it would take them some time to walk around the length of the lake to get to the river mouth where the sluice gate of the keep was. They hoped they were far enough away that perhaps the ghouls would not find them, but Leo knew that hope was not always enough for things to work out in their favor.

Kaejic was murmuring something to himself in Orcish as he walked beside Leo in the front of the pack. It sounded rhythmic, like a song or a chant of some type. It made the others uneasy, but Leo figured if it made him fight stronger when they needed to, he could chant all he wanted.

“What’s he sayin’?” Duncan mumbled too loudly to Vera.

“How the fuck should I know?” Vera snapped. “You know I don’t speak the damn language.”

“Err, right,” Duncan said. “I just thought maybe you’d know…ah.”

“Know what? His Orcish prayer bullshit? She’s a dwarf too, does that mean she is your cousin? You ask him if you want to know so bad, asshole.”

Benley began to laugh before Vera clamped her hand onto his mouth to the sound of muffled mumbles.

A faint shuffling not far away caused Leo and Kaejic to stop short. They both exchanged a glance before scanning the darkened woods. The others stopped, nervously glancing around. There was something else here.

The faint sound began to grow slightly stronger, the unmistakable sound of something or someone approaching.

As the ghoul leapt forward, Kaejic rose up to meet the unholy creature. With a savage downward slice he cleaved the twisted undead in two with a spray of gore, his axeblade sinking into the earth from the strength of the blow. Leo spun around, slicing his sword through the neck of an oncoming ghoul before bringing the blade around to drive it through the heart of another. He wrenched the blade free, readying himself. With a violent crunch, he drove the rim of his shield into the skull of a third ghoul, then again and again until it collapsed to dirt in a heap. Benley missed wide a shot with his crossbow, but Vera sprang at the ghoul, cleaving off an arm and stabbing her dagger into its chest before Duncan brought a crushing blow down upon its neck with his warhammer. Magrei crushed the skull of a ghoul darting around them in the dark with her mace, while a burst of holy flame consumed another as Reina chanted her invocation.

Leo decapitated another ghoul just moments before its rending claws tried to slice down onto his arm. Before he could spin around, the hellish snarling of another was already upon him. Leo raised his shield at the last second, and the creature’s misshapen fangs dug into the wood as it screamed, claws flailing dangerously close to Leo as he struggled to push the creature back with his shield. More were coming too, he knew, by the flickering of motion in the dark shadows of the woods around them.

Leo plunged his sword through the gut of the ghoul in front of him, kicked the creature off his sword and drove the heavy blade into its skull.

He felt another ghoul land heavily onto his back. For a split moment, his body tensed in fear of the claws and fangs that would soon dig themselves into him. But suddenly the weight was gone, and in a flash he saw Kaejic’s massive form move with the speed of a wolf as the orc grabbed the ghoul by the neck, hurled it down to the ground and stomped savagely upon its skull with a sickening crunch. Kaejic simply looked at Leo impassively, before turning back to the darkened woods.

The sound of Magrei’s voice echoed in the woods, charged with power. A flash and wave of light radiated forth from her, and suddenly all the charging ghouls stopped, turned and began to flee.

Reina stood amazed. “You turned them!”

Magrei frowned, taking a deep breath as she clutched the handle of her mace. “It won’t last long. We need to find a way out of this mess.”

For a moment Reina marveled at the Darkwarden, her admiration plain. The Order of Odain was not well liked among Demarest, since they often came to lordly lands with open hands asking for recruits or food or coin as part of their order’s due. And given the fact that there had not been much in the way of undead or demons in the past thousand years, lords often complained that they were useless freeloaders. A “noble but outdated cause,” Leo’s father once said.

Leo focused back on the moment at hand. They had little time to stand and admire the Darkwarden’s capabilities. “To the lake,” he said. “We have to cross it. They’ll overrun us at this rate if we try to go around.”

Not waiting for discussion, he ran toward the lakeside. The others followed closely behind. The glimmering torchlight from the walls of Caelm’s Reach across the lake made it seem like a bastion of the heavens in the dark, but there was a great distance of water from them to there. 

“I can’t bloody swim well even in the best of times, and certainly not with all this armor on!” Magrei said. “I’ll drown like a drunken gnoll.”

Vera frowned. “We all might not make it across, Leo.”

“Maybe if we leave everything we must behind…”

Magrei shook her head. “It’ll take me too long to doff all this mail.”

Kaejic suddenly moved towards the trees into the dark.

“Hey!” Duncan said. “Where in the frozen hells are you goin, orc?”

After a moment, the sound of a great grunt and the crunching of branches resounded in the dark. Kaejic returned, rolling a huge log of a fallen tree down the grass until it splashed into the lake, bobbing gently atop the still waters.

“Grab onto the tree. We all swim across,” Kaejic said.

Leo laughed. “Well, I don’t see any better options.”

“Paragons and predecessors save us from this madness,” Duncan cursed to himself. “This better bloody work!” 

“There’s no time,” Magrei said, turning back to the woods where the growls of the ghouls were getting louder again. She waded into the water, splashing as she grasped onto the log with both arms. Leo strode into the lake after her, the cold water soaking through his clothes and draining the warmth from him. It’s far better than being dead, he told himself. He breathed a heavy breath and the water reached his loins and his belly, feeling suddenly like a wet dog. “Oooh, that’s cold,” he whispered to himself. This was a lake of mountain runoff, and it damn sure felt like it.

One by one the others followed after, cursing and shivering until they all held onto the fallen tree side-by-side and began to kick. It felt good to kick, to do anything to get the blood flowing and stave off the ungodly cold of the lake waters.

Leo couldn’t help but laugh as they slowly moved towards the keep together. “This is the kind of shit that always gets left out of the songs and ballads,” Leo said. “The company bravely running away from undead hordes as they kick across a lake, holding onto a log for dear life.”

“Well of course not,” Duncan said through his scowl as he clutched desperately onto the log. “Songs and ballads are for heroes. We’re just a bunch of arsehole excavators, though you wouldn’t know it by our choices of late.” 

By the time Leo and the others had reached the far side of the lake in the shadow of the walls of Caelm’s Reach, he and the others were soaked through. They wrung out their clothes as best they could, though it was mostly futile. Benley shivered as a gust of cold night air swept across the lakeside.

“We better find this entrance or we might freeze to death!” the halfling said.

“The sluice gate is over there, by the river entrance,” Leo said, pointing just up the coast.

Duncan and Vera were grumbling to each other about being sodden through as they trudged with wet steps along the rocky shoreline. Reina’s eyes met Leo’s, and he had to admit—he loved the way her wet robes clung to her, and how her hair hung down around her face. He smiled at her, and she smiled back despite their predicament. A smile that made his heart beat faster. I could look at that smile all day. What is it about seeing the one you fancy soaking wet that is so entrancing? Besides the obvious, of course. He wanted to grab her, wrap his arms around her and keep her warm. But this was not the time or place to be caught up in those thoughts. Focus, you idiot. Focus.

Kaejic walked not far from Leo, his eyes ahead on their destination. He had not nearly suffered as much with sodden clothes, as his leathers and furs were smaller and better suited for the elements.

He’s saved me once from a ghoul, and saved us all with the damn log. It was a strange sort of thing to make sense of—someone who wanted to kill you but would also save your life. It certainly pays to have enemies like these around.

“Thank you,” Leo said, looking at Kaejic.

“There is no need,” Kaejic replied, eyes still set on the sluice gate. “I do what I must.”

Leo nodded. “All the same.”

Kaejic turned his gaze to Leo for a moment, appraising him, but Leo simply kept his eyes ahead.

The sluice gate on the river mouth beside the keep was attached to the castle, an extension of the masonry of the keep walls. An ancient look about it. They walked through an open archway through the wall beside the gate, and on the other side down a sloping path where a fork of the river channeled through to the castle a small inset had been built. Leo led the others into the inset, and it was clear this was a small dock where small boats and rafts could be moored. At the end of the docks, an old dinghy with a darkened waterline had crusty ropes tied to it.

“There!” Benley said, pointing to an archway that led under the keep wall itself.

“That must be our entrance,” Duncan said with a sigh of relief. “Now we just have to get in.”

Not far into the archway, a few short steps led to a bound wood door. Leo pulled upon the handle. Locked.

“Well, it’s never easy, is it?” Duncan chuckled.

“Does anyone have any picks on them?” Leo asked, though he looked directly at Benley. The halfling began to rummage through his pouches, his tongue sticking out in the effort.

“Aha!” he crooned, holding up a set of lockpicks. “Let me work my magic,” he said with a but too much excitement, darting over to the door. He nimbly began to maneuver the picks inside of the lock, closing his eyes and feeling for the pins.

“Uhh,” Duncan said. “You might want to hurry it up, wee lad.” He pointed out of the arched doorway to the woods by the lake where they had come. Movement shifted in the dark, unholy eyes shimmering in the moonlight as they grew closer.

Vera cursed. “These bastards won’t let up.”

“They’re undead. They don’t do much of anything but hunt,” Magrei said, disgusted by the abominations. “Whoever is controlling them has it out for us.”

“To hells with this,” Duncan growled, grabbing Benley’s crossbow. The ghouls began to crawl over atop the sluice gate, drawing ever closer. “At least the bastards can’t swim.” Duncan took aim, fired, and one ghoul fell into the river with a splash. He pulled back the drawstring, loaded and fired again, another ghoul shrieking in the dark. 

“Stand beside me,” Kaejic said to Leo, gripping his greataxe. “Shoulder to shoulder.”

The two of them could hold the inset into the wall well, about the size of a large doorway. Vera stood behind them, ready to fill the gaps and help them where they needed. Leo unsheathed his sword and pulled his shield off his back in one motion.

Leo laughed to himself. “Did the earth-spirits show you this, too? Or are we just fucked?”

Kaejic remained silent.

“Yeah, I thought as much.”

The dead came growling and snarling, heedless of the danger as they leapt toward Leo and Kaejic. The orc rent clean through the dead like a rotten log as Leo decapitated the first ghoul with a slash. More ghouls charged toward them, and even more swarming in the dark behind them. Leo bashed the teeth out of one with his shield, staggering and creating separation between the dead and himself before running the unholy creature through. But more came quickly on their heels. Two dove at him at once, and Leo managed to hold one off with his shield, claws scraping around the rim of it while he struck down the other with his longsword. Vera cut down the other that was scrambling around his shield while more poured forwards. A bolt whizzed by his head and thwacked into the spine of an oncoming ghoul before it could descend upon them.

“Benley!” Leo shouted. “Any time now!”

As the dead began to swarm the entrance, Leo and Kaejic found themselves giving what little ground they had, desperately avoiding the sickening claws of the ghouls that pressed on like a wave.

A pulse of light arced forward from all around them, as Magrei chanted another invocation. The undead abruptly turned and began to flee, howling.

Leo kicked the corpse of the last ghoul he cut down before it could flee. “That is one neat trick,” he said, looking gratefully to Magrei.

“It won’t last long,” the Darkwarden said. “We need to get inside this keep.”

“I’m almost…” Benley said. “This is a tricky one! I think the mechanism might be a bit rusty.”

Reina was looking down at her hands, looking strained. Her eyes met Leo’s, her face worried with confusion. She didn’t do anything that fight.

“Something’s wrong,” she said in low tones. “I can’t…I can’t feel the light.”

“If the light was always more powerful than the dark,” Magrei said, “then why would they need us?”

Reina stared at the Darkwarden in disbelief.

“Not that a bloody soul listens to us anymore these days anyway,” Magrei grumbled. “The Cantry goes on with their fairy tale that the Maker and the Lightbringer are the only ones who hold sway in this world.”

“Benley,” Duncan said. “Come on laddie, these bastards are comin’ back!”

The ghouls indeed began to surge back towards the keep again. Leo gripped his longsword, taking a deep breath. They chittered and grunted in the dark, surging towards the sluice gate once more and crawling overtop it.

“Almost…” Benley made a face, twisting the picks inside the lock. The dead charged ahead, their growls and snarls growing louder as they grew close once more.

“Benley!” Leo cried out.

“Got it!” Benley shouted as the lock clicked and the door swung open. 

“Come on!” Duncan shouted. The others began to swarm through the door. Leo, Kaejic and Vera swung arcing slices at the oncoming ghouls before retreating to the doorway. Leo grabbed the handle and tried to swing it closed, though a clawed arm jammed itself between the door. Vera gave the arm a savage hack with her cutlass, lopping it off before she kicked the stump out of the doorway and the door slammed shut. Clawing sounds, thumps and howls pounded at the door. Leo sighed in relief.

“I suppose there was no sense in my wife trying to keep you out,” came a voice from behind them. Lord Arlan Aemyrn stood beside guardsmen carrying torches. “Did you think we wouldn’t notice a horde of ghouls chasing you here?”

“Lord Arlan,” Leo said with a smile. “Forgive the intrusion, but there seems to have been something wrong with your front gate.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 18 - Dreams of Demons

 

“What I don’t understand,” Leo said, standing in Lord Aemyrn’s solar with his companions. Lord Aemyrn had sent away his guard, despite the horrified and disgusted looks that Kaejic drew just from standing still. “Is why you’d ask our help to try to stop these undead.”

“Because the bloody bastards are going to kill us all, why do you think?” Lord Aemyrn bellowed, his patience frayed. “Don’t play the fool, Leonel, it unbecomes you.”

“But you did not tell us about the Lady Gwenna, and the child she had. Don’t you think we’d piece things together eventually?”

Lord Aemyrn grew silent. “I did not think—” he interrupted himself. “I had hoped the strange affliction that had befallen my wife and son were unrelated to the undead at our door.”

“You didn’t want to tell us,” Magrei said. “Because you were ashamed.”

“You’re damned right I didn’t want to tell you!” Lord Aemyrn stood up suddenly from his seat, smashing his fist down on the great wood table before him with a clatter. “How do you say such a thing to someone? My lady wife has given birth to a demon-child?” He laughed sadly at himself. “The Cantry church would pronounce us worshipers of the Betrayer, and we’d be thrown in cells or executed. I tried to have the damn thing put out of its misery, but my wife…” He fell silent.

“Where is she now?” Reina asked.

Lord Arlan shook his head weakly. “She has barely left her chambers since the birth of—” he hesitated. “Since it happened. She will barely speak to me, and few else. She seems…changed, like she is not herself. It has kept me up nights, and I have been able to speak to precious few about this, as you might imagine. There is nothing so contagious as a secret.”

Duncan nodded. 

“The world has changed, Lord Aemyrn,” Reina said. “We have seen it firsthand. Why exactly now, it is hard to say. But the presence of demons and divines and who knows what else has begun to creep forward in the shadows of Demarest. You are not alone in these afflictions. But you can’t hope to face them alone. Whatever you believe, you can trust us,” Reina said.

Leo nodded. “She’s right.”

Reina turned to face him, her face brightening at his affirmation. I know, I can’t pretend all this isn’t happening.

“You don’t have to look so damn happy about it,” Leo murmured to her. He turned to face Lord Arlan again. “And you can rest easy about the Cantry, as you know we are far from friends of theirs.”

“I was bewildered to see a priestess of Istran in your company when you first arrived,” Lord Arlan admitted. 

“And a dwarf, a halfling and one and a half orcs?” Duncan chuckled. “Aye, strange times make for strange companions, as the saying goes.”

Lord Arlan snorted. “If you’re trying to stay out of the view of the Cantry, you’re doing a shite job of it. You stand out like a tribe of Thagcairn trying to cross into the southlands.”

“I don’t give a damn about the church,” Leo said. “And neither should you. There are far worse matters pressing, like the dead, and these demons, the war, and the drought. These are trying times.”

Lord Arlan seemed to deflate, and for the first time he looked like the tired old man that he was. “I…I am sorry I did not turn to you sooner with the truth. If only your father…Daleon always seemed to know what to do in times like these.”

Leo shook his head. “He’s gone. We have to solve this matter on our own. Our companion, Donnal—time is not on his side and I won’t let him die like this. Let us see Lady Gwenna. Whatever is happening here, she must know something.”

A long sigh escaped Lord Arlan. He rubbed his hand along his mustache in contemplation before he nodded once. “Aye, I’ll take you to her.”

 

 

The walk up the staircase to her chambers was solemn and silent, Lord Arlan leading the way with the old priest, Waylon. There had been few in the way of guards, as what men they had left were needed to man the walls and protect Caelm’s Reach from the dead. In many ways the keep already felt lost, so devoid of life and vibrancy. Even stewards and servants had been conscripted to at least fire bows and crossbows. There was little sense in keeping the keep clean if they were all dead.

When they approached the door to Lady Aemyrn’s chambers, a pained look crossed Lord Arlan’s face, and his reticence was obvious. “My lady,” he said loudly. “Gwen…” he said again, quieter, more intimate. “I am opening the door. We have guests that would like to speak with you.”

Silence.

“To be honest,” Lord Arlan said low. “I do not know what we will find in there.”

He produced a keyring, slotting a silvery key into the lock and twisting until the door swung open.

The lady’s chambers were dark. Magrei whispered, gestured in the air, and a small orb of light appeared—warm and dim as candlelight.

It was empty, and largely in order. Very little was disturbed, beside from the bed, and some papers and books upon a nearby desk. Otherwise, Lady Aemyrn’s chambers were unremarkable. Nothing seemed to be strange at all.

Leo glanced at Lord Arlan. “Where is she?”

The Lord of Caelm’s Reach looked puzzled, his forehead a mess of wrinkles. “I do not know. She must have slipped away.”

“Could she have done that?” Leo asked.

“Under normal circumstances I probably would have had guards, and might have known. But she is obviously free to move about the keep, it’s just that since the birth, she has not…she barely…”

Benley leapt upon Lady Aemyrn’s bed, flopping down in hopes to enjoy the comfort of down bedding as if it were the most normal thing to do in the world—to the grunts and sighs of his companions. “Ow!” he exclaimed. “What in the flames of the Hearthfire Festival is that?!”

He reached underneath him and pulled out a leather book tucked in the folds of the sheets. He began to flip through the pages. “It’s a journal! The lady’s, it looks like.”

“Give me that!” Vera snatched it from Benley’s hands. “And get out of the lady’s bed. Even you should know better than that, you little oaf.”

“It’s so comfy!” Benley exclaimed. “I’ve never slept on down. It’s like a feathery cloud.”

Lord Arlan looked uncomfortable at the prospect of reading his wife’s private thoughts, but he stifled his distaste. Vera flipped through the pages.

“Your wife seemed deeply concerned about the well-being of your sons that were sent off to fight in the war.”

Lord Arlan nodded. “Yes, she spoke to me of this often. She tried to convince me not to send them, to come up with some kind of excuse. I admit I had no desire to send them either, but I could not very well ask my people to send their sons if I did not send my own.”

“She seems to mention it repeatedly. Speaking of a dream she has had several times, where some devilish creatures appear and cut them down on the battlefield.”

Lord Arlan frowned. Devilish creatures. The words were not repeated, but they resonated in all their thoughts.

“Keep searching the room, there must be some trace of where she went or what she was doing,” Magrei said. The only one who did not move was Kaejic, who stood stoic by the doorway. Whether it was out of respect, indifference, or distaste, Leo could not say. The orc had spoken little and done less since they had entered the keep.

Vera’s eyes scanned a page. “Well, this is interesting,” she said.

“What is it, lass?” Duncan inquired.

“It’s from when she was still pregnant.” She began to read aloud:

 

Last night I had a dream, or at least, I thought it was a dream, perhaps I truly did wake. It is hard to say, but I rose from my bed and there was a man in my chambers. He spoke with a soothing serenity, and his eyes and countenance had an incredible calmness and certainty to them. His eyes all but shone in the dark, and he spoke to me, reassuring me my safety. I cannot explain why, but I did not cry out, nor was I fearful. Awestruck, perhaps, but not fearful. There was something godly about him. He told me he had heard my prayers, heard my pleas to keep Edwaine and Gadryn safe during the war. He said he could promise me they would live, if I paid a price. He would not say what it was, but he gave me a chalice and told me to drink of it. It was a simple thing, really, drink of a chalice and ensure my sons’ lives? Even if it were poison, any mother would drink it. So I did. When daytime arrived, I could not say if it were a dream or if it had really happened. Is it possible? Did an incarnation of the Maker visit me in my sleep? It is utterly absurd to think so, but dreams can be strange things. I suppose I shall find out in time.

 

The room fell silent.

“Well that’s…odd,” Duncan said.

Magrei let out a long sigh, and her eyes found their way to Leo. You know what this means. You have heard of this before, he thought.

Lord Arlan seemed transfixed upon Vera and the journal. “What else does it say?”

Vera flipped through more pages, skimming through the words until she came to a later entry.

 

It was not the Maker that visited me that night. And I was a fool to think so, perhaps more the fool to strike this bargain. The Cantry tells us the Betrayer is cunning, that he finds dark and insidious ways into our lives, and he will not come with flames and fang, but with promise and pleasing thoughts. My child was born of a demon, and it was the blood I drank that night that changed him in my womb. I know it. But he is still my child, even if he is this creature. He is still of my blood, and my lord husband—I can see it in his face. The world will try to kill him, my lord husband already said he wanted to dash the babe’s head upon the rocks. But he is our child, still. The world destroys that which it does not understand. But my son smiles at me, and nurses at my breast, and sleeps softly upon me during the night. This world is weak-minded, and I was a fool to ever think I was one of them. Whatever mistakes I have made do not fall upon this child, and I shall love him and keep him safe. No matter the cost.

 

Vera read the last words and looked up to see the Lord Aemyrn as the tears began to form in the corners of his eyes. He did not speak, but he wept, shamefully, with the fear a man often carries to weep in front of others.

There is no shame for what you feel, Leo thought.

Finally Lord Arlan began to speak through sobs. “What was I supposed to do?” he said. “What was I supposed to think, when I saw the babe as such? If she had told me, perhaps explained…”

“You would’ve tried to kill the babe all the same,” Vera said mercilessly. She had no sympathy for those who stood to hold up the ways of the world.

A guardsman burst into the room, a sheen of sweat and a smattering of blood upon his chainmail hauberk.

“My Lord,” he breathed heavily, confused at the scene before him. “I would not disturb you, but the keep—”

“What is it,” Arlan barked, running his hand over his face. “Speak, if you’re going to barge in on us as such!”

“The dead. They found their way through the drainage tunnels. We are holding them back, but we are on the verge of being overrun.”

Magrei stepped forward to stand before Lord Arlan. “Whoever commands the dead,” she said. “Has come for the price of their bargain.”

“The boy,” Leo said.

Magrei nodded. 

Vera flipped to the last page. “It’s dated this day. But it only says: Hillscrest.”

“That’s where she’s gone,” Lord Arlan nodded slowly. “Hillscrest Tower. It’s a crumbling old watch on Hillscrest Rock, northeast of here. I will take you there myself. I wish to see my Gwenna.”

“My lord, the keep,” the soldier interjected. “We cannot go anywhere if we are overrun. And it is not safe for you outside—”

“Safe?” Arlan guffawed derisively. “The keep is under siege by the dead you say, and you tell me it is not safe outside? Nowhere is safe, and I’ll be damned if I sit in here and wait to die.” The aged lord of Caelm’s Reach turned to Leo and his companions. “I am loath to ask yet more of you all, but I am afraid the circumstances leave us little choice. Leo, if your companions could stay here and aid in the defense of the keep, I am afraid they are needed. Most of the people I have left at my command are far from warriors. Magrei, this is your area of expertise, so I think you will be needed most of all to keep my lands safe.”

The Darkwarden nodded solemnly. “Aye, milord. I can keep the dead at bay as best I can. But the dead won’t stop until whoever commands them gets what they came for.” Magrei’s eyes found Leo’s. “Remember that.”

Leo acknowledged her words with a subtle nod before turning to the others. “What do you think, can you manage to keep us from joining the ranks of the dead?”

“Are ye daft, lad?” Duncan snorted. “Yer going out into the wilderness with some old lord bastard? You’ll be torn apart by these damned ghouls.”

“Leo,” Reina said, taking his hand in hers. “We don’t even know who’s behind this. It’s too dangerous, we can find another way.”

Leo smiled at her, squeezing her hand. “If you know a better way to stop this plague of dead, I’m ready for it.” She fell silent, searching his eyes. “We can’t stay here, and we can’t leave with the dead hunting us.”

Leo saw his father’s face in his mind, looking down at him, battered and bloody in the training yard of Leoneguard Academy. Hard things only become harder when you run from them, Leo. He had cursed at his father in reply, throwing down his sword. You may not want this life, but it is coming for you. We do not always get to choose. 

“For Donnal,” Leo said to Reina.

She gave a sad smile and nodded. “For Donnal.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 19 - Xyn'eshai and Divine

 

They left through the same passage Leo and the others had come in through—the northern river entrance hidden by the sluice gate. The dead had since left. The thick banded iron door barred their entry, for which Leo was grateful. It would’ve been a short journey if the ghouls had still amassed in those hidden docks by the river.

Leo and Lord Arlan walked slowly into the night, swords drawn and ready for stray ghouls wandering the pine-covered hills north of Caelm’s Reach, but there were none to be found. At first Leo thought they might all have been distracted by their assault on the keep, but there was a unsettling, unnatural stillness to the woods.

It wasn’t much longer until Leo realized what was happening. He heard first the whispers of growls and chittering among the trees before he saw them. The ghouls were watching them, but standing idle.

“What in the name of the blessed Ancients is this?” Lord Arlan said. 

Leo sheathed his sword. “An invitation,” he said. “Whoever’s behind this is waiting for us.”

Arlan cursed, putting away his old longsword. “Maker preserve us in this madness,” he breathed. A sheen of sweat had broken out upon his pate.

They came upon an old stone path out of the woods, pitted and broken and overgrown. It climbed across a great clearing high upon the hillside, leading towards a crumbling stone watchtower that overlooked the great valley below the Reach, the rivers and lake and Caelm’s Reach keep itself.

The ghouls followed them at a distance, like hunting hounds tracking but being kept at bay. 

“Damn these bastard dead,” Lord Arlan said. “And curse whatever hell brought them down upon us.”

And if that hell was your wife’s doing?

For a moment they paused at the base of the tower. The cracked and broken stone steps still served well enough. “Hillscrest Tower,” Arlan said, a fearful tension in his voice. “In the old times, this place was called Baleborne Rock. My grandfather used to tell me all the ghosts of the Reach were drawn to this place.” The old lord had seen plenty of battle and his fair share of dark times, but this darkness that had befallen both his kingdom and his kin had taken its toll. He looked like a shell of the great lord Leo had met as a young man. Time had not been kind to him of late.

“No sense in waiting,” Leo said simply. They couldn’t be sure what they’d find, or what had happened, they knew little other than that Lady Gwenna had birthed a demon-child, so there was little sense in trying to plan out any sort of strategy. “Time to find out exactly what has happened here.”

Leo climbed the steps, and Lord Arlan followed behind him.

 

 

The outer city had descended into chaos. The great stone walls that had held the dead at bay were now overrun with them, and everywhere the sounds of screams and inhuman wails resounded in the night air. Vera ran alongside the others into the courtyard, cutting down ghouls and screaming at the common folk of the Reach to flee to the inner keep. They did not take much convincing.

Vera had taken plenty of jobs as a mercenary, and had spent years now as an excavator, but that largely led to isolated bouts of violence. She had never been a soldier, never in a battle, and if she survived this, she was sure she never wanted to be in one again.

Kaejic and Magrei looked as though they had been through this before, and led the group of them through the town. Duncan, too, looked strangely calm at this time. As she ran, the thought passed through Vera’s mind that she really did not know much about the old dwarf’s life before becoming an excavator. Damn fool time for wandering thoughts, she thought, teeth gritted as she lopped off the head of a ghoul that staggered around the corner, its skull already half-smashed in. Everywhere there were the dead. On the ground there were slain ghouls, often not far from the bodies of the recently living. Militia lay face down, bodies mangled and limbs bent askew, as did common folk of the Reach, whose simple clothing lay soaked in crimson as the blood pooled around their bodies.

Vera tried to ignore it all, focusing on those still standing, whether they be dead or alive. But her heart raced like never before, and she fought to quell the fear that wanted to eat her whole. For a moment, there was relative calm at the crossing of two city streets.

“We have to get all the townsfolk we can to the inner keep,” Magrei said. “The outer city is lost.”

“We’ll be lost if we stay out here tryin’ to save every forge-blasted peasant without enough sense to run,” Duncan growled. “We need to fall back to the castle! We shouldn’t have even come out here!”

“Return if you want, greybeard,” Magrei said, before running towards the sounds of human screams to the west. Reina and Kaejic followed close behind, which surprised her. Reina she could’ve expected, but the great orc Chieftain? I don’t think he gives a damn about the peasant humans of some northern city. He must be doing this purely for his own survival. She frowned. That didn’t make much sense either. If he wanted only to survive, he would just steal a horse and flee this place. He didn’t have to be here. But here he was, risking his life for this obsession with prophecy, with Leo and the Demonheart. Or so he said.

In the short time she had spent around Kaejic, she came to understand he was far, far different than she imagined. Are all orcs like that? She wondered, tonguing her tusks.

She turned to Benley and Duncan in the quiet of the dark crossroads. “So?”

Duncan cursed, shaking his head and following after Magrei. Benley pushed back the helmet that was too big for his head and followed behind Duncan with wide eyes and crossbow in both hands. This is madness, Vera thought as she chased after them.

At the stablehouse beside the western gate, the few remaining militiamen were fighting back ghouls, standing between them and a group of Reach folk who were trapped. A wave of ghouls surged from out of the darkness of the next street, and overwhelmed them.

From where she stood, Vera saw Magrei stride forward with Reina to face the tide of dead. A faint blast of light stunned the ghouls for just a moment as Magrei chanted, a blast surging forth from her as the ghouls began to turn and flee back the way they came. Kaejic raised his left hand high, and the air began to wave and shimmer around him. Fire from the torches suddenly grew and swirled, multiplying until Kaejic gestured forward and the flames washed over the ghouls. Inhuman screams and shrieks filled the air. For a moment, Vera stood too stunned to move as she watched the flames dance on the bodies of the dead. The unholy stench of burnt and rotten flesh in the air.

Only two of the militiamen were still alive, and one was gravely wounded. Magrei helped him to his feet, and together she and Reina ushered the people from the stable. But another wave of hellish screams was coming, and past the bodies of the burning dead more ghouls hurtled toward them, an impossible number of the dead. 

“Back to the keep!” Magrei boomed.

It was like a sea of twisted corpses flowing towards them. Terror seized Vera’s heart, and she turned and ran with her companions and the surviving folk. We’re all going to die. She had to force herself to take deeper breaths to fight back the panic clutching at her throat. No one can stop this madness.

As they reached the gate of the inner keep, Vera stabbed and slashed at the ghouls that clawed mindlessly at it. Duncan crushed one’s skull in, and Benley even launched a bolt through one’s neck that pinned it to the great wood doors. 

“Open the gates!” Reina shouted, as Kaejic cleaved through the stream of dead behind them one swing at a time with his great axe, dispatching them like they were little more than scarecrows.

The gates groaned open, only halfway, and they streamed inside, Kaejic the last to enter. Some of the dead squeezed through before the gates shut, crushing one between them. Vera surged forward to fight beside Kaejic, planting a dagger through the skull of one before lopping off the head of another. Kaejic cut down two with one stroke, before grabbing another by the neck and hurling it at the floor. He stomped its head in with a sickening crunch.

For moments, no one spoke. Only the sound of heavy breathing in the near-darkness of the flickering torches. Vera looked into Kaejic’s eyes, and his gaze met hers. Unwavering, unflinching.

“The gates will not keep them out,” Magrei said.

“No,” was all Kaejic said.

“Get to the windows, the murder holes. Sewer gates. Any entrance. They will find a way in,” Magrei said, tapping the end of her mace on her boot.

“Aye,” Duncan said in a strained voice. He looked at Vera and Benley. “Come on.”

Vera did not want to leave Kaejic’s side. He was one of the few strong enough to stop the dead if they came. 

But no one would be strong enough to stop the sea of dead she saw outside. No one.

Leo, she thought. You better do something soon, you bastard.

 

 

The crumbling tower of Hillscrest Rock was as decrepit as one might’ve imagined, what meager sticks of furniture now broken rubble, crushed under so much falling stone. Only two stood inside the tower, save for Leo and Lord Aemyrn: Harram, the court physician who they had found insensibly drunk in the tavern, and lady Gwenna Aemyrn. But something was different about Harram now. He was as sharp and attentive as a hunter, and he stood tall and proud, his scrutinizing eyes shimmering in the meager candlelight that barely cast back the dark. He stood away from Lady Gwenna some distance, as if they were at odds.

“My Lady,” Arlan said, voice heavy with emotion. “I never meant to drive you away.”

“You are a fool,” Lady Gwenna said imperiously. “As I was once a fool, before I awakened to the truth.” The demonchild nursed at her breast while she spoke, its wings folded up tightly behind its back.

“What would you have had of me?” Lord Arlan said. “What was I to think, when I saw that…creature come out of you?”

“Your son,” Gwenna said venomously. “Not that I should expect you to ever see him as such. He is not only your son, truly. He is also the son of the true lords of this world. Our demon lords, the Xyn’eshai. Maecnoth came to me, gave me his blood, awakened my demon heritage. Join me, Arlan, my husband, embrace your nature.”

“My love,” Arlan said, his face pained. “You have been ensorcelled, but I beg of you for our sons and our people, wake up. You do not believe this madness!” 

“Do you accept our son?” Gwenna looked down at the demon-child. “I have named him Maerlan. He is beautiful.”

Lord Arlan hesitated, clenching his fists.

“Do you accept our son?” she repeated.

Arlan’s face contorted in pain. “He is a demon, Gwen.” Tears began to fall from his cheeks. “Can’t you see that?”

Her expression grew cold. “We’re all demons.” Her eyes met Leo’s for the first time. “Xyn’eshai, divines, humans, wilder races, all the kinsmen of the world. Whatever we look like. It makes no difference.”

“Heartbreaking reunions aside, that is not why you are here,” the former court physician Harram said, his voice composed and his manner direct, in stark contrast to the sodden drunk he had been when they had met. “We unfortunately have come to an impasse. Servants of my lord like myself cannot harm that child, for it has been warded by Maecnoth. And Maecnoth, or other Xyn’eshai, cannot set foot on this land and come for his child, as I have claimed this land for my lord.”

Leo stared down Harram. “Your lord?”

“The Lord of Death. Velthayr. I am his humble servant. An emissary of sorts.”

“It was you!” Arlan shouted, fire in his eyes. “You brought the dead here! You’re a damned necromancer!”

“It was your lady wife who called forth the wrath of my lord,” Harram said derisively.

The name resounded in Leo’s memory. Velthayr. He had read the name over and over. Saw the symbol in his mind. Crown. Velthayr. The Lord of Death? “One of the twelve divines.”

“Yes. The true divines, not the Xyn’eshai of ages past that masqueraded as the divines before Istran Aratoras cast them down like the filth they are,” Harram said with disgust. “It has been a long, long time, but the return of the Twelve Celestials is upon us. So also is the return of the Xyn’eshai—the demons of the ancient world—as you well know, Leonel Anglian.”

“The Twelve Divines!?” Lord Arlan said, confused. “That old cult worshiped by druids and apostates?”

“Cult!” Harram scoffed. “It was once the religion of your people, and most others of the world, northman. Long before the Cantry church scoured it from the history books and tried to erase it from this world. They are Celestials. Gods, if you would.”

“Gods!” Gwenna scoffed, though her voice sounded strange. Changed. As if some other power were speaking through her. “You are no more gods than we are.” 

“Ahh,” Harram sighed. “Maecnoth makes an appearance. Though I suppose appearance is too generous of a term.”

“This necromancer and his Lord of Death are what plague your lands with the dead,” Gwenna said. “Kill him and be free of this curse!”

Harram shook his head. “My lord is not evil. But he is the Lord of Death. These demons would once again invade your world and control it like malicious puppeteers. Kill this demon-child and we will leave you be. If you kill me, you allow Maecnoth to return to claim his son and spread his kind’s vileness throughout the land.”

“They simply wish to be rid of us so they can have their influence over the kinsmen of the world!” Gwenna shouted, pointing a finger at Harram. “The divines want power for themselves!”

Leo looked to Harram. “Do all the Twelve Divines work together? Is this your common goal?”

Harram threw his head back in laughter. “Would that it were. No, my lord’s brethren do not see my lord’s wisdom. For all their greatness, the divines each have their own beliefs and machinations.”

“Then what is your lord’s goal?” Leo asked.

“Death,” Harram said simply. “Nothing personal. Natural and inevitable, death. As Craothe is to life, Velthayr is to death. Without death there can be no life, as without life there is no death. But make no mistake, my lord is the strongest of all the divines. Death is a force more powerful than life, or any other.”

“Why are you sieging my lands, raising the dead and killing us all?” Lord Arlan shouted.

Harram’s expression turned to a snarl of disgust. “Because your lady wife made a blood pact with a Xyn’eshai. As for the greater purpose, many of the kinsmen of the world have the blood of demons within them. They must be purged. Death cannot be stopped. My lord is eternal.”

“Their pride knows no bounds,” Gwenna snorted. “You are one of us, Leonel. Do not run from your nature. Cut down this necromancer and stop these cursed dead.”

Lord Arlan was taken aback, staring now at Leonel. “One of them?”

Leo shrugged, looking back at the old lord with a relaxed smile. “So, it turns out there are a lot of us that have some demonic heritage.”

Lord Arlan made a face, struggling to make sense of all that he had heard in this crumbling old watchtower. 

“I know,” Leo chuckled, despite the insanity of the moment. “It’s a lot.” He turned to face Harram. “Is there a cure for the sickness your ghouls carry?”

Harram sighed. “There may be, perhaps, but I do not know of it. It is no concern of mine. Death comes for all.”

Leo glanced over at Gwenna and her demon-child. Could you kill a child? Even one that is a demon? Leo tried to imagine it, putting a dagger in the small little thing’s heart. It disturbed him, even knowing what it would grow into. It is a child. And it is part human. He frowned. I am part demon. So are many others. Should we be killed, like this necromancer and his Divine Lord Velthayr say?

The thought was a confusing one—demons were who they were fighting, with the coming of the Xyn’eshai and his grandfather’s Awakened cult—but he and his companions had demon blood in them too. As did many other common folk of the world. Is it possible that not all demons were violent and dangerous? Not all divines were good, either, that had become clear if he hadn’t already wondered so in the past.

“You must choose, Leo,” Harram said. “Kill the demons, and I will call off the dead and leave the Reach. If you kill me, my lord cannot keep Maecnoth and his Xyn’eshai from this place.”

Yeah, and how long until your lord commands you to come again to kill the rest of us? Or can I even trust you will leave at all?

“Please, Leonel. Spare me and my child. We are innocent. Kill this necromancer, please!” Gwenna begged.

Sure, the child is innocent now. Until it grows into a being of incredible power capable of controlling and subjugating mortals everywhere.

“Shit.” Leo grimaced. Two choices, and it’s hard to say which is worse. “I don’t like this at all.”

He unsheathed his sword, took a deep breath, and lunged. 

Harram’s eyes grew wide as Leo drove the blade through the man’s heart. The necromancer gurgled, grasping feebly at Leo’s arms, staring up at him. Leo pulled the sword free.

“You are a fool,” he grunted, blood spilling forth from his mouth. “My death means nothing. You cannot stop the Lord of the Dead. You only buy these Xyn’eshai more time—”

“Gods, shut up. I’ve never seen a dying man talk so much,” Leo said. “Tell your Lord Velthayr he and his army of the dead can go fuck themselves.”

The ghouls that stood watch outside the tower gurgled and thumped as they fell to the stone steps. Lord Arlan sighed in relief. “Blessed be the light, that this damned army of the dead is gone.” He put his hand on Leo’s shoulder. “Thank you, Leonel. A thousand times, thank you. You have saved Caelm’s Reach and my people.”

Leo shook his head. “Don’t thank me yet,” he turned to face Lady Gwenna, sword still bloodied from the necromancer.

“That child,” he said to her. “Is going to grow into a being so powerful it could kill countless innocents.”

“Don’t,” Lady Gwenna said, recoiling. “Don’t hurt my son. You wouldn’t.”

Arlan’s face was a mask of pain. “Why, my love?” His voice was bitter with rage. “Why would you make a pact with a demon? What were you thinking?”

Gwenna wept openly, clutching the demon-child closer to her bosom. “I only wanted our Edwaine and Gadryn to come home safe from the war,” she sobbed. “It was just a dream! Or at least, it felt like a dream! How was I to know?”

Leo nodded. “That’s what your son will grow into. A being so powerful he could manipulate mortal kinsmen of the world like they were a child’s toy.”

“No!” Lady Gwenna cried out. “He will be good! We will raise him to be good, he does not have to become such a thing! You stay away from my Maeclan!”

Violet runes appeared on the stones of the tower floor in a circle, and a doorway into what looked like a crimson abyss opened. A slender, handsome man with kind eyes and auburn hair stepped out. He was wearing a finely made red velvet tunic and black breeches, his leather shoes perfectly shaped to fit his feet.

“Ah, that’s better,” the man said.

“Maecnoth,” Leo breathed.

The demon smiled, and turned to Gwenna. “Let me take him,” he said soothingly. “I will keep him safe from those who would do him harm.”

“No!” Arlan shouted. “Don’t do it, Gwen!”

“Oh, hush,” Maecnoth said. “You mean to kill the poor child.”

“Don’t give him the child,” Leo implored Lady Aemyrn.

Gwenna looked somewhere between relieved to have someone on her child’s side and horrified of the Demon she had seen in her dreams. She backed up, pressing herself against the sagging stone wall.

“This is the price,” Maecnoth said simply. “The price you paid for your sons’ lives. There is no escaping our bargain.”

Gwenna slid down to the floor, looking down at her demonic child. “You will… you will keep him safe?”

“Of course,” Maecnoth smiled. “That’s why I am here.”

I can’t let this happen, Leo thought. Wrong or right, I don’t care.

In one smooth motion Leo drew the dagger at his waist and threw it at the child in Gwenna’s arms. Maecnoth moved like a snake, snatching the blade out of the air. He looked disapprovingly at Leo. “Oh? What sort of hero would kill an innocent babe?” Maecnoth laughed softly.

Fearfully, Gwenna held up the child, letting Maecnoth take him. The demonic babe began to weep after he realized he was no longer in his mother’s arms.

“When will…I see him again?”

Maecnoth smiled. “Oh my dear, our bargain is fulfilled.”

His arm snapped forward, and Leo’s dagger plunged itself into Lady Gwenna’s heart. Lord Arlan cried out, drawing his sword and charging at the demon Maecnoth.

“No!” Leo shouted, trying to stop the Lord of Caelm’s Reach.

Before Arlan could even bring his sword down, Maecnoth’s hand became a leathery claw and plunged its talons into Lord Arlan’s chest. The old man groaned, stumbling backwards until he fell through the doorway to the crumbling watchtower and down the stone steps.

Leo stared hatefully at Maecnoth, who simply looked back at him with a smile. He gripped his sword tight and pulled his shield off his back.

Maecnoth’s manner grew more stern. “’Do not play the fool, Leo. It does not serve,’” The demon said, quoting Lord Arlan.

“I’m going to kill you for that,” Leo said, baring his teeth.

“You still don’t understand. You cannot stop what will happen to you, nor do you see all the eyes that are upon you. The pieces are positioning themselves on the board. The Demonheart cannot be stopped.”

“My grandfather?” Leo said with a smirk. “Don’t worry, I’m going to kill him too.”

Maecnoth’s laughter began as a smug chuckle and grew until echoed through the ruined tower and over the lands. “Your grandfather!” he barely said, fighting back laughter. “You truly are a lost child, Leo, wandering in the dark.”

“Alright,” Leo said. “Whatever you say.”

Leo leapt forward, his own speed and ferocity surprising himself as his blade came slicing towards Maecnoth and the demon-child. But his blade sliced through the air as the demon vanished into an arcane doorway, the runes on the ground fading once more.

“See you again soon, Leonel Anglian,” the Xyn’eshai’s disembodied voice echoed in the watchtower.

Leo stood with sword in hand in the darkness, alone in the watchtower save for the bodies of Lady Gwenna and the once-physician Harram. Leo cursed, turning and running out of the tower. Lord Aemyrn lay on the ground at the foot of the steps, staring up at the sky and clutching at the wound in his chest. He opened his mouth to speak, but sputtered, coughing up blood.

“Shhh,” Leo said, picking up the old lord. “Don’t try to speak. I’ve got to get you back to Caelm’s Reach.”

He glanced back at the broken Hillscrest watchtower one last time. You are a lost child, Leo, wandering in the dark… He scowled at the demon’s words. He turned back to the dark path ahead, grateful that the bodies of the dead scattered about stayed dead. For now, anyway. 

Lord Arlan was not as big a man as he was in his younger days, but he was still damned heavy to carry back to the keep. Gods, I hope Donnal’s sickness has broken. Leo grimaced as we walked down the path.

“You—” Arlan coughed. “You saved the Reach.”

Saved the Reach, and delivered your demon-child into the hands of the Xyn’eshai. Saved, or damned?

“Shut up,” Leo said. “I need you to live to tell everyone else. I don’t know how kindly your men will look upon me and mine if I come back with nothing but a story and their dead liege lord.”

“Whatever you need,” Arlan sputtered. “It is yours.”

“Shh,” Leo repeated, gritting his teeth. Gods, can this get any worse?

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 20 - Unseen Stars

 

The darkness of the dungeon cells beneath Leoneguard keep seemed to permeate Braedan Foltras’ mind. A darkness that never leaves. It is only occasionally beaten back by the torchlight of a jailer or guardsman, only to return again, enveloping everything. Defeating both day and night, time and sanity. Braedan fought to keep his thoughts from wandering too far astray, lest the endless meaningless dark drive him into madness. In his mind he saw his wife and sons. They had died long ago, but still they called to him, asking him why he would not join them.

The kingdom is not safe. Our king is not fit to rule. The people of Ellaria deserve better. There is new darkness in our world.

He repeated this sentiment like a mantra, something for him to hold on to, a reminder that he had a duty outside these walls. Not that he’d ever get a chance to fulfill that duty. Soon he’d stand for some farce of a trial, or perhaps he’d just be executed without one, it mattered little. He refused to go to either end without his mind, without his words. He would speak this truth he knew, when he would be afforded the chance to speak, and he would pray that someone would listen. He would pray that someone who respected all the love and devotion Braedan had for the kingdom of Ellaria would win out in the minds of those who heard him. I have earned at least that, if not in the mind of the king, than in the mind of his subjects.

Rage at the injustice of it all took him for a moment, and he stood up suddenly in the darkness, pacing. He could not stop imagining his men turned into demons, tearing each other to shreds, of Rolanse and Ellarian alike fighting side by side against the great beasts, only to be destroyed. I left my men to die so I could come back and warn our people of what happened. And instead I am thrown in a cell and that devastation goes unheeded. He ground his teeth. I would do anything to right this, to get us off this path of madness the boy king Idrane has us on. I would do anything to protect our people from whatever this devilish menace is.

When his rage subsided, again he saw the face of his beautiful wife. Her hair flying about her face in the warm summer winds, the sun setting behind her head illuminating her hair like strands of gold, her beautiful smile alighting his heart. He saw the proud looks of his sons as he returned home from his service. They wanted to be like me. And that soldier’s life is what took their lives. 

He bowed his head in the dark. Edric, Aebran, Jaina. I will stand with you again soon in the light of the Maker. But a thought quaked within him. What if there is no Maker? Only demons. Only darkness.

He faded in and out of sleep, dreams and reality intertwining, darkness and darkness. There was no sense of nighttime, and little to do but sleep and ignore his hunger and thirst.

“There is little justice in the world but the justice we make for ourselves,” came a voice from within his cell. It had a clever, self-satisfied timbre to it, a soft but confident woman’s voice.

Braedan sat up from the slab he slept upon. “What? Who are you? How did you get in here?”

“Call me Rael,” the woman said. He could barely see the outline of her from some faint light he could not find the source of, but she sounded like she was smiling. “A man as noble as yourself being thrown in a place like this is proof enough of the injustice of the world.”

Braedan’s brow furrowed. “Am I dreaming?”

“No,” she said. “Not that it would matter.”

“Are you here to interrogate me?”

She laughed, a pleasant, mirthful laugh. This Rael seemed to be enjoying herself at his expense, at least. “No, sweet knight. I have nothing to do with those fools you swore fealty to.”

“Who are you?” he barked. “And how did you get in here?”

She walked closer to him, a mote of blue starlight forming in the air between them. She was dressed in simple finery, elegant doublet and breeches and immaculately crafted leather boots that looked to be more in the style for a man, but they fit her beautiful figure perfectly. Her face had an almost elven regality to it, but across her nose and eyes a dark band like a mask was tattooed upon her.

“I am a divine, sweet knight. I can go wherever I wish.”

“A…divine?” Braedan said, at a loss for words.

She smiled at him as one might smile at a child. “Yes, I know. It has been many long years since our kind walked among your own.”

Braedan regarded her for a long time, unsure of what to say and what to believe. Her kind? He had heard of no ‘Rael’ in any of the teachings of the Cantry—not that he was particularly devout in his historical church studies, admittedly. But there was something that seemed different about her, if she were divine. Her easy demeanor and self-assured bravado seemed altogether separate from all he had ever learned of the four true gods.

“You are skeptical,” she said.

“I do not know you,” Braedan said. “Nor do I know of you.”

Rael chuckled. “Your Cantry has been hard at work scouring our existence from the minds of common folk for many long years now.” She strode around the cell, running her fingers along the cracks in the stonework. “But try as one might to erase history, you cannot erase the truth forever. And they certainly cannot erase the gods.”

Braedan scowled. Erase history? Erase the gods?

“If you are a god, then why have you come here? What do you want with me?”

She smiled at him in the dim light she created. “Because you are a good man,” she said. “The world needs good men. I need loyal men in my service. There’s a war coming, between divines and demons and the kinsmen of the world. And seeing as how you will die if you sit here in this cell and wait for the justice of men, I believe we can help each other.”

The word demons that she spoke with such melody resonated in his mind, and again he saw the battlefield. He saw the soldiers transformed, the blood and devastation. He felt the endless fear in the pit of his belly. 

“You know,” Rael said, her eyes glimmering in the dark. “You have seen it.”

Half a year ago, this would have been tall tales for children, if Braedan had not witnessed such things himself. If there are demons, then why would there not be divines?

“You are against those demons? You seek to stop them?” Braedan said.

“Yes, among other things.”

“Will you help me stop this false king Idrane?”

“I will help you as I can, if you serve me.”

Braedan hesitated. In truth, he knew little of this Rael. How much was he willing to trust her?

“I will not serve someone who leads me to dishonor, nor will I be anyone’s slave.”

Rael laughed. “You served a king who knowingly led your people to death for a meaningless cause, and then cast you out in dishonor for it. But you are scared to serve a divine?”

Braedan took a deep breath, looking down at his cut and calloused hands. She had the right of it, he couldn’t deny it. He had been a fool to serve so blindly. No, it was not foolishness, it was willful ignorance. It was a comfort. It was easy to be a soldier, to not question. To use king and country and command as a rallying cry for whatever madness he had been ordered to see through. He had sacrificed everything for Ellaria. Wife, sons, life. So many countless of his men throughout the years. And what was it all for, ultimately? The glory of the kingdom? He scoffed. This Rael had but held a mirror up to him, and now all Braedan saw was a fool.

He had wanted little more than to stop these demons that had killed his men. He had raced back home to warn them. He wanted to fight for the ones he had lost. Why would he turn away this Rael now, with what she had offered? It was that or die at the hands of an unjust king.

“So be it,” Braedan said. “Free me, and I will join in your hunt against these demons.”

Rael smiled at him. “Good.” She snapped her fingers. For a moment, Braedan felt a searing pain in his forearm, but then it began to feel good, almost pleasurable. When he looked down, the stars of a constellation had been branded on his arm.

“What is this?”

“It is the stars you were born under.”

Braedan shook his head. “I have never seen these before.”

“They were there, even if you could not see them.” She smiled again. “They have returned.”

She touched the stone wall, and the stones began to roll away, creating a path. Rael produced a lit torch from seemingly nowhere and handed it to Braedan.

“There are tunnels all throughout this keep that few know of. Take this one, it will lead out to the lakeside by the mountains. I will speak with you again soon, Braedan Foltras.”

Braedan nodded to her solemnly. “You have my thanks, truly.”

She grinned, as if pleased by his unnecessary courtesy. “Don’t thank me yet,” she said. With a wave of her hand, strange symbols glowed in the air, and she vanished.

Only the sound of the flickering flame of the torch filled the cell now. For a moment Braedan looked around, taking a moment to take in his former prison. A filthy, dingy cell meant to break the prisoner and rob them of all dignity. You gave me another chance when I thought such a thing was no more than child’s fantasy. That alone one cannot put a price upon. 

With renewed vigor despite his aching body, Braedan strode into the passage made by the divine Rael. He followed along the damp stone tunnels, followed the flowing water at his feet for near half an hour until the shining moonlight reflecting off the Lake of Kings was visible out the end of the tunnel. He splashed down into the shallows and doused the torch in the lake waters with a sizzle. He looked back, up at the Garrond Mountains and Leoneguard Keep, then back at the Lake of Kings before him, Lock Isle far in the distance, the lights from Greymoor Keep a faint glimmer in the dark.

My journey is not over yet, Jaina. Braedan cupped the cool waters of the lake he stood in, splashing them over his face. He felt a surge of life within him. He thought he might never feel such a sensation again. The things we take for granted. It seems I will have to wait longer to see you and the boys again. He looked up at the night sky, water dripping from his hair, and saw the stars he had been born under. Stars he had never seen before.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 21 - When They Are Needed

 

“Will he survive?” Leo asked the old priest Waylon as the two of them looked down at the slumbering Lord Aemyrn. He had been placed on a bed in the lord’s solar. Leo’s gaze wandered to the window overlooking the outer keep.  Outside in the streets, great fires were burning. Piles of corpses, burning into plumes of smoke. And still yet so  many more to take out of the streets of Caelm’s Reach. Of both the once-living and the long dead.

The Cantryman gave a worried look. “He may, or he may not. He has lost much blood, but it is not without hope. He would surely not have a chance if you had not brought him here in such haste.”

Leo turned at the sound of hurried footsteps down the hall. Reina and the others appeared in Lord Arlan’s chambers, the priestess rushing up to Leo and embracing him.

He wrapped his arms around her, and buried his face in her hair. The smell of her set his mind at ease, gave him a soothing feeling of peace. She smiled at him and he smiled back as she stepped away, trying to show some modicum of decorum. 

“You look unhurt,” she said.

“You all look to be in one piece as well,” Leo said, smiling at his companions. “Gods be good. How is Donnal?”

Duncan shook his head, his dark dwarven eyes downcast to the floor.

Leo grimaced. “We have to get him help as soon as we can.”

“You stopped the curse,” Vera said. “Or whatever it was. One moment we were being overwhelmed by the fiends crawling through the windows, the next moment they all fell.”

Leo nodded, retelling his companions and the attendant lords and stewards what had happened in the Hillscrest Tower. The death of Lady Aemyrn, Leo’s choice to kill Harram and the appearance of the Xyn’eshai to take away the demon-child. He wasn’t sure many of the people in the hall were ready to hear such things, but he could see little other recourse but to speak the truth. He would be hard pressed to explain the events as they had unfolded without it.

“Maker protect us,” one of the attendant lesser lords of the Reach breathed, a steward by the name of Caeddec Celdros. The others in attendance of their wounded lord began to murmur among themselves, some praying, others cursing and shaking their heads in disbelief.

“That I should live to see such darkness and despair,” Lord Aemyrn said weakly, having woken from his slumber. “Leonel has the truth of it. He has saved the Reach.”

Leo shook his head. “I did what any sane person would have done.”

“Your father would be proud,” Arlan said, sweat beading on his brow. “I know it.”

For a moment Leo felt a swell of euphoria at the old lord’s words, but it was quickly mixed with the pain of loss. He still felt anger at his father’s abandonment of him and his mother. If you want to know the truth of your father, follow his footsteps. Find the next missing tome of Eskian where your father had gone to the orcish internment camps in the south. That’s what Emryhs had told him. And as much as he didn’t like following the druid’s directives, he desperately wanted to know the truth. He didn’t know who was out to capture him, and so the way south lay with a ship in Uthrec. First we need to save Donnal. I won’t let him die like this.

“Lord Arlan, we need supplies and horses. I must get my friend Donnal aid before this affliction takes him.”

“Whatever Leo and his companions need, they shall have it. The people of the Reach are in your debt.” Lord Aemyrn said. “You shall always be welcome here. Even if I am gone. I swear it.”

Magrei nodded. “Aye, you and your companions have done well here. If any of you wish to visit my order in Redridge Hall, you’d be more than welcome. I am sure Paladin-Commander Jeofnyr would be glad to speak with you.”

Leo turned to face Magrei, nodding. The Darkwarden’s armor was splattered with blood, but she looked otherwise unharmed. “Where do you think I should take Donnal?”

She frowned, tapping her gauntleted hand against the chainmail of her crossed arms. “We know little of this affliction, besides that it was connected to Velthayr and his necromancer Harram. It’s hard to say lad, but I’d best go to the Arcane University. They are like to have some Scholastery physicians staffed there as well. If they cannot help him…”

“How many days’ ride to the Arcane University?” Leo asked.

“Three, four days, at least. Some of the way is slow going, as what few roads there are north of the Garrond Mountains are far from well traveled,” the steward replied.

Leo cursed, turning to the steward Caeddec. “Get me the fastest horse you have, with some food for the road. And we’ll need more for the others. Duncan, gather our belongings and the cart we left out in the woods. We’ll meet at The Wayfarer’s Rest in Utrehngard outside the Arcane University after I get Donnal the help he needs.”

Duncan nodded solemnly. “Aye, lad.”

“I must go with you,” Kaejic said, breaking his silence. He was an excellent pathfinder, Leo couldn’t deny, and he’d need help finding the way. “My people once lived in these lands long ago. The earth-spirits of my ancestors will show us the way.”

Leo glanced at the huge orc, also covered in dark congealed blood from his fight with the dead. “I suppose I don’t have much choice in that,” Leo sighed.

“I won’t leave him,” Vera said, her eyes downcast.

Reina nodded. “I’ll accompany you as well,” she said, her gold eyes meeting his. As much as I wanted you to say that—this will be nothing but hard riding.

“I’m going to travel as fast as I can. I won’t wait for any of you if you fall behind.”

Reina nodded. “It’s for Donnal.”

“Great,” Duncan bellowed. “You leave me with the cart and the Halfling?” he grumbled, shaking his head.

Benley beamed. “Story time! I can tell you all about this new tale I’m weaving, it’s quite the adventure!”

“I’ll ride with you two,” Magrei said. “I have to return to my order, and we will be traveling the same roads for much of that time.”

“Good,” Duncan scoffed. “Maybe you can stand to listen to Benley’s ramblings.”

“I leave as soon as possible,” Leo said. “Be ready, we can’t waste time.”

“Leo,” Lord Arlan groaned. “Before you go.” The lord of Caelm’s Reach motioned for him to come closer.

Leo approached his bedside, anxious to be gone.

The lord kept his voice low, not wanting to be heard by others. “I am not sure I will ever understand what I have seen and heard in that tower,” Lord Arlan began. “And my lady…” He struggled, his face contorting in anguish as he held back tears. “I was not honest with you when you first arrived. I should have—I was afraid, and…I pray my sons return from the war and make nobler lords than I have been.”

“You are a noble lord, and will serve many years still I am sure,” Leo said quietly. He began to leave when Lord Arlan seized his arm.

“Whatever the truth of this…demon blood, or whatever madness it is. I know one thing. You are a true kinsman of this world. You have the strength and courage of a true northerner. I do not know what darkness has come, but I know you can do what needs must be done. These are dark times, Leonel. The realm needs—” A violent cough stole his words. “The realm needs good men,” he croaked.

Leo nodded in agreement. “Thank you, my lord.”

“I can tell—” Arlan coughed again. “I can tell you never wanted this sort of mantle. The glory your father and grandfather carried. And I know time has not been kind to your family. But great men needs must rise when they are needed, Leonel.”

Leo looked down at his hands.

“They needs must rise,” Arlan breathed. “Else we all will suffer.”

Lord Arlan met Leo’s gaze, the worn and weathered lines and sallow bags around his eyes more pronounced as he struggled with his wounds. Leo grasped the lord’s hand and nodded as moments passed. The old lord impressed the import of his words with his gaze before he finally let go of Leo’s hand. Leo bowed, and he and the others hurried to the makeshift infirmary where Donnal was being kept. 

 

 

Their companion’s condition had only grown worse in the intervening time. The sight of Donnal’s brow covered in sweat, his consciousness gone with the intense fever and the hue of his skin paling made Leo grimace. A nurse was feeding him sips of water, and occasionally he murmured low sounds that almost were words, but otherwise he was still. Vera approached his bedside and took his hand, the pain of loss already in her eyes. She doesn’t think he’ll make it.

“We don’t have much longer,” Reina said. “He has gotten worse.”

Duncan cursed under his breath in Dwarven and ran his hand over his head.

“Help me get him up,” Leo said. “We’re leaving now.”

When they hurried out of the inner keep of Caelm’s Reach, stableboys waited with horses for them, saddled with supplies. Leo climbed atop his horse while Kaejic handed Donnal up to him like he was a child. Leo strapped Donnal to his person wrapped in a cloak as they both sat astride the horse,  Donnal’s head lolling in his hood. As they began to leave, the people of Caelm’s Reach and the refugees from the surrounding towns began to gather around the causeway. I am sure they are glad to see us leave. Outsiders and foreigners who as far as they know nearly got them all killed. What do they know of what happened?

But to Leo’s shock, as he began to spur his horse forward the townspeople approached and bowed to him, or placed their hands to their chest in a northern salute of respect. A few older folk stepped forward and shook Leo’s hand.

“Gods be with ye, my lord.”

“Maker keep you safe.”

“You are a true knight of the realm, sir.”

“The people of the Reach will never forget you,” a woman said with tears in her eyes.

“Meradea’s ashes give you strength, milord.”

Leo turned to look at Reina in disbelief.

She smiled at him. “They know a hero when they see one.”

Leo snorted at that. “Then they don’t know me very well. I’d have just as quickly avoided all this if we could’ve.”

“We don’t have time for this nonsense,” Vera scowled. “Out of the way!” She waved at the common folk. “Let us pass, you addle-brained louts!”

The people parted, and Leo was glad for it. Vera had the right of it, they had little time to waste. Once they had passed through the city gates, Leo scarcely looked back at the keep of Caelm’s Reach upon the hill before he dug his spurs into his horse, riding hard on the old road west. Come on, Donnal. Hang in there. Donnal jostled like a rag doll in the saddle as the horse broke into run. Leo grimaced. I won’t let you die.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 22 - An Old Friend

 

It had been a long, long time since Braedan Foltras had traveled through Ellaria without being seen. Or at least, not being paid attention to. He had climbed the ranks of the Ellarian Military fast as a young soldier—a point of pride he had held fast to his heart. It was before his seventeeth name-day when last he traveled through the southern shore lowlands which faced the Ethervale sea. But now he rode on horseback in simple traveling gear, and none paid him any mind when he crossed the Erathian Span, nor did they as he passed through small towns and crossroad inns from the west of the Span to Ramshorne.

After the strange divine named Rael—or whatever it was—had freed him from the Leoneguard cells, from trial and a sure hanging, he had wandered the lakeside farmlands beside Leoneguard and the southern Garrond Mountains. Beneath the starry night sky, he wandered into the Wealdlands, just a penniless man in the dark. But there was a sensation within him that led him on—not a voice, but a feeling—that somehow he knew was tied to this Rael that had visited him. The same sensation had brought him to the farm in the Wealdlands of his old friend and retired knight-commander Garbrand Dunstable. A man, if there were any, he knew he could trust.

Braedan was surely the last man Garbrand expected to see in prisoner’s rags outside his door in the waning hours of the night, but his friend welcomed him in with open arms and a wary glance about his door. He was even more shocked when Braedan told him the tale of the battle with the Rolanse legion in the dusty bloodsoaked Steadlands, and the voice that came from above that turned men on both sides into demons. Braedan told him of his flight and return to Leoneguard, only to be called a traitor by King Idrane and thrown in the dungeons. More than once Garbrand’s young son and daughter tried to come downstairs to listen to their father and this stranger that spoke over ale and candlelight, but his wife Katrin had ushered them back to bed.

After all that Braedan had said, Garbrand rubbed at his short beard and whispered divine oaths to himself, taking a moment to collect his thoughts from the wild tale.

“If it were any other man to tell me this tale, I would call him a liar and a madman,” Garbrand said softly to his cup of ale as he turned it slowly in his hands. “And I must admit, there is part of me that doubts it still, though we have fought together all those long years.”

Braedan nodded slowly, grateful for his companion’s trust—and honesty. “I do not blame you, old friend. Were I in your seat, and you in mine, I would feel the same.”

“Light save us if you speak truly.”

“If only it were otherwise.”

Garband took a deep breath. “It is true Idrane is a bad piece of work. All those I still speak to from Leoneguard say as much. But these demons you speak of…” The old knight frowned, smoothing his mustache. “I’ve heard wild tales and rumors from the northern highlands of dead coming to life and dark creatures rising. I have scarcely believed it to be more than apostates and tall tales, until now.”

Braedan rapped his weathered knuckles on the smooth wood of the table. For a moment, neither of them spoke. Garbrand was a hard man, a great soldier, and a better friend. Even after he retired and became a part of Leoneguard’s Shadowfeather conclave, he never stopped looking out for Braedan, and though the years had set them apart, the time seemed to melt away whenever they chanced meet again. It was Garbrand who told Braedan to be wary of priests and Scholastery monks. There were few more reliable spies than members of the Cantry or Scholastery College. After all, they had access to the entire continent and were protected by their own laws.

“I cannot return to Leoneguard,” Braedan said finally. “But I need to speak to the heads of the great houses of Ellaria. Idrane cannot be allowed to rule in times such as these.”

Garbrand drank deep from his ale and sighed. “He may be an awful king, but rebellion? Amid a war? This could destroy Ellaria, Braedan. The Lionheart Pact is only as strong as the peace it affords the northern kingdoms. You know this. If the king is overthrown, we will likely lose the other kingdoms who chafe under Ellarian rule. Stormholde, Tirasgard, Faenrilas, Brightwall… the western kingdoms bear no love for being ruled by Leoneguard.”

“It can’t be helped. Idrane cannot be allowed to rule, old friend. You have not seen him as I have. He would watch the whole country burn before he would see reason in the face of whatever dangers lie ahead of us. We have little choice in the matter.”

Garbrand drummed his thick fingers upon the wood table in thought. Finally he sighed, relenting. “If you must know, I have heard whispers that the great houses are convening for a Fiefland council near Ramshorne in a few days time. In secret, of course. Lord Gaelthos is getting remarried, and while they are gathered they mean to discuss the current struggles. From what I gather the great houses are split on how to deal with the war and Idrane. The drought and the cost of the war have driven the houses to desperation, but not all wish to see Idrane removed. Who then would become king? The scramble for power could be even worse.”

Braedan gave a sigh of relief. The people are at least wise enough to know something must be done. “Thank you, old friend. I fear I must needs ask you for another favor.”

Garband chuckled. “A friend in need is a goblin in your stash.”

“It is not so much, I pray. Just some traveling gear and a horse to carry me.”

“Oh,” Garbrand gave him a wry grin. “Is that all?”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 23 - Strangers on the Road

 

Bleary eyed, Leo fought to keep himself in the saddle. It felt as though it were slipping out beneath him, or perhaps the strength fled from his legs. Yet Leo urged on his horse again with his spurs, though the courser snorted in protest, foam at his mouth, languishing as it began to trot. Leo’s eyelids felt leaden, and each blink a struggle not to give in to sleep. Each time it seemed to take more effort to force his eyes open once more. His vision was narrow and blurry, and his mind felt slow. He didn’t know if the others were behind him, or how far they were. They had ridden hard and rested little in the days since they left Caelm’s Reach. Every time Leo wanted to stop, he glanced at Donnal, ashen-skinned and swaying in the saddle in front of him. The Arcane University isn’t far now. Come on, stay with me.

A man strode onto the dirt path in front of them, leaning upon a longbow, wearing a quilted doublet and leather breeches.

“Hail, friend. How fares you this day?” The man cocked his head to peer at Donnal. “You and your mount looks near exhaustion, and your friend looks a few shades beyond ill.”

“I don’t have time for this. Get out of my way,” Leo said.

“I’d much rather not kill one of my countrymen if I don’t have to,” the man said. “So don’t do anything foolish like trying to run off.”

Leo grit his teeth. He knew there were likely archers among the trees. “What do you want? I don’t have time to deal with highwaymen.”

“Highwaymen?” The man exclaimed. “Now you insult me. I am Black Robin, and we are the Chosen of Meradea.”

His companions, a good five or six of them, emerged from behind trees and great stones with drawn bows aimed at Leo.

“Black Robin?” Leo scoffed. “Black Robin was executed by King Grayson II of Leoneguard a hundred and fifty years ago.”

“That’s what they want you to believe.” Black Robin winked. “I am of Vaenyr elven blood, you know. A hundred and fifty years is not so long a time for my kind.”

“Yeah, you and every other outlaw who claims to be Black Robin. I don’t have time for fools. What do you want?”

“We are collecting funds for our revolution against the king.”

Leo scoffed. “So you’re highwaymen.”

Black Robin smiled. “Consider it a donation to the betterment of the realm.”

“The betterment of your pockets, you mean.”

“Oh dear me, no. We are driven in our goal to unite as many northern lords together to rise up against King Idrane. The boy-king tarnishes his father’s crown with every foolish step he takes.”

Kaejic, Reina, and Vera approached, reigning up as they saw the scene unfolding before them.

“An orc! Two, by the looks of it, and a priestess?” Black Robin cocked an eyebrow at Leo. “You keep very strange company my friend.”

Kaejic and Vera’s eyes met Leo’s as he turned to look to his companions. They had the grim faces of those ready to fight, though they knew as well as he that this was a fool’s fight. They’d be stuck full of arrows before they even began. And Donnal would likely die first—easy target that he was.

“Leo,” Reina called out. “Let me help negotiate.”

“Leo?” Black Robin repeated. He sauntered around their horses, eyeing the bear’s head shield hanging from Leo’s saddlebags. “Leonel Anglian?”

“The same.”

Black Robin’s eyes widened. “I had heard you were traveling the north, some wild tales if true. Your family is known through all the north—if you joined our cause, you would be a symbol for common folk and nobility alike to rally around.”

“Fuck the king. And fuck your cause. Let us pass. Name your price if you must.”

Black Robin seemed uninterested in coin now, deep in thought as to how he might enlist Leo.

“There is no need for bloodshed,” Reina said, drawing up beside Leo on her dapple grey. “But we needs must not tarry here, as our friend is quite ill and in need of aid, as you can plainly see.”

Donnal began to murmur something barely audible, and for a moment Leo didn’t believe it, straining to hear his friend’s words.

“Don? Can you hear me?” Leo said, thumping his friend on the chest.

“I’m not ready,” Donnal murmured, swaying in the saddle.

“What did he say?” Vera asked, moving her horse closer. Only Kaejic remained still, hard-faced and with scrutinizing eyes.

“…will happen to her?” Donnal murmured again. What will happen to who? Who are you talking to?

“Don, wake up. Don!” Leo shook his companion by the shoulder.

“…and the cost?” Donnal slurred.

Leo turned to the others. “Get a waterskin, I think he might be having fever dreams—”

Donnal swayed, sliding off the saddle. Leo turned and tried to grab his friend, but he slid from his grasp and landed on the grassy dirt with a thump.

“Donnal!” Vera cried out, getting off her horse. Leo and Reina dismounted too, rushing to his side.

“Don, stay with me,” Leo said, grasping hold of his hand. “Just hang in there a little longer, we’re not far from the Arcane University.”

His thin, whispered breath was ragged, his face pale and sickly, a sheen of sweat on his brow. He exhaled, and didn’t breathe again. For a moment, the three of them froze.

Vera grabbed Reina by the shoulder. “Heal him,” she demanded. “Use your divine light. Heal him.”

Reina shook her head, her face pale and sorrowful as she looked back at Vera. “There is no wound for me to mend, no sickness for me to treat. I don’t—I can’t…”

Vera shoved her away in disgust, moving back to Donnal. “Wake up!” she shouted at him. “Wake up! Are you going to let this kill you, you stupid bastard?”

Leo grabbed Vera’s arm, pulling her back. “Vera…”

Vera’s fiery eyes turned to Black Robin. “You!” She marched toward him. “You had to stop us, for what? Some coin? You useless goat-fucker!” She drew her cutlass. The highwaymen raised their drawn bows at her.

Leo ran and grabbed her, dragging her back again.

“They’ll kill you!” Leo said, trying to fight back the sting of tears in his own eyes. “He’s gone, Vera.”

She threw her cutlass away in disgust, the blade clanking against dirt and stone. She stalked away into the trees, tears flowing down her face, hands on her hips as she stared off at leaves and tree trunks, searching for answers in the unconcerned greenery.

Reina took a step towards Leo, reaching out for his hand, her fingers entwining with his. “I’m so sorry,” she whispered.

Leo nodded, tears falling down his cheeks. If I didn’t take us into that basement… He pulled in a deep breath through his nose, wiping his face with his wrist. Sarea… this will destroy her. Leo felt sick, his stomach twisting into knots.

 Kaejic watched in cold silence, unmoving like a statue upon his horse. Donnal’s body lay motionless in the grass, and Leo’s vision blurred. He remembered him sitting on a stump, smoking pipe-weed in the sunlight. He remembered day after day of boring trips in the caravan from one digsite to another, town to town across Demarest. All the stupid conversations he desperately wanted back now. Standing side by side, ankle-deep in Lake Crescienne, skipping stones across the water under cloudy skies. The dumb jokes, the laughter, the drunken nights dreaming of the riches they’d find one day. “I’m going to buy Sarea a villa on the Ethervale Sea. She’ll never have to work another day in that stinking tavern,” Donnal had said.

Leo bit hard on his lip, shaking his head and squeezing his eyes shut. Reina drew herself in close to him, resting her head on his chest and running her hand along his back.

Black Robin gasped, and a murmur of disbelief rose in his men among the trees. They all wore stunned looks on their faces, looking back towards Donnal.

Leo turned. Donnal slowly rose to his feet, dusting the dirt off of his trousers. He looked around, disoriented and thinner than he would normally, but very much alive.

“Where am I?” He said, casting a quizzical glance at Black Robin. “Who are you?”

For a moment, no one spoke.

Donnal looked around at his companions. “What? Why are you all looking at me like that?”

Vera ran towards him, enveloping him in her arms. Donnal patted her on the back.

“Are you okay, Veer?”

Her only response was a sob, tears of joy streaming down her face.

“We thought you were dead,” Leo said. “You had fallen ill with the affliction those ghouls carried.”

Donnal’s brow furrowed. “I remember…I remember fighting them in the farmhouse basement. I remember being taken to a great keep. Was it Caelm’s Reach?”

Kaejic dismounted and stood beside Leo and Reina.

“He was dead,” Kaejic said, his stern gaze still locked onto Donnal. “His spirit had returned to the earth.”

“By Meradea, the holy light of the Maker upon earth. This is her work!” Black Robin said. “I need not an augur to know the gods favor our meeting!”

Kaejic merely grunted, brow furrowed as his eyes followed Donnal.

Donnal looked somewhat bewildered by all that had transpired as he glanced around at the forest path, trying to decipher where he was.

“You don’t remember anything else?” Leo said. “You were speaking before you fell. You said something about a cost. Were you dreaming?”

“I don’t—I don’t know,” Donnal said. “I’m not really sure what’s going on. Vera, can you let me go?”

She released him, wiping her face and trying to regain her composure. Donnal reached out and ran his hand along her forearm, giving her hand a reassuring squeeze.

Black Robin cleared his throat. “Well, as miraculous as this all has been, we still have the situation at hand to resolve.”

Leo turned to the outlaw. “Will you let us pass? We have no quarrel with you, and there is no need for bloodshed.”

Black Robin rubbed his lightly bearded chin. “Are you a loyal man, Leonel?”

“What do you mean?”

“Are you a man of your word, as they say? And are you loyal to the king?”

“I don’t give a damn about the king or the kingdom,” Leo said.

“I will let you go in peace and friendship under one condition,” Black Robin said.

Peace and friendship. I’m sure that’s the source of your sudden generosity. “And what would that be?”

“That when the time comes to fight for the future of the north, you will throw House Anglian in support our cause and all the other northern lords who will fight to depose this false king Idrane. Your family and your name is of a line of northern heroes, and which side you choose will sway many.”

Leo rolled his eyes. Another cause, another fight he wanted no part of. They seemed to find him easily enough. “Fine. Whatever.”

Black Robin raised his eyebrows in excitement. “That was simple enough!”

“I don’t care about the king. He is a fool, by all accounts. What I do care about is not having to spill blood trying to cross a gods-forsaken road so we can continue on our way.”

Black Robin smiled. “Then go forth in peace and fellowship. You are a friend and ally to our cause, my lord.”

“Great,” Leo said with no small hint of sarcasm. He and his companions wasted little time in mounting their horses, Donnal joining Vera on her horse as they trotted down the road. Leo’s eyes met each of the archers as he passed, man and woman alike. He was wary of perhaps this being some ploy, that they might be shot in the back as they passed, but the archers looked back at him with respect, many of them nodding to him.

“You have been making a name for yourself,” Reina said, watching as they passed by.

“I’d rather not,” Leo said. “I’d rather have been born to some unheralded family.”

From behind them, Vera and Donnal began to laugh in quiet voices to each other upon their horse. Over their shoulder, Kaejic stared at Leo with hard eyes.

Something strange has happened here, he seemed to be saying. Do not forget it.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 24 - Fiefland Council

 

Braedan was not far from Ramshorne, now. He’d reach there by daybreak, though he found his eyes kept wandering upwards to the stars. Had he paid so little attention to the stars before? He barely recognized those returned constellations that Rael spoke of that night in his cell.

That meeting, whatever it was, felt like a fever dream. Were it not for the fact that this Rael was the reason he is walking free today, he might’ve said it was only the wild imaginings of an isolated mind. After all, Braedan had never been locked in a cell before. He hoped that would be the only time, gods willing.

But in truth, Braedan had never put too much stock in the gods. He was about as devout as a soldier need be, though the death of his wife and children certainly drove him to seek solace in the church. And while he had seen plenty of spectacular things in the ways of wizards and magi, never in his life did he think he’d see something like this visitation from a divine. Magic itself seemed to be some sort of proof that gods existed, at least in the minds of common folk. But he’d also known enough mages to know that they saw magic as something less divine and more mundane.

But this, Braedan thought, this is something else entirely. 

He had heard at the roadside inns along the way that some of the houses were gathering to celebrate the wedding of Lord Gaelthos of Ramshorne to the eldest daughter of Lord Rowan of Kaesterfjord. This was surely the pretext Garbrand spoke of by which the lords were gathering for the secret Fiefland Council. For better or worse, I am guided now by this Rael, whether she be demon or god or mortal, Braedan thought as he swayed with the canter of his borrowed sorrel mare. Starlight was her name, aptly named by Garbrand’s daughter Ella. The fates play heavy hands these days. It should’ve worried him, that he knew so little of the being that now guided him. But for some reason, he felt oddly at peace. A soldier yearns for orders and is lost without them. You’ve spent too much time as a soldier and not nearly enough asking why.

By the break of morning he had arrived in Ramshorne, the great sprawling cliffside city overlooking the northern Ethervale Sea. Within the surrounding countryside of farmers and shepherds, the common folk had made one thing plain: they and their lord alike made little secret of their distaste for King Idrane. The once green grasslands and farms were withered and brown from the drought, and the people looked sickly and gaunt, starved and near ready to turn violent because of their king’s disregard of their plight. This might be easier than I had hoped. The people seem damn near ready to revolt on their own.

He wanted to make his way to Ram’s Head Keep, the seat of House Gaelthos. But still, there was the concern that by now word had gotten out that Braedan had been named a traitor and an enemy of the crown, and perhaps that he had escaped. While part of him wondered if that might make him something of a hero to some of the townsfolk, there too was the concern that the desperate among them would turn him in for a reward. While he was sure Lord Ivar Gaelthos would be sympathetic to Braedan, he might turn him in just so he would not also be branded a traitor for harboring Braedan. After all, revolutions did take time to organize, and it was best Leoneguard did not find reason to turn its eye to Ramshorne.

If I can’t go to Lord Gaelthos, and I can’t attend the wedding feast without exposing that I am here, how am I to find this secret council?

He had worried at this topic while worrying at a chunk of salted meat given to him by Garbrand for his travels. It tasted more like boot leather than meat, but it was far better than going hungry and it would keep far longer than most food he could take on the road. After the day’s ride, when he was brushing down Starlight beside a stream, a sudden thought came to him: The meeting would be on the morrow, rather than before the wedding. And it would be far from prying eyes at nighttime, away from the city walls. The Fox Hollow Longhouse was an old remnant of the Uthrecci invasions before the uniting of Ellaria. It was not well known outside of Ramshorne, and with no roads to speak of leading to it. That’s where it will be held.

Braedan frowned, feeling suddenly confused by this oddly specific bolt of inspiration. It was as though it had been told to him by a silent voice. He found himself glancing up at the stars.

Something about this unsettled him—it felt strange, like an unseen hand upon his shoulder. But it was comforting too, in some ways. It was in his nature to be skeptical of this being Rael that had visited him. But if Braedan spoke the truth in his heart, he had not felt this light and this purposeful in many years.

He had not put his finger on it before, but the sense of purpose and duty he once felt pride in had slowly faded as a general of Ellaria in recent years. Despite the love Braedan had for the old king, Delane Cowlayn II had in truth grown rather sedate in his later years, more concerned with past glories than present governance. Their idle war with Rolanse felt less like a worthy cause and more like a halfhearted reach for a lost nostalgia.

Eventually he made camp under an elm tree far upstream from the city and villages, lighting a small fire and cooking up a fish he had managed to skewer from a nearby half-dried up stream. He roasted the fish, and looked up at the sky as he drew a deep, relaxing breath of the sea air.

“I don’t think it’s been since my days as a squire for Sir Geralt of Riovanes that I slept under a tree with naught to my name,” he said to Starlight, smiling as he rubbed her flank. The sorrel mare only whickered in response. Despite himself, he enjoyed the beautiful simplicity of this moment, wondering how he had let his life as a general walk him so far from the simple things. We travel so far only to long for the things we leave behind. The fire crackled. The stars shed their light. For a brief moment, he felt at ease.

 

 

The day of the wedding feast came and went, and that night Braedan saddled Starlight and made his way to the Fox Hollow Longhouse. He should’ve felt half a fool heading there without so much as a whisper to assure him, but he rode with utter certainty. They will be there. That is where the council will be held in secret.

As for the task at hand, he knew it would not be easy, drought and war or no. The Ellarian Lionheart Pact of the northern kingdoms had unified the north both in name and might for the past hundred and fifty years, but in truth, many of these great lordly houses have never forgotten the old hatreds held between them for hundreds of years before the Lionheart pact. Back in a time when each kingdom was ruled by its own king, and wars between them were as common as spring rains.

There were now ten kingdoms in the Lionheart Pact, as they styled themselves. The four western kingdoms consisted of Brightwall and those west of it: Stormholde, Faenrilas, and Tirasgard. The “Old Kingdoms,” or “Lords of Erathos” they styled themselves, claiming to be the true descendants of Erathis. They were fiercely prideful, strong nations in their own right, and untrusting of Leoneguard and those east. They were generally very isolationist, with the exception of Brightwall, which functioned as an economic hub, a true trade city, often called ‘the gateway to the south’ because of the shipping lanes across the Ethervale Sea to Adran Carac and Roland’s Fall.

The six eastern kingdoms comprised of Ramshorne, Greymoor, Caelm’s Reach, Leoneguard, Kaesterfjord, and Wealys. Most of which rallied together to form the original Lionheart Pact a hundred and fifty years past, whereas the western kingdoms had to be forced to join during the War of Western Conquest, when King Rodric Cowalyn marched the combined armies of the east to each of the four western kingdoms, getting each one in turn to pledge fealty to him and the seat of Leoneguard. Near a thousand years of conflict between northern kingdoms, and in a few short years the north was united.

But lord and kingdom alike are not quick to forget old grudges. And northerners were nothing if not proud. It would be hard to get all the great lords to agree on anything, save for their hatred for the war and the drought.

Braedan hoped that would be enough. He hoped they would not take much convincing. But for all their ire, he knew none of them were so foolish as to take revolution lightly. None of them wished to risk their own necks and their lordly houses unless there was no other way forward.

Braedan needed to convince them of just that. Simple, really, he snorted to himself.

There were no roads to the forgotten Fox Hollow Longhouse, nestled in a valley of the woods not far from the lower cliffs of western Ramshorne. When he finally exited the trees to the field where the longhouse sat, he smiled at the faint glow of firelight inside. Guided by starlight, he smirked. He rode to the great doors that sagged on their hinges, dismounted and tossed Starlight’s reins on a nearby post before he pushed the doors open. 

Every lord in attendance drew his sword and turned to face the door at the sound of the old hinges groaning. They stepped back from the great weathered table in the middle of the longhouse, eyes fixed on the interloper. Many of the great lords of the north were assembled there, others sent favored sons or emissaries. Braedan recognized many of them. From the western kingdoms he saw Lord Silvercliff and the lighthouse sigil of Brightwall, Lord Lawthorne and the flying hawk sigil of Tirasgard, Lord Tristan Blackwolfe and the corresponding black wolf of Faenrilas, and what looked to be the bored young son of Lord Kjotvir with the forked lightning of Stormholde. It was no surprise Lord Kjotvir of Stormholde had not come himself, Stormholde was easily the most unpredictable and least loyal member of the Lionheart Pact.

Of the eastern kingdoms there was the newlywed Lord Gaelthos of Ramshorne with his ram’s head sigil, Lord Jorean Greymoor with the white wolf brooch of Greymoor about his cloak—that would be trouble, the two wolves of the north would scarcely ever agree on anything—the black of Faenrilas and the white of Greymoor—despite the fact that they were related by blood if you went far back enough up their family trees. Lord Arlan Aemyrn of the Reach was not in attendance, but some lesser lord of his house was in his stead, an emissary with the orange Heron of house Aemyrn to mark his allegiance. Stranger still, the emissary lord looked to be deeply uncomfortable, as though so great weight lay upon his mind. Lord Hastyr of Kaesterfjord with his gauntleted fist sigil stared coolly at Braedan, and Lord Waelys of Waelys with his rearing gryphon sigil that Braedan had seen so often at Gryphonhall looked at him with outright scorn. At the time of Braedan’s arrival, a crow had flown in from one of the high windows, and perched upon a crossbeam atop the longhouse. It seemed to be staring down at him. That is strange.

“General Foltras?” Lord Gaelthos of Ramshorne exclaimed. “What are you doing here? You were named a traitor and thrown in the Leoneguard deep cells!”

“I was,” Braedan said. “I’ve come far and in haste to join you.”

“He’s a spy for Idrane!” Lord Staven of the town of Silvermist exclaimed. Braedan had not seen him amongst the gathering at first. “How else could this traitor be released to stand before us now? He committed treason and now he has bargained for his life!”

“I was not released,” Braedan said. “I escaped.”

A murmur broke out among the lords, who had slowly sheathed their swords, seeing Braedan was alone and unarmed save for the dirk given to him by his friend.

“Escaped? How absurd. The deep cells are inescapable. Countless traitors drive themselves mad in the Leoneguard dungeons,” said a young western lord Braedan didn’t recognize, though he wore the crest of House Westermill. The son of James Westermill, surely.

Braedan sighed. How could he explain this? The truth, I suppose, though they will think me a madman. “A being named Rael. One of the Twelve Divines of old, or so she named herself, freed me.”

“A…divine?” Lord Waelys said with obvious skepticism. “Who are these Twelve Divines? He is mad, truly! Are we even sure this is General Foltras?”

“Aye,” Lord Jorean Greymoor said, nodding at Braedan. “Unless this is some sorcery, it is he.”

More murmurs rippled through the council.

“It is no sorcery, and I am not mad,” Braedan said calmly. “Demon and divine have returned to our world. How, or why, I know not. But the last battle we fought in the Steadlands against the Rolanse Legions…there was a voice from the sky, and men on both sides transformed into demons. Rolanse and Ellarian alike. The sight of it has haunted me every day since. It is not a thing I will ever forget. When I told the king what had come to pass, he named me a traitor and accused me of treason.”

A murmur rose among the assembled lords.

“And how did you live to tell of such demons?” Lord Waelys mocked.

Braedan bowed his head. “I fled the field,” he said, and shame sent blood to his cheeks. “If there is any treason I committed, it is that. I left my men and the men of Rolanse to die. I’ve been fighting for what feels to be all my life. I have never once fled from a battle or a foe except in full retreat. But the fear I felt when I saw those creatures—” He could not finish. Revisiting the memory sent chills through him. His jaw clenched, trying to fight back the image of his second, Aegwyn, transformed into a demonic creature. Even the thought of it now made him want to turn and run.

Silence fell among the lords of the Fiefland Council, and candles flickered in the wind that whistled through the cracks in the ancient longhouse.

“General Foltras has always been a man of impeccable honor, and I have my own reason to believe him,” Lord Jorean Greymoor said, breaking the silence. “My people have slain such a demon. It terrorized my keep, my western villages, killed countless smallfolk of the west end of Lock Isle and most of my remaining fighting men. We brought it down, finally, with the help of a Darkwarden. Never have I seen such a creature, or the death it dealt. I feared to speak of it, for the sake of my kingdom, and for fear that others might call me mad. But now I see it is but part of a bigger picture.”

“My Lord Arlan bid me here to tell that the Reach nearly fell to the dead rising. It was no apostate necromancer, though I know some might name it such. Lord Aemyrn said it was demon and divine both that waged war on our land,” the emissary lord from Caelm’s Reach said with palpable relief. Clearly the young lord had no idea how to unburden himself of this missive, and was grateful to join his voice in a chorus.

Lord Blackwolfe took a deep breath. “Aye, we have seen the dead rise in Faenrilas, too. Many of our eastern villages were overrun. My daughter Alessa caught a Cantry monk in my keep performing some strange ritual. I struck off his head and the dead ceased to rise. But I fear that more will come.”

Lord Hastyr shook his head in disbelief. “We had two demons outside Kaesterfjord Keep. I had to hunt them into the high hills with most all the fighting men I had, and we lost a great many.”

As more lords admitted to dark and strange occurrences, the longhouse became a tumult of voices.

“Enough!” Lord Kjotvir boomed, slamming his fist upon the table until the voices died down. “How is it that so many of you have seen such things, and yet only speak of it now that this General Foltras comes with his wild tales?”

“The same reason I feared to speak of it,” Braedan said. “For fear others might call me mad for speaking a truth they do not believe nor wish to hear. Unlike them, though, I have nothing left to lose.”

“Has all the north been beset by darkness and devilry?” Lord Gaelthos said. “Is that why you have come, General? How is it, may I ask, that you came to find us here in secrecy?”

“You do not spend a lifetime serving as a general at Ellarian high court without acquiring a good many friends,” Braedan said. “As to my purpose, I come for one reason. I come to tell you that Idrane is no fit king, and he must not be allowed to rule. The drought starves us, while our young men die in his fool war with Rolanse, and darkness washes over our land, yet he is heedless of any of it. He named me traitor when I spoke the truth of these demons, and he would likely do the same to all of you. Will you stand idle while this darkness washes over your kingdoms, all while this unworthy king refuses his duty to his people?”

The room exploded into a cacophony of voices at that. Some cheers of support, others raging cries of treason. From first impressions, it seemed the eastern lords remained on the side of the king, while the Western lords favored rebellion. Braedan sighed. A fool dreams such a thing would go easily.

“He is a young king, and he will learn, he must, but I will never turn traitor to my own king!” Lord Hastyr boomed.

“A fool stays loyal to a king that sees his kingdom burn around him!” Lord Lawthorne of Tirasgard shouted back.

“The kingdom of Kaesterfjord would never turn traitor to the Cowalyn line of kings!” Lord Hastyr snapped in accusation.

“Kingdom?” Lord Lawthorne of Tirasgard scoffed. “How can you style yourself a kingdom when your land never even had your own king before the Cowalyn kings raised up your house as a kingdom of Ellaria? You eastern lords are nothing more than lap dogs clamoring for scraps at the table.”

“Dare say that again with blade bared before me!” Lord Hastyr said, slamming his fist down and putting his hand on his hilt. “I’ll cut you down like an upjumped squire!”

“If we depose Idrane, who would be king then?” Lord Waelys asked. “You, General Foltras? You seek the throne for yourself? Folly and madness, if we depose Idrane there will be a war among the north for who becomes the next king, and more wars thereafter to bring the other kingdoms to heel. This will only bring about all our destruction!”

“Destruction is upon you already!” Lord Blackwolfe of Faenrilas yelled. “Did you not hear of what has befallen Caelm’s Reach and mine own lands? Darkness has taken hold of the west, and your beloved king takes our fighting men and taxes while we are butchered!”

“Have we all become southerners with milk in our veins?” Lord Hastyr slammed his palms against the table and stood up, sending his chair flying. “There’s always been apostates who would raise dead and dark creatures living in the frostneck and in the wild places of the north. This is hardly tidings of a new age of demons! Are we so craven as to let this drive us to destroy the greatness of Ellaria?”

“You dare call us craven for wanting to fight for our own against injustice, you whoreson bastard!” Lord Blackwolfe shouted.

The hall exploded again into shouts and bellowed voices, fingers stabbing towards one another in accusation. Braedan’s head sank, a look of disgust on his face. Lord Greymoor’s eyes found his, the old lord stoic amid the chaos. This is folly, Braedan wanted to say. How did I ever expect to rally these unruly lords together to overthrow the only line of kings they’ve known?

The crow from the rafters took wing, and glided down onto the table, preening itself for a moment. Its dark eye fixed upon him, and did not look away. It was a knowing look, and it unsettled Braedan. It looked…somehow familiar.

Suddenly the dark bird began to transform, and a dark-blue robed apostate wearing leathers and holding an ornate wood staff appeared in its place. I have seen him before, in Leoneguard. He tried to warn us, and King Idrane! Who is this apostate?

The lords of the North backed away from the table, drawing their swords once more.

“Silence!” The druid shouted, his voice a booming thunder. The hall quieted. “I am the Archdruid Emryhs, protector of this land. General Foltras speaks true. Our world is besieged once more by extraplanar forces. If we do not stop Idrane from his fool’s war, the north will be overrun by the coming darkness.”

The assembled lords stared at Emryhs, each appraising this new uninvited guest. A second interloper in their secret council. He almost laughed. This has been anything but uneventful, it must be said.

“Your people are starving, only to see their beloved dead rise up to slay their kin. The war with the Rolanse is naught but political theater, a stalemate with no victory. Rather, both shall lose to the demons that rise in the shadows. I have tried to speak to King Idrane Cowalyn, begged him to see the truth, but he has not taken up this cup. It falls upon you all to rise up, and cast down this false king. Either you all stand together against the darkness that is coming, or you will all fall. Your lands, your people, your families. Everything, consumed by war between demon and divine.”

“I was there,” Braedan said. “I was there in the council meeting when you warned us. Not long after the death of King Delane. I was there when Idrane met your warning with outright scorn.”

“King Delane II did not die. He was murdered,” said the apostate.

“Murdered?” Lord Hastyr shouted. “That is quite a claim! Have you any proof?”

Emryhs bowed his head. “None that I may show you. But after my suspicions of King Idrane grew, I inspected the body of the late Delane Cowalyn II. He had been poisoned. Duskshade root oil, I believe. Tasteless if ingested. A rare poison, only found in remote places across the sea, in Teldaran to the east.”

“You broke into the royal Leoneguard crypt?” Lord Waelys said, outraged.

“An eastern poison! It must’ve been King Argas, the Rolansian bastards have wet their beaks and broken bread with the savages of the east for too long,” Lord Hastyr exclaimed.

“Are you saying Idrane poisoned his own father?” Lord Gaelthos asked the archdruid pointedly.

Emryhs shook his head. “I do not know who poisoned the late king. But he was poisoned, for a certainty.”

Poisoned? Braedan felt as though he’d been punched in the gut. He and the late king had grown apart in his later years, but they were close for a long time. In their younger years, they felt near enough to be brothers.

“Murdered kings, demons and divines, the dead rising,” Braedan said, shaking his head. He looked to Emryhs. “What is happening to our land?”

“I cannot say for certain. But it is clear, the seal of the Lightbringer that has for more than a thousand years kept demons and divines from our world is weakening. An ancient cult, long-forgotten, known as the Awakened strives to help usher demonkind back into the world. To bring forth the demonic bloodlines in those mortals that have them. Divines, too, have begun to reach back into our world.” His cool eyes flicked to Braedan then, and held his gaze for a moment as though talking to him directly. “To immortals such as them, the lives of mortals and the natural world are naught but coin to spend.”

“The Awakened,” Lord Jorean Greymoor repeated.

“We must face these hardships one by one, great lords of the north. First, Idrane must be stopped. It has fallen to you to rise up against him. I know this is a great and uncomfortable task for many of you, to rise up against your king. But for you people and your future, you must.”

“And who are you that we should heed your counsel?” Lord Waelys leaned his sword against the old table, raised his head high in disdain. “I will not heed the words of a traitor and an apostate, godless men with their godless designs!” He stabbed an accusing finger at Braedan and Emryhs.

Emryhs sighed, seeming suddenly like a tired old man. “Call me what you will, it means nothing to me. I only seek to protect the natural world.”

The lords began to murmur among themselves again.

“I have heard enough,” Lord Greymoor said. “You all know me. No man can question my honor or my loyalty. I have never borne much love for the Cowalyn line of kings, as the Greymoors are cousin to the Andorais line of kings who came before them. But I always did my duty to the realm, and even grew to admire our late King Delane II. But I will not stand by while my people fight starvation, taxation, the Rolanse soldiers and creatures of the darkness, all while this boy-king grinds the greatness paid for by the blood of our forefathers into dust with his fool’s war. Idrane must be removed, and I care little who takes his place, so long as it is a goodly and just man willing to see reason. So I ask of you all, who will rise with me against our false king?”

Braedan stepped forward. “I would lead an army against him, if that is what it takes.”

“It is time to take action. The boy has brought this upon himself,” Lord Lawthorne of Tirasgard said.

“Caelm’s Reach and House Aemyrn are with this just cause,” the emissary from the Reach said.

“Faenrilas will rise against this false king,” Lord Blackwolfe joined.

Lord Gaelthos of Ramshorne wavered, “I admit, this was much of what I hoped for, but now that it has come to it… I fear this will indeed only bring more destruction on the north.”

“Not if we strike a quick and decisive blow,” Braedan said. “We must not start a long and protracted war. I say the next time we march our reinforcements for the war effort, when we assemble near the capital, we instead turn north and retake Leoneguard.”

Lord Gaelthos rubbed his chin. “It is bold, but that might work. Leoneguard is not so defended with the garrisons emptied in the war effort. Aye. So be it.” He stabbed a dagger into the wooden table.

One by one, the western lords joined, and many from the heartlands, too, lesser lords in attendance. But the eastern lords soured, their silence speaking too loud for Braedan’s liking.

“Lords of Waelys and Kaesterfjord, will you support this cause?” Emryhs asked outright.

Lord Waelys frowned. “I am as ill at ease at these events as the rest of you, but how can this be anything but folly? The Maker chose our king, and we seek to rise against him? You forget, lords, my family is kin to the Cowalyn line of kings. Our ancestors came to this land together.”

“Aye,” Lord Hastyr agreed. “Kaesterfjord has stood side by side with the Cowalyn kings for generations. We do not turn our backs when the sky darkens.”

“None of us want to do this, least of all me who has no love for your kin. We do not forget who deposed mine own Andorais kin from the Ellarian throne,” Lord Jorean Greymoor snapped. “But that is in the past. I look to the future of my people. It is a fool who sails a sinking ship into a storm when there is hope yet to make it to port.”

“Even if you succeed. You still have not answered the most important question. Do you have a clear and noble successor? Who shall take the crown, then? You, Greymoor?” Lord Waelys said.

The northern lords quieted, uncertain.

“I will join this cause, only if I am chosen as the successor,” Lord Waelys filled the silence. “Young King Idrane is without sons, and I have as strong a claim to the throne as any. As king I would make peace with Rolanse, and ease the taxation while we protect our own lands.”

Lord Kaesterfjord nodded. “I would support your claim, kinsman.”

A rumble of discontent rose among the assembled lords.

“You!?” Lord Blackwolfe barked a laugh, unable to restrain himself. “It should be a Western lord, one of the Old Kingdoms and descendants of Erathis who should rule the north, not some milkblooded invader of old!”

“Betrayer take you and your tired old pride—”

Breadan stepped forward, took up the unsheathed sword of Lord Waelys and swung it down hard, driving the blade down into the table. The great lords of the north broke off their angry curses and turned to look at the general—the sword still wobbling in the old splintered table.

“I have given everything—everything in defense of Ellaria,” Braedan said quietly. “My sons, my wife, my life, everything. A year ago I would have never dreamed of revolting against my king. But difficult times call for difficult choices. I would not have traveled here if it were not the only choice left to us. This is a Fiefland Council, is it not? Have you not gathered to seek a path forward in these times of great struggle? Great lords of the north, cast your voice for or against Lord Waelys and let us be done with this.”

“I will see the boy king dethroned. But I will not support Waelys’ claim,” Lord Lawthorne said in ringing tones.

“I stand with Tirasgard in that,” Lord Blackwolfe of Faenrilas said.

“My father would indeed wish no eastern lord upon the throne,” said the son of Lord Kjotvir of Stormholde.

“I do not love the idea of an easterner on the throne as much as my brethren, but he has the best claim, and I see no other path forward,” Lord Silvercliff said, breaking his long silence, which was of little surprise to Braedan. The Kingdom of Brightwall usually cared more about coin and favorable trade winds than western pride or lines of kings.

“As I do not know how Lord Aemyrn would think of this, I shall abstain,” The emissary from the Reach said.

“Ramshorne is for Lord Waelys,” Lord Gaelthos said. “He has the claim.”

“I support lord Waelys, my kinsman,” Lord Hastyr said.

Braedan turned to Jorean Greymoor. “My lord?”

Greymoor sat in thought a long while. “I wish to see Idrane dethroned. But I will not support Lord Waelys’ claim.”

The lords began to rumble their discontent.

“That is four for Wealys, and four against, with one abstaining,” Braedan sighed. “We are at an impasse.”

“If I may, general,” Emryhs said. “You are of a noble house. That of Leoneguard, and as there is obviously no representative from Leoneguard, I posit that you are the tenth vote.”

Silence filled the longhouse. Braedan felt a sickness in his belly. So, it would come to this. A disgraced soldier left to decide the fate of the realm.

Lord Greymoor nodded. “He is a true northerner, and he has bled for our kingdom more than any of us. Cast your vote, General Foltras. For Leoneguard. For the future of Ellaria.”

Braedan sank into the chair beside him. He did come here with the brave and reckless hope that he would sway the council to rise against the king. But he knew little of Lord Waelys. Who was to say he was any better than Idrane? Though he supposed it would be difficult to be worse.

Braedan sighed again, looking up at Emryhs, then to Jorean Greymoor.

May the gods cast me down for a fool if I am wrong in this.

“Leoneguard is in support of Waelys’ claim to the throne.”

The eastern lords shouted in triumph, while the western lords snarled and cursed in disgust.

“So it is done, then,” Jorean Greymoor said. “The council has spoken. We must make plans to unseat Idrane, and in haste. We have not the time to waste.”

“So it is done,” Emryhs repeated, looking at Braedan, who felt sick. What have I done? Gods, I hope it is the right choice. I have truly committed treason against my king and country. But there is no other way. There was no other way…

Amid the cheering and chanting of We rise! We rise! We rise! Braedan noted the lords of Faenrilas, Stormholde and Tirasgard left the longhouse, making their distaste known.

 

 

The night air felt cool on his skin, and he hadn’t realized how much he had sweat in the tension of the council. The western lords had already taken horse and attendants and departed. Braedan was left alone with his thoughts. He looked up at the stars, the glittering ones above that seemed so new. Twelve Divines. Rael, the star I was born under. The star I could not see for most of my life.

“So our path lay before us,” Lord Greymoor said from behind him.

Braedan turned, surprised to see Lord Greymoor. “So it does,” he breathed. “I will be relieved to see Idrane taken from the throne.”

“And Edwyn Waelys?” Greymoor asked.

“The lesser evil.”

“The lesser evil,” Greymoor said, chuckling to himself. “How many times have I said that to myself in my lifetime?”

“I am worried about the western lords. They seem far from content with this outcome.”

“I am worried about the eastern ones. They stand to gain far too much from this.”

Braedan laughed. “Perhaps we are fools, then.”

Lord Greymoor looked up at the stars, then, too. “I suppose the gods will let us know.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 25 - Wayfarer's Rest

 

They passed by the ruined city of Aeldorac in the silence of the windless day. The crumbling pillars, collapsed towers and stone rubble—a quiet reminder of the far-reaching past, and their ignorance to most of it. The once-great structures were all but fallen, long since having sprouted hardy weeds and gnarled shrubbery through the broken masonry. Every northman knew the story of the fall of Aeldorac, destroyed by orcs and wilder kin in a war fought long before the Lionheart Pact of Ellaria united the northern kingdoms. The stone roads built by the Aeldorrans still stood, and were oft used by travelers through these harsher regions. The area they passed by was also dotted with deep-dug excavations, as Aeldorac itself had been built upon a city of the Ancients long ago, if history was to be believed. Most everything they could find had been found, though, and excavators had long since given up hope of finding relics in Aeldorac.  I wonder if and when the day will come when Leoneguard, Roland’s fall and all the other great cities of our time will be no more than rubble by the roadside?

Leo had kept an eye upon Kaejic, curious what he would think of seeing these great ruins. Kaejic might know of this history, at least as it was told on the orcish side. Leo half expected there to be a hint of pride in the orc chieftain’s eyes, seeing the once-great keep walls of Aeldorac now rubble laid low by his ancestors. But if the orc felt it, he did not show it. When he looked at the ruins, it was with a stoic indifference. Or so it looked.

Kaejic kept to himself for most of their travels, spoke little and less when spoken to. But in this time that had passed, Leo had to admit he was surprised by the chieftain. He was not sure exactly what to expect of this enemy from across the sea, but he had surprised him more than once with his intelligence. There was an undeniable wisdom in staying silent more often than not.

Only a man who yearns for his grave underestimates his enemies, Commander Foltras had taught him and the other recruits one sunny day in the Leoneguard Academy. It had only been what, four, five years since Leo left that life behind? And yet it felt like another lifetime.

Vera leaned over on her and Donnal’s horse more than once to peer over down into the deep digsites that ran alongside the road on the northeast side of the ruins. Still some old excavation scaffolds, pulleys and huge digging machines made by the dwarves sat motionless at the bottom, rotten and rusting and falling apart. Probably some new discovery had been made elsewhere, and after months of finding little, all these excavators—some of which were surely commissioned by Leoneguard and the Cantry Church itself—left in a hurry for the next gold rush of Ancient discovery. So it always went.

Reina rode beside Leo, herself marveling at the fallen greatness of Aeldorac. Occasionally though, her eyes found Donnal riding atop his horse without so much as a wince.

“What do you make of this?”she said.

“I don’t know. I’m just grateful he’s alive.”

“It’d be easy to call it a miracle…”

“Hard to make sense of it otherwise,” Leo said.

Reina frowned. “There have been those who can channel enough divine power to return life to the fallen. It has happened. At least, if the histories of the Scholastery College are to be believed. Prince Uldras Cowalyn, the High Paladin Ser Garamos Hightower after his sacrifice to protect the priests of Maelswaden during the Sacking of Maelswaden. And more. But usually those who are brought back from the brink of death are done so with great effort by some of the greatest channelers of divine and arcane power in Demarest.”

Leo looked again to Donnal, who was ahead of their column, talking with Vera as if nothing had happened. Vera looked at him with renewed appreciation, it was clear to see.

“He was dead one moment, and then he rose again,” she said.

It was a hard thing to explain. And as the Uthrecci expression goes, When you find a pouch of gold at your feet, you don’t want to know where it came from.

“Perhaps the gods brought him back for some reason.”

Reina gave a derisive laugh. “Which gods?”

Leo chuckled. Aye, that’s the problem. As much as Leo didn’t want it to be true, and as much as he had no interest in the business of the gods, it was hard to deny after all he had seen that the world of mortals was once again being influenced by those of higher power.

“He is changed,” Kaejic said from behind them. Reina and Leo turned in their saddles to face the large orc.

“He seems like Donnal to me,” Leo said.

“Something is different,” Kaejic said. “Kroht’orgas as. We shall see.”

“Whatever it is, I’m just glad he’s still with us.”

 

 

Leo was grateful that the rest of their journey passed uneventfully. They left the ruins of Aeldorac behind them, moving into the stony Aeldor Valley from the highlands, eventually reaching the city of Utrehngard. It was an older city, spotted with grey stone forts and long, greatwood halls with sharply angled roofs to fight back the intense snows of winter. It rested in the valley just below the Fjostarne Mountains, in the shadow of the great keep and spires of the Arcane University. A single road from Utrehngard switchbacked up into the snowy foothills of the Fjostarnes where the Arcane University lay aglow.

The sight of the Arcane University brought a memory back from Leo’s days in the Academy. A classmate of his had asked one of the Scholastery monks employed by the Academy why the Circle Magi chose Fjostarne Keep. After of course, the first Circle of Magi was destroyed with the shattering of Ethervale Spire. The scholar quoted an old archmage, Kalathe—one of the few archmagi of history all recruits knew well. She was famous for being the chief strategist for the Ellarians during the War of Northern Succession that united the north. “Winter and solitude are our first defenses,” Kalanthe had said. The Mages Circle that reformed the Arcane University were determined not to repeat the mistakes of their predecessors.

It had been cool, but not cold. Summer was fading, and fall would be brutally cold this far north, and winter far worse. These were hardy people that lived this far north, and they prepared all summer for the wintry months. It certainly didn’t hurt having the magical support of the university a stone’s throw away, and it was often they would trade goods and sundries for some simple wards against the elements.

“Well,” Vera said. “The damned druid said he’d meet us at that inn. How he’ll know we’re here is beyond me.”

“Wayfarer’s Rest,” Reina said. “I’m sure he has his ways.”

Leo sighed. “I’m not sure I want him to show up.”

“Not to overstate the obvious,” Vera said sarcastically, nodding towards Kaejic, “but our big-ass silent statue here is going to draw attention like a nude maiden running through the streets.”

Kaejic said nothing, staring down into the valley at the town of Utrehngard.

“He’s coming with us,” Leo said, though the thought felt not unlike bringing a lion along with you that might get hungry eventually. “We will need him before all this is through.”

Reina nodded, though she clearly did not like it. “I can use some of my influence as a member of the Cantry. Say he is a convert from the southern internment camps.”

Vera snorted. “Does he look like a Cantry monk to you?”

Leo laughed, shaking his head at the absurdity of it all. “Just don’t say anything. And try not to look so intimidating.”

Vera guffawed. “He’d look intimidating even if he was wearing a ball gown.”

“And don’t kill anyone. Even if someone attacks you. They will hate you as soon as they see you, and even if you fight in self-defense, the town will try to hang you all the same. They won’t need much reason.”

Kaejic hmphed. “They can try.”

I bet you want them to. While Leo didn’t know the full extent of Kaejic’s strength and abilities, he had a pretty good idea at this point, and a few town guardsmen wouldn’t stand spit’s chance in the Sand Sea.

“We’ve had enough things go wrong,” Donnal said. “Let’s get to the Arcane University, sell the soulstones and find out what we need to know about the Awakened.”

Leo nodded. “We have to wait for Duncan and Benley to get here with the soulstones. I’m not sure how we’d even get an audience with the Circle Mages without the stones to pique their interest.”

“No sense in waiting any longer,” Vera said, drawing up her cloak and urging on her horse. “Let’s get a room at the inn.”

The others followed suit, their horses trotting behind hers down the hill into the valley. The town of Utrehngard grew large as they approached. The cloudy sky was darkening into nightfall by the time they passed the first few hardy cottages and simple one-room wooden homes on the outskirts. It was an unwalled city with no gatehouse to pass through, so their horses trotted down the main causeway among the common folk. It was not a place rife with visitors aside from traders harking wares. Dark stone and darker stained wood from which everything was built gave the city a very austere, practical feel, devoid of any color or adornment. The main causeway was lit by lanterns that swung with the mountain winds on posts. Lanterns, Leo realized, whose flickering flames seemed conjured, hovering in place within glass and iron. Benefits of living alongside the arcane center of the world.

It didn’t take long for their passage to start drawing lingering gazes. Local craftsmen, traders, peasants and even some initiates bearing the eye sigil of the Arcane University stared at them as they passed. People murmured to one another, their eyes hanging on the large orc trailing their company.

“Word will spread of our being here quicker than wildfire,” Donnal said, turning towards Leo.

“Then let’s do our best to give them nothing to talk about,” Leo replied. “And hope Duncan and Benley get here soon.”

They found the iron sign of The Wayfarer’s Rest standing beside a multi-floor greathouse on the main causeway. They gave their horses to the stableboy for tending to, which was easy enough work for him. The horses seemed all too eager to head to the stalls for rest and proper feed after their hard journey.

Leo pushed open the heavy door to the inn, the orange glow of firelight and warm smell of baking bread welcoming them inside. Kaejic ducked beneath the doorframe last. By the time they had all come inside, nearly everyone in the inn was staring. An uncomfortable silence fell among the patrons, punctuated by the thumping sound of people putting down their flagons of ale. A chorus of whispers and murmurs rose quickly thereafter. Kaejic’s expression was impassive as he surveyed the room, but Leo could almost feel the hatred emanating from him.

Reina approached the innkeeper who barely noticed her, still staring with furrowed brow at Kaejic.

“Maker’s blessing on you, kinsman. My name is Reina, I am a priestess of Istran, and these are my companions. How much for a room for the night?”

The Innkeeper finally glanced at her, her necklace of Istran the Lightbringer, then quickly back to Kaejic.

“What in the many realms of the hells is that beast doing in your company?”

Reina smiled warmly. “He is a convert. One of those who found the light of the Maker, the love of Martyr Meradea and the wisdom of the Lightbringer through the Cantry’s teachings. He is a kind soul, I promise you, and my personal charge.”

The fat innkeeper’s discomfort was palpable, his mustache bristling as his mouth curled into a tight frown. He looked at her once more, looking like he half wanted to cast them back out into the cold.

“May I remind you, good innkeep, that it is unlawful to turn away servants of the Cantry seeking solace at any hearth in Demarest?”

“Do you have coin?” the innkeep barked.

“Of course.”

The fat man took a deep breath, looking like he hated the words that were about to come out of his mouth. “You can stay. But he cannot remain in the hall. He can stay in the room, or out in the cold for all I care. These folk don’t take kindly to orcs, and I will not have any trouble at my inn. Sheira there will take your coin and give you your keys.” The innkeep pointed to a tavern girl who had emerged from the kitchens.

Reina nodded. “Fair enough. Have you seen a man by the name of Emryhs here? We are looking for him.”

The innkeeper frowned. “No, not heard of any by that name ‘round these parts.”

“Thank you, Mother’s mercy upon you,” she said, inclining her head to the man.

“And to you, priestess,” he said with a hurried irritation, waddling down the bar to attend to other patrons.

They wasted little time in getting their rooms and hurrying up the stairs, eager to be away from prying eyes. By the time Leo set down his pack and lay upon the hard straw mattress, the exhaustion of their hurried journey caught up with him. Reina shut the door to their room behind her after exchanging whispered words with Donnal and Vera in the hallway, unfastening her cloak and hanging it up on a stand.

“They’re worried about Kaejic and Vera,” she said. “What’s to stop the people from storming these rooms and carrying them away once word gets out there are orcs here?”

“Kaejic and Vera,” Leo laughed. “The two of them in a doorway might be able to slay the whole town.”

“This is no time for japes,” Reina said,

“I’m not joking. Since when did you care about orcs?” Leo asked. “I half thought you might like to see them string Kaejic up after all you’ve told me.”

Reina fell silent. “I have to resist the urge to try and incinerate him every time I see his face,” she said, her eyes downcast. “And her too, sometimes. Though not as much so. But the light of the Maker is not given to me for my vengeance. And Kaejic himself did not kill my family, even if his voice brings back the memories of the roars of victory and sickening laughter of those orcs that sacked my village that day.” She clenched and released her hands into fists. “But my heart tells me they have some part to play yet in our journeys.”

“Vera is like family to me,” Leo said. “Whatever you think of her nature, I would do damn near anything for her.”

Reina nodded, a tired smile growing on her face. “I hate that I feel the way I do towards their kind. I try not to, I do. But it is hard when you have poured all your hate into something all your life.”

Leo placed his hand on her shoulder, wrapping his arms around her from behind, his chin resting upon the top of her head. Her hands rose to hang off of his forearms. “I know,” he said. For a moment, the two stood in silence, her thumb rubbing along his arm.

“As for Kaejic,” Leo continued, “I have daydreams of putting my sword through his neck. I can’t shake the image of him standing over my father—” He took a deep breath, his brow furrowing. “But I must admit, he is far different than what I thought.”

“Oh?”

Leo frowned, searching for the words. “There is a wisdom and nobility about him I did not expect.”

“He means to kill you.”

“Believe me, the thought has not escaped me.”

 Reina glanced out the window at the streets below. “He is not our only concern. We must be careful in towns and cities such as these. We do not know how far the Awakened cult’s influence reaches. There may be some here, for all we know.”

Leo sighed. “Enemies everywhere you look. Demons, divines and cults coming home to roost.”

Reina frowned, looking down at the chipped wooden table by the door. “It worries me.”

“I know,” Leo said.

“It should worry you too.”

Leo shrugged. “I cannot control any of it.”

“But we can do something about it!”

Leo pulled away from her. “Gods, you sound like Emryhs again.”

“Because he’s right! We can’t pretend like we haven’t been chosen to do something about all this.”

“Chosen?” Leo said. “By whom, the gods? Like the one who just tried to kill us all with the dead? Or the Maker, who seems awfully quiet all the while these Xyn’eshai and Twelve Divines are slipping back into our world.”

Reina’s face darkened. “I have seen it within you from the first day we met! Even if you are blind to it. Look at what has happened since then. These tomes of Eskian calling to you, the divines resurgence. Wake up, Leo, this is not the normal life of an excavator anymore!”

“I just watched my friend die and then come back to life. You think I don’t see what’s happening? I want nothing to do with any of it! I want to live my life. Mine. I’ve seen what heroes look like. My father and grandfather were heroes, everyone sang their names, and look what kind of men they were!”  Leo shook his head, pacing away.

Reina moved closer to him. “Even great men and women make terrible mistakes,” Reina said softly. “But sooner or later we all get the chance to choose the better path. Maybe we have to make mistakes to get there.”

Leo shook his head. “I looked up to my father all my life when I was a boy. He was strong, and good, and beloved by our people. He seemed to me like a god on earth. Gods was he hard on me, and I so desperately wanted him to be proud of me. I trained relentlessly from childhood to become a tourney champion of Leoneguard and damn near the best swordsman in Demarest by the age of seventeen, just in the hope he would say ‘well done, son.’” Leo laughed at himself. “He couldn’t even stay alive long enough to tell me why he did what he did.”

“You should not judge him so.”

“Heroes are no better than anyone else. They simply have the adoration of fools. I don’t want to be remembered, I don’t want statues made of me. I want to enjoy my life. I’m going south to those camps where my father helped free the orcs. I have to at least try find out why. Even if I am just chasing these dreams, or visions. Whatever they are.”

Reina struggled to contain her frustration. “I thought at Caelm’s Reach you realized the truth. You said it yourself, we can’t run from this.”

“Reina, whatever you think I am, I’m not.”

She cursed, throwing the balled up cloak in her hands to the floor. “You’re just a child. A child running away. I don’t know why, maybe you don’t either. I know you want to do something about this, but you’re scared. So you’re just…running away.”

“Whatever you say.”

“Stop being a coward!” she shouted. “Come with me to Redridge Hall.”

Leo raised an eyebrow. “You’re joining the Darkwardens?”

She nodded. “The light guides me. I can feel it. We’ve seen twice now what Darkwardens can do. First with Mordan against the demon in Greymoor—and now Magrei, in Caelm’s Reach. I felt cut off from the light by that divine, Velthayr, and yet she seemed to get stronger facing the dead. I don’t know what path I shall take after that, but I want to learn to fight. Theirs is a noble order, and it’s clear we have lost their vigilance against the forgotten darkness of our world and worlds beyond.”

Leo turned away from her to look out the window at the dreary streets of Utrehngard.

“Come with me. We can learn from them together. We need to prepare for what’s coming.”

“I’ve already decided,” Leo said. “Once we’re done here, I’m going south.”

“Meradea’s ashes, if you aren’t the biggest fool I’ve ever met.” Reina strode out of the room, slamming the door behind her.

“I’d rather you came with me,” Leo said to the door. “But I know you won’t.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 26 - Newfound Wealth

 

There was no sign of Emryhs the next day, nor the day after. That should’ve worried Leo, he knew, but in truth, he was relieved. He did not know how much he trusted the druid, and he certainly didn’t want to hear anyone else tell him how to live his life. Reina’s frustrations alone were more than Leo cared for. As for Reina, she was more than disconcerted by his disappearance. That day, she stared out the window of their room, deep in thought. He could feel the worry within her. He hated feeling so distant from her. But they would soon go separate ways. It couldn’t be helped.

She’s a priestess of Istran, and I’m a heretic excavator. Leo was trying to shrug it off, like he normally did. Love comes and goes, after all. But this was more difficult than he expected. It’s not like we know each other so well. We’ve only traveled together for so long. Hardly ever spent time alone. What do we really know about each other?

And yet, all the same, he struggled to let her go. The very idea seemed to rattle around in his mind, banging around and breaking things. The two of them felt somehow drawn to each other. And it wasn’t just her beauty, either. He’d been lucky enough to befriend a few beautiful women in his travels. But there was something more to it. Like being around her just felt right. Felt like…home?

Leo shook his head. It’ll pass. All things do. We’re on different paths now.

Duncan and Benley finally arrived with their cart and the soulstones. They had broken a wheel of the wagon on the way, and it took some doing to replace it with a spare they paid too much for from a farmer in the lowlands. But they made it, and the way Benley and Duncan roared and smiled when they entered the inn and saw Leo, Donnal and Vera, you might’ve thought they were conquering heroes. The only other time Leo saw Duncan this happy is when they uncovered the River Harrow digsite when this whole mess started. And while they didn’t know exactly what these soulstones would be worth, it was more than likely they were about to leave here with a burdensome amount of wealth. When Leo didn’t see the chest they had found the soulstones in, he leaned in to ask Duncan where they were.

“With me other jewels,” Duncan whispered, patting his groin with a grin. “You think I was going to walk in here with a chest full of gold and relics?”

Leo made a face. He thought Duncan had waddled in with a bit more swagger than usual. How he fit them all down there, Leo had no idea. “Just wash them before we try to sell them. I’m not sure the university appreciates southern dwarven stank.”

Duncan laughed loudly, draining a mug of ale. “I’m just bustin’ yer tankard, laddie! You think I could fit all them stones down there with what I’m packin? But truth be told, I think Benley might be on to somethin’ with the ole underpants-pocket. It’s far the most comfortable thing, but damn me if it keeps the valuables safe!”

“We have an orc the size of a small mountain and a group of us that have killed demons, and you’re worried about someone taking your things.”

Duncan gave him a whack on the shoulder. “And yer not, after what we’ve seen? I ain’t scared of thugs and cutpurses, lad. I’m scared of all the other gods-forsaken shite that has come a-whistlin’ by lately.”

Benley bounded over, his own mug of ale spilling as he jostled to their side.

“I can’t believe it! Donnal is as spry as a Hearthlands river otter! Is it true what they said? He just…got better?”

Leo cocked his head to the side skeptically. “I don’t know what happened.” Leo paused, unsure of what to say. “We thought he was dead. Maybe he was dead, for a moment. Then he just…got up again.”

Duncan fell silent, his gaze meeting Leo’s. The old dwarf then turned to look at Donnal, who was talking to Vera at their table.

“Yer sure of it?” Duncan said low.

Leo nodded. “I was beside him when he fell out of the saddle.”

For half a heartbeat, Leo thought Duncan was going to say aloud what Leo feared. Instead, he just took another drink and said, “Well, it’s a miracle.” Though he did not sound like he believed it.

Benley smiled. “Maybe the Maker has plans for him!”

Duncan snorted. “Donnal ain’t exactly Holy Mother Meradea reborn from the ashes.”

“Well, whatever happened. He’s here. I’m grateful for that.”

“Aye,” Duncan said, cheersing Leo and Benley with his mug of ale. “First thing on the morrow, we go to the university and hopefully we come back filthy gods-damned rich,” he whispered to them, his breath smelling of hops and a broad smile on his stout dwarven face. “If we can make it out of this in one piece, it all just might’ve been worth it, laddie.”

Leo gave a half-smile and took a sip of his barley beer, refreshing and bright on the tongue. “Turns out we can do some halfway-decent excavating after all.”

Duncan and Benley got their own room, and the companions did not spend long in their merrymaking for a change. With the promise of wealth so close, Duncan turned in early, nearly dragging Benley up the stairs with him. Leo didn’t complain, more than happy to spend another night in Reina’s company, even as strained as it was.

 

 

“You started this war,” Daleon said.

Leoric’s expression did not change, a calm, fatherly peace about him. Though his eyes searched Daleon for more.

“What is a Xyn’eshai? Why do the orcs call you Demonheart, say you can become a devil, and that you murdered their sacred-seer?”

Leoric chuckled. “You’re listening to orcs now? I did not raise you to be a fool that listens to wilder folk.”

A look of disgust crossed Daleon’s face as he paced about the map-table. “When I was a boy, I followed you into the hills at night once. I saw you enter a church… I saw—”

“It has taken you far longer than I expected to come to the truth, son. But I am glad you have come to it.”

For a moment, Daleon stood stunned. “So it is true…” he said breathlessly.

“We have the blood of the Xyn’eshai within us.” Leoric strode away from the map table, staring out the open balcony at the city of Leoneguard. “The time is almost upon us. The rebirth of our world is coming. These are but the first steps, now.”

“Everything I’ve ever known,” Daleon said. “Is it all a lie?”

Leoric laughed. “Only a fool believes everything he is told. You are no fool, son of mine. But you have settled into the comfortable lies the world has carved out for you for far too long.”

“Why start war with the orcs? How many countless thousands have died, and for what?”

“It was what must be done. This is the path that must be tread. In the chaos that will follow from this, the great one will rise. The Betrayer reborn, the Demonheart, as he is prophesied.”

Daleon furrowed his brow. “Who?”

“I think you know,” Leoric smiled.

 

 

Leo awoke with the sunrise, rubbing the bridge of his nose between his thumb and forefinger. Was that… was that my father’s memory of confronting my grandfather? Is that when he discovered the Demonheart? His thoughts were cut short when Duncan slammed his fist against their door with three hard knocks, loudly telling them to get their clothes on. Reina groaned, rolling over on the straw mattress. Leo was tempted to go out and push Duncan down the stairs and climb back into bed with her, but he roused himself and got dressed, and so did she.

“You’re going to sell the soulstones,” Reina had her hands folded on her lap, sitting on the edge of the bed.

Leo nodded. “That’s what we do with relics of the ancients.”

“We don’t even know what they do.”

“All the more reason to be rid of them. They could be dangerous.”

“They were left behind by Istran the Lightbringer himself, if that letter is true.”

“We’re excavators, Reina. You knew this from the day I met you.”

She turned to look out the window again. “I know I can’t convince you otherwise. But you know in your heart this is a foolish mistake.”

“I guess the gods will let us know if it is.”

 

As Leo, Donnal, Duncan, Vera and Benley left The Wayfarer’s Rest, Leo could feel the gaze of the hopeless drunks and ale-sodden townsfolk upon them. The company that travels with savages, Leo smirked. Let them think what they will. Today might very well be the day we become rich.

It was a gray, listless day. Clouds of dust were whipped up with the wind and swirled through the streets of Utrehngard. The drought had made its way even this far north, if the complaints of the townsfolk were any measure. Any drought was certainly an oddity for the northlands known for the not-always-welcome inclement weather. The sky would look pregnant with clouds, a promise of rain, but it would pass by only to become bitter snows in the frostneck, or sail out to sea. With little harvest and an ever-agonizing war with Rolanse, the peoples of Ellaria were becoming bitter and restless. Leo could see it on the hard faces of peasants and tradesmen in every passing town, village and city they had been through. Revolt might come sooner than the rains.

At the gates of the Arcane University on the slopes of the Fjostarnes, Leo and the others were hailed by two members of the Arcane Protectorate, warrior-magi of the Arcane University. A fiery-haired Uthrecci woman with a long braid and a short but thickly built southerner that had the countenance of a Rolansian farmhand. They wore the familiar pale blue garb of the Arcane University with the arcane eye insignia, but wore swords and leather armor alongside their spellbooks, not unlike the arcane recruiters.

“What is your business with the university?” The Uthrecci woman barked at them as they drew close.

Duncan explained their interest in selling relics and produced his papers of certification of the Stonewright Excavation Crew issued to them by the Scholastery College under the University Triumvirate. By the sneer on her face, she seemed to detest excavators, which was not the most uncommon of reactions. Excavators often flocked to places unwanted when digsites were uncovered, and had a tendency to bring trouble with them more often than not. She waved them in, mechanically explaining that visitors would be subject to scrutiny and inspection at the university’s behest, and that to break any of the laws of the University Triumvirate could lead to punishment ranging from imprisonment to death. 

“Yeah. We know lassie,” Duncan said as they entered through the gatehouse, following the winding snowy steps under majestic stone archways into the university proper. 

Once inside the keep an overly exuberant apprentice by the name of Niall hustled over to them and introduced himself. He began to ramble immediately, despite the fact that the only response he received was a grunt from Vera. Talking about the great history of the place, he led them through the luminous halls of the Arcane University to the antiquities and acquisitions wing of the Order of the Ancients. Leo was barely paying attention as Niall enthusiastically rambled in detail about the five houses of the Arcane University:

“They were named after the first five archmagi who rebuilt the Circle of Magi after Istran the Lightbringer cast out the demons at the end of the second age,” Niall intoned, his high voice squeaking just a little. “House Atredius, The Order of the Arcane, House Terrenias, The Order of the Elements, House Josrian, the Order of the Seeker, more colloquially known as the arcane recruiters, or spark hounds,” Niall whispered to them with all the guilty rebellious smirking of a child saying his first curse word. “House Gallond, The Order of the Arcane Protectorate — including the Arcane Investigators — whose duties as warrior-magi involve not just defending the university from threatening forces without, but overseeing and investigating the university from within. A significant emphasis for the founders after the threat of corruption from demons, necromancy and extraplanar forces caused the shattering of the first Circle of Magi!” Niall turned to Leo and his companions for validation on this point, but found none. Duncan and Vera stared blankly ahead, looking like they wanted to stuff the apprentice in a sack and throw him in a river. Benley was touching everything they passed, and Donnal kept slapping his hand away and barking at him to stop. Leo found himself awkwardly making eye contact with Niall, whose freckled face smiled broadly at him.

“Uh, sure,” Leo said.

Niall nodded in approval, then continued on. “And finally, House Laethwynne, The Order of the Ancients. Which is where I’m taking you. They know as much or more about the secrets of the Ancient world as the Scholastery historians. They’re quite a studious lot, but then again, we all are. Anyone who hopes to pass their Trials of Initiation has to become quite the bookworm! If I have my bones about it, I hope I end up in House Gallond, the Arcane Protectorate. Just look at Archmage Aeldran Foltras. An archmage from a proud Ellarian house! He’s so strong, wise, and respected by all,” Niall said dreamily. “I want to become a great warrior like he is.”

Duncan laughed suddenly in the apprentices’ face, a deep and infectious dwarven laugh. Leo began to chuckle, trying to stifle it for the sake of the reedy apprentice who began to blush in embarrassment.

“You, a great warrior?” Duncan bellowed. “Stick to the books, laddie. Ye look like you could lose a fight with a broomstick.”

Vera burst out laughing, and Benley did too, though he clearly didn’t know what about, having ignored the entire conversation but still wanting to be a part of the fun.

Donnal shook his head, chuckling. “Leave the damn kid be, Dunc. Let him dream.”

Niall looked at his feet. “Doubt me if you wish, sir. I’ll train until I become one of the greats.”

Duncan snorted. “Sure, yeah, you’ll train.”

Some blessed silence fell over them after that. Monstrous-looking bestial carvings adorned the arches and doorways of the great halls made of dragonstone, along with huge tapestries bearing the different banners of the five houses of the Arcane University. The entirety of it was awesome to behold, it seemed to radiate both grandeur and wealth, and presumably, arcane power.  There were enough magical artifacts and arcane talent in the massive mountainside keep to stir a tingling feeling even in an addled plowherd.

“This way, kinfolk. And ah, madam,” Niall said, nodding at Vera as he ushered them into a huge chamber with massive vaulted ceilings and towering windows. Vera sneered at the novice in reply.

The windows stood side by side and looked out onto the raw, rugged mountainside dusted with snows. It should’ve been frigid, but the room had a pleasant summer warmth to it, though there was no hearth fire to be seen.

“What is your business with the university?” a mage said, scribbling with a quill on a piece of parchment at a long desk at the end of the room. He did not so much as look up from his writings at the visitors.

“Magus Balthes, these excavators appear to have discovered some ancient relics supposedly of great import. Perhaps you can identify them, and prove the veracity of their claims,” Niall said.

Duncan hefted the small chest of soulstones, slamming it down upon the mage’s desk with a loud thud. The mage sat up, his chair scuffing against the floor as he stared balefully at Duncan.

“Before ye get yer britches all in a tangle, yer going to want to see what we have here.”

“Soulstones of the Twelve Divines,” Leo said. “Buried deep in Caergan Dunoor beside a planar gate by Istran Aratoras himself.”

The mage named Balthes cocked his narrow, balding head, his bearded face curling into a frown of skepticism. Methodically he shuffled over, appraising their group along the way, seemingly certain that this would be the work of charlatans. But when he opened the chest and stared down at the soulstones, his eyes grew wide.

“A letter penned by Istran himself,” Leo said, holding out the preserved parchment for the mage to read. “Written to…me, I guess. In Middle Erathian, if you can read it.”

Balthes gave Leo a contemptuous look, taking the letter. When he finished reading it, he produced a glowing bluish orb of light in his hand, and let the light shine down upon the paper. An arcane symbol, some type of rune began to glow in the bottom corner of the letter. He looked down at the box of soulstones, and swore softly under his breath.

The mage looked completely awestruck. “The Arcane signet of Istran Aratoras,” he whispered to himself in awe, forgetting Leo and the others were even in the room with them.

“You found these?” he said, barely able to contain his wonder.

Leo nodded.

“How?”

Leo smiled. “Just like the letter said. It called to me. I saw it in my dreams.”

The color drained from the mage’s face.

“If you’ll excuse me a moment.” Balthes hasted away through the door, his robes swooping behind him. Outside the door, Leo heard him whispering to a novice.

Vera grinned wickedly. “You see his face?” she said. “His eyes practically glittered.”

“He couldn’t even hide it,” Donnal said, lost in thought.

“We’re going to be rich!” Benley said, beaming.

Duncan shushed them all. “Easy now. Let me do the negotiating.”

Balthes re-entered the room after a time, and shortly after him, runes began to glow upon a circle on the floor. With a flash a venerable-looking mage appeared in simple, but elegantly made silken finery with gold filigree.

“Archmage Horazon.”

The archmage walked briskly to the desk without looking at Leo and the companions. He read the letter, his eyes then flicking to Leo as Balthes whispered in his ear. The archmage took a coal pen and traced out the circle of the Twelve Divines, using the ancient runic symbols Leo had seen before. He murmured incantations all the while, and the runes he drew began to glow. One by one he took the soulstones out of the chest and placed them on their corresponding runes. Once they were all in place, all twelve began to glow, each their own color, and began to float in place. The two mages looked at one another, wordlessly. Leo noticed Donnal couldn’t take his eyes off the stones. He seemed to be marveling at them, almost entranced. Like he was seeing color for the first time in a drab world.

Archmage Horazon took off his spectacles and placed them on the desk. “Name your price.”

“One hundred platinum for each. That’s twelve hundred for the lot.”

Balthes bristled. “That’s an absurd price!”

Duncan scratched behind his ear. “These stones have been laid down by Istran the Lightbringer himself. You know who I’d bet would pay damn near any price for them? The Cantry Church. They’ve got the coin, that’s fer damn sure. I happen to know they’ve been tryin’ to erase all history of this ‘Twelve Divine’ religion for gods know how many years. In fact, these stones’ very existence might be sacrilege to them. They might even try to destroy them.”

“Fifty platinum each,” Balthes said, annoyed.

“On the way down there, we could stop by the Scholastery College, see how much those monks in Candlekeep would pay for these. They are, after all, priceless historical relics. The way I see it, twelve hundred platinum is a steal.” Duncan made a move to take the stones.

Archmage Horazon held up a hand to silence Balthes before he could speak. “A hundred each. The treasurer will get you your coin. Balthes, see to the paperwork,” the archmage said without much resistance.

Duncan smiled broadly. “Pleasure doin’ business with ye.”

Beside him, Vera and Donnal stiffened, struggling to contain their joy. Benley began to hoot in celebration, but Vera clapped a hand upon his mouth. Leo blinked a few times, wondering if he was dreaming. By the gods. We’re rich. I can’t believe it. Twelve hundred platinum. This cannot be real.

Leo could not say if he walked back down with Mage Balthes or if he floated. His companions could barely contain their joy. Donnal began to laugh, smiling more than Leo had seen in many years. Leo clapped his hand around his shoulder.

“We did it, Don. We finally cashed in.”

Tears welled in Donnal’s eyes. “Sarea is never going to have to work again,” he said, though he still seemed slightly distracted by what had just transpired.

“Hey, you alright?” Leo asked him.

Donnal turned to him, and forced a grin. “Yeah, you kidding? We’re rich. It’s finally happened.”

“I can’t believe it,” Vera said breathlessly. “I never would’ve had the stones to ask for that much. Duncan, you wily bastard.”

“I been at this a long time, lass.” Duncan looked like he had been waiting for this moment all his long life. “I knew what I’d do if I ever had the chance to bargain with one-of-a-kind relics like these.”

They watched with wild grins on their faces as the treasurer counted out the stacks of all twelve hundred platinum pieces, most of which were of Ellarian make, stamped with the ornate lion insignia.

Duncan took the heavy satchel of coins from the treasurer like it was a newborn child of god, and the apprentice Niall led them back towards the exit, wishing them safe travels. 

In the corridor, they all began to hug each other, thieves’ grins on their faces. Leo couldn’t remember a time all of his companions had been this jubilant. But this certainly was the time for celebration.

“I could kiss you laddie I swear,” Duncan said to Leo, his beard wet with tears. “I cannot lie, I half-thought you were going to lead us to our bloody deaths when we were followin’ yer dreams to the Odainfjalls, but gods bless ye, you led us to this.”

Leo laughed. “I had no idea what I was doing. I wondered if it’d get us killed too.”

“I never thought this day would come,” Vera said, releasing Donnal from her embrace. “I thought we’d be scrounging around from digsite to digsite eating stale bread and drinking away our coin for the rest of our gods damned lives.”

“We’re still going to excavate, though, right?” Benley asked.

Duncan guffawed. “We can do whatever we bloody well like with this kind of coin.”

Donnal shook his head. “First thing I’m doing is giving half my share to Sarea so she can get out of that gods-forsaken inn.”

Leo looked down at Benley. “While we’re here, we need to ask them what they know about the Awakened. We’re still in the dark here,” he paused. “And to see if my grandfather and the cult still have some hold on Benley.”

Benley frowned. “I don’t feel like anyone’s holding me.”

Duncan shook his head. “One thing at a time, laddie. We can come back tomorrow. For now, let’s get this coin back someplace away from prying eyes and divvy up our shares. I don’t want to be luggin’ around enough coin to buy half the realm all day. Then we can put all this other foolishness with your grandsire behind us.”

Leo didn’t respond. Despite the euphoria of this great score they had made, and all they had endured to get here and cash it in, there was a strange feeling of loss within him by the time they had left the Arcane University. Maybe it was Reina counseling them not to sell the stones, but he felt a pang of regret that they were gone, now. Maybe it was Donnal’s strange reaction, this hidden hesitation within him. He certainly looked exuberant at their newfound wealth, but there was something else on his mind as they walked the winding steps to the front gate. That archmage would’ve paid likely any price. What does he know about those that we don’t? What if Reina was right? Leo shook the thought out of his head. Doesn’t matter. We’re excavators. Selling relics is what we do. And now we’re rich.

The day was still overcast, a cold gloom hanging about the town of Utrehngard below. There seemed to be some gathering happening in the town square. From the lower foothills, Reina hurried towards them. His eyes met hers, and saw the unease within her. Something is amiss here.

“Easy, lass,” Duncan said. “What’s yer hurry?”

When Reina turned towards Leo, the guilty look in her eyes was plain as day. “It’s Kaejic,” she said. “The townsfolk have taken him captive. I think they mean to hang him.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 27 - Old Hatreds

 

When Kaejic’s meditative trance concluded, he could do little else than frown in disgust. The farsight had shown him much over the years. Many things good, ill or indifferent. What he saw now brought a sick feeling to the pit of his stomach.

You may not like it, but it is what must be done. Do not be like your predecessors, too prideful to tread the path that must be walked.

The words of the Greatseer Qun’toh on the day he passed his trial were words he would remember for times like these. The unforgettable memory of being huddled sweating in a ball like a child on a kadarskin in the Greatseer’s tent. He felt as though the sickness would consume him despite having survived the trial. Qun’toh stood over him while he lay upon the floor and said: “Many great kinsmen have followed the earth-spirits when it is easy, or even when it is difficult, but few have followed the earth-spirits when they show us truths we hate, or when it shows us the path of our greatest fears, or when it has us making choices our own people would hate us for. It is the burden of a seer to then make the hard choices knowing few else will understand.”

Reverently, Kaejic put down his father’s axe, leaning it against the wall of his room. He left what little belongings he had in the room, and strode downstairs into the tavern.

The chatter in the room quieted, and the rotund innkeeper glowered at him. Kaejic strode to the bar.

“I would like an ale.”

“Would you now?” the innkeeper said with utter disdain.

“And meat.”

The innkeeper’s lip quivered in disgust, despite his palpable fear of the orc. He looked around the room. Even if not for the sound of scraping chairs and shuffling feet, Kaejic could’ve felt the other humans in the bar closing in around him.

“You saved us coming up the stairs. The rest of the men are on their way to come get you, savage. I can’t wait to see you hang,” the innkeeper said with relish.

The sound of drawing swords followed closely on with the touch of blades to his back, and his neck. Kaejic remained still.

“Old hatreds,” Kaejic said.

“Your people killed many of our kinsmen. Don’t think any of us have forgot who we’ve lost during the liberation war,” one man behind him brayed despite the tremor in his voice. “Good northern blood was spilled saving those southern dogs. But at least we put an end to your kind in Demarest.”

The door banged open, and a march of angry men with swords and pikes and chains all came streaming in. Slowly, one guardsman clapped irons around Kaejic’s wrists. Kaejic stared the man in the eyes the entire time. Sweat beaded on the man’s brow, and he shied away from Kaejic’s gaze.

“Move, out the door, savage. No priestess will save you, Cantry be damned.”

Kaejic moved slowly, ducking beneath the doorframe and walking out into the road. The mob of men surrounding him urged him forward with weapons drawn, though he did not resist. As they went through the town, a crowd began to gather and form, many joining the mob behind him. 

A small peasant girl, no more than a child, was drawing something with a charred stick on the cobblestones in the road as he approached, an apple in one hand. The voices around them murmured in fear, some yelling for the girl to move, but she did not pay attention, busy making her drawing. Kaejic stopped before her. The men behind him prodded him with their weapons.

“Do not stop, orc, or we’ll gut you here!”

“Whose child is this? Get this filthy peasant girl out of the road!”

The little girl looked up at him, no fear in her eyes, only curiosity. When he did not smile at her, she took a step forward and held up her apple for him to have, a few small bites taken out of it already. Kaejic recalled the dead boy and girl in the farmlands that Gothrak had cut down on their journey to find Leonel. Kaejic buried the two children by himself. We are at war, Gothrak had said. This only ends when one of our races is dead.

Kaejic furrowed his brow. Old hatreds.

“Apple?” the girl said. Then suddenly, a weeping mother sprinted into the road and scooped up the girl, running away as she admonished the child and cowered in shame.

Someone tried to shove him unsuccessfully. Kaejic began to walk again as townsfolk hurled rotten food and curses at him. A scraggly destitute man ran forward and spat in Kaejic’s face, grinning as he darted away. The mob led him to the town square and atop a platform where a gibbet had been erected.

An official looking member of the town wearing a large feathered cap—a politician of some sort—spoke loudly over the din of the quieting crowd.

“For your murderous crimes against our people, for the savage blood in your veins, for the blood magic you practice, and for the godless ways you have defiled our land and turned from the face of the Maker, we sentence you, orc, to die by hanging,” he concluded with a flourish. “Do you have any words, filthy savage, or is our language beyond you?”

“You cling to the old hatreds,” Kaejic spoke in common with a booming voice, and the townsfolk fell silent in surprise. “As if it were my people that keep you poor and hungry, weak and meager, barely able to provide a life for you children. Was it the orcs that reaped wealth from the land and gave none back to you? Was it the orcs who deigned themselves lords and whipped and scorned the commoner and left him with nothing? Tell me, did the orcs demand your servitude and steal from you your freedom and tell you how you must live your life and how your children must live their lives? You all hate my people, but would live far better lives if you had been born an orc.”

The politician’s face burned red at the orc’s words. “We are not fooled by your twisting witchcraft and wrathful spells, savage!”

But the common folk stood stunned. Never in their lives had they even considered the possibility that an orc could conceive of anything but violence and death, he knew. They want you to fear me.

“Your people killed my brother!” one man shouted, reigniting the familiar anger.

“My daughter and her family was slaughtered in Maelswaden!” said another.

“Vile beast!”

“Blood sorcerer!”

“Ungodly demon born bastard!”

The crowd began to whip itself into a frenzy once more. Kaejic’s expression did not change. The politician stepped off the platform as the guards began to prepare for the execution. Old hatreds are far easier than undesirable truths. Dark clouds began to gather overhead, Kaejic had noticed, though he did not smell rain. You fear most of all what we all do. That you have only yourself to blame.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 28 - The Crowd and the Executioner

 

“There’s nothin’ for it, laddie,” Duncan said, breathing heavily as he caught up with Leo in the main road through Utrehngard. “He’s no friend of ours. He’s as like to turn on you as the wind. It’s naught to us, I say.”

Leo stared at the tired and angry townsfolk, weary from too little food and less good news. They spat and shouted, stabbing accusing fingers at Kaejic as he stood silently on the crier’s platform beside the town well and posting board. A gibbet had been raised, not for the first time, and some of the enthusiastic men of the town were hard at work preparing it to hang Kaejic.

Leo did not respond at first, but instinct clawed at him. He tried to suppress it. He is my enemy, Leo thought. He killed my father. He means to kill me. Let him hang and be done with it. But still, doubt lurked in his mind. This is not right, something in him said. Whatever he is to you, this is not justice. Leo frowned. 

Leo’s companions remained silent. Donnal’s expression was impassive as he watched on. Vera, to Leo’s surprise, looked to be struggling with this as well, a hard frown on her face. Reina looked deeply conflicted. She looked as though she longed to see it over with, but her face was lined with guilt.

“Are we really gonna let them do this?” Benley asked with sad eyes.

“He ain’t one of us,” Duncan murmured.

“You know this isn’t right,” Leo said to Reina. “That’s why you came to tell me. Even if you want to see him hang.”

Reina looked down. “He cannot be trusted. His kind and our kind have known nothing but war and bloodshed for all our history. He’s a threat to hard-fought peace.”

“Let it go, lad,” Duncan said, sensing Leo’s doubt. “We have our own business to handle.”

Leo shook his head in disgust. Why isn’t Kaejic fighting back? Why would he let them just take him? He could toss those common folk aside like a child’s straw dolls if he wished. The people of Utrehngard began to spit and hurl rotten food and dirt at Kaejic as the town guardsmen slipped the noose over Kaejic’s head. Vera cursed, looking down at her feet.

“You killed my father,” Leo had said to Kaejic at their camp that night. 

“Yes,” Kaejic had replied, with neither guilt nor joy.

“Shit,” Leo said under his breath, running towards the tumultuous scene below. 

“Laddie, no. What are ye thinkin?” Duncan tried to grab hold of Leo’s arm, but Leo wrenched himself free of the dwarf’s grasp as he ran towards the mob.

Before Leo could question what he was doing, he shouldered his way through the crowd, pushing aside the dusty peasantry of the town who cursed and hollered at him as he barged his way to the platform. I must’ve taken leave of my senses. What would my father think if he saw me doing this? Leo thought. Doesn’t matter. He’s dead.

“Who in the betrayer’s name are you?!” one guardsman said as Leo vaulted onto the worn wooden planks.

“I am Leonel of House Anglian. This orc is in my custody, and I have need of him. Release him.”

“This savage is yours?” the guardsman said in disgust. “You brought him to our town? Then his death is on your head. His people are born of betrayal and darkness. We let him go, he may just as like come back with his brethren and slit our throats in our sleep.”

“He has done nothing to you. Release him,” Leo said.

“Nothing?” the guardsman said, incredulous. “Nothing? His kind killed both my brothers during the Liberation war. And they burned my uncle’s village to the ground, killing my niece and nephew too. All of us here have lost someone to these gods-forsaken savages. Do not tell me he has done nothing. His kind have one goal, that is to kill us and take our land.”

Kaejic stared at Leo, face impassive, unmoving. Why doesn’t he do anything? I can’t imagine he wants to die here. Do something, gods damn you.

Leo showed his signet ring to the guard. “I am son of Lord Daleon Anglian of Ellaria and grandson of Crusader Leoric Anglian,” Leo said, hating every word of it. “I command you to release him.”

The guard gave him a disgusted look. “You may be a great lord in southern Ellaria, son and grandson to great heroes,” he mocked. “But you are no lord of Utrehngard. We don’t make friends with our enemies here, we kill them. Go ahead, run home and tell your lordship we strung up an orc. They’re just as like to reward us for it.”

Leo cursed, glancing around the town square at the mass of people unleashing their rage at Kaejic. What the hells do I do now? Am I really going to fight these bastards to save an orc that wishes me dead? He felt like a fool for even being up here. Maybe the others were right, and the orcs are their natural enemies. War is war after all. But whatever the orc and his people had done, somehow, this did not seem like justice. Something told him this could not happen. You need him, he thought, though he could not say why he felt as such.

Leo pushed past the guardsman, drew his sword and held the blade to Kaejic’s neck. The crowd roared its approval.

“Listen to me!” Leo bellowed. “I am Leonel of House Anglian. Would you have me kill this orc?”

The crowd roared again.

“What crime has he committed?”

The crowd fell momentarily silent, confused. 

“He’s a savage!” a woman shouted.

“His kind are born of demons!” an old man crooned.

“Evil and violent bloodthirsty animal!”

“Killed my boy Renalt in the southern war!”

“Bathes in blood of innocents with foul sorcery!”

Leo waited for the crowd to die down. The guardsmen around him looked at him with contempt, but they could do nothing to a lord’s son, they knew.

“What is his name?” Leo asked. “He committed these crimes, you say, surely you know who he is?”

The crowd fell utterly silent, disdainful eyes staring up at Leo, angry and confused. Why are you defending him? They seemed to say, looking at him as they would a traitor. The people began to curse him, throwing clods of dirt and rubbish at him.

“Go back south to Leoneguard, lordling!”

“Curse you for a traitor!”

“Savage-lover!”

“Bastard!”

“No true northman would…”

“Savages killed my father!”

Their voices became a sea of rage once more. Leo glanced over at Kaejic who, if he felt anything, still did not show it, his head held high in pride. His face was stern, his mouth a hard line set against his tusks despite the filth that had been thrown at him.

“They are a wild and bloodthirsty lot, aren’t they?” came a voice from behind Leo. A cloaked man stood behind him now on the platform. It was the fat innkeeper of Wayfarer’s Rest. Leo furrowed his brow at the man. What was he doing here? His expression was far different than it had been than that of the anxious man tending to his tavern. His face was darker, more sinister, intent and focused. It reminded him of his Grandfather in Caergan Dunoor, and High Priest Ezram…

“Don’t you think it’s time for their awakening?” the innkeeper said with a wicked smile. “You cannot hide, Leo.”

Leo’s eyes went wide. Oh gods, no. He spun around, ready to drive his sword into the cultist’s neck. But by the time he whirled around the man had slunk back into the crowd, and suddenly a resounding voice opened up from the gloomy sky, strange words echoing down to the people in the square. A loud, entrancing voice. Otherworldly, even. At their first sound, the townspeople began to point at Kaejic, screaming to kill him, that he was casting a wicked spell. But Kaejic did not speak, and fear and confusion descended on the townsfolk of Utrehngard as still the words came from the sky:

 

Xyn’the rezzesai hezhra’nesh, dagrosk gvech iliya’een ethorozosti hezhra’hanesh…

 

Leo felt all the muscles in his body begin to seize up. The townsfolk gathered in the square all turned their fearful eyes to the sky, searching for the source of the voice. Some of them began to suddenly writhe in pain, doubling over and screaming, cursing.

No, no, gods no. Someone stop this, please. All around them, normal townsfolk began to transform, their bodies bulging and swelling, growing into great demons with glowing runes upon their now blue or burgundy or violet skin. The entire town fell into chaos. City guardsmen began to panic, shouting commands that no one heard, stabbing ineffectually at the transforming demons who, once awakened, savaged their attackers with claw and fang. Leo felt the fire flowing through his blood, the way it had in Caergan Dunoor. He felt himself swelling with a euphoric and unknown power. Yes, his mind seemed to say, yearning. Yes, do you feel it? Do you feel it flow through you? This is who you are, the voice called to him. The burning within him was somehow pleasurable, and part of him reveled in it despite the fear that gripped his mind.

No, Leo thought. No, stop this, please. I am not a demon.

The guardsman Leo had been arguing with drove his spearpoint at Leo’s breast. Instinctually, with a flick of his wrist, Leo sliced the shaft of the spear in half and drove his sword clear through the man’s neck. The guardsman stared in fear, blood welling out of his mouth.

Please, no, stop this. Leo pleaded into the void, heard by no one. He felt himself spiraling away from reality, becoming distant…

Suddenly he felt a huge hand on his shoulder, and heard Orcish words that he did not understand. From the hand of Kaejic a sort of calming serenity washed over him. Slowly, Leo fought back the burning within him, and his body began to return to its normal familiar shape and feel.

Leo fell to all fours, breathing hard, his face beading with sweat. Kaejic reached out his hand. Leo took it, picking up his sword once more, and standing up.

“What did you do?”

Kaejic had easily broken the paltry shackles that once held him captive. As Leo suspected, he could’ve freed himself easily if he had wished. No one paid attention to him anymore, though, now that chaos had descended. “I gave you the peace of the earth-mother,” the orc chieftain said calmly, as if it were the simplest thing in the world. He stared at the madness unfolding before them—common folk turned demon, cleaving through the people of Utrehngard with fang and claw like scythes through wheat. Everywhere the sounds of screams and roars and death cries. “We must leave this place.”

 

 

“What the hells is he thinking?” Duncan cursed. “The fool will get himself lynched with the orc!”

“We have to help him,” Reina pleaded to the others. “They may turn on him!”

“You want to help him save that bloody orc that’s like as not to kill us all?” Duncan scowled.

“No, I…” Reina was ashamed of her own thoughts, shaking her head. “I don’t know. But we can’t leave him there.”

“Leo’s right,” Vera said finally, a stern look on her face. “I may hate the self-righteous orc bastard as much as the rest of you. But this is no justice. These people are just bloodthirsty to see orcs die. Just like the ignorant bumpkins who burned my father alive.”

Reina stared at Vera. I may not have known her long, but I am surprised to hear her even speak of her orcish ancestry. Has Kaejic changed her perspective on her orcish lineage?

“This is not the time for paragons-blasted chivalry!” Duncan bellowed. “If the damn fool orc wants to get himself killed, that’s naught to us!”

Vera sneered at him. “You just don’t want to risk losing our riches.”

“No!” Duncan shouted. “Yer damn right I don’t! Certainly not after we’ve fought all these long  years to find this score, and fer what? A bloody orc chieftain who would kill us if his damned earth-spirits tell him to?”

Donnal furrowed his brow. “Something bad is happening,” he said. “I can feel it. Some twisted sorcery. I can feel it in the air.”

They all turned to stare at Donnal, confused looks on their faces. He can feel the arcane? Reina thought. Something has changed within him.

“You can feel what now?” Benley said, scratching his head.

Suddenly, the sky darkened, and a deep voice began to ring out over Utrehngard, speaking in the horrifying tongue they had heard before deep in Caergan Dunoor.

“It’s them,” Donnal shouted. “The Awakened!”

Just as Vera, Benly and Duncan began to double over in pain, Donnal snapped his arms out wide, palms open —  a sudden silence fell over them. There was a soft, shimmering sphere about them, and inside was quiet as a midnight snowfall.

“Wh—what did ye just do, laddie?” Duncan said, picking himself up off the ground.

“This is—an arcane sphere of silence,” Reina marveled. “Donnal… when did you learn this…how?”

Vera stared at Donnal as though he were a stranger with a secret, a liar in a lover’s body.

“Stay near me,” Donnal said.

From behind them, in a flash of shimmering runes, cadres of University Magi appeared. Some of them were much older, wearing the elegant finery and priceless robes of archmagi. From within the sphere of silence, it was impossible to hear what the magi said, but collectively they began to channel their power, as they focused their energies on the demon-ridden town of Utrehngard below. Duncan, Donnal, Vera, Reina and Benley could only watch in abject horror as the people of Utrehngard were butchered by the demonic transformed among them.

“It’s like what happened to us,” Benley said in awe. “The Awakened. Gods, Leo is still down there!”

Reina’s heart sank. Leo, no! She sprinted out of the sphere of silence towards the chaos below.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 29 - The Purging of Utrehngard

 

The town square descended into a chaos of howls and screams. The mass of townsfolk that had gathered for the execution became a terrified mob, fleeing in all directions only to be hunted by those that were once their kinfolk. The buffeting of leathery wings felt like it was everywhere, and still the voice chanted from above. Inhuman shrieks came from the throats of the townsfolk-turned-demon as they sliced through the helpless.

Leo bounced off of a squat old leatherworker who ran with wide-eyed terror, stumbling to one knee. He stood up, ducking beneath the swinging tail of a demon who did not even know Leo was there. Kaejic picked up a bloody longspear from the body of a dead guardsman, bellowing at Leo to follow him to the Wayfarer’s Rest. 

One demon recoiled from a cadre of guardsmen that stabbed at him with their spears. The beast was pushed back into Leo and Kaejic’s path. Wordlessly, both Leo and Kaejic drove spear and longsword into the back of the demon. Kaejic roared with battle-lust, tearing the spear free with a spray of dark blood. As the demon screamed, the guardsmen all pierced the winged creature through the chest, silencing its mangled screams.

For a fleeting moment, the guardsmen looked at Kaejic with silent gratitude. Kaejic merely stared at them for a moment before turning and running alongside Leo. A disembodied torso of a butchered man nearly struck Leo in the head as it careened over them, thwacking into a dark wood wall. Everywhere fleeing people nearly knocked into Leo and Kaejic, who struggled shouldering their way through the chaos towards the inn.

The door to the Wayfarer’s Rest had been smashed and splintered, hanging open as Leo darted inside. The tome of Eskian and Oran’s writings, I can’t leave them here. The most ambitious thieves of the town had begun ransacking the place in the chaos. These bastards move quick. A few of them stopped and turned to glance at Kaejic when he strode inside, standing beside Leo. The tavern was lit only by the grey light of day.

“Get the horses,” Leo said. “I have to get the tomes.”

Kaejic shook his head. “My father’s axe.”

Leo didn’t bother trying to argue with the orc. He dashed up the staircase to his room, kicking the door in.

A lean, wiry man with cold calculating eyes turned to face him, clutching Leo’s pack with the tomes inside. He looked for all the world like a farmer or menial worker. A clever enough disguise for a thief, Leo thought. The man had been scouring the room for anything of value, it was clear. Leo pointed at him with his bloody sword.

“Put it down.”

The thief only stared for a moment. He had some strange tattoo on the back of his left hand, it looked like a small bird. A magpie?

“I don’t have time for this. Put it down or—”

The man sprinted to the window, leaping through it with Leo’s pack in hand. Leo cursed, chasing close behind and vaulting through the window after him. The man slid down the shingled rooftop, and dropped nimbly down into the alley below. Leo followed close behind, but the man moved with all the speed and fluidity of an alley cat.

“Stop, you bastard, don’t make me kill you!” Leo shouted. First the hanging, the emergence of the Awakened and the unleashing of demons, now this? Was this a coincidence, or was someone trying to steal the tomes away from him? Whether this man was searching out the ancient tomes or he was just taking advantage of the chaos, this man clearly was a professional.

At the end of the long alley, a city guardsman flew through the air and smashed against a wall in a spray of blood. A violet-skinned sinewy demon turned the corner, his otherworldly gaze turning to the thief who skidded to a halt at the sight of it. Before he could turn and run, the demon swiped with its rending claws and nearly cut the man in two. The thief screamed and Leo’s pack spilled forth, landing at his feet. Leo snatched up his pack, but the demon’s eyes turned to him, endless depths of fiery rage. It roared with inhuman fury, and strode toward him with menacing patience. Leo gripped the strap of his shield, and tightened his fingers around the grip of his sword. Glancing around, there was no other way out of the alley. This is bad.

The demon lunged forward with terrifying suddenness, and Leo barely had time to raise his shield-arm to catch the great claws that were meant for his neck. With a scrape and a thud the demon struck again and again, Leo just managing to deflect the blows while giving ground. But the alleyway ended at a stone wall eventually, and he could not give ground forever. Leo dove inside the next strike, slicing his sword into the demon’s arm, a rich gout of blood pouring out as the creature screamed. Leo spun the blade around to try and stab the creature through the heart, but its left claw came smashing into Leo, cutting into his shoulder and sending him flying into the wall of the alley. Numb and disoriented, Leo raised his shield to stop the next blow, but the force of it shattered his shield to splinters, leaving it a rattling mess strapped to his arm. 

He had been driven into a corner. The fear of death welled up within him. A cold, paralyzing fear that threatened to consume his mind, but Leo drove it out, gritting his teeth. He pushed himself up to his feet and leapt out of the way of the next rending claw, driving the point of his blade into the chest of the demon. It responded with a bloodthirsty roar, its infernal breath smelling of flesh and blood and acrid vapor.

Shit, Leo tugged at his sword, trying to pull it free. It was jammed between the creature’s ribs. Fucking die already! As the demon raised its claws high, Leo stumbled backwards, letting go of his sword. Gods, not like this. He raised the remnants of his shield and prepared to leap out of the way, though he had barely any room to maneuver. He hoped desperately his father’s broken shield would protect him one last time.

A great bestial roar split the air from the roof above. The demon spun to face it, but too late. Kaejic had leapt from the rooftop with his greataxe in hand, swinging it down in a punishing overhead blow. The demon tried to raise its hands to shield itself, but the axe cleaved through and dug deep into the demon’s skull, and the great leathery creature crumbled into a heap, its dark blood seeping over the paving stones of the alley. The orc chieftain stood atop the corpse, wrenching his axe free with a shlick sound that remind Leo of a cleaver being pulled free from meat. Kaejic stepped off of the demonic body to the stones of the street below.

“You saved my ass…” Leo managed.

Kaejic pulled Leo’s sword free from the demon’s chest with his off-hand. “Your arm,” was all the orc said in response.

Leo glanced over at his left shoulder, seeing the great slices that were bleeding profusely, like several daggers had sliced deep into him. He hadn’t even realized in the desperation of the fight, though he now recognized the sensation of the warm blood flowing down his forearm and hand, the sleeve of his tunic soaked. The sight of it sent him reeling. Suddenly the pain washed over him, and he felt consciousness fading. “The books,” Leo murmured. “The horses,” He managed, and he collapsed to the stone floor of the alley, the dark grey cloudy sky blinking out of view.

 

 

 

Reina slid to a halt on the grit-covered road that led from the foothills down to Utrehngard. Where the edge of the town square was, there now was a wall of shimmering arcane energy that slowly grew in strength. It was huge, a giant arcing orb.  She stepped back, staring in disbelief at the massive congregation of arcane might. Turning, Reina watched with horror as the great magi of the Arcane University all stood together on the foothills and channeled their powers in unison.

“What are they doing?” she breathed. “The townspeople are still in there!”

Light guide me, I have to stop them! Putting her head down, she began to run back up the road to the foothills, ignoring her beating heart and the sweat on her brow. By the time she reached the foothills where the mages and her companions were, a great sphere of swirling arcanum shimmered around the tumultuous scene in Utrehngard below, encompassing the center of the town and the death and chaos within it.

“What are you doing?” Reina shouted, looking back at her companions. “We have to stop them!”

Duncan had a sick look on his face. “How would we do that, lass?” His face grew grim. “I tried to stop him going down there, the damned fool boy.”

“If any of us leave the sphere, the voice may turn us,” Donnal said.

Reina stared at them in disbelief. “You’re just going to watch?”

Benley had the good sense to look ashamed. “I don’t know what else we can do, Miss Reina,” he said, looking down at his feet.

Vera looked on the verge of tears. “There’s nothing we can do. He chose to go down there. We can’t stop the mages any more than we can stop the demons.”

“To hells with you, then!” Reina cursed, running towards the Circle Mages. A great swirling orb of purplish darkness now encircled the chaotic scene below as the collective arcane power of the mages grew. The power was so great that it almost seemed to push against her as she ran towards them.

“What are you doing? There are people down there!” she screamed.

“The city must be purged,” a pale-bearded archmage resolved. “Before these demons spread across the land.”

“Will you burn every city then? These demons will not stop here! More are coming!” she screamed. “Stop, gods damn you! You cannot do this!”

“Do not interrupt, girl, or you will be punished for intervening in the affairs of the Circle Mages, to the fullest extent of the accords of the University Triumvirate.”

“In the name of the Cantry Church of the Maker, I bid you halt this madness or you will break the University Triumvirate!”

One female elven mage laughed. “You are far from your Divine Abbey, priestess. Your authority means little here.”

“No!” She screamed, as she began to channel divine fury, though what she would do with it she did not know. She tried to blast one of the mages with a gout of holy flame, but it danced off a runic sphere that protected them all. “Stop it, light curse you!” she cried, falling to her knees. She felt helpless, weak, like that pathetic child that could only hide under the floorboards and pray to survive as the orcs sacked her village.

The town became engulfed in the swirling darkness, and with a thunderclap that snapped the heavens and a shockwave that crashed through the city and sent Reina tumbling to the earth, the town center of Utrehngarde was utterly gone. As if winked out of existence with all the dying people and demons within, as if some great carving tool had carved a perfect sphere out of the earth, leaving only a smooth crater.

“Leo,” Reina whispered. “Leo…why did you have to go down there?”

Duncan shook his head, refusing to believe. “No, no… he was nae in there. He could’nae have been.” 

Benley was tugging on Duncan’s sleeve. “He made it out, right? He didn’t… he wasn’t…”

Vera began to pace, clenching her fists. “We told him not to go down there. That stupid bastard,” she said, turning away from her companions.

Donnal said nothing, a grim look on his face, as if he was far away, staring into the void.

“What did you do?” Reina cried out to the nearest mage, rising to her feet. “How could you do this? How many have you killed?”

“Save your tears, priestess. We do not know how many countless more would have died if those demons were allowed to roam free in our world,” the muscular, imposing archmage said solemnly. He was surely the archmagus of the Arcane Protectorate. Aeldran of House Foltras, if her memory served. “A heavy price, but a necessary one. Now we must hunt any straggling demons. But more importantly, we must root out how this atrocity came to pass.”

“It was the Awakened,” Reina said weakly. Why didn’t I do more to stop him? Why risk his life to save that cursed orc? She dusted off her robes, trying feebly to distract herself. No, he’s alive. He cannot have died in there. Surely he must have escaped…

Archmage Aeldran Foltras raised a bushy eyebrow at her. “That cult of yore? They are responsible for this? How do you know such things?” He cast a scrutinizing glance at Reina, then to their group. “I would speak with you all. And you, young man.” The archmage pointed at Donnal. “You are an apostate, and needs must be processed by the Order of the Seeker. Unless of course, you’d prefer to be killed or have your mind cauterized.”

Donnal looked strangely at peace with this revelation. His life was about to change completely, and somehow he looked unfazed. Almost…expectant? “I understand,” was all he said.

“What?” Duncan blurted out. “What does that mean? You’re taking him away?”

Donnal’s eyes found Vera’s, who were filled with tears as she stared down at the ruins of Utrehngard. She did not so much as look at him.

The archmage snapped his fingers, and two nearby spark hounds turned to the group. One of them held out his hand to Donnal, and the air around Donnal began to swirl and glow. The arcane recruiter held tight to the spellbook chained to his belt, but he began to sweat profusely. A surge of power emanated from Donnal, and suddenly there was a burst of light and a thunderous crack. The arcane recruiter had be tossed some ten yards away. He scrambled to his feet amongst the loose stones of the foothills, staring wide-eyed at Donnal.

“Archmage, he is…” the recruiter said in disbelief. “He has…I’ve never seen…”

A wizened-looking old archmage looked from Donnal, Vera, Benley and Duncan down to the ruined city of Utrehngard below. “This cannot be coincidence.” He thunked his staff into the ground, a shimmering crystal suspended in place above it.

The companions looked at Donnal with new eyes, as if seeing their friend for the first time. Donnal stood stoically, seeming neither surprised nor upset with these revelations.

Vera looked to be almost snarling. “You’re leaving us,” she said simply.

“Duncan,” Donnal said quietly. “My share of the coin—give it to Sarea. Tell her I will come visit when I can.”

Duncan’s thick dwarven brow was set hard. “What happened to you, lad?”

“You already know,” Donnal said. He looked back at Vera one more time, as if his eyes tried to tell an entire story that his words could not. “I died. And I was brought back.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 30 - The Path of the Earth-Spirits

 

Kaejic carried Leonel unconscious in the saddle as they galloped away from Utrehgard, Leo’s horse galloping behind them, tethered by a rope to his own mount. Kaejic pushed east, off the road through the hard open plains beneath the mountains. He had no desire to be on roads where human travelers might accost them. The earth-spirits led him east. There is an old sage still living in the foothills.

He looked back at Utrehngard, still covered in dark clouds, the huge orb in the center of the town still swirling. Suddenly the orb vanished in a flash of purplish light, leaving nothing but emptiness, and a shockwave and a thunderclap followed moments after that caused the horses to rear and whinny.

“Igralam, igralam,” he said in soothing tones to his mount, stroking her neck. She shook her head and stomped at the ground, snorting in distaste.

He looked down at Leo’s unconscious form, still bleeding from his wounds. He needs to be mended. He frowned. If it were not for the earth-spirits, he would’ve lopped Leonel’s head from his shoulders long ago. He reminded himself of Greatseer Qun’toh’s words: It is the burden of a seer to then make the hard choices knowing few else will understand.

Kaejic nodded to himself. He cannot die yet. We must yet kill the Demonheart. Then he and I will have our fight, and I will regain the honor of my people.

Something gnawed at his mind, though. Leonel knew nothing of the earth-spirits. He was not guided by prophecy. Or at least,  if he was, it was not the same as Kaejic’s.

So why then did he risk his life to save mine, the orc that killed his father?

It was not of his concern when the earth-spirits showed him the path, but the vision was clear. He would be brought to execution by the palesoni, and Leonel would intervene. But the visions did not explain why, or speak to Leonel’s choices.

Perhaps he knows he needs me to defeat his grandsire. Maybe, but somehow it didn’t ring true in his mind. I do not understand. Perhaps he desires to slay me with his own hand.

There was a third possibility, and as unlikely as it was, it would not leave his mind. He intervened because he did not want to see you die.

No, that was impossible. It was a fool’s thought. One must not presume to know the mind of a palesoni, for they are wild and unpredictable, even to their own kind. Whatever reasoning he may have had, it did not matter. They were on the path. They would tread the path the earth-spirits lay before him and they would slay the Demonheart and then Kaejic would kill Leonel. He is a worthy enemy, and a powerful warrior. He will die with honor and the honor of my people will be restored. I have seen it.

The Demonheart. Kaejic’s lip curled in disgust. He is a powerful demon. I can scarcely believe he still lives. The demon that raped and killed my promised, Jaska’leha. The demon who poisoned my father, who tricked my people into war and nearly had us exterminated with his treachery. Leonel and I will throw him down and spill every ounce of blood until it has all seeped back into the earth-mother.

Kaejic urged his mount forward once more, hard to the east. The sun beat down bright, all dreams of clouds gone in the open plains, the cold wind whipping at him as he rode, the jagged line of the mountains to the north of them beautiful, majestic in the bright light of day. The beauty of the earth-mother surpasses all others. It is as much for her as it is for my people I carry out this destiny. It would only be a few hours ride to the sage he sought. Leonel would survive until then. He must. Kaejic needed him, as the earth-spirits have shown him.

He looked down at the human warrior once more.

“If you had been born an orc,” Kaejic said, “you would have made a great heartfury warrior.”

But he had not. He had been born the grandson of the greatest enemy of his people. And for that—he must die, when the day comes.

He risked his life to save yours, the thought came back. He is not like his grandsire. Not at all.

Kaejic grunted to himself. It didn’t matter what he felt. It only mattered what he must do.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 31 - Sage in the Foothills

 

The door to Leonel’s room swung open, the soft glow of candlelight spreading into the darkness. Though he could not see his face, the unmistakable silhouette of his father stood in the doorway. There was something heavy about Daleon’s countenance. He seemed downcast, his shoulders hunched in despair. In his hand Leo could see an unsheathed dagger against the light. Rain dripped off of Daleon’s clothes into small puddles on the floor.

“What are you doing?” Leo said. “What is this?”

But Daleon did not respond. With the slow gait of a man lost in drink, he moved past Leonel without a word. In the bed on the far end of the room was…himself. His younger self, though nearly a man grown. It was disorienting to see that younger version of himself sleeping peacefully there, chest rising and falling with each breath.

“Is this the night…” Leo wondered to himself. “Is this the night you left?”

Daleon stood by young Leo’s bedside, looking down at his son. Gently, he ran his hand through Leo’s hair. He bit down on his lip, tears beginning to flow down his cheeks, moving the dagger to Leo’s heart.

 

 

Leo jolted awake to the crackling sounds of a hearth-fire, the soft scraping of stone against stone. What the hells was that? That cannot be what happened that night. Why would he try to kill me? He rubbed his brow slowly back and forth. It’s a dream. You’re starting to sound like Emryhs, putting such stock in dreams. He rolled over slowly upon the straw mattress, blinking until he made sense of where he was. It appeared to be some kind of hut, though some of the walls looked as though they once belonged to a partially-burned down cabin. The fireplace was stone, and around it sat a pot of some kind of fragrant stew cooking, and small game on stakes were being cooked on a rack above it. And if it’s not just a dream? If that was what happened that night? He bit back his frustration, wishing desperately the dream, or whatever it was, had continued. Or that it would leave his mind completely. No matter how much he tried to justify it, the image of his father putting a knife to his chest would not leave him. He didn’t know what scared him more, the thought that his father might have lost his mind, or that he hadn’t.

The rickety cabin smelled of earthen roots and flowering plants, of strange spices and bitter herbs, of simmering stew and musty sweat. It had more smells than Leo could make sense of. Slowly, he turned his head and saw what looked to be a hunched old orc woman in furs and linen, working diligently at something in a mortar and pestle. She glanced over her shoulder at Leo, her old tusks chipped, cracked, and broken, one of them with two rings hanging from it that jingled when she worked her mouth. The skin around her golden eyes was wrinkled and worn. She said nothing, turning back to her work. One of her hands, he realized, had been tattooed blue. She was, at least at one time, a member of the Thagcairn Tribe.

“Where am I?” Leo said, his voice croaking. He looked over at his left shoulder, and saw the deep wounds had been sewn together, and had already begun to mend. “How long was I asleep for?”

The old orc woman remained silent. Eventually she rose, scooping some sort of poultice out of the mortar with her fingers and spreading it onto Leo’s sewn wounds. Immediately they began to feel cool, soothed even, and the stinging pain that had been constant gradually dwindled.

“You have been taking care of me?” Leo asked.

The orc woman grunted and turned away, tending to the food at the fire.

Gingerly Leo pushed himself to his feet and took up his sword, striding towards the door made of woven sticks and leather. He turned back to the woman. “Thank you.”

She glanced at him again, her golden eyes lingering on him a moment, appraising him wordlessly. Then she turned back to her work. Golden eyes, like Reina’s, he thought. He saw her face in his mind, saw her smile. His heart began to beat faster just thinking about it. He wondered what paths lie ahead for her, and for the rest of his companions. Stay safe out there, all of you. I don’t know what we’ve done, but I fear I started all this chaos when I found the first tome in that buried chapel.

Leo shouldered his way out of the hut. The sun shone down on a rugged hillside of grass and lichen-covered rock. Farther out in the distance was a long stretch of snow-capped mountains. He need only glance around to realize this had once been a remote farmstead, though the original owners were long gone.

Kaejic sat upon an outcropping, staring out at the wide expanse of rugged lowlands.

“You are awake,” he said, without turning around.

“You brought me here.”

“You lost much blood.” The orc held a plain-looking stone in his hand meditatively. His axe sat on the ground beside him.

Leo strode closer to the orc chieftain. “What happened?”

Kaejic shook his head. “Demons. The foul mages banished them with the people in a great sphere of darkness. We escaped.” 

Leo turned to see their horses grazing not far from the hut. 

“Why did you save me from the demon?”

“Why did you save me from your people?” Kaejic retorted.

“Fair enough,” Leo said, rubbing his jawline scruff with the back of his hand. “I’m not sure,” he admitted. “It did not seem right to see you die like that.”

Kaejic said nothing, staring only at the rock in his huge hand. He seemed troubled somehow, by everything that had happened.

“Where are the others?”

“I do not know.”

Leo sighed. They were all headed down separate paths eventually, Leo knew. If he wanted to go south to the old orcish internment camps where his dreams guided him, he’d have to go to Uthrec with Kaejic. There was no chance of them traveling back south through warring lands without being caught. And the others had made their plans known to take their newfound wealth back south, away from all this madness in the north.

He hoped the others were okay. He pictured Reina staring out the window of their room in Wayfarer’s Rest the day before. I’ll see you again, I promise. And the rest of you bastards, too. You better keep my share of the coin safe until I get back. Leo smiled to himself at the thought of his companions. They had been through so much to make it this far, and they had finally gotten all the wealth they ever dreamed of. Only for demons to come crashing down upon us. Just stay alive, all of you. Leo glanced at Kaejic. And I’ll try not to get myself killed.

“Why are you doing all this?” Leo asked. “Here you are, alone, without your people, following me on this mad journey to gods-know what. You intend to kill me when my grandfather is dead, you’ve said as much. That can’t have changed now.”

Kaejic laughed. “You think I know the future, human?”

Leo snorted. “You certainly act like it.”

Kaejic placed the stone back in the grass, gently. “The earth-spirits give me glimpses of the paths that lay before me.” He rose to his feet. “On rare occasions, they show me but one path. Sometimes, there are many paths with some things all but a certainty. But I cannot know what will unfold any more than you can, Ildobu ahn Kith’Gaari.”

The wind blew hard across the lowlands, smelling of northern wildflowers. Leo didn’t bother trying to make sense of the orcish. He’d heard Kith’Gaari enough now to know. Demonheart. “What would you have done if I had not come to help you?”

“Of all the paths I saw,” he said, “there were none where you did not.”

Silence fell between them. Leo itched at his braids, laughing at himself. “Here we are, two fools determined to kill each other, traveling together to chase down our wild visions first.”

“Here we are,” Kaejic said, eyes on the horizon.

“It won’t be easy in Uthrec,” Leo said. “They can be an unruly and violent bunch, the seafarers of the northeast isles. They don’t hate orcs as much as the rest of us, but they have no love lost for Ellarians or Rolanse either. They’ve fought more wars against us throughout the years than your kind, truth be told.”

“We must find a ship to the south.”

“And if we make it there, we will fight once we’ve lured my grandfather out of hiding and slain him? Provided either of us are still alive. This is madness. Gods, what am I doing?”

“Veth’ga as khaaru. I have seen it.”

“Oh so you’ve seen that too. I’m relieved.” He shook his head. “This is a fool’s jape. Maybe I should’ve let that mob kill you. What if your visions are wrong? How do you know these visions are given to you by these earth-spirits you call them? What the hell are these earth-spirits anyway?” Leo’s boots scraped across the lichened stones as he meandered the outcropping.

“How do you know your dreams show you the way?” Kaejic said.

Leo stopped, eyes on the orc. “I have no idea. They just…feel right.”

“And who is it that shows you these visions?”

Leo fell silent. The wind blew hard across the rugged foothills. My father? I don’t know. He suddenly felt foolish even thinking of it. He hadn’t even considered where they had come from. My father’s gone. Something about them just felt good, like following them was the only path. They led us to the stones, and to the greatest windfall of wealth we’ve ever had. They can’t be all bad.

“Maybe we are both fools,” Leo said.

“Like your father?”

Leo drew his sword. “Say that again, savage.”

“This is not the day we fight,” Kaejic snarled. “Put it away, human.”

The sudden awareness that they had an audience dawned upon Leo. He looked to the entrance of the hut, where the old orc woman stood in the doorway. Leo lowered his sword.

“The demonborn will not stop the hunt of you,” she said in fragmented common tongue, her eyes gazing into Leo’s.

“What did you say?” Leo said, dumbfounded. “How do you know about the Awakened?”

“Everywhere you go. Will not stop,” she repeated. “Thraka orun’agaal teeyun Kith’gaari.”

Kaejic turned around, his brow creased as he spoke to her with an edge in his voice. “Orunra’agaal. Orun’agaal ildobu ahn Kith’gaari!”

The woman snorted in disdain. “Kadar-egkah.” She said to Kaejic, then turned and went back inside.

Kaejic replied with what sounded like an angry orcish curse.

“What did she say? What were you arguing about?” Leo asked. He did not know what they said, but it was clear they were in disagreement over something.

“Nothing. Her mind is lost,” Kaejic said.

“Tell me.”

“It is not worth the salt of the sea,” Kaejic replied.

“You need me to get south,” Leo said. “I doubt they’ll take kindly to a single orc roaming about Uthrec. I have the influence of a noble family. Even that might not be enough to get us there, but it is your only shot of moving through our civilized lands with your head upon your shoulders. Tell me what she said or I leave without you.”

Kaejic sighed, bowing his head. “She said my visions were wrong.” The orc hefted his axe and his belongings, and strode away to saddle his horse.

Leo looked back at the hut. I knew I liked her, he smirked. She doesn’t seem like a fool to me. Quite the contrary. He sheathed his sword, moving to saddle his own horse and gather his things.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 32 - Cuan Laidir

 

The midday sun shone brightly down upon the grassy fields marked by low stone walls crisscrossing the Uthrecci mainland. It was warmer here than in the northern Ellarian highlands below the Fjostarne Mountains they had traveled. Leo and Kaejic’s horses clopped along the packed dirt road winding towards Cuan Laidir, the largest port on the mainland of Uthrec. It was second only to the great Storm-King’s city of Skalcreach on the Isle of Cathairigh. Skalcreach, The City of a Thousand Ships, some historians had dubbed it. Leo’s father had taught him that when he was just a boy, and Daleon would drill Leo on the histories of the major houses of Demarest. He always said the name was a gross overestimation—no one had a thousand ships, not even the first Storm-King of Uthrec who would raid and rove across the seas like he were the thunder-god himself, bringing ruin upon the lesser kingdoms.

Uthrec was not nearly the great power it was then, but its people remained strong, dangerous and unpredictable. And much like his people, the current storm king that sits upon the rune-seat of Skalcreach is no less proud than the first.

Neither were the Uthrecci particularly fond of outsiders, despite having bustling trade in their port cities. Ellarians and others from the northern kingdoms of the Lionheart Pact, dwarves, and Rolansian traders were tolerated at best, and orcs rarely passed through. Aside from some rare few imprisoned orcs from time to time. Captured in the wilder places of the continent and dragged back to one kingdom or another to answer for crimes they may or may not have committed. More than a few southern noblemen and knights made near a sport of it whenever they heard tell of orcs scratching a living in remote places of Demarest. An easy chance for glory and renown, hunting the paltry few outnumbered orcs scattered across the continent. 

Leo reined up when the port of Cuan Laidir came into view from atop the hillside road. It had been nearly a year since he had last been here, but no one knew who he was then. He was just a face among faces in Duncan’s excavation crew. I hope my family name may at least do something for us here. Either that, or it may lead to swordpoints at our throats.

“We’d be fools to just pass into the city like this. Even the laziest guardsman would have to act with an Ellarian and a free orc passing into the city,” Leo said, wincing as he worked his shoulder, the wounds on his arm paining as they stretched.

“You knew this,” Kaejic said.

Leo nodded. “There’s only one way I can figure we’ll get in, but you won’t like it.”

 

 

The tall outer walls around Cuan Laidir were made of countless great tree trunks, sealed in oil and sharpened to points along the top. Leo spun the dwarven grappling hook and launched it deftly over the top, pulling until the prongs dug into the top of the great logs. He wrapped the end of the rope around one hand and climbed easily up the twelve or so feet to the top. Quietly in and out. I just need to find a smithy or an armor merchant. He began to climb over when he heard the muttering of voices. Two men patrolling the perimeter were coming around a corner from a nearby alley. Leo clambored back to the outer side as quietly as he could, hanging onto the rope as he watched the two guards with the storm-god endless knot facial tattoos of Uthrecci soldiers.

“…you and your damned rumors. Every whispering drunk is telling the same tale. Demons,” the guardsman snorted in contempt. “It’s just a sad excuse for the honey-licking Ellarians who can’t even win a war against the Rolanse.”

“A sailor from Cyrine spoke of them in Rolanse, too. He said he saw one flying from a battlefield in the Steadlands in the light of a clear sky.”

“He probably saw a damn manticore flying from the Ravenspires. We’re trusting the words of southern sailors now?”

Slowly the men’s voices faded, and Leo climbed over the top. He unhooked the grapple and tucked it into his belt before he lowered himself down and dropped with a squelch to the muddy earth below. It must’ve rained the night before. It rained and snowed even more in Uthrec than it did in the rest of the north. No drought for them here. I bet the Storm King is making a killing selling crop yields to the other kingdoms while Rolanse and Ellaria keep fighting their idiotic war because of King Idrane.

Leo hustled down a nearby alley until he reached the main causeway of Cuan Laidir. Doesn’t matter. Ellarian politics and the fate of Leoneguard was my family’s business, not mine. I need a smithy.

The streets were quieter than last time Leo had been to this city, though maybe that was on account of more prosperous times before the drought. Still, there were more than enough hawkers, merchants, and beggars to fill the air with a cacophony of voices. Vendors cried out selling boots and belts, trinkets and pelts, and all other manner of foods from bread and foreign fruits to expensive sweetmeats for the wealthy.

A few eyes lingered upon Leo as he moved through the crowds of mostly Uthrecci men and women. He paid them no mind, mentally re-tracing steps from years past to make his way to Smithy’s Row. The familiar burning smell of flux and the ringing of hammers on steel grew as he approached one shop in particular. They had come here for mining equipment back then.

“Well met,” Leo called out to the smithy as he approached the blacksmith’s stall.

The leathery dwarf looked up at him for a moment, finished hammering out what was clearly a visor for a helm before he put his tools down.

“Well met, lad. What can I do ye fer?” He appraised Leo for a moment, recognizing he wasn’t Uthrecci. “What brings you to the Stormland Isles?”

“Passing through,” Leo said. The dwarf must’ve been from Dun Baerathos, his accent reminded Leo of Duncan. Though it had clearly been influenced by Uthrecci speech over the years. “How much for that shield there? The one with the tree sigil.”

“Ah, that.” The dwarf grunted his displeasure. “It’s for display, mostly. Some lordling commissioned me to make it, but he never returned to retrieve it. He fell in with a bad sort while he was here, if tales be true.” He lifted it off the peg on the display rack and brought it over to Leo. It was a medium sized heater, heavier than his old shield but not too heavy. It was well crafted, too. The details of the device looked the same as the first day he’d seen them in a roll of arms as a boy. An elm, of the noble house of Othras. He slid his left hand into the grip, feeling it.

“How much for it?”

The dwarf rubbed his beard. “Well, you’d need to get it painted, or strip it of the device. Can’t go around toting some southern lord’s sigil.”

Leo shook his head. “My only concern is that it will turn an axe blow.”

The dwarf smirked. “It’ll do that easily enough, you can be certain.”

Leo managed to haggle the smithy down from his original price, given the tree device that was emblazoned on it. The dwarf wasn’t too happy with the price, but he knew the shield wasn’t going to make him much coin sitting on his display rack and seemed glad to be rid of it.

“Anything else I can help ye for?” The dwarf said, biting the silver Leo gave him.

“Yes,” Leo said. “I need a pair of manacles, if you have any.”

The dwarf raised his bushy eyebrows at Leo.

 

 

Leo did not waste any time as he weaved his way back through the damp, misty air of Cuan Laidir. The strong east winds smelled of salt and whipped through the flat, sprawling city, keeping away the stink of emptied chamber pots and rotting rubbish that channeled down alleys. There was a congregation of people around a notice board where a town clerk was nailing something up.

“What is that for?” Leo asked a shirtless tattooed Uthrecci boy chewing on a heel of bread. Leo had forgotten the Uthrecci tradition to tattoo their children at young ages with religious symbols and familial designs passed down through generations.

The boy looked disdainfully at Leo. “It’s the newest list of bounties from the Storm-King. But you’d know that if you weren’t a honey-licking foreigner.”

Leo stuck his tongue out at the boy. “Thanks, kid.”

More than a few of the men around the notice board had the look of mercenaries hailing from one end of the continent to the other.

He didn’t waste any more time weaving his way out of the city. He climbed over the far wall when the alley was empty, and hustled back across the lush grassy fields between the farmlands. One farmer had eyed him suspiciously as Leo made his way back to where he left Kaejic, but Leo paid him no mind. He planned on putting the shackles to use. With some luck and maybe the favor of whatever gods would listen, his fool plan might work.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 33 - The Land of the Storm-King

 

Kaejic glowered at the manacles in Leo’s hands.

“What, you didn’t see this in your spirit-visions?” Leo quipped.

“I will not be your prisoner.”

“Why not? It’s the easiest way to get you through the city. People might throw some rotten vegetables at you, but it’ll be better than another angry mob rising up when they see you wandering around the city.”

Kaejic snarled. “I have already spent too much of my life in human chains.”

Leo sighed. “It’s only until we can get passage on a ship south. I can claim you are a prisoner being brought south for trial. Even if they wanted to hurt you, they wouldn’t get in the way of a lord’s justice.”

“I am sure the punishment for shedding orc blood is severe.”

Leo ran his hand over his face. “And here I didn’t think you capable of such wry wit. Lucky me. Put the damned chains on or find your own way south. Best of luck getting past the war front. The only people who hate orcs more than northern soldiers are southern soldiers.”

Kaejic stared at the manacles, frowning. The hell are you sulking about, anyway? I’d bet you could snap the damned chains if you needed to be free of them. It was likely more of what it meant to Kaejic. The idea of being once again in human bondage rankled within him. Or maybe, it was specifically being captive to Leo. Why in the frozen hells am I going through all this trouble for my enemy? For the bastard that killed my father and means to kill me?

Ever since their meeting outside Caergan Dunoor, Leo couldn’t shake the feeling their paths were intertwined. At Caelm’s Reach, at Utrehngard, and now here he had chances to leave Kaejic behind, leave him to die or flee or to whatever fate befell him. At times it seemed like wisdom to do so. And yet, each time Leo felt compelled to continue their journey. You need him in the fight against your grandfather and the Awakened, something told him. But more than that, in this time they spent together, Leo had gained a respect for the orc. He hated it, but he did. At first he had envisioned Kaejic as a bloodthirsty warmonger, a creature motivated purely by honor-bound violence and vengeance. But Kaejic had proven himself to be something far different. Intelligence and patience were not traits ascribed to orcs when human children were taught of them and their history.

None of that changed the fact that when their journey was over, one of them would have to die. And Leo had no plans on dying anytime soon.

Kaejic said something that sounded like an orcish curse, before he finally held out his hands. Leo fastened the manacles. “A plague upon your kind and their desire to put one another in chains.”

Leo raised his eyebrows. “You do not imprison your own kind?”

Kaejic stared back, as if this was an absurd notion. “If an orc dishonors himself, he must make penance as determined by the sages. That, exile, or death. So long as we live, we are free. If we cannot make penance, we are free to return to the earth-mother in death. We never imprison our own kind.” The orc’s stoic countenance slipped for a moment, and there was a sadness in his eyes.

“I’m not sure I love that death part, but otherwise that doesn’t sound too bad.”

The chains jingled as Kaejic lowered his arms. He lifted his head high, scowling. “Let us be done with this farce.”

From within his pack Leo pulled free an old weathered cloak. “Here, put this on. It doesn’t exactly fit, but it will do you well to keep the hood up. You’ll still stand out like a sober man in a brothel, but it may help keep the rotten vegetables off you.”

Kaejic did little to hide his disgust.

Leo chuckled. “At least we can agree, we never in a thousand ages thought we’d end up here.”

When they approached the gates of the wooden walls around Cuan Laidir, Leo saw the Uthrecci guardsman straighten up and stiffen, spitting into the dusty grass as they saw them approach. Leo had a rope around Kaejic’s neck tied to his saddle, and the orc walked in chains behind him and the horses. Luckily it wouldn’t require much of an acting performance for Kaejic to convince them he was disgusted at this arrangement.

“What’s this, then?” the guardsman with the braided and forked beard said to Leo, his facial tattoos wrinkling as he glowered at Kaejic. “What business have you in Uthrec, bringing this beast?”

“I am Sir Andruin Othras. I bring this savage back to the southlands to answer for his crimes,” said Leo. He had positioned the heater shield with the device of house Othras on the saddle as to be plain to see.

The guardsman largely ignored his statement, his stare moving from Kaejic to the shield, then to Leo upon his horse.

“Sir, huh? You look like no prissy southern knight to me.” The guard frowned. “You captured this monster by your lonesome?”

Leo shook his head. “My squire and man-at-arms attended me. They died valiantly fighting the savage. The beast killed one of our horses, too,” Leo said bitterly.

The guardsman looked at his companion and grinned. “Oh, I’m sure they died bravely,” he chuckled. “As I’m sure you’re a mighty warrior, sir.”

Leo raised his nose at the guard. “I will not be disrespected by the likes of you. Need I remind you my house has already some reason for outrage with your city, given what befell my cousin here. Perhaps I should tell my father that you besmirched our honor when he comes to Uthrec to show you all what southern justice looks like.”

“By all means, have your southern lordly father come here from his cushioned seat.” Despite the guard’s words, his bravado seemed shaken. Rolanian lords were notoriously prickly when it came to the lordly honor of their house and name.

The other guard, a bald man who had his helmet resting on a nearby pike and seemed annoyed to have to do his job, looked Leo up and down.

“Your accent,” He said. “It does not sound to me like a southerner.”

“I spent many young years training in the Ellarian War Academy with my uncle. My mother is Ellarian nobility.”

“Well, if you want to get in, you’ll need papers,” the first guardsman said, tired and bored of the conversation.

Leo scoffed. Papers. Sure, I bet the Jarl of Cuan Laidir really keeps a tidy book on travelers. Leo rummaged through his pack to find a crumpled piece of parchment. He deftly folded five silver inside it, and held it out.

The guardsman smiled after he unfolded it. “Safe passage for you on your journey south, sir.” the guardsman mocked. “A word of warning—leave swiftly before word gets out that you travel with this beast. Speak to Dockmaster Yorrel if you seek swift passage.” The guardsman spat towards Kaejic, staring him down. “We will be glad to kill him.”

Kaejic cursed in Orcish. Leo yanked on the rope around his neck.

“Do not bother with his ilk,” said Leo. “He does not understand, for he only speaks the savage tongue.”

Leo spurred his horse on as they entered the wet, bustling city that brimmed even more with activity since Leo snuck in that morning.

“The day I cut you down will be even sweeter,” Kaejic rumbled at Leo. “Do not think I will forget this dishonor.”

“Yes of course, you’ll bathe in my blood and all that. You have a funny way of saying thank you. I could just as well let them kill you.”

“Let them try to kill me.” Kaejic seemed to be reveling in the fantasy.

“And stop cursing at everyone in orcish. It only makes people want to kill you more,” Leo snapped. “People are terrified enough of your kind and anyone else they know nothing about. Speaking foreign tongues only makes you seem all the stranger.”

Kaejic seethed, but remained silent. It did not take long for stares and quiet murmurs to turn into shouts and curses in their direction as they passed through the main street towards the docks. Some of them even threw rocks and clods of mud at Kaejic, who kept his head high and his face placid, though Leo knew how much rage boiled beneath the surface at this disgrace. Strangely though, more and more people began to turn and run away at the sight of them as they traveled to the docks. That was new even for Leo. Maybe the people here are more superstitious about orcs than I thought. I suppose the rumors of demons have been spreading.

By the time they reached the dockmaster standing outside the wooden warehouses, people had completely parted as they came, as if they had some plague. This is even more attention than I figured.

“Well met, you must be Dockmaster Yorrel?” Leo said as cheerfully as not to take the man unawares.

The man was overseeing crates and barrels of supplies being offloaded by a long chain of passing hands from ships to quays to the warehouses. He turned to face Leo, looking immediately displeased by the interruption.

“Who are you and what do you want? I have no time for—” The man was taken aback at the sight of Kaejic. “Thunder-god’s breath, what are you doing with that beast?”

“I am Sir Andruin Othras, I am bringing the savage south so that he may answer for his crimes against house and country in the Liberation War,” Leo said as pridefully as he could manage.

“Of course you are. Salt-blasted southerners,” the man grumbled to himself.

“The guardsman at the gate told me to seek you out for speedy passage south. As you might understand, I do not wish to linger here with this creature.”

The man’s countenance brightened at the mention of the guardsman at the gate. For a moment he looked from Leo to Kaejic and back again to Leo. He forced a wide smile. “Of course, sir, my apologies for my ill manner. My work is quite trying, you understand. That ship there, on the second to last quay. The Storm Bitch, seek out her captain, they mean to travel to Rioma Aldeaux by morrow at the latest. Tell him I sent you, he shall give you a fair price, sir.”

“Light’s blessings on you,” Leo said with a nod. 

“I do not like this,” Kaejic said once they were out of earshot.

“When was the last time you liked anything we’ve done?” Leo grumbled. “They want our coin, what more do you expect? I am sure this is all some overpriced racket to swindle southern lords, but we don’t have the luxury of seeking out a fairer deal. We have to get south before any other mad things befall us.”

When they approached the Storm Bitch, a shirtless man with a long, fair braid running the length of his face appeared from the deck, the rest of his hair shaved. He was covered in tattoos of Uthrecci runes and symbols from neck to knuckles. 

“Are you the captain of this vessel?” Leo announced.

“I might be,” the man said casually, appraising Leo and Kaejic.

“I was told by the dockmaster you might give me and my prisoner fair passage south.”

The man inspected his fingernails and sniffed. “Thirty gold. And we don’t take horses.”

“Thirty!” Leo had to keep himself from shouting. “That is a ridiculous sum. It should be no more than ten!”

The sailor shrugged. “That is the price to ferry your lordship, and that savage you travel with, and all the danger he brings with him. If you do not like it, you are free to find other passage. It is seven days until the next ship travels south. Most have just arrived in port. Best of luck keeping it here for seven days.”

Leo offered the man a look of contempt. “I will sell the horses, and depending on the price I get I will have at most twenty-two gold, I’d wager. That is all I can offer.”

“Twenty-eight.”

“Twenty-five.” I made enough platinum selling the stones to buy a small kingdom, and here I am haggling for the difference of a few gold. Even if he is trying to fleece me, who cares? It’s worth it to get south safely.

The sailor thought for a moment, then smiled at one of his companions who came forth to lounge on the weathered railing. “Alright. Come back with your gold, sir. The savage must stay in the brig for the journey.”

Leo nodded. It cannot be helped. Kaejic is not going to like that. “Of course, I would’ve recommended so.”

“I am captain Jormund Tolvedson. We leave at daybreak. Keep your head on your shoulders until then.” The Uthrecci captain grinned, a grim smile of broken and missing teeth.

 

 

Leo managed to get a reasonable price for the horses and saddles, though not nearly what they were worth. A good bit more than he told the Captain, but he wasn’t about to tell him that. They were already paying far more than reasonable fare as it were. It was hard to lose a horse, whether to sell or for those that die in your service. Ride long enough with the same horse and you feel an inevitable kinship, even though he hadn’t realized he had felt a kinship with this one so soon. He had only been riding Lily since Lord Aemyrn’s stablemaster had given her to him at Caelm’s Reach. She had been a good steed, and carried him faithfully and never complained nor snapped at him. She even knew enough to obey Kaejic when he had taken her to whisk Leo away from Utrehngard during the purging. As she drank from the horse-trough, Leo rubbed her neck and spoke softly to her.

“You’re a good girl, Lily. I paid the stableman some coin to feed you apples every day, so if he doesn’t, you come tell me, okay?” Leo smiled at her, running his hand through her mane. “Keep your wits about you and keep your hooves out of ruts. If I make it back this way I’ll buy you back and bring you back to Caelm’s Reach, gods willing.”

Lily lifted her head from the trough and nuzzled into his hand a moment, before returning to drink as Leo said goodbye.

 Leo bought some bread and cheese from a market stall for them to eat. He and Kaejic sat against the walls of the warehouses on the dockside and slept barely at all through the night, slowly watching the night fade towards morning. They didn’t dare bring Kaejic to an inn, given what had transpired in Utrehngard.

Kaejic stared up at the stars, the clear night sky leaving a canopy of glittering lights above them. Only a rare few candlelit windows from the sprawling city on the other side of the docks broke the darkness from a few restless souls that could not find sleep. Leo strangely enjoyed the moment for its beauty and rarity. Though he’d have given it all to have Reina by his side rather than an orc avowed to kill him. When he closed his eyes, it was her face he saw. She’s on her own path. Don’t tie yourself in knots. Despite the thoughts, still she lingered in his mind. He remembered what she’d said, about him running away from what was happening. I’m not throwing myself at these mad demons for the sake of some prophecy or whatever the hell it is. I need to know what happened with my father. And where the rest of these tomes of Eskian have gone. Leo shifted his arse on the hard cobblestones. Luckily, the wind off the sea had mercifully kept the unsavory smells of the city at bay.

“Why do you think these demons have come?” Kaejic said, breaking the silence.

Leo looked up at the stars alongside him. “I don’t know. My grandfather and his Awakened cult are involved, that’s all I know.”

“And you believe you play no part in that?” Kaejic said.

“Martyr forgive me, I hope not,” Leo said. “But I did find the first tome of Eskian. Someone was going to find them eventually, might as well have been me.” He shrugged. “At least I’m not trying to kill anyone with them.”

Kaejic pointed to one of the newly seen constellations. The one Emryhs has pointed out to Leo after Caergan Dunoor. One of twelve.

“And what of those demons?”

Leo quirked an eyebrow. “The Twelve Divines? Those gods?”

Kaejic scoffed. “All of your gods are demons. Beings not of the earth-mother.”

Leo shook his head. “I don’t know. I’ve never cared much for the workings of the gods. Only a fool tries to understand them.”

A mocking laugh from Kaejic broke the silence of the night. “You are not what I expected you to be, grandson of the Kith’Gaari. Both more wise and more a fool.”

Leo chuckled. “Probably the most accurate description of me I’ve heard.”

 Silence fell on the docks once more, save for the lapping of water against the quays and the wind that gusted from the east. The two of them found themselves staring at the stars once more.

“Let’s say you achieve what you wish. Together we manage to kill my grandfather and his Awakened demons, and afterwards you kill me and fulfill your prophecy. What then?”

“The honor of my people will be restored, and the path will open for us to return to our homeland.”

Leo furrowed his brow. “And the humans? Will you war with them again?”

“If the earth-spirits will it.”

“Living on this continent will only mean more war between our people.”

“Then so it shall be. It was our land your people stole from us. If we must fight for it, we shall do so with pride. Your people only destroy and corrupt the earth-mother. We take what we need, give our thanks and protect her.”

“If you could kill all the humans, would you?”

Kaejic fell silent, staring at the darkened city of Cuan Laidir. In one window across the harbor, a candlelight was snuffed out. The bluish glow of morning light began to creep into the sky.

“Do you think we deserve that fate?” Leo continued.

Kaejic exhaled slowly. “It does not matter what I want.”

A sad smile grew on Leo in the darkness. “Sometimes I think we do,” he said. “But all the same, I think we all deserve the chance to prove otherwise.”

Kaejic said nothing, frowning, lost in thought.

“I don’t blame you, though,” Leo said. “Not anymore. If I were you, I’d be sickened by all the hate that is cast in your direction by those who know nothing about you or your people. They’d kill you without hesitation. It’s not right.”

“It does not surprise me.”

Leo exhaled deeply. “All the same.”

The two of them watched as the night sky slowly began to give way to dawn, though the sun had still not yet broken the horizon. Gulls and sea hawks began to caw and take wing, soaring on air currents, ready to dive at either morsel of sea or those left by fishmongers on land.

“If it means anything, I don’t want to kill you for who you are. I want to kill you because you denied me the chance to talk to the only man in this world I had questions for.”

Kaejic nodded. “I look forward to the day I stand across from you. I know you will fight with valor.” Kaejic took a long pause. “Your father died with strength and honor.”

Leo imagined this was probably a great compliment to both him and his father in orcish tradition. But instead it only made him want to put his dagger through Kaejic’s face. Stupid traditions. Stupid fucking prophecies. I’m sick of prophecies. They’re all bullshit anyway.

As the dawn broke, Leo and Kaejic rose, ready to make their way to the Storm Bitch for their long and surely uncomfortable trip south. The morning waves were overpowered by the sound of something coming from around the corner. It sounded like heavy footsteps.

Leo furrowed his brow at Kaejic. “Do you hear that?”

Around the far corner of the long warehouse, a shirtless boy pointed at Leo and Kaejic. On his heels was a group of what were clearly well-armed mercenaries.

The foremost mercenary, a mountain of a man covered in Uthrecci tattoos, called out to them. “This must be a first. Someone stupid enough to travel through the Land of the Storm-King with a bounty on their heads! At least you saved us the trouble of hunting you down.”

Leo without hesitation snatched up his pack and scrambled to his feet, praying Kaejic would follow as he ran around the corner of the warehouse. Leo could hear more footfalls closing in on them as he turned to see his huge orc companion.

“Quick, into the warehouse!” Leo said, pointing to a wide square hole the wall where a pulley helped lower crates. It was some ten feet up. Kaejic held out his hands as if to make a step. “Up, quickly!” he grunted. Leo put his boot into Kaejic’s hands and the orc launched Leo so hard he nearly hit his head on the jointing of the open window. Leo tossed down the rope to the pulley and wrapped it around a nearby anchor peg, bracing himself to hold the Orc’s weight as he climbed up. He felt as though his arms were about to tear free from his shoulders, but Kaejic swiftly clambered up inside and swung the rope in with him. The two of them crouched low as voices echoed in the alley outside.

“Your plan is going well,” Kaejic rumbled.

“Another jest?” Leo grinned. “And here I thought you were made of stone.”

“Enough. This is not the time.”

“There’s a way out of this. We just need to get to the Storm Bitch.”

“And if they leave without us?”

“They won’t,” Leo said. “They want our gold too much for that.”

“Is that not their captain?” Kaejic said, pointing out the window to the man walking towards them along the dockside.

Leo chuckled. “Yeah, come to collect I’m sure.”

The two of them leaned back into the warehouse as footsteps echoed down the alley once more.

“Break the doors down!” someone yelled. Suddenly heavy thudding sounds of people battering the warehouse doors began to grow louder and louder with the sound of splintering wood. He peered out the window, only to see more mercenaries surrounding the building.

Leo cursed. “Well, they’ve figured out we’re in here and all the little headhunters have come out to play.”

On the far docks, Leo spotted Captain Tolvedson waiting for them. When their eyes met, the Uthrecci captain waved them in the direction of the quays. He pointed to the Storm Bitch, his sailors finishing loading the ship with supplies from another warehouse and were beginning to prep the ship for sail, loosing the dock lines.

“We can’t trust this man,” Kaejic grunted.

“I’m not sure we have much choice,” Leo said. He tied the pulley rope around a cleat, grabbed the rope and got a running start. “Aim for that empty wagon,” he said to Kaejic as he went. Gods help me, can’t anything go right?

As the doors splintered apart to the warehouse Leo leapt out of the window with all the strength he could manage. He swung through the air, hands tight on the rough rope, adrenaline rushing through his veins. The pulley squeaked and groaned until the rope jammed, swinging him even farther forward. He let go and became weightless, hurtling towards the empty wagon beside the next warehouse. But was he far enough?

“Shit shit shit shit shit!” Leo shouted as he fell towards the edge of the wagon.

His heels barely skidded off the wall of the wagon as he slammed down onto the bed, somersaulting forward with a creaking thud. Pain shot through his feet up to his knees, but it was far better than landing on the stone docks below. He heard the mercenaries yelling behind him, and saw Kaejic take a massive leap out of the window without any rope at all. Frozen hells, what is he thinking? Leo dove off of the wagon and began to sprint towards the Storm Bitch at the end of the docks. Captain Tolvedson waved him on, as the ship was beginning to disembark. He heard the splintering crash as Kaejic nearly destroyed the wagon as he landed on it. Leo turned to see the orc grab one mercenary by the neck and throw him like a ragdoll into the others, turning and running to catch up with Leo.

Leo’s blood raced through his veins as a quarrel whizzed past his head, and another. Come on, come on! Slowly the Storm Bitch backed away from the end of the docks. You couldn’t wait a few more moments you assholes?

For a moment all Leo heard were the shouts of men and the cries of gulls and the splashing of waves at the end of the stone quay. He leapt with everything he had in his legs, soaring through the air above the bay before slamming onto the railing of the Storm Bitch and grasping onto it with both hands. He scrambled over the other side and fell onto the deck of the ship. Kaejic sprinted towards them on the docks, but the distance between the ship and the quay slowly grew. It’s too far. Even for him. And he is in chains. Without thought he tied a dock line around his waist and climbed back over the railing, leaning over the side. Kaejic roared, launching himself off the end of the docks towards Leo. It seemed impossible how far the orc launched himself, like a mountain cat leaping from tree to tree. But the distance was still too great. He’s going to end up in the bay.

Kaejic reached out for Leo’s hand, but not far enough. Oh hells, he’s going in. At the last moment, the chain from Kaejic’s manacles struck his hand. Leo gripped them in desperation, bracing himself the best he could with his legs.

It felt like a manticore was trying to rip his arms out of his shoulders, but he barely managed to hold on as Kaejic swung and slammed into the hull of the ship with a reverberating thud and subsequent splash, his lower half dragging in the water.

“Pull me up, you bastards!” Leo called out to the sailors, gritting his teeth. He looked down at Kaejic, splashing along the waterline. “How the fuck are you this heavy?” he grunted at Kaejic who stared back with determined eyes.

Slowly the sailors pulled the rope, yanking the two of them up until they could pull them over the railing. Kaejic was dripping wet from the bay, and the two of them were breathing so hard they might’ve collapsed. But they were alive, and they were on the ship. Together the two of them stood up, looking out at the mercenaries staring angrily at them from on the docks.

“Welcome to the Storm Bitch,” Captain Tolvedson said. “I hope you have the coin you promised, or else you’re going back over the side,” the Uthrecci captain said.

Leo tossed him a pouch of gold with the agreed sum. He turned to the mercenaries on the docks and waved, smiling.

“Good-bye! You gave it a good try, but you never really had a chance.”

“Your plans are truly breathtaking,” Kaejic rumbled. “It will be a miracle if we make it to our destination.”

“You’re welcome,” Leo said. “Again.” 

“He goes in the brig, remember?” The Captain nodded at Kaejic.

Leo sighed, nodding. He gave Kaejic an apologetic look, but would risk no more than that. Kaejic snarled at the sailors that tried to grab his chain, and moved of his own accord belowdecks.

As the sailors raised the rest of the sails, and the ship moved out of the bay on the north side of the Spine, the island between the mouth of Lathrainn Bay. 

“Why go north?” Leo asked the captain.

“Rough seas on the southern mouth of the Spine these days. Better to arrive at our destination later than not at all.”

Leo nodded. He was relieved to finally be headed south, after everything that had gone wrong to get them here. He thought of Reina, and the rest of his companions. He hoped they were okay, and had traveled safely south. Hold onto those riches for me, Dunc. I’m coming for them eventually you old bastard. He smiled. Okay, maybe a rare few things have gone right.

It had been a long time since Leo had taken a ship anywhere, and the seas felt much more calm than the tales of the unpredictable Uthrecci Sea led him to believe. It was actually enjoyable, relaxing even, to rest on the deck and stare at the blue waves, the rocking of the ship, the cool wind blowing through his hair. He felt for Kaejic, who surely was all sorts of miserable locked in the brig belowdecks. He’ll survive. The rhythmic bobbing of the ship with the waves somehow made Leo realize how exhausted he was. Without too much thought, he found a quiet spot beside the coils of dock lines and leaned his head against the dark wood, allowing the relief of sleep to wash over him.

 

 

 

Kaejic raised his manacled hands, locked in the brig of the Uthrecci ship. He swayed back and forth as the ship rocked like a babe in his mother’s arms, the wood creaking and flexing as it went. A lantern on a hook outside his cage squeaked every time the ship bobbed port side. Inside a chart table, something solid rolled back and forth, thunking into the wood of the drawer. Creak, squeak, thunk, creak, squeak, thunk, the prison-song for his journey.

He sighed. These humans truly love their chains. In his mind resurfaced a memory of his father Kaegrash—speaking to his heartfury warriors when Kaejic was just a child: Most all wear chains, even if they cannot be seen. Only those who tread their path without fear are truly free. He bowed his head, closing his eyes.

“You should still be with us, father,” he said. “You were a great chieftain.”

No, I was not. The words came to Kaejic’s mind as if they were his own. Great chieftains do not lead their people to bondage and death only to have to flee their homeland. Kaejic growled in disgust. No, that should not be laid at your feet. The Demonheart tricked our people, lured us, he raped and killed my Jaska’leha. We had to go to war, for our honor. For hers.

He bowed his head. “Jaska’leha.” In his mind, he could still see her beautiful face when they were children. Strong features, commanding gaze with those golden eyes. They were both younglings still when she first approached him, handing him wildflowers she had woven into a crown. We will be together, she said to him with unflinching certainty. We will be one. You are mine and I am yours. We will lead our people to new prosperity, and I will bear you a son and a daughter. She smiled at him, a knowing, confident smile. 

The Demonheart broke the prophecy of the earth-spirits when he killed her. His treachery must be undone and our people’s honor restored for our future.

He flexed his fingers. He could easily tear the chains from the wood of the ship they were bolted onto—could snap the chains themselves and break the rusted hinges of the cage that held him. But he did not, because it was not necessary. He was still on the path. The earth-spirits showed him glimpses of wild and near-unbelievable futures. Futures that scared him, if he was true to himself. But they were necessary ones. And so he would sit, listening to his prison-song, waiting for what would come. 

So far from home, he thought. I wish I had you with me, Jaska’leha. I wish your wisdom could temper mine. You were a great orc, and the life you were destined was stolen from you. I hope that you guide me with our ancestors in the path I take. I have followed the earth-spirits faithfully. Better than any of our kin could. No other orc would have the courage to put himself at the mercy of humans and suffer such dishonor. But I do it all for our people. I only hope it is worth it.

An Uthrecci sailor stumbled towards the brig, his drunken eyes staring at Kaejic.

“You’ll suffer in all the hells when you die, savage,” he said with a grin, his teeth glistening red from the wine.

Kaejic did not respond.

“There’s no escaping it,” the sailor said. “Demon-descended bestial filth.”

Kaejic rumbled to himself, ignoring the human. I walk this path for you, Jaska’leha, and you, father. For the lives you deserved that were stolen from you, like so many of our brethren.

 

 

 

When Leo awoke to the sound of splashing waves and cawing seagulls, he wiped his hand over his face, trying to rub the lethargy from his eyes. Slowly he got to his feet. Seagulls? Are we still near shore? How long did I sleep? The sun was retreating from the sky, and the ship headed toward a huge port, a massive towering city with a tall stone keep on the side of a mountainous island. The seat of the Storm King.

“That’s Skalcreach,” Leo said, his brow creased in confusion. He turned to face the captain. “I paid you to take us south. Why are we going to the Isle of Uthrec?”

 Captain Tolvedson sauntered closer to Leo.  “I do love getting paid twice for one job,” he said.

Oh no. You’ve got to be joking. Leo reached for the hilt of his sword, but before he could so much as draw it several sailors leapt on him, sending him crashing painfully to the deck. He cursed and struggled, but the group of men pressed him against the bitter-smelling stained wood, pulled his hands behind his back and tied him up.

“Gods, is this necessary? What am I gonna do, jump off the ship?” Leo looked up at the captain. “While I appreciate your loyalty to coin, I can do far better than whatever the Storm-King will pay. I happened to just have come into some immense wealth that I do not have on my person.”

The captain laughed. “Ah, how convenient. And why would I disappoint the Storm-King, Sir Othras? You pass for a shit Rolansian knight, Lord Anglian. You could never get the stink of Ellarian arrogance off yourself.”

“Aw, that’s not nice. You don’t see me criticizing your character in these trying times.”

A boot struck Leo in the stomach. He grunted in pain. “Okay, little to no sense of humor.”

“I don’t know why the Storm-King wants you, and I don’t care. Even if you had that coin, which you don’t, I still wouldn’t betray my king. Uthrec stands alone.”

His nearby sailors echoed the words. “Uthrec stands alone!”

“Fantastic. Smugglers with a sense of loyalty. Who would’ve guessed.”

“I think you’ll enjoy the dungeons of Tempest Keep. Either that or the axe of King Ravecson’s headsman. I hope it’s the axe. Either way, we won’t be here to see it, sadly.”

“That’s too bad,” Leo said as they lifted him to his feet, his arms bound behind his back. The image of the sprawling city of Skalcreach with Tempest Keep looming over it on the hillside only grew larger, bobbing up and down as the ship crested oncoming waves. “I hate to lose new friends.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 34 - Desperate Times

 

There wasn’t much of a crowd as they were brought through the meandering stone causeway. At least not at first. As people began to notice Leo and Kaejic—and in truth, it was hard not to notice the great orc chained up in every way possible sitting atop a wagon—the crowd began to grow until the Uthrecci citizens began to shout and throw things at them. Strangely, though, Leo noticed some people were clapping, and arguing with other denizens of Skalcreach. Well that’s strange. Seems like rumors of all types about us have reached here.

Skalcreach was undoubtedly a beautiful city, and Leo wished he could enjoy it under better circumstances as he tugged on his chained wrists.

Great masons had constructed massive buildings decorated with ornate Uthrecci carvings that told stories of storms and nature, mythical creatures and great warriors. The city had towering archways, huge statues of storm-gods and warrior-kings, tiered buildings and expansive roads that spread across the plains and foothills. Surely, it was one of the greatest cities in all of Demarest. Granted, most of these great structures had been built by slaves taken by the first Storm-Kings of Uthrec who would raid relentlessly up and down the Wanderer’s Sea, but most histories were writ in blood. Uthrec’s simply was more so than most.

By the time they had made it most of the way up the sloping causeway towards Tempest Keep, the Krigair Mor, elite warriors of the Storm-King, met them along the way and fought back the frenzying crowd to escort Leo and Kaejic. Such kind hospitality these Uthrecci have. Leo wiped rotten amberplum off his face with his shoulder. From bad to terrible. We’ve really stepped into the dragon’s mouth here.

The Krigair Mor wasted little time bringing Leo and Kaejic down to the dungeons underneath Tempest Keep, locking them in dark stone cells across the way from one another. Only the sound of dripping water and the occasional jingle of Kaejic’s chains broke the silence. Somewhere deep in the dungeon, a man coughed violently.

“You were a fool to trust the captain,” Kaejic growled.

Leo laughed, leaning against the great iron bars of his cell. “I knew you were going to say something like that. Proof we’ve spent too much time around each other.”

“You are a fool,” Kaejic repeated. “Everything is a joke to a fool.”

“Not everything.” Leo scratched at the scruff on his chin. “But yeah, maybe most things.”

Kaejic grunted, his chains jingling as he receded into the darkness of his cell. Leo had hardly found a dry spot for him to sit against the wall when the Krigair Mor came back, unlocking their cell doors.

“Well, that was fast.”

The tattooed warrior with a braided beard gave him a look of disgust. “High King Ravecson will speak with you immediately.”

Leo chuckled. “How does that feel worse?”

 

 

The throne room of the Storm-King was in many ways a testament to the history of the Uthrecci people. It was massive, by no means ornate but strongly built with red greatwood and grey stone. Carvings of great Storm-Kings were inset into alcoves along the walls. Huge braziers that roared with flames kept the room comfortably warm despite the climate, and the wall behind the high seat of the Storm-King was adorned with a bewilderingly large skull of what looked to be a sea-serpent. Beside it, row after row of torn banners and shattered shields of nearly every great house and kingdom on Demarest and some he didn’t recognize. Trophies of a people whose history was defined by their unrelenting violence. 

 King Ravecson sat in his throne like he felt he had torn down every banner and smashed every shield himself. Leo knew, though, that most of those great trophies came from many long years ago. While Uthrec remained powerful, it was certainly far less keen to provoke the ire of Ellaria or Rolanse in these times. Which might change, Leo thought, if this war goes on so long that both Ellaria and Rolanse become too weak to defend their shores.

Ravecson looked as though he was getting along in years, and his legacy was less that of a warrior or conqueror and more one of a king who mostly reigned in a time of quiet prosperity for his country. He stared in silence at Leo and Kaejic, who stood before him in chains, as though he were calculating them, taking account of all that he saw.

“Bold of you to enter my lands with a bounty upon your heads,” Ravecson said eventually, his voice booming in the hall. “Bolder still to think you could steal away on a ship south captained by Uthrecci sailors. But then again, you have been carving out a bold path for yourself in recent times, Lord Leonel Anglian.”

“In my defense,” Leo said, “I didn’t even know there was a bounty on us.”

“No?” Ravecson smirked. “And what did you think would happen when you called down a host of demons in Utrehngard only to be seen fleeing the city with your orc companion?”

Leo laughed. “Companion is not the word I’d choose. And to be fair, I was unconscious for some of that. If I knew how to call down demons to serve me, I wouldn’t be standing here in chains.”

Ravecson took a drink from his ornately gilded horn, ignoring the words of his prisoner. “And before that, you were at Caelm’s Reach when it was said to be besieged by the dead. Some say you had a hand in the deaths among the Noble Aemyrn family. And before then, you stole some great relic and killed enough of the Cantry to get the church to declare you a heretic. There are some who even claim you are the leader of some demonic cult.”

Kaejic sneered and looked away from the Storm-King.

The strain in his back caused Leo to stretch as best he could, despite the clinking chains he was bound in. His neck felt like a board of wood. “What can I say, I’ve been working hard to undo all the fuzzy feelings around the Anglian name.”

“You don’t deny any of it?”

Leo laughed. “Oh, of course. Like any story, about half of it is true and the other half is enough lies to make the whole thing completely wrong.”

King Ravecson hmphed. He produced two tomes from a stand beside him. Leo recognized them immediately as his; it was the first tome of Eskian, blue and magically preserved to be as pristine as the day it was writ, and the worn old brown journal of the ancient monk of the Twelve Divines, Oran. “These must be the relics the Cantry so desperately seeks. One of them is written in a script so old none of my scholars even know what it is. The other apparently has some fascinating depictions of the second age told in it, from what little of it I have had read to me. I can see why the Cantry might not want this sort of information about.”

Leo said nothing. He wanted nothing more than to run up and snatch the tomes from King Ravecson’s weathered fingers, but he did not want to give away even a hint of how he felt, lest the king use it against him.

“Yes, these are priceless relics, I am sure. Certainly worth making an enemy of the great Cantry Church over. If that at least is true, I wonder—how much else of these rumors about you are true? Gallivanting about the continent with an orc savage at your side, calling forth unholy creatures not seen for so long that half my people scarcely believe they are anything more than fairy tales, and the other half hides in terror.”

Leo quirked an eyebrow. “And you believe that these stories are true? That demons are real and have returned?”

Ravecson fell silent, his brow set hard as he stared icily at Leo. 

“I do not mind leaving you in the dungeons for the rest of your days, boy. You and your savage beast.”

Kaejic curled his lip in disgust. His normal patience seemed to be wearing thin, and for a moment Leo was worried the orc was going to burst out of his chains and get them both killed.

“Maybe,” Leo said. “Or maybe you need something from us. You put out a bounty on us, and when we are captured you immediately set to studying the tomes I carry, and we aren’t in your dungeons for an hour before you bring us before you. There is something you need, and I want to know how it involves us.”

Ravecson chuckled haughtily. “Clever boy. Clever boy with an insolent tongue. You are lucky no one has struck your head off of your shoulders for it as of yet. I see why your countrymen see you as such a disappointment given the greatness of your parentage.”

“I have a particular expertise for disappointing people.”

“I can see why. But enough of these games. Tell me the truth, boy, or spend the rest of your days in my cells and I will find someone else to help me.”

Why do I have a feeling there is no one else that can help you?

“First, I want to know what it is you want us to help you with.”

“You do not make demands here. You are far from Ellarian court.”

Leo sighed. Well, it’s not like I have much choice. Truth is the freedom of a bird’s wings. I forget who said that?

“You’re right. Demons have returned to our world. I have been uncovering relics with my true companions, who I have since been separated from. Which, of course, is my job as a treasure-hunter. But after I found one ancient church, the Cantry began to hunt us. And soon enough we discovered an ancient cult of demons, the Awakened, were hunting us too. They are trying to bring forth the demons of ancient lore back to our world. And bring forth the demons within all of us. If tales are true, demons never fully left thousands of years ago. Their bloodlines became a part of ours. Ever since I found that out, all I’ve been trying to do is get away—I want no part in it. But the demons have not relented in their pursuit, as you can guess. And to make it worse, these Twelve Divines have returned to our world. Gods of the ancient world we worshiped long before the Cantry scoured their part from our histories. There is another war forming, one hidden in the darkness, one between these gods and demons of the ancient world.” Leo looked down at his manacled hands. “And as you might imagine, I am very tired.”

Ravecson was silent for a long time, his austere silver crown looking too big and heavy for his head, suddenly. He believes me.

“If you had come to me with such tales months ago, I would have had your head struck off for spreading lies and madness,” the Storm King said, shaking his head. “If not for what I have seen.”

The flames in the braziers whipped and spun with a wind that came through the great hall, sending spirals of tiny red embers to float through the air only to fade and disappear. Leo and Kaejic’s eyes met. He wants us to fight his demons.

“Some of my people live in the hills along Mount Storrimbrytare. Mining villages, mostly. But not long ago most of them left, taking up residence in the ancient dwarven ruins in the mountain. The people who did not were butchered. All the men I have sent to investigate have died, save for one. I did not believe him at first, until I took my Krigair Mor to the foothills to investigate myself. We waited until near nightfall, when the…” Ravecson looked like he bit into something sour, as if the word was poisonous, “…demons came out of the mountain.” He shook the image out of his head. “It would be problem enough if they kept to themselves there. But they have been using their foul sorcery to lure my people to them. Every day, more of my people wander into the mountains, as if called there by some unheard song. We have tried our best to keep it quiet, but people are asking questions as to why their friends and loved ones have gone suddenly missing.”

“And what exactly do you want us to do about it? We can’t exactly slay a village worth of demons,” Leo said.

The Storm-King rose from his seat, descending the steps to approach Leo. The normally controlled countenance of the high king was gone, replaced by raw emotion. Tears formed in the corners of his eyes.

“Two weeks ago, my son walked out of the keep and into those mountains,” the Storm-King said, struggling with the words. “Hrafjen, my boy—the heir to my throne.”

The king recollected himself with a deep breath. “I don’t know what has happened to him. If you find him and bring him back, you will have your freedom. I swear it. If you return him to me, I will give you anything you could ever dream of.”

He must be truly desperate, or else he would not turn to such as us. He needs not only to return his son, but discretion. He may kill us if we do return with Prince Hrafjen just to keep the secret of what has transpired here. A long sigh escaped Leo. “And if we refuse?”

King Ravecson’s expression darkened. “You can spend the rest of your life rotting away in the deep cells.”

Leo laughed. “A tantalizing option.” Kaejic stared at Leo impassively, but Leo knew him enough to know he was disgusted by this exchange. “Earth-spirits offer any insight here?” Leo said to him under his breath.

“I do not need their guidance to know what will happen,” murmured Kaejic, a look of disgust on his face.

Leo took a deep breath, shaking his head as he looked down at the stone floor that had been worn down and smoothed from the countless feet that had approached and knelt before the long line of Storm-Kings.

“If we do this, you need to give us back everything. Including those tomes.” Leo gestured to the ancient texts. “I cannot fight the demons without them.”

Ravecson paused a moment, staring at the texts before turning to appraise Leo. “Fine. It shall be done. Whatever you need.”

Desperate times. “If we do come back, a ship south will be the first thing we’ll need. If we don’t…” Leo blinked, so very tired and with no hope of rest on the horizon. “Don’t bother looking for us.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 35 - The Darkness Within

 

The valley between Skalcreach and Mount Storrimbrytare was spotted with countless farms in the lush green slopes for the first leg of their journey, but eventually the farms became more sparse and gave way to untamed woodlands, a river running through the low point in the valley. It was slower going with only a small, overgrown dirt path the horses had to trod. Their escort consisted of twelve Krigair Mor, six in front and six behind. Surely that was equal parts to better their chances and equal parts to ensure they wouldn’t run. Where would we go? It’s a damn island. We know what trying to sneak out of Uthrec cities with a bounty on our heads leads to. No, it was the last thing Leo wanted to face, but this impossible task of King Ravecson was their only way out of here. And that only made the the whole thing feel worse.

“I don’t like anything about this,” Leo said to Kaejic.

Kaejic scoffed. “Pela’durg teeyun asaa kroht’urah”

Leo made a face at him. “What?”

“A fool says the sun shall rise.”

Leo chuckled. “You know, you’re funnier than I thought.”

Kaejic snarled in disgust. “His son left freely. Each walks their own path. Pathetic of this king to want to control his son.”

“Good thing you didn’t say that in the throne room,” Leo grinned.

“If all these villagers are demons, we cannot defeat them.”

“That’s for certain.”

The wind whipped through the tall pines, the long manes of their horses flowing wildly with each gust. Only the rhythmic sound of their hooves broke the silence.

“The earth-spirits are silent,” Kaejic said finally, a troubled look upon his strong features.

“That does not bode well,” Leo frowned.

Kaejic rumbled his dissatisfaction, staring through the trees at the mountain ahead.

“Let’s pray these people are amenable to diplomacy,” Leo said.

The forest broke into a clearing in the foothills, the small homes of the village of Kyne’s Rest not far afield. There were no signs of life, even from where they were. The tall willow grass of the field around the road waved and billowed with the wind, and the cold blue sky was striped with white clouds behind the white-capped mountain before them. There’s a sight, Leo thought with a smile. He paused for just a moment, exhaling deeply while he drank in the view. No one can argue Uthrec isn’t beautiful. Even if it is slightly harder to appreciate under present circumstances.

Kyne’s Rest was indeed empty, not a single soul in their homes. Kaejic grunted at the corpse that lay outside the door to one cottage. It had been rent nearly in half. The further into the village they went, the more disembodied corpses lay strewn about, their blood long since seeped back into the earth. Nothing but flies and the occasional crow for company.

“Do you still hope for diplomacy?” Kaejic murmured.

Leo frowned. “They’ve slain their own people.”

The Krigair Mor mostly hid their disgust well, though a few of them had clearly not seen this village before, and they stared long at the corpses of villagers. Leo saw a few of them whispering to each other, their faces hard and their brows set in anger.

At the end of the village the first six of the Storm-King’s warriors gathered in front of a massive stone that jut out of the earth. Someone had recently carved strange, ornate runes and traced them in blood that dripped down the great stone. They looked otherworldly.

One of the Krigair Mor swore at the sight of it, and murmurs ran through their group. “What in the name of the shattered skies is that?”

Leo recognized the symbols, and it sent chills down his spine. He did not know what they said, but he recognized them. He had seen them on the bodies of demons.

He had seen them on his own skin, that day in Caergan Dunoor.

“The language of demons,” Leo reined his horse around. “How many of you have been here before?”

Four of the twelve warriors cantered forward.

“Have you been inside the mountain?” Leo asked.

“No, the way is shut.”

“So how will we enter?”

The warrior shook his head. He was the oldest, and had a long horizontal scar along his jawline that left a gap in his beard. He seemed to be the leader of their group. “You’re the demon expert.” He made no attempt to conceal his disgust.

A realization dawned on Leo as the twelve men stared coldly at him, as if he carried some plague. “You’re the demon,” he means to say. Leo’s horse snorted and tossed his mane in the silence. Of course. They were in the throne room. They heard King Ravecson speak of me. Demons at Caergan Dunoor. Dead rising in the Reach. Demons in Utrehngard. And here I stand, alive and traveling with a strange orc Chieftain, telling them of otherworldly runes.

Kaejic’s eyes met Leo’s. We must be careful around them too. They’re as like to kill us as anything else, he seemed to say. There was a strange sadness in the orc chieftain’s eyes. Now you know how it feels to be hated everywhere you go, he seemed to say.

“Well, take us to it,” Leo said. There was no sense in trying to convince them otherwise, he knew.

Wordlessly the Krigair Mor spurred their horses up the path out of the village into the slopes of the mountain, led by the leader of their company. They at no point had exchanged names, so Leo had no idea what to call the man. A fact which made Leo feel more like a captive than anything else that had happened. That’s what we are, in truth. All we need to do is find the prince, Hrafjen. And of course convince him to leave. “Your grace, I know you joined a demon-cult, but could you be so kind as to go home?” Leo sighed miserably. This was madness. But what choice did they have?

The path meandered little, and the sparse trees of the foothills cleared away as they moved up into the lower regions of the mountain. Eventually from beneath the dirt surfaced a well-made stone road, and along the sides stood crumbling stone pillars and shattered carven stones that must’ve once been part of archways. This is like Caergan Dunoor, too. Another ancient dwarven mine. Of the same Baeric dwarven kin of old?

As they came to the end of the path, a great weathered staircase seated at the base of a great doorway, the Krigair Mor began to murmur to each other. 

The great stone doors to this old dwarven kingdom lay open.

By their curses and mutterings, it was clear these warriors did not think their journey would come any farther than this. The door would be shut, and it would not open, they would go home, and Leo and Kaejic would return to the dungeons or go to the headsman’s axe.

Not so lucky, huh? Leo smirked.

Kaejic rumbled disapprovingly.

“Something on your mind?” Leo said.

“Skorach’teeyunbraj ra ayah dun ur.” he said to himself, before glancing over at Leo and remembering to translate. “Beware the door not opened for you.”

“You’re full of sayings today,” Leo said. “I’m more worried it was opened for us.” He put his heels to his horse. As Leo approached the Krigair Mor, silence fell over them and one by one they turned to look at him.

“Well, let’s go say hello,” Leo said to them with a grin. “Unless you want to head back and tell your king you were too craven to seek out your prince?”

Their leader scowled. One of the other Krigair Mor spat. “You seem keen to enter this dead kingdom.”

Leo laughed. “Hells, no. I was supposed to be on a boat to Rioma Aldeaux. But your king put out his bounty on me and your sailors dragged me here. I don’t want to be here any more than you do, but I don’t plan on living out my life in the deep dungeons of Tempest Keep. So let’s get this over with.”

Leo dismounted, as did Kaejic. The Krigair Mor dismounted and hobbled all the horses, lit torches and had barely stepped foot inside the old dwarven kingdom before they had drawn axes and swords. Some had great two handed weapons, others sported a round shield with Uthrecci knots of protection painted upon them, others wielded a sword or axe in either hand. Each one of them carried their weapons with an ease that spoke of countless battles, but in their eyes Leo saw an unknown fear. Leo drew his own sword and shield, and Kaejic slung his father’s axe off his back.

So much for diplomacy, Leo thought. These Uthrecci warriors are like to try and kill the first thing that moves in here.

As they followed the tunnel deeper into the mountain, they saw more and more passageways that had been caved-in, enough for Leo to think it might not have been a coincidence. Dwarven undercities could often be maze-like in complexity, but this one had been left with but one path ahead. And at each juncture the unease of the Krigair Mor seemed to grow.

“Where are these salt-blasted bastards?” one of them growled, his low voice echoing in the passage.

“Silence, Hjurik!” the leader snapped back.

Finally the tunnel opened to a huge chamber, massive in height and breadth. It seemed to be a great crossroads, with staircases up and down to great wood doors in the walls, pathways out in various directions on the farther edges of the chamber. At various places there seemed to be piles of rubble and shattered stone where small buildings once stood. This perhaps was a sort of market center, a hub for tradesmen and laborers in the once great deep city. 

From long arcing shafts to the surface, great rays of daylight shone down in symmetrical patterns. Twelve, Leo counted. Alone, he approached the floor where the light illuminated. Goosebumps prickled his skin as he saw what was illumined. Kaejic followed behind him slowly, and the Krigair Mor stood motionless, watching. The Twelve Divines. Each ray of light illumined the symbols of the Twelve Divines meticulously engraved in silver on the floor. Tree, Raven, Hammer, Flames, Stag, Star, Tower, Wolf, Crown, Tear, Gryphon, and Dragon. But the dwarves worshiped their own gods and their paragons… could some have believed in the Twelve Divines, too?Or was this worship of the Demon-Heralds that masqueraded as the Twelve Divines?

Leo knelt down and ran his hand along the Raven symbol. No dust. Goosebumps ran up and down his body. He lifted his fingers and rubbed them together in the light. Not a hint of dirt. People have been here. Tending to these symbols. Glancing around him, he realized the Krigair Mor had all but surrounded him and Kaejic both. Kaejic moved to stand beside Leo, who stood tall, turning to look at all of them.

“Well,” was all Leo said, bouncing his sword in his hand as he settled his grip on it.

“Ravecson is a fool,” the leader of the Krigair Mor said. “A fool to trust you, and more a fool to chase down his son. We Uthrecci carve our own path whether it be a prince or a green sailor boy. If his son is too weak of will to take up the throne, then a new Storm-King must rise. So it has been.”

“Don’t do this,” Leo sighed.

“Kill him before he lets forth his foul sorcery!” one of the warriors barked, hurling a throwing axe. Leo didn’t move, waiting for the axe and swatting it away with his shield. The steel and wood clattered in the stone chamber, echoing in the darkness. The twelve of them closed in together in a disciplined formation. Shit, Leo said. I was hoping they’d prefer the heroic charge. 

Kaejic clenched his fists around his father’s axe, letting forth a guttural roar that for half a second had Leo glancing around for some creature’s appearance. The Krigair Mor were seasoned warriors though, and they did not halt their advance. Kaejic began to chant something in Orcish, though his voice sounded strangely different. A wind began to spiral around them even in the depths of this dark place, growing in strength, and Kaejic began to laugh at them.

“Come to your death, palesoni. I will cut down you all.”

The Krigair Mor charged in unison, though the whirlwind Kaejic had somehow summoned caused some of them to lose their footing and be buffeted back. Leo deflected an axehead on the rim of his shield, parried a sword-strike with his own blade, and could barely hope to swing his own sword in anger as he desperately kept at bay the three warriors that pushed forward, raining blows on him. From behind him Leo heard one of the Uthrec warriors’ death rattles as Kaejic roared again, in full blood-fury.

There’s too many, and they have us surrounded. These are no common footmen or street thugs. We’re dead if we don’t think of something, he thought as he spun to turn a sword blow with his shield. He barely got it back around to stop an axe that swung down from overhead. The blade crunched down into his shield, and Leo could hear the splintering wood. Release me, a voice within Leo’s mind called out. You know the words. Release me. Set me free.

Leo stumbled backwards. No. No, I refuse. I will not become that again. Leo barreled into the closest Krigair Mor with his shield, creating an opening for his sword. Leo stabbed with all his strength and felt the blade pierce through the rings of his mail and drive into his flesh as the man gurgled.

A lance of pain exploded in his back by his ribs. Leo cried out as he whirled around on his enemy. The Krigair Mor had stumbled away from Kaejic and held a bloody dagger in hand, ready to strike again like an adder. My blood…

Embrace what is in your blood, said the sinister voice. You want to. Bring me forth.

Before he could turn around, the other Krigair Mor descended on him. Another lance of pain in his back. A blade entered near his shoulder, driving him to one knee. I am going to die, the simple thought passed through his mind. I’m not ready to die yet. He saw Reina’s smile in his mind, he saw his companions laughing together, sitting around a campfire near their old caravan. He saw the face of his mother, the face of his father.

A surge ran through him, a fire in his veins, like a thousand volcanoes awakened from within. When he looked down, his skin became a deep red, and bluish-purple runes began to glow upon his arms. He was vaguely aware of one of the Krigair Mor cursing, shouting in disbelief. Leo rose up to his feet again.

“Demon!” one of the Krigair Mor shouted. From behind him, Leo felt another warrior approach. He whirled around in an instant, his sword drove clear through the man’s breastplate and out the other side. The two-handed battleaxe fell from the Uthrecci warrior’s hands, his eyes wide. The others began to back away. 

Suddenly, the sound of great wings descended upon the hall. Demons began to rain down upon the Krigair Mor, who fought back in desperation. Leo spun to look for oncoming attackers, but the demons paid no attention to him. They’re…aiding us? The remaining seven Krigair Mor had organized back into formation, and managed to cut down the first two of the demons that descended upon them. But within moments they were overrun, and the sound of screams and death wails filled the great chamber as the demons eviscerated the great Uthrecci warriors. The last of their weapons clattered to the ground.

Behind Leo, Kaejic stood breathing heavily, blood-splattered and standing over the bodies of three of the Krigair Mor who he had driven back twenty yards before slaying each of them. He reared his head back and roared a victorious battle cry that sent chills down Leo’s spine.

“We’ve been waiting for you,” said one of the demons who had returned to human form. “Welcome, Leonel.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 36 -  World of Crimson Sky

 

“If you’ve been waiting for me, you’re wasting your time,” Leo snapped.

A gentle smile crossed the face of the Uthrecci man who had just moments before of his own volition transformed from the demon he once was. He was naked, covered in ornate vine tattoos in the style of Uthrec, culminating in a royal crown of swords on the center of his chest. A robed and hooded man brought him some clothes, and he donned them, a burgundy velvet doublet, simple trousers and soft leather boots that looked expensive.

“You are Prince Hrafjen,” Leo said.

The prince nodded. “I am.”

“You should go home to your father. I don’t know how you became a part of this, but you need to go home.”

“I will, in time,” the prince allowed. When he approached, Leo raised his bloodsoaked sword.

“Rest easy, great one. We are on the same side.”

Great one? “The hells we are,” Leo said, pointing the blade at Hrafjen’s throat. “And I’d be pleased to prove otherwise.”

Hrafjen raised his eyebrows, looking Leo up and down. “Are you sure?”

For a moment Leo had forgotten his own transformation. He felt like himself, his mind felt as though it were his own. He was in human body, but his skin looked demonic, covered in the selfsame runes that he saw writ on the great stone in the village of Kyne’s Rest. A charge circulated in his blood, as though he were ready at any moment to burst into deadly action.

“What did you do to me?” Leo said.

Hrafjen laughed. “Nothing. He is awakening within you. You can feel it, can’t you?”

“I’m no demon,” Leo shouted. “Who is awakening within me? Speak plain, damn you!”

A small, knowing grin grew on the face of the prince of Uthrec.

“How are those wounds of yours?”

In the frenzy of his transformation, Leo didn’t realize at first, but the pain in his back had dwindled. When he moved, he felt whole, as though the Krigair Mor’s blades had never pierced him. Kaejic approached them warily, but Leo noticed he still held his father’s axe at the ready.

“Ildobu ahn Kith’gaari,” Kaejic snarled at Leo.

“Help me,” Leo said to Kaejic. “Help me like you did in Utrehngard. I am no demon.”

For a moment, the rage in Kaejic’s eyes looked as though he wanted to forget the prophecies of his people and strike Leo down where he stood, regardless of whether or not his grandfather was still alive.

“Not yet,” Hrafjen said. “Not before you have done what you came here to do.”

Leo bared his teeth, rage boiling inside him. Yes, cut him down! Leo shook his head, fear of the voice within him rising.

“I’m sick of your riddles. Speak plain or I will take your head from your shoulders!” Leo barked, raising his sword to the prince.

“Fair enough,” Hrafjen laughed. “You want me to return to the house of my father. I shall do so, if you open the gateway here in this place.”

“Gateway?” Leo furrowed his brow. “To where?”

“To the realm of the Xyn’eshai.”

“Well for one, I haven’t a clue how. And two, even if I did, you can bet your last halfpenny I would never.”

“But you must. It is what you came here to do.”

Laughter welled up in Leo. It was only a chuckle at first, but it grew into a self-contented laugh that echoed throughout the massive ancient dwarven chamber. Hrafjen and his numerous Awakened Uthrecci peoples all looked on at the two of them. There was a far larger number than Leo had hoped. Great, they’re out of their minds and there’s a small army of them. “Grandfather, are you lurking in the shadows somewhere? Is this really your plan?” Leo called out into the chamber.

“Crusader Leoric is busy with more pressing matters.”

Leo laughed again. “Oh good, I’m glad he’s finding new and creative ways to ignore me and ruin my life even after he came back from the dead.”

“There’s no use for your quips and jibes,” Hrafjen said. “They will not change what will happen here this day.”

The prince of Uthrec began to advance towards Leo and Kaejic, and his numerous followers followed suit. One by one they began to transform again into demon form, shuddering, grunting and roaring as their bodies swelled and grew, many of them sprouting great leathery wings from their shoulder blades.

Kaejic moved beside Leo as they began to retreat. The Uthrecci peoples-turned-demon began to chant in low, rhythmic tones. The first lines were an Uthrecci war song, deep and rumbling, but the latter part was in the demonic language of the Xyn’eshai. Leo’s skin prickled, their resonating voices echoing throughout the great chamber.

“That is a lot of demons,” Leo murmured.

“It would be a good way to die,” Kaejic bared his tusks in a snarl, bloodrage in his eyes.

“I don’t plan on dying here today,” Leo said. “But you’re welcome to do what you like.”

“There is no escape,” Hrafjen called out as his demons began to chant louder.

“To hells with this,” Leo said as turned and ran for the corridor behind him. There has to be some way out of this place.

Over the rhythmic chanting, the shrieks of demons echoed down the corridor as they gave chase. At the very least we won’t fight them in the open and get surrounded again. The chamber had narrowed to a corridor that snaked deeper into the mountain. It was barely visible to see where he was going, but that did not slow him. He stole a glance over his shoulder to see Kaejic running behind him, and the demons closing fast. 

The corridor gave way to another chamber lit by diagonal columns of natural light from shafts carved in the mountain. A massive metal gate stood held open by a great chain on an even greater cogwheel not far from the entrance.

Leo turned to face the oncoming demons. “Close the gate!” he shouted at Kaejic, pointing at the huge taught chain and wheel with his sword. The orc chieftain grappled the massive wheel and wrenched at it with all his might, but it would not move.

“What are you doing, close the gate!” Leo shouted, the gold glimmering eyes of the demons growing ever closer.

Kaejic roared, trying to force it, but the machinery would not budge. The first demon folded its wings to enter the chamber, then the next, followed by another. They walked forward with eyes intent on Leo.

Kaejic cursed loudly in orcish, drew back his father’s axe and roared once more as he brought the blade down upon the chain. The rusted metal snapped and the wheel spun free. With an earthshaking boom the great metal gate slammed shut.

The two of them and the three demons were trapped in this chamber together, but at least no more would come for the time being. Until they figure out how to open the gate.

“I like these odds much better,” Leo said, gripping his sword. The fire began to pulse through his veins once more, the runes upon his skin glowing.

Kaejic let out a battle cry as he bolted toward the third demon and leapt at him with unbridled ferocity. The demon swiped its claws at Kaejic, but the orc was already upon him, bringing a savage axeblow down upon the demon.

Leo had forgotten the speed and power he felt since the last time he transformed in Caergan Dunoor. In several strides he burst forward to the first demon, easily blocking the demon’s claws on his shield as he drove his blade into its chest. It shrieked in pain. The creature reached out to seize Leo with both claws. But in a fraction of a second Leo had pulled his blade free and driven it through the Demon’s neck before the second one could close in on him.

He leapt backwards from the first demon as it fell. As the second closed in on him, Leo dashed towards it, slid underneath its savage strikes, slashing at its thigh and hamstring as he passed. The dark blood of the demon sprayed forth as it fell to one knee. Before it could turn around, Leo jumped to his feet and drove his sword through the creature’s back to the hilt.

Once more Kaejic stood breathing heavy, spattered with the dark demon blood as the corpse of one of the creatures lay before him. He looked at Leo with hateful eyes.

“We need to find a way out of here,” Leo said.

Kaejic said nothing, turning away from Leo as he began to search the chamber. The sound of the other demons at the great door grew, first ineffectual pounding, then soon came futile attempts to lift the massive barrier.

Behind Leo stood a great dark stone archway. It was not unlike the one he had seen before in Caergan Dunoor. Eskian’s Demongate, Emryhs called it. There’s more than one? All along the stone archway of the gate, the symbols of the Twelve Divines were carved.

“There’s no way out,” Kaejic said, returning from the depths of the chamber.

Leo frowned. “I had a feeling.”

The squealing sound of the gate made Leo and Kaejic both turn to face it. It had been forced open, just a few inches, but now the voices of the Uthrecci demon Awakened could be heard, and long clawed hands began to wrap underneath it. Kaejic let out a string of orcish curses.

“Well,” Leo said with a wry smile. “I don’t think I would’ve guessed we’d die fighting side by side rather than fighting one another.”

Kaejic gripped the haft of his father’s axe, his brow furrowed. “This is not the end I saw,” he said, sounding troubled, uncertain, for the first time since Leo had met the orc Chieftain.

“Gods, prophets, demons, earth-spirits—they’re all full of shit.”

“Let us send these Kith’dobuun back to the plane of their demon ancestors,” Kaejic snarled, his sinewy arms flexing as he gripped his axe tighter.

Leo frowned. Back to the plane of their ancestors. He looked back at the demongate. His gaze lingered on it, as if it seemed to resonate, hum. Wait… Leo put down his pack, reached inside and pulled free the blue leather tome of Eskian. Slowly he approached the gate. The book in his hand and the gate itself seemed to radiate some kind of energy as he drew closer. His hand that held the book tingled with arcane power.

“What are you doing?” Kaejic growled at him.

A flash inside Leo’s mind. He saw a cloaked figure, standing before the gate, with the same tome in hand. A flash of light shimmered in the gateway, and the figure began to speak, in a vaguely familiar speech—like he had heard it before, somehow. It had small similarities to the common Ellarian tongue, but it was foreign and unknown in sound patterns and timbre.

Leo realized that he was repeating the words out loud as the figure in the vision spoke them. Like the words carried through him. As the figure in the vision spoke the last words, the gate came alive, shimmering a vision of a dark flamelit chamber.

When Leo realized what had happened, the gate before him looked much the same. The twelve symbols on it glowed with arcane energy, and within the gate a flickering vision of a broken chamber and a red sky.

“What have you done?” Kaejic shouted at him.

“I don’t…” Leo stammered. “I don’t know.”

“Close it,” Kaejic roared, raising his axe to Leo’s neck.

“We have to pass through,” Leo said. He had no idea how he knew, but something told him this was true. “Or at least, I have to. You may stay here if you wish.”

Behind them, the chamber gate squealed again, as the many hands of the Uthrecci demon-Awakened heaved at it. It was opening. Leo did not look back again, walking towards the portal.

Kaejic turned back again, running after Leo to stop him. By the time he placed his huge hand on Leo’s shoulder to wrench him back, Leo’s own hand reached out and touched the shimmering portal.

A brilliant flash of light consumed them. When it faded, the two of them sat in a great, empty chamber. It looked to be the throne room of a great keep, but it had long been ruined. Columns and walls stood tall but broken, and the roof had been torn away above them to reveal a light-red sky. The air was bitterly cold, an unforgiving wind blowing through the shattered windows.

All along the floor sat broken rubble made of strange-looking purple marble stone. Everything was covered in what looked like grayish snow. As Leo knelt to touch it and rub it between his fingers, he realized it was some sort of thick ash. Behind Leo, a similar gate stood like the one they had left behind in Mount Storrimbrytare. Though rather than covered in twelve divine symbols, this gate looked to be made entirely of jagged black onyx and had the foreign demonic runes upon it. While it did still hum with energy, there was no shimmering portal back to Uthrec within it. It had indeed closed behind them. Leo sighed. What the hell just happened?

“I would rather have died fighting the demonkin and returned to the earth-mother than have fled like a coward to their hellish world!” Kaejic roared in the silent ruins of the keep.

“Is this…the plane of the hells?” Leo murmured to himself. He moved to a great broken window, staring out at the reddish craggy distant landscape, devoid of life beneath a red sky. Below the high-perched keep they had appeared in, the empty ruins of a city lay beside great broken walls. Whatever part of the demon’s world this was, it had long been abandoned, like it was destroyed in some great war.

“Take us back!” Kaejic bellowed. “This is not our world, our spirits do not belong here!”

Leo turned to face Kaejic. “Take us back,” he repeated. “What if I can take us to another gate?”

“What?”

“They’re all connected…the demongates.” Leo did not know how he was sure of this. But he could feel it. Like a vague memory or a dream.

 A look of pure hate and disgust crossed Kaejic’s face as he stared at Leo, the demonic runes still aglow on his red skin. “Kith’dobu.”

Leo moved back to where they had appeared outside the demongate. He didn’t realize he had dropped the tome of Eskian, but it lay open on the floor. He picked it up gently, brushing the ash off it like one might a beloved family heirloom. As he held it once more, his hands began to tingle, and the gate began to hum. Leo closed his eyes, visualizing the ruins of the old orc internment camps. The same ones he had seen in his dreams where his father spoke to him. The runes upon his skin began to glow, and Leo realized they were the same as those upon the gate. He need not speak any words, the demongate igniting in a flash of light. Another shimmering portal opened. This time to a dark cavern, one he did not recognize.

“Is that…our world?”

Leo nodded.

Kaejic snorted in disgust, striding into the portal and blinking out of sight. Leo looked over his shoulder at the destroyed keep once more. I never would have believed it if I had not seen it myself. As a child in his father’s shadow, he fantasized about uncovering ancient secrets of dark mysterious places, mythical adventures and even other worlds. When he came of age he knew those fantasies were little more than the dreams of a child. The world was comprised of politics, money, war and death. He contented himself to become an excavator and search the world for signs of the ancients and the lost histories of his people. But it was clear he had underestimated the daydreams of his childhood.

He left the demon world behind and entered the portal once more.

 

 

Prince Hrafjen approached the demongate with slow, measured steps. His Awakened kinsmen looked on in a semicircle, the quiet chamber otherwise undisturbed. As Hrafjen grew close, he sensed the energy within the dark stone. He reached out his hand, his fingertips touching the smooth stone, warm to the touch. Arcane energy resonated from within.

Prince Hrafjen smiled.

He turned from the chamber, walking back to the corridor.

“My prince,” one of the Uthrecci Awakened said. “Where are you going?”

“Home,” Prince Hrafjen said. “To fulfill my end of the bargain.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 37 - Gift of the Greenseers

 

The darkness of the cavern was lit only by the fading glow of the portal behind Leo. Kaejic stood beside the stone pedestal that sat in front of the gateway, though his eyes were fixed on the caved-in staircase in front of them.

The dark leather tome on the pedestal was open, though covered in a thick layer of dirt. Before Leo even touched it, he knew what it was, excitement racing through his veins. He looked down at the blue tome in his hands that seemed to call out to the tome on the pedestal. That’s the one I saw in my dreams. The one my father held.

The writing on the pages was the same elaborate flowing script, the same handwriting, the same high Erathian language that had long been lost. 

“I can’t believe it,” Leo breathed. “We’ve found another tome of Eskian.” He laughed, grinning like a thief.

“We are trapped once more,” Kaejic said, not so much as glancing at the lost tome.

Leo recognized the craftsmanship of the masonry of the room they were in. Much of it was covered in earth where parts of the roof had caved in, but it nevertheless had a strange familiarity to it. “We’re in another cathedral. Like the one outside of River Harrow where I found the first tome.” I wonder, Leo thought. Is there another gateway there too, lost somewhere deep beneath that chapel?

His mind swam, realizing for the first time just how much he was barely dipping his toe into a vast and unknown sea that was the world of the past. He yearned to know more, to know the truth of the ancients—the history of all the kinsmen of the world. In a way, it was scary realizing how much of the history he had grown up learning was a lie. The more the past he thought he knew unraveled, the more he questioned everything he had been taught. 

Kaejic paid Leo no heed, searching the room for any sign of an exit. All my life I’ve been taught orcs are savages that yearn to bathe in human blood. That any war against them is good and just. But I would not have made it here without Kaejic. 

The desire for vengeance had never truly left Leo. To this day when he saw Kaejic all he could see was the last images he remembered of his father before he was exiled. But over the course of their travels something had changed, too. His respect for the orc had deepened. Kaejic’s sense of honor and duty was undeniable. As was his bravery in the face of death, and his unwavering determination to do what he thought was best for his people. Even if Leo thought it was madness.

From the day Kaejic told him so at their first meeting in the Steadlands, Leo desperately wanted to kill the orc that had slain his father. But at the same time, he had no desire to kill the orc who was a better man than most Leo had known.

Leo shook his head, trying to rid himself of the thought. He turned back to the tome on the pedestal, reaching out to feel its ancient pages. A flash of light burst through Leo’s mind the moment his hand touched it. Vaguely, Leo felt as though he were in a dream, though some instinct told him this was another vision of the past.

 

Istran Aratoras placed the burgundy tome upon the pedestal, four of his companions standing beside him. Oathkeepers? Leo wondered. Like the old monk, Oran?

With the ancient words spoken, the portal ignited, a vision of the world of demons appearing before them all. Between them and the gateway, a great demon lay upon the floor. Tears of demonic blood wept in the sockets where her eyes once were, and she was bound and sealed with mysterious runic bonds, some type of arcane prison that radiated energy.

Istran’s half-orc features were plain to see, his cowl thrown back and the arcane light illuminating his face. How Leo knew for certain that was Istran, he could not say. But of that he was certain. The chapel had somehow been buried already, Leo realized, when he saw the entrance covered in earth.

“You cannot keep us out forever,” the demon spoke. Her voice was deep, resonating, as if it shook your very body at the sound. “You cannot bury a secret. Not when it lives in your blood, in your very soul, in your children’s souls and their children’s too.”

Istran moved to the demon, and with the wave of a finger the demon floated into the air.

“For thousands of years your kind hid in the shadows. Preyed upon the kinsmen of this world. Our kings were your puppets. Our wars were your games. The divine gift of the arcane and all its beauty, stolen from us to fuel your unquenchable addiction for arcane power.”

The demon smiled. “Divine gift,” she mocked. “You know nothing of the divines. You would trade one puppet master for another.”

“Is that how you justified taking it?” Istran said. “How you justified taking our world? Were it not for Eskian sealing the gates, your kind would have long since taken our world and mortal blood would have run rivers.”

“Your world?” the demon laughed. “Your world.”

Istran’s brow furrowed, and he hesitated. Silence filled the chamber. Istran turned to his companions, and they nodded.

“It’s time,” was all one of Istran’s companions said. The five of them and the floating, imprisoned demon walked through the portal, and it closed behind them, the chamber dark once more.

 

Leo was sitting on the dirt-covered floor when he came to, blinking to readjust to reality. Slowly he pushed himself to his feet, dusting off his hands.

“What is it now?” Kaejic said, impatient.

Leo glanced over his shoulder at Kaejic. “Nothing,” he said. “It was nothing.”

The orc made a rumbling sound of discontent. Leo touched the tome of Eskian once more, but no vision this time. That was Istran the Lightbringer. Casting out the demons of this world, thousands of years ago. The last words of the demon stuck in Leo’s mind. Your world, she mocked. Is she saying someone else controls the world of mortals? Or that we do not deserve this world?

It was too much to make sense of. He held the two tomes together in his hand, blue and burgundy. Five more, if Emryhs is right. Five more and their secrets writ within will be told. He turned to face the caved-in staircase. And as if they read his thoughts, he felt the tomes resonating with power.

The dirt, rock and sediment that had long encased the stairs suddenly began to shift. As though it were poison drawn out of a vein, the dirt and stone began to surge upwards, clearing the staircase before them until the warm light of day poured in from far above.

Kaejic turned a baleful eye to Leo, staring at his forearms. “You have hidden your demonic nature once more.”

Leo looked down at his arms in wonder, his skin once more his own, no longer the demonic hue with sinister runes aglow upon him. Was it the portal? Or the tome? Or perhaps it simply fades with time? If it were the latter, he certainly was changed for much longer than he had been last time. The thought worried him. If I keep doing this, I might not turn back. But I don’t even know how it happens. I thought it was that Xyn’eshai incantation, but back in Storrimbrytare…I was wounded, and… Leo’s brow furrowed. None of this made much sense. Not that it ever had. He looked up past the staircase to the outside world.

When he and Kaejic exited the long stairs into the dusty bowl that was the ruins of the orcish internment camps, the realization that they were indeed under the warm southern sun of Rolanse finally dawned on Leo.

“I can’t believe it,” Leo chuckled. “It worked. We’re here.”

Kaejic’s countenance was impassive as he turned full circle, taking account of the numerous rotting old prison barracks, the sagging watchtowers and crumbling walls of this monument to orcish oppression after the Liberation War.

“I remember this place,” Kaejic said. “I remember the smell of rotting death. Years of proud orcs being cowed into lambs with torture, twisted magics and cruel experiments from your Scholastery surgeons. I remember my people dying on their feet in the quarries from hunger and exhaustion. I remember the disgust on the faces of the soldiers who kept us. The word justice on their lips as my people died.”

Leo remained silent, bowing his head.

“And they call my people savages,” Kaejic spat.

The wind blew hard across the forgotten camps, and hawks flew high in the sky, moving westward.

“So,” Kaejic said. “We are here. Just as you desired.”

“Yeah,” Leo said, kicking at the dusty earth.

Kaejic snorted, crossing his great arms.

Leo scratched at the braids in his hair. He looked around, searching for anything familiar. To the south, he recognized some of the rubble of the broken prison barracks. It was where his father sat with the tome of Eskian in his hands in his dream. Leo strode over to stand before it, clutching both tomes in his hands.

The wind howled, kicking up dust. A sand-mouse scrambled among the rubble as Leo grew close. He felt nothing. It was little more than the ruins of a long forgotten monument to the Rolanse Liberation War.

“Is this what you came here for?” Kaejic said. “To stand in the dust with these old books you worship?”

Leo shook his head. “I don’t know. I had a dream about this place, and my father…” Leo glanced around, feeling foolish. “I felt like I had to come here.”

Kaejic laughed. “Durg’araal palesoni.”

Leo ignored him, looking down at the tomes. “Maybe I need to sleep. For me to dream…”

“It is the middle of the day.”

Leo nodded, holding up his hand to shield his eyes from the hot midday sun. He looked over at Kaejic, who looked around in disgust at the long-forgotten internment camps.

He’s here for a reason, the thought came to Leo. Maybe not for the one I thought, though.

“Your sages,” Leo said. “How do they have their visions? How do you see what the earth-spirits show you?”

Kaejic frowned. “You speak as if every orc has the sight.”

“You do,” Leo said.

Kaejic chuckled. “I am chieftain. Chosen by the earth-spirits.”

“So you could always see?”

“Little at first. But more with time. When I was chosen, I walked the path of Ugyaraatha’vojiin. A ritual to find the true sight.”

“Was that dangerous?”

“Most die. Most are not chieftain.”

Leo stared at Kaejic, a wry smile growing on his face. Kaejic frowned.

“Vieth’kadaar biola du uraal egkah?”

“What?”

“It is a saying. ‘Has a kadar sat on your head?’ You do not really think I would do this ritual for you?” 

Leo shrugged. “I don’t need the whole ritual. I’m not trying to become a seer, or whatever that is. My father knew something about my grandfather and this cult. I know he did. You know it, too. He carried secrets of my family to his death. I’ve seen it on your face when I asked you what he said before he died. He knew something, and…” Leo frowned, “I need to speak with him.”

“He is dead,” Kaejic said.

A sneer of rage crossed Leo’s face. “I know. You killed him because of your gods-damned prophecy.” Leo sighed, rubbing his hand on his forehead. “Look, I don’t know why, but for some reason, I had to come here. With you. I can’t explain it, but I feel it. I know it’s true. I just don’t know what to do. But I think you have to help me.”

 Kaejic gave Leo a knowing glance. It made him look particularly arrogant, and Leo wanted to smash both his tusks and teeth in for it.

“You do not care for these things,” Kaejic said. “Your grandfather or this cult of his. You simply wish to speak with your father.”

Leo looked away. Kaejic chuckled, a deep rumble. 

“Will you help me or not?”

Kaejic looked up at the hawks flying high on the currents above. “One cannot control these visions. The earth-spirits show you what they wish. Nor can you conjure forth the spirit of your father.” The chieftain’s eyes fell to the dusty clay of the internment camp. “I know this for certain.”

Leo’s eyes met Kaejic’s. “You tried this yourself.”

Kaejic face grew sad. “We share in this loss. I gave everything to hope that I could speak to him once more. It is what gave me the strength to walk the path of Ugyaraatha’vojiin and gain the true sight. But once I had recovered from the ritual…” Kaejic shook his head. “Try as we might, we cannot regain what we have lost.”

For a long time, Leo stared at Kaejic in silence. Part of him hated the bond he felt with the orc. A strange kinship in loss.

“My father,” Leo said. “Your father. How many countless fathers and mothers died for the war between our people?” He looked around at the abandoned camp. “And for what?”

Kaejic’s brow furrowed. He too, did not like feeling kinship with his enemy. It only would make their inevitable fight more difficult. Violence needs hate like a fire needs timber.

“How many fatherless and motherless boys and girls of both our kin grew up alone in this world because of it?”

Kaejic drew a deep breath through his nose. He uncrossed his arms, looking to the south. “Queensblood, sagecaps and emberseed grow near here. We would need to gather enough for the both of us. We’d also need highbloom, violet moss, and ukishal, though I do not know what your people call it. None of those can be found within a hundred miles.”

Leo frowned. “Damn.”

Wordlessly Kaejic strode south, out of the camp.

“Where are you going?” Leo began after him. Kaejic offered no response, but moved with purpose nonetheless. Leo cursed, shaking his head at himself as he followed behind.

They exited through the broken gates of the camp, following the beaten path through the sun-dried field to the nearby quarry. They walked down the long sloping ramp down into the quarry depths. The deepest part of the quarry was filled with still water, though it had grown green and fetid sitting motionless for so long.

“What are we doing here?” Leo said.

“Getting you your visions.”

“What?”

Leo followed Kaejic across the quarry to the deeper cavern within, a sort of unstable mine dug into the hill. Littered along the way he saw countless bones scattered. Orc bones, he realized. Kaejic did not look at them, his eyes ahead.

“I can barely see anything,” Leo said, his voice echoing in the makeshift mine shaft. He stumbled on loose bones and piles of stone more than once. Only the distant light from the entrance fought back the darkness.

“Here.” Kaejic crouched down. “Khala ahn teeyun vienashanas. The Gift of the Greenseers.” He plucked a mushroom from the mound of dirt. The underside of the cap seemed to change color as the orc turned it over in the dim light. “It grows on the graves of our seers, sages and shamans. We consume those sacred reagents for years as we build our truesight. It is in our bones.”

Leo crouched down beside Kaejic. “You knew this seer?”

“I was the one who buried him,” Kaejic said solemnly. “My father. Kaegrash.”

Only the sound of dripping water somewhere deeper in the mine punctuated the silence between them as Kaejic carefully harvested the mushrooms of his father’s grave.

“I am sorry,” Leo murmured.

“So am I,” Kaejic said.

Silence fell in the cavern, the distant dripping of water deeper in the cave the only sounds to be heard.

“He was a great warrior and a better chieftain. He deserved to die with honor as a free orc. Instead he was poisoned, tortured, withered away until he collapsed working in this quarry. A slave.” Kaejic bared his teeth and bowed his head. “I would not wish that dishonor upon the worst of your kind.”

Leo shook his head. “I did not know.”

“Tell me,” Kaejic said. “Is it common for your people to sow shame and dishonor on the peoples you conquer?”

“Sometimes,” Leo admitted. “Usually upon those that are most unlike us. Foreign enemies. Wilder races.”

“A race of arrogant, honorless demons,” Kaejic said. 

Demons? Leo scoffed. “In the Liberation War your people sacked villages, razed towns, butchered common folk along the way. Do not act like your kind is blameless.”

Kaejic frowned. “Do we spare them for their weakness? It is an honor to die in battle. All orcs must learn to fight and survive from the time of their youth. Each one of us a warrior and a hunter first. How else would we protect our own?”

“That is not our way,” Leo said. “Some are fighters, some are not. You can’t go butchering them all because you say they should be.”

“And why not?” Kaejic stood up abruptly, turning to face Leo, towering over him. “Who will tell us otherwise? Shall we bend to the will of your people, in all their wisdom?” Kaejic barked a laugh. “Do not misunderstand—I long to spill your blood upon this ground where my father is buried, human. The idea of using my father’s Greenseer Gift to offer you sight sickens me. I only do this so we may find your grandfather. I can take his life and yours so I may return to my people and lead them home. The only reason you’re still alive is because of what I do for my people. The Demonheart must die before the last of his kin. Veth’ga as khaaru. If not for that, your blood would have returned to the earth that day at the foot of the mountains, and the crows would have fed upon your corpse.”

“You and your stupid fucking prophecy,” Leo snapped. “You, my grandfather, Emryhs. You’re all fools chasing destiny.”

The word destiny echoed in the dark mining cavern. Silence fell between them, and a grin formed on Kaejic’s face.

“You are scared,” he said.

Leo scoffed. “Of what? Incoherent ramblings?”

“I can see it in your eyes,” Kaejic said. “You are scared that no matter how far you run, you cannot escape what you are. That you cannot escape the threads of the fate-weavers.”

Leo leaned in closer to Kaejic. “Fate can go fuck itself.”

Kaejic lifted his head high. “Your father and grandfather may have been mortal enemies of my people, but at least they had the honor to fight for their own kind. You are nothing but a selfish child.”

Leo scowled, turning away. “Are we finished here? Let’s get this over with.”

Wordlessly, Kaejic turned back to the grave of his father. He kneeled, placing one hand on the dirt and chanted something in Orcish to himself. Air began to swirl about him as he spoke some sort of prayer.

Stupid gods damned prophecies. If it weren’t for everyone’s pathetic attempt to believe that the gods have a plan, my father would still be alive.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 38 - Visions of the Past

 

Inside the ragged walls of the ruined internment camp, Kaejic silently prepared for the ritual. He built a fire and tossed handfuls of wildflowers into the flames. A smoky haze fell over them, and Leo realized there was no wind—Kaejic had, with his mysticism, created a sort of windless dome around them. He took out a dagger and cut into his forearm, bleeding onto one of the Gifts of the Greenseer before offering it to Leo.

“It will help you see.”

Leo took the mushroom from him. The smoke from the fire began to fill his lungs, and he already felt slightly disoriented, as if drunk. Kaejic spoke rhythmic words in Orcish, almost like a song. The late afternoon sun, the camp, the birds high above and the distant world all felt like they were fading away. Kaejic lifted the Gift of the Greenseer, looked at Leo, and began to eat it. After eyeing it a long moment, Leo began to eat his own. The orcish blood was thick and bitter, and the mushroom was even worse. It tasted like the Hearthlands stew Benley had once tried to make when he fell asleep by the cookfire. The mushroom was spongy and hard to chew, but Leo choked it down.

For a few minutes, Leo was sure it wouldn’t work. He felt dizzy and sick to his stomach, and he longed for fresh air. He took a few stumbling steps.

“I don’t…I don’t think it’s wor—”

He felt his body thump onto the hard earth, and everything faded.

 

 

He awoke groggily on the stone floor of what appeared to be some kind of watchtower. Nearby he saw Kaejic; though he looked like an ethereal shadow of himself. Much of the watchtower had caved in, as though the structure had partially collapsed. Only a torch laying on the floor cast dim light within the room. An orc stood with an axe in each hand, searching the area. On the floor a man coughed, shaking off dust and rubble as he stood to his feet.

Leo’s heart leapt. It was the face of his father. Younger than he remembered. He wore well-made Ellarian armor with the rearing lion symbol embossed upon the breastplate. As he rose to his feet, he picked up his sword and shield, scowling at the orc.

“Put away your sword, human. We will both die here if there is no way out.”

Daleon did not. “Our orders are to kill every orc in this watchtower, or tear it to the ground otherwise.”

The orc scoffed. “Then it must’ve been your mage who tore this place down on top of us.”

Daleon’s face darkened. “Adwyn,” he whispered. “If your savage friends killed my men…”

The orc did not respond, still sifting through the rubble for a sign of the light of day.

Roaring, Daleon charged at the orc. Instantly the orc readied himself. They clashed again and again, steel ringing on steel and timber. Neither could land a wounding blow. For what felt like hours they clashed, and neither could gain the advantage.

Eventually, Daleon moved laboriously one side of the tower, while the orc breathed heavily on the other.

“You are a worthy foe,” the orc said. “Not once in this war have I fought a human that could stand with an orc in single combat.”

“If that chunk of rock hadn’t landed on my sword-shoulder when this place collapsed, you’d be dead already.”

The orc laughed. “Perhaps, Daleon, son of Leoric.”

Daleon’s face darkened. “You know who I am?”

“You have your father’s bearing. And all of my kind know of the Demonheart.”

“What did you call him?” Daleon said with a venomous look. “He is the light’s chosen, First Paladin of the Order of the Lightbringer, Crusader-General of the Ellarian armies.”

“He is the Demonheart. The demon that started this war.”

“Demon?” Daleon said. “Your kind started this war. You burned half of Rolanse to ashes in your bloodthirsty conquest.”

“Your father kidnapped, raped and murdered the daughter of our sacred-seer, Jaska’leha. Then he brought her head to our chieftain. She who was destined to be the mate of the Bloodwolf Chieftain’s son as foreseen by the sages. When Chieftain Kaegrash tried to kill him, he transformed into a great demon, and poisoned Kaegrash with corruption. These demons do not belong in our world, and so they twist and break the threads of fate—what should come to pass instead lies broken, shattered. They are a disease upon the earth-mother. No, we did not want this war; but honor demanded it. We only fight Rolanse because they stand between us and your father’s home country of Ellaria.”

“You’re a mad fool,” Daleon snapped. “There are no demons in our world. They were banished long ago, sealed away by Istran the Lightbringer.”

The orc laughed. “And how do you know this?”

“It is history.”

“It was written, so it must be true? Who is it that writes your history?” Daleon fell silent. “The Cantry. The Scholastery historians,” he said, though uncertainty made his voice falter.

“If demons still resided in our world, would they want you to know?”

Daleon shook his head. “If my father is a demon, they why aren’t I?”

“Are you sure you are not?”

Silence fell in the broken tower. Daleon stood tall, casting a disdainful look at the orc.

“You’re lying. This is nothing but foul trickery. I don’t believe you, savage.”

“Believe what you will.”

Suddenly, the scene began to change. Time seemed to accelerate. At first the two stood on opposite ends of the tower, though with time they spoke to each other again. Daleon pointed an accusing finger at the orc. They argued, but that gave way to calmer discussion. Eventually, he saw his father laugh. Days upon days must have passed. The two would work together dragging chunks of stone away from the collapsed wall, sharing what little food and water they had, speaking to each other during times of rest. Eventually time began to slow once more. Both of them looked ragged, hungry, exhaustion wearing at their faces.

Daleon let out a deep sigh. “We’re going to die here.”

The orc nodded. “Yes.”

For a long time, neither of them said anything. “What will you miss most?”

A smile formed on the orc’s face. “My Kuranae used to put our daughter on her shoulders. I would come home from the hunt, and they would both turn to face me. They have the same smile.” The orc looked at peace. “I will die thinking of that smile.”

Daleon nodded. “My wife, she—” he struggled to get the words out. “She is the most beautiful human being I’ve ever known. So patient, so loving, so wise. So strong. And my son…” Daleon fell silent, bowing his head. “I was so hard on him. I wanted him to be great. He’s a strong lad, full of laughter and will, but I never…” Daleon bowed his head. “He’s not like me.”

“It is a piteous life that knows nothing of regret,” the orc said.

Daleon nodded, shielding his eyes from his unlikely companion. “I never asked your name.”

“Vroska.”

Daleon shook his head. “If by some miracle we were to escape this place, when we walk out into that mountainside… we would be enemies in this war once more.”

Vroska nodded.

“Are many of your people like you?” Daleon asked.

Vroska shrugged. “Some.”

“All my life,” Daleon paused. “I’ve been taught your people are mindless savages. One of the wilder races that cannot control their impulses. Violence, death, war is in your nature. It was easy to go to war against you. Save our southern Rolansian enemies from a worse enemy. But when this tower collapsed, I was the one who tried to kill you.”

“You did not know.”

Daleon nodded slowly.

“There are those of my people who are as you say. Violent, warlike, cannot control their impulses.”

Daleon gave a sad laugh. “I could say the same of my own.”

Silence fell between them, and Daleon struggled to his feet.

“It’s true what you said about my father, isn’t it?” He bowed his head. “About demons.”

Vroska nodded. “What you believe is no matter to me. But I stood beside Chieftain Kaegrash the cursed day it happened. I will never cleanse the sight from my mind. It is not something you forget, to see a Xyn’eshai standing before you.”

Daleon turned away, facing the wall of the tower. “When I was just a boy, I used to climb out onto the roof when I could not sleep, dreaming of adventure and glory. One night I saw my father leaving in the stillness of the late hours. Whatever bold thing he was doing, I wanted to be a part of it. So I followed behind him—I knew those woods better than anyone, the amount I explored them as a boy. When he arrived at this old church in the hills, I did not enter for fear of my father’s wrath, but I climbed up the masonry to see through the great windows. When I looked in, I saw…” Daleon leaned his fist against the wall. “Well, I did not know what I saw, but I knew it was something dark. They chanted in this language I’d never heard, the very sound of it sent shivers down my spine. There were strange symbols on the floor—they glowed, and I…I was so scared I ran home. I never spoke to anyone of it. I convinced myself it was some secret religious ceremony, but deep down I knew it wasn’t.” Daleon sighed, looking down at his boots. “I admired him so much, and I was just a child. Who was I to question what the Great Crusader did?”

“Love binds us, and it blinds us.”

A soft scrabbling sound, and a rat scurried into the tower, darting away at the sight of them. A light wind came through, and daylight glinted from the broken wall.

Daleon and Vroska rushed over to it. There was but one slab of stone between them and the outside world. Daleon placed his hands under it and tried to lift with every ounce of strength he had left, but it would not budge.

Vroska helped, and the stone began to rise, barely large enough for a man to squeeze through, but no more. When Vroska let go, it fell once again.

“Maybe if we prop it up with some stones,” Daleon said.

Vroska shook his head. “It is not enough.”

The orc was far larger than Daleon, and he would never make it through. Daleon frowned. “Then we keep digging. Find another way.”

Vroska gave a sad smile. “Time is not on our side.”

Daleon paced across the stone floor.

“It is okay,” Vroska said. “Return to your wife and your son. The earth-spirits smile upon me. I will see my mate and daughter again when we return to spirits.” He pulled a carven eagle talisman from underneath his furs and snapped it off his neck before placing it in Daleon’s hand. It was a braided leather necklace, woven with eagle feathers. “If I could ask but one thing of you. If you ever see my brethren in peace, give this to them. Tell them to give it to my mate, Kuranae. She will understand.”

Daleon averted his eyes.

“Why are you doing this?” He shook his head. “We are enemies. Why would you save me?”

“You are a man of honor,” Vroska said. “Even as enemies, the world is in need of honor.” He paused. “Maybe it is needed in our enemies most of all.”

Daleon closed his hand around the eagle talisman.

“I—” Daleon struggled with his words. “I am grateful I met you, Vroska.”

The orc took a deep breath. “Go. Save your strength, you need all of it to make it back to your family.”

Together the two of them lifted the stone once more. Vroska strained to hold it in place, and Daleon crawled and wedged his way out of the tower. The scene shifted, and now they were outside with Daleon, standing on the snowy foothills in the sunlight. Daleon looked down at the talisman in his gloved hand once more, before turning back to the tower.

“I will never forget you, friend,” Daleon said. “I can never repay what you have given me.”

With steps that crunched in the wet snow, Daleon strode away.

 

 

The vision blurred, and suddenly they were in the war room of the Anglian estate in Leoneguard. Sunlight poured in from the open balcony, and Crusader Leoric stood next to the great map-table. Daleon strode in and stopped, staring at his father.

“Leave us. All of you,” Leoric said to the Leoneguard officers and Anglian household guards, who saluted and walked out of the room, shutting the great doors behind them.

“My son. I had heard you were lost for many days, thought to be dead. Praise the Maker and the Mother that you have returned to us. We have finally dealt a crushing blow to the orcs. Roland’s Fall has been liberated, and most of the remaining orcs have been captured. Camps are being built to keep them while they are tried for their crimes against humankind. The rest will be rooted out in time.”

Daleon strode until he was face to face with his father. Time had taken its toll on the Great Crusader Leoric. More lines creased his tanned, hawkish face, and his graying hair receded more than Daleon remembered, but still he carried himself with nobility, and his body still carried the strength of a warrior.

“You started this war,” Daleon said.

Leoric’s expression did not change, a calm, fatherly peace about him. Though his eyes searched Daleon for more.

“What is a Xyn’eshai? Why do the orcs call you Demonheart, say you can become a devil, and that you murdered the daughter of their sacred-seer?”

Leoric chuckled. “You’re listening to orcs now? I did not raise you to be a fool that listens to savages and wilder folk.”

A look of disgust crossed Daleon’s face as he paced about the map-table. “What did you raise me to be? When I was a boy, I followed you into the hills at night once. I saw you enter a church…I saw—”

 Leoric interrupted him with an exasperated sigh. “It has taken you far longer than I expected to come to the truth, son. But I am glad you have come to it.”

For a moment, Daleon stood stunned. “So it is true…” he said breathlessly.

“We have the blood of the Xyn’eshai within us.” Leoric strode away from the map table, staring out the open balcony at the city of Leoneguard. “The time is almost upon us. The rebirth of our world is coming. These are but the first steps, now.”

“This war. Our history. Every ounce of legacy I’ve built my life upon…” Daleon said. “It is all a lie.”

Leoric laughed. “Only a fool believes everything he is told. You are no fool, son of mine. But you have settled into the comfortable lies the world has carved out for you for far too long. The wise live two lives; the first, when they live in trust of the tales told of our world, and the second, when they realize the truth behind those tales.”

“Why start war with the orcs? How many countless thousands have died, and for what?”

“It was necessary. As I said, we are in but the first steps, now. This is the path that must be tread. In the chaos that will follow from this, the great one will rise. The Betrayer reborn, the Demonheart, as he is prophesied.”

Daleon furrowed his brow. “Who?”

“I think you know,” Leoric smiled. 

“It’s you, isn’t it?”

Leoric shook his head. “No. I am not the Demonheart. Though I have been awakened to the greatness within our blood like few else.”

“You’re lying.”

Leoric sighed, placing his fingertips on the map table.“Deep down, you’ve been afraid of him all your life, even if you did not understand why.”

“Shut up, gods damn you. I’m not listening to your lies!”

“Leonel. Your son. He is the Betrayer reborn. He is the Demonheart.”

Daleon staggered backwards.

“No.” He put his hand upon the table. “I don’t believe you.”

“The hour is far too late for self-deception,” Leoric said. “You know it to be true. You’ve always known it, deep inside, even if you did not know what it was. The descendants of the Vaarshoc have so named him, as he was named thousands of years ago. Stop running from that which is within your blood, my son. We are different from the other mortals of this world. You must awaken to the legacy of our bloodline. Leonel will open the Gates of Eskian, and break the seal of Istran that has kept demon and divine from our world. This is but the first war of many wars to come.”

Daleon shook his head in disbelief. “Leo would never. You do not know him. He’s all smiles, dreams of adventure, and he has a just head upon his shoulders. He is no demon.”

“Did I say he was evil or cruel? He knows not what he does, because he does not yet know himself, but he has a yearning within him to understand something he cannot put words to. It will drive him near and far in search of the unknown. I have seen it in his eyes.”

“You’re mad. I will tell everyone of this treachery. They will hang you in the streets—”

Leoric threw his head back, a deep laugh echoing throughout the war room. “If you wish to be called a madman and thrown in a dungeon, go ahead. Who will believe you?”

“I am not a demon, and neither is my son!” Daleon barked.

“You cannot fight your nature,” Leoric said. “Cast out the bigotry and evil mythology of the Cantry Church. It is hard, I know. We are taught their lies from birth. They would have you believe demons to be this ungodly evil, born of the frozen hells—and that gods are all good, all powerful, and that they watch over us. The truth is, demons and gods are no more good or evil than we are. They are but beings from another plane. The most powerful must rule, and we are the most powerful. It is but the law of nature.”

Daleon drew his sword and charged at his father. Leoric smiled, unmoving. When the blade neared him a flash of light and a bright orb appeared around him, and Daleon’s sword burst out of his hand, ringing as it slid across the stone floor.

“Take time and think on it. It is hard to have your whole world shattered, but soon you will see the vision of the true world that has sat beneath your nose all these years,” Leoric said, picking up Daleon’s sword and handing it to him. “And when you pick up the pieces, you will feel whole for the first time in your entire life.”

Daleon stared at his father with withering hatred. He slammed his sword in his scabbard. “I will never allow my son to become like you,” Daleon said. “Istran the Lightbringer cast the demons of the ancient world out, and by my life, I swear demons shall never reign over our world.” He turned and stormed out of the war room.

“Do you think you have any choice in the matter?” Leoric called after him, laughing.

With those words, the vision faded and blurred.

 

 

 

When it came to focus once more, it was in Leo’s childhood home. It was familiar in its darkness. Daleon was drunk, swaying above a younger Leonel asleep in his bed. Rain pelted the roof of their home, and the glint of a dagger shone in Daleon’s hand. Daleon reached down, running his hand through his son’s hair. Tears began to fall from his eyes. I’ve seen this before, Leo thought.

“Are you afraid?” came a calm voice from in the doorway. Mother! Leo’s heart leapt at the sound of her voice, and desperately he wanted to break free of the vision and embrace her.

Daleon turned to his wife with tears in his eyes. “Almea. He is…” He fumbled with the words. “He is a demon. He will bring destruction to our world.”

“Is it writ in stone already? Has he no choice in his fate?”

Daleon turned to her, confused.

“You think I do not know the darkness within my own son?”

“But…” Daleon shook his head. “How do you know?”

“My people have kept vigil for thousands of years. Oathkeepers do not falter. Demons are far from the only ones with plans.”

Daleon was taken aback. “Oathkeepers?”

“Do you think it a coincidence that you and I wed and had Leonel?” She gave him a soft smile. “It had to be so, to open the threads of fate. There is light within him, too. I saw it all in my dreams when I was young. I saw you, and our child, and I knew it was fated we would meet and have a son.”

Daleon stared at her in wonder. “All these years I’ve loved you, and you carry a secret from me such as this?”

A clever smile grew on her face. “I told you when you met me. I am full of surprises.”

“What…how do you have these visions? And what do you mean, your people? Who are the Oathkeepers?” A confused look passed Daleon’s face. Almea merely smiled. “If you have seen this, then you know he has to die,” Daleon said, tears forming in his eyes.

“Would you give up so easily?” Almea said. “His fate is not yet decided, despite your fears. There are people who know much of demonkind, and how to fight it, to cleanse it.”

Daleon gazed into her eyes. “The orcs…” he breathed.

“Go to them. Seek their counsel. There is a way to help our son.”

Daleon buried his face in his wife’s hair, embracing her. “My love…”

When they broke free from their embrace, Almea kneeled before the bed of her son and began to pray. Daleon kneeled beside her and echoed her words:

Blessed be the Maker who protects us,

Blessed be the Mother who gives us life,

Blessed be the Wanderer, who takes us into darkness,

Blessed be the Light of the Flames from which we will be reborn.

 

 

The vision flitted and faded once more, transforming into yet another memory. In the stillness of night, the very internment camps Leo and Kaejic had found resolved into view, but it was far different than what they saw. These camps were not a forgotten ruin. They were alive with the military might of the human nations and the Cantry Church. Firelight stood on towers and battlements, and countless heavily armed and armored guards watched over the sleeping orc prisoners packed in the countless barracks deep in the pit of the camp. The Inquisitors—Templar of the Cantry—stood out among the other guards in their bright white cloaks and their armor inlaid with gold and silver. In this stillness of night, Daleon waited for a patrol to pass before he climbed over the walls of the camp, sliding into the darkness like a shadow. Carefully and patiently he maneuvered through the camp until he came upon an orc sleeping outside the door to one of the barracks. As he drew close, the orc woke, his eyes snapping to Daleon.

“I am told you are called Kaegrash, chieftain of the Bloodwolf tribe and War-Chieftain of the united orc tribes,” Daleon said quietly. “I am Daleon Anglian, I have come in secret to speak to you. I am unarmed.”

In a flash, Kaegrash leapt to his feet, grabbed Daleon by the neck and slammed him into the slope of dirt beneath the great walls of the camp.

“Son of the Demonheart,” Kaegrash snarled. “I care not for whatever tricks or games you play at, but it would bring me joy to stand over your corpse.”

“I know what my father did. I am here to make amends. I hate him for what he has done to both our peoples,” Daleon said quickly, choking out the words. He noticed even in the dark that Kaegrash looked somehow sick, weakened, like a slow poison was consuming him from the inside.

“I know you and your kin. This foul sorcery that drains my life from me reminds me every day,” Kaegrash snarled. “Dishonor runs in human blood. This is some foul trap.”

Daleon struggled for air, grasping at the huge orc’s arms that had him pinned. “I need your help. My son…please…let me make amends,” he wheezed out the words.

Kaegrash hesitated. After a few more gasping moments, he let Daleon go. “Make amends?” The chieftain snorted. “You seek my help? The spirits mock me. Why should I listen to a word you say?”

Rubbing at his neck and gasping for air, Daleon reached into his pocket and opened his hand to show Kaegrash. It was the eagle talisman Vroska had given him.

“I spent nearly a week trapped in a ruined tower with an orc by the name of Vroska. He was far from what I expected of your people. He taught me more of orcs in that time than all the lies I had been fed my entire life. He spared my life at the expense of his own, though we were enemies. It was he who made me realize the folly of the war between our peoples. Before we parted, he asked that I return this to your people so his wife Kuranae may know peace.”

Kaegrash stared at the talisman for a long while before taking it from Daleon’s hands.

“All my life I was taught your people are mindless savages, bloodthirsty and cruel. I did not know the great nobility you are capable of. I did not know that you are like us.”

Kaegrash spat. “We are nothing like you.”

Daleon chuckled despite himself. “Perhaps that is true.”

Silence fell between them. Kaegrash appraised Daleon for a long time.

“This war should have never happened. What was done to your people by my father was an abomination. And now he holds you in dishonor, here, denying your honorable death and return to the earth-mother. I cannot change what has happened. But I can help free your people and undo his wrongs. All I ask in return is you help my son.”

Kaegrash stared at Daleon in disbelief. “Your son?”

Daleon took a deep breath. “You know the blood that flows in my family’s veins. I want to free him of it. I know your people know much of demonkind. I think you might be able to prevent him from becoming what his grandfather has become.”

“I do not trust you, palesoni.”

“I would not expect you to.” Daleon managed a sad smile. “And you do not have to. By the next full moon I will return with my men. I will tell them a group of rebel orcs was sighted heading to the camp to free you. I’ll take as many of these soldiers here as I can. With much fewer guards left, your people need only rise up and overwhelm those left to make your escape. Once you are free, I will find you. My only price is that you help my son free himself of his demon ancestry.”

Kaegrash’s dark eyes found Daleon’s. “My people would never trust you either.”

Daleon shrugged. “Then don’t tell them I am any part of it. Just make your plans to escape. This agreement need only stay between us.”

“If this is some trick to dishonor me and further torture my people, you will wish I killed you here today. My son Kaejic would travel to the ends of the earth to avenge my honor. He is the greatest warrior my people have seen in an age, and blessed by the earth-spirits.” The old orc held his head high at the mention of his son. “He is a true Bloodwolf champion.”

“No trick,” Daleon said, holding out his hand. “You would do anything for your son, I can hear it in the pride of every word you speak. That’s why I am here. I would do anything for mine.”

Kaegrash looked down at his extended hand in scorn. He scoffed. “When the moon turns, human. Then we will see what your word is worth.”

The orc chieftain turned and strode away, leaving Daleon alone in the dark. He drew his outstretched hand back.

“Well,” Daleon whispered to himself, rubbing at his neck. “Could’ve gone better, could’ve gone worse.” He looked up at the starry sky. “Maker forgive me if I am planting the seeds of another war by freeing these orcs. I just hope I am making the right choice.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 39 - Blood of the Demonheart

 

Leo awoke in a fit of coughing, struggling to pull himself to his feet. The sun had begun to set as the fog of the visions slowly lifted from his mind. Tears streamed down his cheeks, and he looked down at his hands in disbelief, struggling to understand what he had seen and what he felt in his heart. It was like waking from a lifelike dream and being unable to believe reality in its stead.

“Father,” Leo breathed. The warmth began to flow down his cheeks once more, his vision blurring. “The orcs, your exile. You did it to try and save me.”

Leo’s mind swam, trying to make sense of it all.

I am…the Demonheart? No, that’s insane. He saw once again the face of his mother, Almea, smiling at him in the sunlight. An Oathkeeper. Like Oran. “His fate is not yet decided,” she had said. He struggled to make sense of all that he had seen, though all he desired was to go back and see the faces of his father and mother once more. He wanted to embrace them, to feel the warmth of them living, to hear their voices. But they were gone.

Kaejic strode closer. His jaw was clenched, though his brow was creased with consternation.

“You have to help me,” Leo turned to him. “Your people know how to help me fight this demon blood. You did it in Utrehngard, when the voice of the Xyn’eshai transformed me.”

“The old sage in the mountains, after we escaped. She said you were the Demonheart. I did not believe her,” Kaejic murmured. His confusion turned to rage. “I have been a fool, wandering around with the great enemy of my people. Gothrak was right. I should have cut you down when I faced you outside those mountains. How could the earth-spirits have led me so astray?”

“No.” Leo shook his head. “You are supposed to be here. We both are.”

“Gothrak was right, and I imprisoned him, cast him out.” Kaejic scowled. “I have been a fool and a false chieftain.”

“Listen to me,” Leo snapped. “We can help each other.”

Kaejic reached for his father’s axe, clasping it in both hands.

“I don’t want to fight you,” Leo said. “Did you not see the same things I did? This whole war between our people, it was all a plot by my grandfather and these demons. Our people do not have to be enemies. My father tried to make it right…”

Kaejic scoffed. “Our people will always be enemies. No matter how much you wish it were not so. You cannot change the minds and hearts of your kin that will always see us as savages. That was true long before you or I, or your father or your grandfather came into this world. Your kind only needed an excuse to put us in chains.”

Hard winds blew dusty clay into the air, tossing both their hair westward as silence fell between them. If there was once a sense of unlikely kinship in Kaejic’s eyes, now it was only bitter determination. Is there no escaping this? Gods. Why won’t you listen you bastard?

The winds died, and Kaejic leapt towards Leo with a massive arcing swing. Leo dodged, barely avoiding it.

“I don’t want to fight you!”

Kaejic bared his teeth with a rising bloodrage. He raised a fist, channeling the earth-spirits as a spiraling wind began to encircle him. “This, I have seen,” he said with satisfaction. “This is where you die.”

Leo cursed, drawing his sword and shield.

Kaejic roared, diving at him again with catlike speed. The cascade of winds around him buffeted Leo and slowed him, barely allowing him to get his shield up in time to block the next axeblow. The heavy blade crunched and splintered into the shield, and the force of the blow sent shock up Leo’s arm.

Gods, he is as strong as he is fast. 

Leo swung a counterblow, but Kaejic slipped out of the way before coming in for another strike. Leo met the axeblade with his sword and guided it to the ground, just barely. Again and again Kaejic pushed the assault. Again and again Leo had to dodge backwards in the swirling dust of the internment camp that was kicked up by the whirlwind enchantment surrounding Kaejic. Leo squinted his eyes, trying to avoid being blinded by it. Slowly, Kaejic advanced toward him once more, eyes fixed on Leo in an unrelenting march.

“I don’t give a shit what they say I am. To hell with their prophecies, my life is mine to live. I will never be this great one, Betrayer, Demonheart whatever bullshit they want to call me. I’ll do whatever it takes to deny this demon heritage.”

When Kaejic lunged for his next strike, Leo sidestepped and brought a broad slash across his chest. He felt his longsword slice through Kaejic’s furs and into his flesh. Kaejic turned, a massive open wound pouring blood. It would’ve likely felled all but the most battle-hardened humans. But Kaejic only bared his teeth in a grim smile.

“Good,” he breathed. “You have grown stronger. Stronger even than your father when I cut him down. The demon blood grows within you. Your death will restore honor to my people.”

Leo grimaced. “I’m sick of this shit. Do you hear me? I am no demon!” he shouted.

Kaejic spoke Orcish in a murmured chant, and as he jabbed his fist forward, earthen spears rumbled and launched out of the ground towards Leo. He dove to one side and rolled to his feet, swatting away the last two with a heavy crunching thunk-thunk against his shield. He thanked Meradea’s ashes the shield held together. It was taking a beating, and he did not know how long it would last at this rate.

“You test my strength like no other I have faced,” Kaejic said, reveling in the moment, still bleeding profusely. “Good. Again!”

“I don’t want to kill you, you dumb bastard,” Leo snarled. “I need your help. Are you going to spend your whole life guided by visions, or are you going to make your own damn choices? Your visions were wrong before. Why not now?”

Kaejic roared, and Leo leapt out of the way of a savage overhand axe blow.

“I know you know how to purge the demonic influence. You saw the same things I did. We can work together, like our fathers tried to.”

“This day has been fated since both of us were born. We cannot stop it anymore than we can stop a tree from growing, or the sea from crashing upon the shore. So fight me with all your might!” Kaejic thundered, a flurry of axeblows pressing Leo back. Gods be damned, he doesn’t even seem tired.

With the last strike Kaejic anticipated Leo’s dodge, and the edge of the axeblade sliced into Leo’s shoulder. Leo grunted in pain, the numb shock wearing off after an instant, searing pain following suit. Leo touched his shield-hand to his shoulder, his fingers red with blood.

Before he could react, Kaejic murmured again, this time a blast of wind buffeted Leo back, followed by another spray of earthen spears. Leo barely got his shield up, crunching and splintering from the stone, another spear cutting into his thigh and another into his torso. Kaejic followed close behind the spears, already swinging a heavy strike with all his might. Hells take you, if you want to die so bad, then die. Die for my father who you took from me, you bastard. Leo raised his shield to take the blow, swinging his sword with all his might to Kaejic’s exposed side.

He felt the blade dig deep into the orc’s flesh, and for a moment, he triumphed— until a terrible crunching of steel and splintering of wood preceded a strange thump in his own chest as he felt himself pushed sideways. When he tried to breathe, his chest seized.

When he looked down, he saw his shield splintered to pieces, and Kaejic’s axe buried deep between his ribs. For a moment he stared down at it dumbly. It didn’t feel real.

His own sword was buried in Kaejic’s side, but the orc still stood, despite all his wounds. Leo felt his legs falter, and he fell to his knees, letting go of his blade. With a sickening burst of pain, Leo felt the steel blade grinding off his ribs as Kaejic pulled the axe free. A horrible sucking sound followed as Leo struggled to breathe. I’m going to die.

He looked up at Kaejic, his vision swimming. The orc looked on the verge of death, but still he stood, taking ragged breaths. He pulled Leo’s blood-covered sword free of his side and dropped it into the dirt with a clatter. The blood pooled and soaked into the dust.

“Why…” Leo croaked.

Kaejic put his fist to his chest. “For the great warrior you were, go with honor to your ancestors,” he said. “To the demon within, I cast you out of our world with dishonor.”

Already the scene was beginning to fade. Leo looked down at his bloodsoaked hands. He saw the face of his friends—Donnal smiling, sitting on a stump on the hillside above River Harrow, smoking pipe-weed. Vera laughing at Benley’s wild tales, sharpening her blades outside the caravan. Duncan with a content look on his face as he swung his pickaxe in the summer sun at the barrow den excavation site. Reina’s wry smile and beautiful golden eyes from beneath her hood as she rode beside him on horseback. Gods, that smile. Leo’s vision began to blur. I’m not ready to die. I’m not ready.

He saw his father training Ellarian soldiers in one on one combat in the courtyard of Leoneguard Keep. No one is ever ready. He saw his mother’s face as she prayed over Leo. Blessed be the Wanderer, who takes us into darkness…

Leo felt himself thud into the earth, a ragged breath leaving him. Above him, a clear blue sky. It’s beautiful. He closed his eyes, and everything faded.

 

 

As the last breaths left Leonel Anglian laying in the dusty earth of the internment camp, Kaejic felt a surge of victory rush through his veins. He leaned his head back and roared a battlecry that echoed throughout the empty monument to human oppression, his howl causing dark birds to fly away in a flutter of wings. His wounds were grievous, but if he found a safe place and sustenance to keep him, he would heal. Such was the regenerative strength of his people, unlike these frail palesoni. It would take him time to heal, but now that the Demonheart was dead, he had time. He could rest, if only for a brief time.

“Veth’ga as Kharuu,” Kaejic said, head held high. I have restored honor to my people. I must return east and bring tidings of this victory. Our return to our homeland is at hand.

For a moment, his gaze lingered on the dead. He did not expect to feel what he did. There was a strange remorse that gave him pause. He had grown to respect this Leonel, which would’ve never crossed his wildest dreams. He was a truly great warrior, and he had a strange honor to him. In some ways, he had been as thoughtless as a fool or a beast of the wilds. In others, he had a code of principle, and Kaejic never seemed to know when which side of him would show.

In truth, he was nothing like what he thought the Demonheart would be. But it did not matter, he was slain—the prophecy came to pass as it was seen—and honor was finally restored to his people, after all these long years of shame.

Kaejic bowed his head to Leonel’s body, and turned away.

He stopped after a few paces, hearing a shuffling sound in the dirt behind him. In disbelief Kaejic turned back to face the fallen. No, he thought, fear welling within him. He knew in his heart what he would see before his eyes beheld it.

Horror clenched at Kaejic’s throat as Leonel’s wounds began to mend. His fallen body rose up from the bloodsoaked clay as if lifted by an unseen hand. The form of the human warrior Leonel began to shift and shape-change, growing in size, growing great dark wings—though these were dark and feathered as a raven’s. His skin became a deep blood red so dark it was almost black. Bluish runes glowed upon his skin, and while the face still resembled Leonel, it had a demonic twist to it, with great fangs and black ram’s horns beside his long braided hair which was now dark as his wings. Arcane power radiated like an earthbound star from this demon, and he floated weightlessly above the ground for a moment before he slowly lowered to the earth, his great taloned feet touching down. He was easily twice the size of Kaejic, now, perhaps more.

The Demonheart, Kaejic thought in animalistic horror.

“I have awakened,” the demon Leonel said, his fangs bared in a sinister grin.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 40  - Sacrifice

 

The last thing Leo remembered was his consciousness fading, images of warm memories from his life flashing in his mind. The faces of his loved ones throughout the years.

When he rose up again, it was with new life, renewed vigor, and he felt as though he had been living in the wrong body his whole life. This. He took a deep breath. This is who I am, he thought with delight. He stretched his wings and folded them up again, smiling.

My time has come. I am whole again after all these thousands of years.

The orc, Kaejic, stood wounded, clasping his axe. His expression was rage, disbelief, the determination of one who knows they face their death.

“Thank you,” Leo said, his voice deep and resonating, “for freeing me. How easily you mortals can be swayed. You beg to be ruled, desperate for a divine hand to control you.”

Kaejic bared his teeth. Mustering his strength, the orc burst into motion, swinging a savage blow at him.

He effortlessly raised his arcane shield with a word, and the axe shattered with a burst of light and steel, sending Kaejic sprawling back. Leo laughed, a slow chuckle that grew into something more satisfying.

“Your world is a fountain of arcane power,” Leo said. “And you all are like children playing in it, heedless.”

In an instant, Leo was upon Kaejic. His hand wrapped around the orc’s neck as the orc struggled in vain against him, clawing and striking at his arm and hand ineffectually. The runes on Leo’s body began to glow as he drained life-energy from the orc clutched in his grip, feeling invigorated by the great strength of this being fueling him. Ah, yes…I have forgotten how good it tastes.

“Now begone. It is time I shepherd my brethren to this world, as it was foretold,” he said with a cruel laugh. He flung the orc at the wall of the internment camp. It broke upon impact and Kaejic fell through to the other side, limp.

Leo’s eyes found the staircase leading underground, from where he had come in that pathetic mortal body. He strode down the steps until the cold gateway stood before him in the dark chamber.

“Come, my brothers and sisters,” Leonel said. He reached out his hand, the runes upon him glowing, as the runes on the portal began to radiate with them.

 

 

 

The bloody hand of Kaejic reached up and clamped down onto a broken log. His body begged him to lie still, to lay here amidst the rubble until either sleep or death took him, but with gritted teeth and the taste of blood, he refused.

I must, he thought. I must.

With great effort he crawled out from the rubble of the shattered wall. The searing pain when he breathed told him his ribs were broken, and the blood still drained from the great wounds in his chest and in his side where Leo’s sword had struck him.

“Not yet.”

With a slow shuffle, he dragged himself across the empty encampment, dust and dirt swirling in the winds. His entire body seemed to be screaming out in pain, telling him to stop.

“Not yet.”

One step at a time, he lurched down the staircase until he reached the buried chapel from whence they had come. A loose stone gave out underfoot, and he could not catch himself before he went tumbling down the steps, each thudding strike against the stones sending pain through his broken body. He crashed down onto the landing, every inch of him feeling like a ball of knives. With a grunt he pushed himself off the ground, climbing back to his feet.

The great figure of the demon Leonel stood before the gateway, a glowing portal to the red world of the demons shimmering before him. The dark and twisted language of the demons echoed in the chamber as Leo spoke, his clawed hand outstretched to the portal, runes glowing brighter and brighter.

“Vadru,” Kaejic whispered, “dohn’ya gorimakh.”

Father, give me strength.

He took a deep breath, allowing the familiar feeling of opening his body to the spirit of the earth. There was an unfathomable amount of earth-spirit here, now. His skin tingled, feeling the energy entering his body, rejuvenating him. Wind began to swirl around him. He could feel the very moisture in the air as if it were a part of him. Chunks of earth began to float at his feet, and he could feel the very heat from the ground drawn up towards him.

“Sekranboashar, esani brahn dobu ahn uri mogda,” he spoke aloud. “Desah’orgu edun teeyun skatha ahn teeyun kithas!”

Spirits of the earth, return to this child of your flesh. Free him from the grasp of the demons!

As the endless power of the earth-mother flowed into his body, his heart raged in his chest like a beast trying to escape a broken cage. The energy felt as though it would tear him apart, but he did not stop it. I must. For my people. For our world.

With a great roar, Kaejic ran towards the demon Leonel and leapt with all his might onto his back, pouring the energy from his body into him. The great demon snarled in anger.

“Pathetic creature!” Leonel boomed. “How dare you interrupt?”

“Leonel Anglian!” Kaejic shouted in his ear. “You are not a demon!”

The great demon struggled and spun around, trying to claw at the great orc on his back, but Kaejic locked his arms around the demon’s neck with all his might, channeling the energy of the earth-spirits into this great demonic form.

“You are not a demon!” Kaejic roared.

 

 

Leo felt as though he were lost in a great void, an inescapable emptiness that denied him both thought and feeling. His consciousness floated in this unknown form, an observer through the eyes of a great beast from another world. But the orc named Kaejic leapt onto this strange body he was trapped inside, and slowly he began to rise.

The light of sensation began to take over him. Feeling returned to him, like rising from the deepest sleep only to forget who and what you are.

“You are not a demon!” The voice felt distant, but it was growing.

What? What’s happening? What is this?

We are one, said a familiar voice. We have become what we were destined to become. This is your legacy. Your birthright. It is the blood of the Demonheart that flows through our veins. It was as though the voice were his own, but strange and unsettling at the same time. No, Leo thought, as everything slowly returned to him. No, I am not a demon.

Fool, the voice replied. You cannot escape destiny. Why do you yearn to hide from your true self?

Get out of my head, Leo screamed in a rage. My life is my own. To hells with your destiny.

Suddenly, Leo felt as though he controlled his body once more. Feeling the power radiating through him, flexing his arms and his legs, and…wings? This was not the body he remembered, and it seemed to be fighting him. Two minds struggling to control one self.

He saw his mother Almea’s face. “It’s your life, Leonel. You don’t have to become a general, or a priest. You could be a dockhand or an excavator. I don’t care. I just want you to be you.” She smiled at him.

“Get up, Leo,” his father Daleon said. “Again. Get up and fight.”

Leo roared in the empty chamber, his voice thunderous and deep.

He remembered kneeling beside his mother as they both prayed, the life slowly leaving her body.

Blessed be the Maker who protects us,

Blessed be the Mother who gives us life,

Blessed be the Wanderer, who takes us into darkness,

Blessed be the Light of the Flames from which we will be reborn.

Slowly, Leo felt his body changing, transforming. The runes on his skin stopped glowing, and slowly his body began to return to its natural form.

No! the voice in his head screamed. You cannot run from what you are, fool! You cannot deny us our birthright! You are the Demonheart! No matter where you go, how far you run, you are here!”

Leo ground his teeth together.

Frozen hells drag you to oblivion, whoever you are, he thought.

With a shuddering breath, Leo collapsed onto the floor of the chamber on all fours, sweat beading on his brow. His hands trembled in the dirt, but they were his hands once more. I’m alive. He began to laugh, tears streaming from his eyes and joy welling through every inch of him. Gods, I’m alive!

Beside him, Kaejic lay upon his back on the floor, bleeding from claw wounds and taking ragged breaths. He was dying, it was plain for even a child to see.

“Kaejic!” Leo kneeled beside the great orc.

He glanced at Leo with tired eyes, then past him to the glowing portal.

“You must close it,” he murmured. “You must not let the demons back into our world.”

Leo shook his head. “I don’t know how. I don’t know how to do any of this.”

“Then destroy it,” Kaejic grimaced. “Whatever it takes to protect our peoples.”

Our peoples… Leo was taken aback for a moment.

“How do I do that?”

Kaejic coughed violently, grimacing. “How could the earth-spirits…I have seen my victory over you for so many years. Why would they lead me to this if your death would only awaken the Demonheart?”

Leo shook his head. “To hells with the gods, prophecies, visions—all of it. I’m going to do whatever it takes to get rid of this demon side of me and get my old life back.”

Kaejic’s chuckling only led to another violent fit of coughs. “You are a strange one, Leonel.” The great orc sighed. “I gladly return to the faces of my ancestors.”

Leo stood up. “Like hell you are. I’m not letting you die.” He looked around the chamber, searching for answers. He had to close the gate. And Kaejic desperately needed healing. But they were miles and miles from anywhere. The tomes!

“Just don’t die!” Leo shouted, running to the steps and sprinting up them two at a time. In the dusty, sun-soaked internment camp, he saw his backpack lying in the dirt not far from where the ground was stained red with both his and Kaejic’s blood. He snatched it up and ran back down the steps while he pulled the two tomes of Eskian free.

Kaejic was still breathing, but his consciousness was fading.

“Frozen hells take you, you’re not dying yet,” Leo said. Grabbing Kaejic by his arms, he slung them over his shoulders and lifted with all his strength. It was the best he could do to carry him on his back and drag the great orc behind him.

“Mother’s ashes, there must be horses lighter than you.”

“Leave me to return to my ancestors and the earth mother.”

“Shut up already about your gods damned ancestors,” Leo grunted as he shuffled towards the demongate.

“No!” Kaejic said, coughing. “Must not take me from this world.”

When Leo had carried Kaejic to the entrance of the portal, he lowered him back to the ground. Light preserve me, this is a terrible idea. Truth be told, he was not sure what else he should do. Kaejic would die if he left him, and this gateway that has been opened must be shut. Or who knows what may come through to their world.

With both tomes in hand, Leo took a last look at the empty chamber. Collapse it all, he thought. Shut this place away so it will never be found.

He felt the tingling in his fingers first. Only the slightest sensation, but it grew and grew until the blue tome began to resonate. The earth around him rumbled, and he saw the sunlight wink out as earth began to collapse onto the staircase. The structure around him groaned and stones scraped against stones as the weight of the earth began to push down on it, huge chunks of earth falling through the ceiling.

Leo grabbed Kaejic once more, gritting his teeth as he hoisted the great orc onto his back. He took a deep breath, staring at the shimmering portal to the crimson world of the demon plane.

“This is probably one of the worst ideas I’ve ever had,” Leo said to himself. “And I’ve had some gods-forsaken bad ideas.”

“No!” Kaejic murmured, his consciousness fading.

Half-dragging the orc, Leo stepped into the portal to the red world as the chamber collapsed behind them.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 41 - All That Lies in Shadow

 

The old Aeldorran road was the closest thing to a safe passage south from the Arcane University, though not many traveled it these days other than tradesmen, merchants, and excavators. The wind blew hard off the western Garrond Mountains, and it was getting colder by the day. Reina pulled the thick cloak about her tighter as her palfrey nodded along on the worn stones caked in dirt and dust. She could feel the eyes of the two Circle Mages on the back of her head as they followed behind on their own mounts.

This is ridiculous, she thought. She reined up on her horse and cantered about to face them.

“Do you plan on accompanying me all the way to Redridge Hall?”

“It is our duty,” said the more senior mage, Raemy Foltras of the Arcane Protectorate. She was the only one with a voice, apparently. Or at least Reina wouldn’t have known otherwise. The other woman had said not a single word their entire journey, not even to her fellow mage.

“Yes, you’ve made that clear. I do find it strange though, that this is the first time I have been afforded the courtesy by any member of the University Triumvirate. Quite forcefully I might add. Your archmage brother all but insisted I leave posthaste. I wonder if I would even be allowed back anywhere near the university if I turned around…”

“By the laws of the University Triumvirate, any member of the Cantry, Scholastery College, or Arcane University should be afforded safe passage—”

“Light grant me peace if you say that to me one more time!” Reina snapped. “I know the laws, mage. I know which ones are followed and which ones are ignored. I also know it is not likely a coincidence the archmage of the Arcane Protectorate sent his sister to escort me south. I’m not going any further until you tell me why you are really here.”

Raemy scoffed, a look of disgust breaking her previously placid demeanor. “You should count your blessings, priestess. The only reason you are here and not being interrogated with your companions is because of the laws of the University Triumvirate.”

“We are not responsible for those demons,” Reina said coolly. “And when I reach Redridge I’m sending a crow to the Divine Abbey to order that you release those who were in my charge.”

“No you won’t,” Raemy said with a smirk. “It does not take much imagination to figure you and your companions are not likely well-favored by the church after all you have done in recent times. Stories travel fast, priestess.”

Reina said nothing, staring into the violet eyes of the mage.

“And even if you did not call down those demons yourself, you and your companions had something to do with their appearance. That much is certain.”

Reina shook her head in disbelief. “Like blaming the farmer for the drought.”

Raemy scrutinized her. “So you do not deny you have something to do with it. What exactly is your affiliation with those extraplanar beings?”

It was Reina’s turn to smile, prompted by the hint of urgency in the mage’s words. She needs this. She can’t go back to her order with nothing.

“Is this amusing, priestess?” the sorceress said.

“How about a proposition? For every satisfactory answer you give to one of my questions, I’ll answer one of yours. Consider it a trade. We both have knowledge one another desires.”

“I will not bargain with you.” Raemy lifted her chin in disdain.

“Suits me,” Reina said. “Then I’ll continue on to Redridge Hall in silence. When we reach the destination, I’m sure you know the tenets of the University Triumvirate dictate that you cannot trespass on Cantry property. The Darkwardens are still a branch of the Cantry Church and as such the laws apply, even if it is a forgotten and neglected limb of that tree.”

A look of disgust passed between Raemy and her silent companion.

“Fine,” she snapped. “Ask your questions. But divines help me, if you do not answer our questions to my satisfaction I will drag you back to the university, Tenets of the Triumvirate be damned.”

The strong winds off the mountains whipped Reina’s hair about her face, which was a blessing, because she could not help a smug look of victory.

“What do you know of the Awakened and those with demon blood?”

Raemy was taken aback for a moment. “The Awakened?” She thought on the name for a moment. “They were a secret society that held great power in the second age. Very few knew of their existence during their era, but when Istran cast out the demon-divines of old, they were exposed and eventually hunted down. As for demon blood, well, we know immortals once walked among us in ages past and sired children with mortals, so both demon and divine lineage exists in mortals. Some scholars theorize that is what gives some mortals the gift of arcane, but there’s no way to know, of course…” she trailed off, refocusing her attention back to Reina and the task at hand.

The sorceress’ surprise at Reina’s question seemed genuine. While it was possible she might have an uncommon talent for dissembling, she did not seem the type to have patience for such subterfuge. She genuinely does not know. Is it possible the Arcane University is blind to the resurgence of the Awakened and their demonic pursuits?

“What is it that you and your companions sold to the Arcane University for such a great sum of coin?” Raemy asked.

The question seemed so absurd to Reina, she could not hide the confused look on her face. Is this some trick? “What do you mean?”

“We answered your question, so answer ours. Your companions sold something to the university, what was it?” 

“You do not know?” Reina asked, puzzled.

“Just answer the question,” Raemy snapped.

Reina sat stunned in her saddle. Is the Arcane University that divided that they have concealed such a thing from one another? Or is there some conspiracy afoot? She is a member of the Arcane Protectorate, and it is their duty to investigate their own as well as those outside the university…

“Well, I was not there for the exchange, but my companions sold some very rare artifacts. Soulstones of the Twelve Divines that were laid down by Istran himself. Hard to believe, I know, I would not have believed it myself if I were not there. They are priceless, which is why they sold for so much coin. I’m sure, though, that the university keeps record of such…”

“That is none of your concern,” Raemy said, though the heavy burden on her mind was suddenly evident by her expression. Her silent companion, too, appeared upset, and turned to look back up the road, like she longed to return to the university. Something has happened. Someone in the university has bought the Soulstones in secret? Creeping fear began to rise within her. How powerful are they? And who is it that wants them? Damn your stubborn oak of a head Leo, I knew we should have never parted with them.

“What do the Soulstones do?” Reina asked, not even thinking about what other questions she might need answered.

“What do you think?” Raemy scoffed. “They have the power to channel the arcanum of immortals, in the hands of a strong and skilled enough arcanist. And perhaps much more that we do not know of.”

“Light of the Maker,” Reina breathed.

“Why did those demons appear in Utrehngard? What do they have to do with your companion Leonel Anglian and the orc he was so intent on saving?”

Reina took a deep breath. They should know. Perhaps it will do some good. People in power need to know the danger that is coming. The hour is late to be keeping secrets.

“The Awakened cult and the demons they have called forth are hunting Leonel Anglian, and all others with demonic heritage. It would seem they have been waiting in the shadows for hundreds of years. We don’t know exactly what they are after, but it cannot be good. Leonel’s grandfather, Leoric Anglian, leads the Awakened in shepherding the demons’ return.”

Raemy scowled. “That’s a lie. Crusader Leoric has been dead some years now. He fell ill during the spring plague and succumbed to his illness.”

“I saw him myself. He is very much alive. And very much demon-corrupted.”

“Demon corrupted?” Raemy repeated in disbelief. “You are certain?”

Reina nodded solemnly, remembering Caergan Dunoor. “He almost killed us all.”

“What stopped him?”

“Divine light working through me,” Reina said. “And Leo’s stubborn heart.”

Raemy appraised her for a long time, looking unsettled.

“Believe me or not, I care little.” Reina tightened her grip on the reins of her horse, her supple leather gloves not doing nearly enough to ward off the cold. “I only have one more question before I take my leave of you. Now that the Circle Mages know that demons have come back to our world, what will you do to help drive them out? Will the divines come to our aid?”

Raemy threw her head back in amused laughter. It was equal parts arrogance and condescension, and Reina wanted to smack the smugness out of her in that moment.

“Please tell me you are not as blind as the other fools of the Cantry. I held you in better esteem than that.”

Reina frowned. “What do you mean?”

“I hope you are not fool enough to believe that all divines are good and all demons are evil.”

For a moment, Reina was struck by this.

“It never ceases to amaze how even wise and intelligent ones can be like children in some regards. We all have our blind spots. Believe me when I tell you priestess, demon and divine are more alike than they are different. They all desire power, in some way or another.”

Reina shook her head. “Maybe, but not all gods are unjust. I have placed my life in the hands of the Maker, the Mother and the Light.”

Raemy sighed. “I have studied countless texts and learned from the wisest of Scholastery monks and Grandmasters of the university. My arcane brethren have learned more of our world than entire countries have forgotten in an age. Do you know what we have learned most of all? We know nothing of our world, and less of demons, divines and the worlds beyond. You want us to drive them out? Hah! Even with the immeasurable power of the Circle Mages, still we pale compared to the power of immortals. If they find a way here, we cannot stop them.”

Reina fell silent. It’s worse than I feared. I held out hope at least the Circle Mages would have some power against these forces, but—

“You think the buried Ancients are the only ones keeping secrets in our age? Make no mistake, priestess. We are raised to believe our mighty kingdoms rule over the lands, that we have explored to the far corners of all lands, and that we have conquered all save the mysteries of the Ancients, but the truth is that we are but children, blind to the dangers which surround us. We know nothing of the gods, we know nothing of good and evil, and we know nothing of all that lies in the forgotten places of our world.”

“Well then,” Reina said, reining her horse about, her hand touching the pendant of Istran the Lightbringer about her neck. “It is good we are not alone.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Epilogue - The Bargain

 

The first thing Donnal saw when his consciousness returned to him was himself, slumped in the saddle in front of Leo. Leo held an arm around him to keep him steady, and he seemed to be arguing with a man leaning upon a longbow in the road in front of him. There were beautiful trees around them, and pools of warm sunlight everywhere along the ground where the trees and their long branches couldn’t greedily reach.

Vera was there, too, on a horse behind them. Donnal smiled at the sight of the fierce scowl on her face. Ain’t nothing can break her, he thought, letting his eyes linger on her, taking in the curve of her shoulders and the curve of her waist.

Kaejic was there as well, as well as the priestess Reina. Wait, this doesn’t make sense. The logic of it failed him. How am I sitting in that saddle?

“Hello, Donnal,” said a tall, pale man with angular features in a burgundy robe that seemed to shimmer and change hue as it moved.

“Who the hells are you?” Donnal said. “And what coffin did you crawl out of?”

The man chuckled. “I am Velthayr.”

“Am I supposed to know what that means?”

“I am the divine that created the plague that is killing you.” Velthayr nodded towards Donnal’s body. Vaguely, Donnal began to remember the dead rising in Caelm’s Reach. The inside of a keep. Being jostled on horseback as they desperately galloped somewhere.

“I’m dying?” Donnal said. “What in the hells is this, then?”

Velthayr smiled. “Does it matter? A dream. A chance for your spirit.”

“I’m not ready,” Donnal said. “I promised Sarea I would come back.”

“Mortals are fools to make promises,” Velthayr said. “Yet, that never seems to stop them.”

“What do you want?”

“A bargain. You should count yourself lucky. Believe me, I do not visit every dying fool. Far, far from it. But you have something I need.”

Donnal scowled. “Why do I get the feeling it won’t be a bargain for me at all?”

“It may well not be, if balanced on the great scales. But for you, you’ll get your life, and much, much more. Besides, what will happen to your Sarea when you are gone?”

“Don’t you dare touch her!”

Velthayr laughed. “Me? No, it’s not I that will do harm to her. The cruelty of your kind will see to that.”

“What will happen to her?”

“Oh, what often befalls impoverished mortal women. Some nobleman of little importance will take a fancy to her, and when she refuses him, he will have her captured, he will take her against her will, and kill her when he is done. Her body will decompose at the bottom of a rocky hill outside the walls of Roland’s Fall. No grave. No family to weep for her. There will be no great justice done in her name. Mortal justice is so…unjust, don’t you think? Your kind has always seen to that. None that care for her would risk their neck to stand up to a nobleman, anyway.”

Donnal balled his fists, staring daggers at this divine, or whatever the hells it was.

“You lie,” he said through bared teeth.

“You could, of course, change all that.”

“And the cost?” Donnal said softly, “For your bargain?”

Upon the horse, Donnal’s body slid off the saddle and thumped down into the dusty road. Leo scrambled off his horse after him, and Vera, too. They seemed to be speaking to him, but it was hard to hear, like they were far away, muffled voices he could barely make sense of. It wasn’t long before they stood up from his body, a great weight hanging upon them like a millstone. Vera strode away, hurling her sword to the earth, weeping. Vera…

“It is more of a gift, really. I will give you life again, cure you of this plague, and awaken the arcane blood buried deep within you. You shall become a mage of great power, with time, and discipline. In return you will serve me. And you must deliver something to me. Something I almost had in Caelm’s Reach, but alas your dwarven friend was clever enough to hide them, holed up in that forsaken keep while the demons intervened.”

“You want me to betray my companions and be your servant,” Donnal said with disgust.

“If you want to call it that.”

“Speak plain, bastard. What do you want?”

“The soulstones,” Velthayr said.

Donnal stared at the divine for a long time. He looked back at Vera, and thought of Sarea, alone in Roland’s Fall, with no way out of that miserable life.

The divine Velthayr’s dark eyes seemed endless. Donnal frowned, exhaling. “I accept your bargain.”

 

 

End of Book 2

 

The story continues with Legacy of the Betrayer, Book 3 of the Hymn of the Ancients series! Click here to get it!

 

Remember to let other readers know what you thought by leaving a review! Sign up for the Newsletter for news of Hymn of the Ancients and other series!
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