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Praise for Chance Dillon


Praise for Ill Is the Fate

“A Sanderlanche has nothing on a Dillendeluge.” – Esmay Rosalyne, Grimdark Magazine


“This puts him up there with the best of modern fantasy authors.” – LongSunMalrubius, Book Reviewer


“Grabbed me by the throat and dragged me through the final stretch in one long binge.” – Esmay Rosalyne, Grimdark Magazine


Praise for Tears of The Fallen


"A gritty and fast-moving fantasy from a promising new voice." – Kirkus Reviews (✓‘GET IT’ Recommended)


"There's no waiting for the pulse-pounding action, the bloody trauma, and the intricate world building in Mercy: Tears of the Fallen. It all smacks you in the face right out of the gate, and somehow, through all the machinations and the quests for vengeance, you find yourself rooting for characters even as you dread their fates." – Philip Chase, Author of the Edan Trilogy

“A meticulously crafted world bounded only by the limits of the human spirit which Mercy tests and explores, offering precious little of its namesake.” – Jake Remmert, from Nerd Level Rising

"This is one of the most dangerously ambitious and boldly imaginative debuts I have ever read." – Grimdark Magazine - Esmay Rosalyne


"This is going to be something enormously special. This is a debut that demands people's attention." – John Minton of Talking Story and one of the Authors of Discovery


“There will be emotional damage.” – Zammar Ahmer, Author of The Book of Astea Duology

"This will undoubtedly go down as one of the best fantasy debuts this year; if not the best." – Zachary Shaye of Shaye's Library


"Dillon throws you into the deep end... His writing is good. Really good... He's doing something special here, bringing his fiery passion to the story in spades." – iSamwise, Book Reviewer
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For you, Mom.
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THE STORY SO FAR


Archivist Note

If you’ve endured the first volume of this story, then you have become more than a mere Reader. You have become a Wanderer. One who does not fear its telling. One who can stand staring at the dark and persevere to find the light. And, Wanderer, I write this second volume of Mercy to continue our journey toward that very light.

I sit here now, my stylus in this journal, peering down a sandy hill. A tree stands tall, a tree I planted. One that will be my end. But for us here and now, Wanderer, it provides shade from the heat of that second red sun above.

Something is occurring between you and I. A bond of sorts. And be it that I wish you find this journey worth your while. I only know now that it is. That through all the pain and all the heartbreak, that it was indeed worth it.

So here—now—I give you the story thus far. For odds are there have been many others you have picked up since seeing the first volume from Mercy. Whether it be the stories of the Collasai and their war with the Dragons, or the sailing of Amylon from Maetlynd to the Lands of High and Low. Or perhaps you’ve read more tales of my friends and loved ones. After all, their entries in these volumes are only a succinct portion of their stories.

And may the dark we face together bind us when we reach the light.

THE RECKONING AND AFTER

In the final days of the Epoch of Artisans, Maetlynd was scourged by the Crimson Blight, released by the Outer Gods from a land called Mersianei. The people of that mysterious and undiscovered nation, the Merciani, came over and brought with them death. Millions were killed or turned mad by the Blight. The wars of the past were put to rest in the face of vast suffering.

To halt the unmaking of the world, the Artisans bound their immortal essence into crystalline vessels now known as the Tears of the Fallen. With these relics, the dead were sealed, the Blight restrained, and civilization preserved—though the Artisans themselves perished. Few knew that the Tears could raise a new generation of Artisans, but those who did craved their power at any cost.

What followed was not unity, but a sundering.

Harglon—a knight from the Order of Blood—survived, though broken by his defeat at the hands of Alevist: a former Daemonine, those practitioners of the Order of Dawn. Taken by hidden Daerikal forces, Harglon was remade and charged with a singular purpose: to hunt the Tears.

THE UNITY AND LIES

When the final invasion from Mersianei was repelled, Alevist placed multiple Tears beyond mortal reach—at the Dawn Tree and within the depths of Kal’duun. These sent out magickal pulses which targeted those made mad by the Blight and turned them to crimson stone where they stood. And with the war ended, the Epoch of Unity was declared.

At Stalhom’s Isle of Se’l Tobahn, Telvath was crowned High King with Salasmir as his Hand. The Orders of the Nine were dissolved, replaced by the Kaledar. Runestone bearers, those with sensitivity and proclivity for magicks, were regulated beneath Consular law. Stalhom, the last Artisan, began his quiet consolidation of power.

Alevist and his brother-in-arms Artorious surrendered their stones and withdrew from history.

Peace was announced. And it was time for the heroes to return home.

THE SLAUGHTER OF THE MARTYRS

Artorious was murdered fourteen months later, and Harglon tracked down Alevist in a self-made exile that very same day.

The assault on Alevist’s home ended with the murder of his wife, Linera, and their two children—Yilera and Alevist’s baby son, Aulder. Harglon hanged Alevist as a form of torture in order to find the location of the Tears.

The world believed him dead. And a part of him had truly been killed.

THE FRACTURED PRESENT

Thirty-three years later, the cracks in the Unity widened. Factions hunted for the scattered Tears and the power that they held.

Erevayn, son of Artorious and an exiled Runeborn, fought extremist threats alongside his mentor Merin, whose knowledge of the old world proved increasingly dangerous.

Hayde and Neera, twins from the Omen Riders, rounded out Erevayn’s mercenary band. Belying his sister’s desire for a new life, Hayde secretly served a Stained King—a man named Galigus. He too searched for Tears.

Consular Kythos hired the group as extra security for the wedding of his daughter Scillia. The wedding quickly devolved into a massacre, attacked by enemy forces. Alevist, hunting those of Harglon’s Order of Blood, emerged from the fray to kill Untao, the man posing as an Ordained for the ceremony to acquire a Tear for himself. Kythos had unknowingly gifted the Tear to Scillia, never suspecting it to be real. In the chaos following the battle, Alevist pocketed the Tear and slipped away.

At the wedding, Erevayn reunited with his lost love Viyala, Consular Ilanudin’s daughter and in line to succeed Salasmir as the Hand to the next King. Despite their long affection, Erevayn had married Viyala’s cousin. After his wife’s death, Erevayn distanced himself from Viyala, spiraled, and took Exile from the Kaledar. After a passionate night, Viyala left Erevayn in Ossilith to return to her master and mentor Salasmir.

After a ceremony meant to aid Erevayn in ridding himself of his Omen Mark—a mark deeming a Runeborn’s access to Will naught—Alevist then enlisted Erevayn, Merin, Hayde, and Neera for his quest to restore Scillia’s Tear into the mountains where Alevist had buried it so many decades ago. Merin, Erevayn’s mentor, did not survive the journey. He was slain by a blight-ridden traulth. In his death, the man himself was proven to be one of the Artisans, possessing another Tear. Supposedly an immortal being capable of using the Tears to make Maetlynd whole—had been slain by an Outer Will.

His death removed one of the last living bridges to the world before the Reckoning. And it was then Alevist picked up the mantle of training Erevayn.

Mourning Merin’s death and reeling from his secrets, the company fled deeper into the Kal’duun mountains, to a village of peaceful Vileborn. Erevayn was shocked to learn of their existence, not blight-mad or servants of Mersianei but thriving and in sound mind. They unwittingly brought disaster to the hidden community when the captain of Kythos’ guards attacked, tracking Alevist and the Tear. After the bloody fight, members of the village joined them in search of the Tear’s resting place.

Meanwhile, Viyala survived attempts on her life and reunited with Stalhom at Se’l Tobahn, where Consulars gathered to meet with King Telvath and Stalhom. In the midst of the political proceedings, she fought off an assassin in the night. The assassin was later revealed to be sent by none other than King Telvath, said to have desired Viyala’s death since his concubine perished under her watch at the shores of Witesands.

Other pieces on the board were moving. The truth hid among the lies.

Stalhom—the last living Artisan—brought Salasmir to ascension at Se’l Tobahn. He made him an Artisan himself using a sword imbued with a Tear. Salasmir’s authority would no longer be tempered by balance or counsel by anyone other than God Emperor Stalhom.

On the continent of Anvia, rumors swirled of Tears resurfacing throughout Maetlynd. The Silderai brothers, Steyvin and Ilatu, left their home with their Weaver Bryseis to hunt for the Tears. On the way, they were captured by Halvayne, a Hardranian from the north, and his Seeress Ceranna. Despite misgivings, the two groups joined forces in search of the Tears, leading them through a blight-infested swamp toward the base of the Kal’duun mountains. In their fight for survival, Ilatu took on the Blight and was killed. Once free of the swamp, they arrived at the bottom of Twin Falls, where familiar faces recovered from the aftermath of a devastating battle.

THE FALLS AND WHAT FOLLOWED

At journey’s end, Erevayn and his companions confronted the impossible—Linera, Alevist’s dead wife, living or remade in the very depths of the Kal’duun mountains where Alevist had placed a Tear to end the Reckoning. Linera seemed standing proof that death itself had been bent by Will. But something had taken her over, and she now commanded a Vile army of abominations. The group fought to escape and protect their two Tears—Merin’s tucked away on Erevayn, the other still held by Alevist.

After charging in to face Linera, Erevayn was marked by her or whatever being had taken control of her body.

After failing to defeat Linera in the cavern, the confrontation culminated at the Twin Falls, where betrayal and collapsing ground cast the party into the depths below. Though some survived, they emerged scattered, changed, and burdened by knowledge that could no longer be unlearned.

And the Unity started to fold.


“War has always awaited man. Ill is such a fate—that the ultimate profession needed wait so long for its greatest practitioner.”


DRAMATIS PERSONAE


Alevist: Former Knight of the Nine Runes. The Seraphim of the Daemonine. Husband to Linera.

Andera: Daerikal Bloünine. Elfin’s apprentice.

Asmodil: Leader amongst the Stained. Brother to Galigus.

Benedites: Haltrishari Kaledar.

Berlik: Forgotten faction leader. Mentor to Cyril.

Bryseis: Uldonai Weaver. Serves Shrinale.

Ceranna: Seeress to Halvayne with unknown origins.

Cyril: Child belonging to the Forgotten Faction.

Dullo: Stained Haftel Vagabond.

Elfin: Daerikal Bloünine. Andera’s master.


Erevayn (Erety’il): Exile of Kaledar. Runeborn Aranari. Son of Artorious and Rhenya. Brother to Janilynn.

Ewilen: Former Kul Cleaver. Merin’s brother. Resides in Milanteus.

Fabiel: Vileborn boy in Kaneretta.

Festardes: Stained assassin. Common born.

Filbren: Hardranian warrior. Cousin to Halvayne.

Galigus: Stained King. Brother to Asmodil.


Halvayne: Leader among the Hardranians. Head of the Snow Mane Clans.

Harglon: Daerikal Bloünine.

Havel: Haltrishari Crier for Kannelough. Common born.

Hayde: Stained Ranger. Former Omen Rider. Twin brother to Neera.

Ilanudin: Amrinil Consular. Father to Viyala and Vilsera.

Ilatu: Silderai Kaledar. Son to Shrinale and brother to Steyvin.

Ilteria: Uldonai. The High King’s Weaver.

Kalinuo: Father of Bolin, Hulin, and Toulin. Crimson-marked Kalatari from Milanteus.


Linera: Former Amrinil Elunine. Wife to Alevist.

Merin: Kul Artisan. Former mentor to Erevayn.

Neera: Stained Ranger. Former Omen Rider. Twin sister to Hayde.

Pemdro: Stained Kaledar. Serves Galigus.

Pentaus: Privateer under Dullo. Common born.

Porfenis: Kalatari Kaledar.

Rilen: Vileborn woman. Mother to Tiliya.

Roven: Stained Kaledar. Son to Galigus.
Salasmir: Aranari and Hand to the High King. Mentor to Viyala.
Shrinale: Silderai Consular. Father to Steyvin and Ilatu.

Stalhom: The God Emperor of Unity. Daerikal Artisan.
Steyvin: Silderai Kaledar. Son to Shrinale and brother to Ilatu.

Talanis: Kalahari Consular.

Tellen: Stained soldier. Common born.

Tiliya: Vileborn girl. Daughter to Rilen.

Thelmund: Weaver for Ver’Skyi Consular Kythos. Nephew to Kythos.

Vilsera: Amrinil Kaledar. Daughter to Ilanudin. Sister to Viyala.

Viyala: Mentee as Hand to the High King. Daughter of Ilanudin. Sister to Vilsera.


THE BEFORE; AGAIN
I
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0001 EoU (Epoch of Unity)

Song wouldn’t bring back the burnt bodies.

With Artorious gone, it fell on Merin to take care of them. Rhenya, Janilynn, and Ubbe followed along as Merin led them through the woods toward Edelvin—toward the Dawn Tree. Ash and embers trailed through the dark sky in their wake. As he scanned the foliage, the starry night’s gorgeous glow lay marred by Artorious’ death. Merin, the smallest of the bunch besides the dog, peered up at his dead friend’s wife and family, slumped upon the horses. He needed to get them to safety, but—so much pain. Is there no time for grief?

Rhenya’s golden eyes fluttered with fatigue and an aching sadness. Her mottled blonde hair sat tied up, the horse’s next step loosing strands atop the baby peacefully cradled in her arms and Jani’s tiny head; Artorious’ daughter sat in front of her mother and baby brother. Ubbe hobbled beside them on his four legs, his head lilting with the same fatigue. Merin hadn’t the energy to heal him—hadn’t the Will after expending so much to try and stop the flames from continuing to burn Artorious’ home. The dog shouldn’t even have been there—he belonged to Alevist. When Merin saw him limping through the trees those dial-turns ago, it told him more than he wanted to know about what must have happened to the other man’s family. The brave animal traveled miles for help, but Merin’s hands had already been full.

He cleared his throat at the sour thought, instead turning his mind to what lay ahead. Another half a day northwest, and they would reach the golden city. Then Merin would travel to the Tear. Surely it could do something. Perhaps it could do for him what another such Tear had done for Ewilen—who now resided in the mountains. His kin awaited instructions from Merin.

The time will come, dear brother. And perhaps this isn’t a setback, but a far greater step forward for our plans.

Merin still smelled the burning flesh and wood. Sweat lined his mustache, trapping that unpleasant odor. He tugged Plasit’s reins and the moon’s light peeked through an aperture in the shadow-darkened foliage above.

Why hadn’t any help come? They had already passed many abandoned Amrinil outposts on their way toward the city. Outposts that hadn’t been abandoned the month prior.

“How much longer?” Jani asked. Her eyes drifted open and shut, her voice sad and longing. “Where’s Papa?”

Merin stopped the horse, looking back up to Rhenya. The baby rested quietly in her arms. Her eyes welled with tears. “Rest, sweetheart.”

Jani started to cry.

“Come now, let’s get down and camp,” Merin said. He smiled softly at Jani, hoping it would quell her misery.

“Is it safe?” Rhenya handed the boy down to Merin, her gaze darting over her shoulder.

Ubbe dashed around, sniffing the ground. Merin and the hound exchanged a glance. “Aye.”

Merin held the boy in his arms. So much had changed for him. So much would be different than the life he was supposed to have. Would Merin be able to be a father to the boy?

Merin scratched at his head, staring at the trees in their wake. He wanted to have checked on Alevist by now, but surely it was already too late. Only one thing remained to do.

Why has no one come?

He looked down to Ubbe. “Go back to your master. I’ll not be far behind.”

“What are you talking about, Merin?” Rhenya said.

“We’re going to keep moving—you and I. We have to get to Edelvin.”

Ubbe darted off back in the direction of Alevist’s hearth, skipping through the brush.


They arrived in the early morning at Edelvin, but Merin still had a journey ahead of him—through the Sacred Woods to the great Tree.

Leaving Jani and Rhenya with the child, and with Plasit in good hands, he snuck past the guards at the sealed gate into the Woods. Altering his form, he stormed through the trees, racing along those familiar paths in that ancient place. After less than a day, he walked through the ivory gate guarding the Tree where Alevist had buried the Tear. Where the now extinct Order of the Daemonine had once performed their Rite.

A plain’s distance lay between the ivory gate and the Trunk of that great Tree. Above, the golden branches loomed over the rest of that forest, where the trees blessed enough to have a golden leaf fall upon them lay forever in their eternal life.

Even after death had come to the shores of Taldreas and to all of Maetlynd, still the great Tree stood. The ground and air held a warmth only rivalled by a great pyre, though never to the point of burning. The feel of the grass on Merin’s bare feet warmed him. Home.

A stone dais led up to a higher point of the golden Trunk where an ancient throne stood. Vacant—ever since the death of the Dawn God. Just over a year ago, Alevist had placed the Dawn God’s Tear into the Tree, setting off the demise of those Merciani who stormed the shores of all Maetlynd. Below and to the right of the great dais, a vein of crimson stone had shorn fissures into the massive golden Trunk. Now a part of the Dawn Tree itself, the crimson death lay dormant, glimmering with horrifying beauty. And Merin needed to take the very artifact keeping it dormant.

The golden Tree stood proud in its power. Walking thirty paces past the dais, Merin placed his hands on the crimson stone, breathing heavily with the weight of the choice he was about to make.

The stone shone bright as Merin exuded his effort, sounding then with a strident ringing. A concussion sent Merin flying backward.

He coughed, placing his hand against the warm rock of the dais’ first step as he pushed himself to stand. Red smoke burgeoned from the now shattered crimson stone. He peered upward. “Forgive me, Aranor. Forgive me, Gods.”

After returning through the Woods, he climbed over the wall to get back into the main thoroughfare of Edelvin. He needed to see if anything remained of Alevist. Of Linera.

His hand drifted over the bloodied crimson cloak in his possession. Alevist’s old cloak. His limbs filled with a renewed vigor as he mounted Plasit.


Orange embers still coursed through the nighttime air on whispering winds. Howls from the darkness made Merin uneasy. Following the river of embers, he arrived at Alevist’s ashen home in western Thonn.

He dismounted, following Ubbe’s growling through the brush.

Scanning what remained of Alevist’s home, his gaze fell upon the man’s daughter. Upon her corpse.

Yilera’s tiny body lay in a pool of dried and drying blood. Merin rushed over to her, laying the horse’s reins over a post of the nearby charred fence. Ubbe tucked his snout into the crest of her neck, whimpering. Merin held back tears as he pressed his hand to the top of the bloodied dog’s head. The animal bore grave wounds of his own. Wounds new to Merin’s eyes.

Creaking. Beyond the ashes of the home. And that creaking ebbed with the gentle wind. Merin choked back bile as he lurched forward to stand, falling beside her again instead.

The tears would no longer be held at bay. Yilera had only been a child. He clutched her body; and the coldness of it tore a fissure through him. Merin looked back to the light of the ever-present dusk, its glow high in the sky. The Godmother looked down on him now, and she cried no tears. He picked up Yilera’s body, holding it in his hands as he rocked back and forth, crying to himself.

The echoes of his wails drifted into the breeze, leaving only silence behind. He turned to scan the area once more. A pool of blood sat right beside Yilera’s. Something dragged the source of the blood away, leaving a path south and deeper into the woods. He laid Yilera’s head down and despite the gentleness of his touch, the wound on her neck leaked at the disturbance.

He wanted to heal her; to bring her back. But as an Artisan, he needed to make choices to better the realm—to preserve and advance all of Maetlynd. He needed to find Alevist or Linera first.

He removed his hand from Yilera’s forehead and stood. Ubbe barked, trying to lead Merin in the direction of the creaking, but instead, he followed the blood leading south. Ubbe trailed him, sniffing the ground. He barked, then whimpered at the sight of two more bodies. Both of the Daerikal race.

Merin knelt beside them. Drogunine? Perhaps they had belonged to that now extinct order before. But they were Runeborn, they had that proclivity for magicks. Kaledar? Evidence of their Marks identifying them as sensitive to Will lingered beneath the dried blood of their mortal wounds.

The two boys were young and neither had his blades or Runestones. Either they hadn’t been given any since the Unity had limited that very resource and they were yet unproven, or they were taken from them. But still, Runeborn were at least supposed to have those stones. And to be without a blade or weapon as Kaledar stood sacrilegious.

Merin looked back to Yilera and the twin pools of blood; Ubbe stood by them as Merin searched through the brush. Ubbe barked again. The creaking sound still echoed through the air, lingering like an executioner’s axe before it fell.

Merin relented and followed the dog. A murder of crows tore out of the silver-lit verdure, disrupting the stillness with raucous caws. Branches groaned, a small breeze shifted the air. Merin pushed through the brush toward the creaking. The wind settled and Merin worked his way around a shadow-darkened tree.

Alevist. His stiff body hovered five or six feet off the ground, hanged by the neck and swaying in eerie moonlight.

The man’s fingers gripped the inside of the rope around his neck, a pool of blood lying beneath him. A spear pierced his side. The butt of the shaft trailed along the ground as he moved. Blood dripped down the steel of the spearhead.

Merin ran over to the tied-off rope. The corpses of a small pack of coyotes lay beneath the tree; the beasts had savage bite marks on their necks.

The dog had defended his master, and the dog needed help urgently. Though it would add to his exhaustion at the worst time, Merin gave the dog what he deserved. He placed his hand on Ubbe, sifting Dawn through the animal. Ubbe rolled his shoulders back, invigorated with the healing Will.

Merin moved to Alevist, and on a sweeping slice to the rope anchoring his old friend, the body thudded to the blood-sodden ground, cracking the shaft of the spear in half. Merin clambered over to the corpse. He flipped the body face up, pulling the rest of the spear from Alevist’s side. He smelled shit, but Merin knew too well the stench of death.

Merin wept again, howling as Ubbe approached. The dog whimpered, stumbling and falling at his master’s side. Merin rocked, clasping Alevist’s stiff fingers, still pinched between the rope and his densely bruised neck.

Merin took his ax—lit with green Will once more—and sliced the rope. The black and purple tips of Alevist’s fingers remained locked in place.

Returning to Yilera and picking her up, he brought her over and placed her beside her father. He knew what he had done for Ewilen wouldn’t work on her. But perhaps another way remained. Perhaps he could bring them both back.

He let father’s hand grip daughter’s, and pulled out the Tear he had taken from that horrifying crimson vein back in Edelvin. He closed his eyes, holding the gem to his forehead. Mumbling the words Kal, the Artisan—the Demigod—of Merin’s people had taught him, Merin then placed the Tear down on Alevist’s bare, bloodied chest.
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Chapter 1
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0034 After Reckoning (AR) – Two Weeks after the Twin Falls and Salasmir’s Ascension

Flames raged above.

Mud covered Erevayn’s tongue and the side of his face. The first stone had directly struck the edge of their cage. And another fiery stone from outside the citadel fell beside it, shaking his bones and pelting him with flaming debris. He, Hayde, Halvayne, and Steyvin had been held in this prison for two weeks—since being captured by Ilanudin at the base of the Twin Falls.

Erevayn pressed his knuckles into the muck to bring himself to rise. The night sky glowed, riven with the flames of an attack on Sen Tok. The iron bars that held him captive began to burn orange with a searing heat. Hayde lay on the ground beside him, his eyes shut. Erevayn turned to the adjacent cage where Halvayne and Steyvin were supposed to be resting. The flames of another stone blurred his vision. What had been two cages in the center of a massive courtyard were now starting to melt from the missiles lying beside them. The wet mud felt a saving grace then.

The citadel battlements raged with fury of the Amrinil soldiers manning it. The olive and gold banners of the one-horned stag were lit aflame. The smoke of the burning rocks blurred the image of the stars in the midnight sky.

“Hayde! Wake up!”

The Stained man’s chest was moving. Embers raced to rest on the man’s mottled hair.

Erevayn crawled over. “Hayde!” He shoved at the other man’s side, feeling his lean frame give.

Hayde coughed. “I’m up.”

Erevayn rose, pulling Hayde upright. His friend’s off-colored eyes were wide open now, the violet-on-violet hue of his left and the dragon-like red of his right glinting in the flames. The Stained man needed to get back to his twin sister Neera, and Erevayn could help him find her if she were still alive. They flinched away from the heat, the corner of their cage closest to the latest missile began to glow a burning orange and pieces of that iron started to fall. They must have been broken by whatever fiery stone had struck their cage.

After all Erevayn’s time fighting alongside Hayde and Neera, the two men moved without a word, perfectly in sync. They kicked at the searing-hot iron, creating enough of a gap to escape their cage. The heat pressed against them as they stumbled out in front of one of the burning stones.

The guards on the battlements yelled for help. Erevayn tensed, preparing to run, but the Amrinil defenders all faced the force besieging the citadel. A wave of enemy arrows emerged from the night, clattering against wall and armor and flesh. No one noticed his escape.

Another resounding concussive blast. Erevayn jolted and whirled, a cloud of dust and smoke billowed into the citadel. A gap appeared in the northeastern corner of the wall, a few hundred paces away.

Soldiers streamed around the cages, making their way to where their fellow bannermen still braced the gate. Others, in nightwear and hastily throwing on their armor, bolted to create ranks near the gaping breach in the citadel wall.

Two more flaming missiles landed near the other cage. There also, the iron bars were softening. Both Steyvin and Halvayne tried to force their way out. Halvayne’s snow-white and dirt-marred dreads clashed with his dark skin, now covered in soot. He kicked away at broken pieces of the iron cage. Steyvin did the same, his purplish-gray skin dull against the orange of the fire.

Erevayn had half a mind to leave them. To take Hayde and hunt down Ilanudin’s quarters and find the Tears that had been taken from him. To find the necklace left to him by Viyala. To escape and to search for Hayde’s twin and the rest of their party.

But Erevayn wanted answers from Halvayne. Even after letting go his thoughts of vengeance, he still desired to know who was responsible for killing his wife. Even inside this, his most dire moment. Two weeks earlier, Halvayne had told Erevayn that he knew. Erevayn had pried but Halvayne chose silence.

So Erevayn ran toward the two struggling prisoners. He picked up a bent piece of intact iron as Hayde came up behind him. Erevayn slammed the iron between the bars and strained against the cage holding the Hardranian and Silderai, trying to create room for them to squeeze their way out.

Steyvin was the first to exit, being the smaller of the two. Then came Halvayne, his massive frame barely fitting through the opening they had created.

Behind him, iron boots clanked and spears rattled. “Hey! You!”

Three soldiers charged the escaping prisoners.

Running forward, Halvayne grabbed the first man’s wrist, throwing the warrior into the mud as if he were a child. With his other hand, he stripped the man’s longblade from his grip.

The other two soldiers halted and eyed the giant man. Halvayne gestured with the longblade toward the eastern gate as the doors crashed and buckled. Turning to see the chaos, the men snarled. They hefted the fallen man upright, and Halvayne returned his blade. The soldiers turned and ran toward the battle.

“Why’d you give that back?” Hayde asked.

Halvayne walked past the other former prisoners, and Erevayn caught a scent of his rank stench. Picking up longblades from two corpses riddled with arrows, Halvayne threw one to Erevayn. “West,” Halvayne said, pointing his own weapon toward the other side of the citadel. “Maybe a ship remains after the slaughter of my people.”

The eastern gate jolted again, soldiers throwing themselves against the iron doors once more. Proper ranks were now formed a few hundred paces away, between the cages and the door. Archers from without the walls rained arrows down over the battlements and bodies of the Amrinil fell. The screams of the dying poisoned the misty air.

Hayde scoffed. “Fuck. Fine. Let’s be quick about it.”

The gate slammed again, the guards yelling commands at each other as another volley came over the top of the wall. Men atop the battlements over the eastern gate threw down vats of smoking oil, and screams sounded from the other side.

The four moved south and west, finding relative concealment from the chaos. But it was that very chaos that let them slip by. It seemed Ilanudin hadn’t been prepared for such an attack. Defenders fell, Amrinil still in night clothes tripped over each other as they moved to protect the eastern side of Sen Tok. But Erevayn—for the life of him—couldn’t clearly identify who was attacking. Had Alevist raised the rest of the Crimson-marked that fast? Or worse, could it be the creatures from the mountains?

The mountains.

Those mountains had taken so much from him. Merin. The image of that massive traulth piercing his briared claws into his old mentor—and Artisan—shot to the forefront of his thoughts. Erevayn still needed to make his way to the Dawn Tree. He needed to be deemed worthy in order to regain his ability to use Will.

Chosen to bring peace to all of our world. To return a lost people to their home. A prophecy touted by Merin to those lost people of Milanteus so in need of a savior. And for Erevayn to rise to that occasion, he needed the full use of his Will once more. Alevist working to rid him of his old Omen Mark was only the beginning of that journey.

Erevayn’s hands grazed the edges of the emblem the demon had imprinted on his chest. A Mark of Mercy—according to Halvayne’s witch. A mark that anointed him as some sort of messenger. The All Will had taken one Mark and given him another.

And in him that demon’s voice lingered in the sable corners of his mind. ‘Come, Erevayn, there is much to be done.’

“We’ll have to find the others,” Halvayne said.

Ceranna, his witch, the Weaver Bryseis, and Hulin, the red-marked boy from the mountain village, had been captured along with them.

“You think Bryseis has a way out of this?” Steyvin asked.

Halvayne continued to press on, the scar on his cheek twitching. “I think they may be in worse shape than us.”

They’d have to find their weapons, too. But most importantly, they needed to locate Merin’s Tear and Viyala’s necklace.

Guards pressed toward the four as they continued forward, moving toward the sounds of the battle. Behind them, the invading forces made their way into the citadel now. Halvayne motioned the other three out of the way of the charging ranks, their boots sucking into the mud as Steyvin, Hayde, and Erevayn dashed to the side and hid behind columns while Halvayne dove by a stack of barrels. The guards passed, then the Hardranian led the others through a door into the back corner tower, finding a set of winding stairs that led up.

Erevayn grew tired fast; two weeks of nothing but stale bread and scant water, hardly moving beside the walks to take a shit, had left him weak. He pushed forward, his legs burning. Halvayne charged ahead.

Torches in wall sconces illuminated the way as they pressed into a carpeted hall. Erevayn hadn’t counted how many steps they climbed, but it was too many.

“Stop!” a voice called.

Another one? “Fuck,” Erevayn said through heaving breaths.

Halvayne stepped forward and the guards stopped—eight or nine of them in total. The Amrinil within the castle walls practically shone gold against the darkness of Halvayne’s skin and none even came close to his size. “They’re chasing us,” he said, throwing his hands down on his knees to gasp for air.

Windows edged in ornate stonework lined the hallway, opening to the courtyard below. It was too high to jump.

An arrow shot through one, striking one of the guards in the head. A force stormed down from the other end of the hallway, clashing with the other guards, men screaming out death throes as they fell. The attacking men's armor bore an azure sigil on burnt orange metal, clashing with a silver along the edges of their pauldrons. For the first time Erevayn could see who attacked Sen Tok.

The Stained.

There was nowhere to go but back into the stairwell, but as Erevayn opened the door behind him, clattering iron boots climbed from below. Had the attackers already taken the stronghold?

“Stop!” one of the Stained yelled.

Hayde pushed forward, throwing his hands up. “I’m Hayde. I serve Galigus.”

Erevayn’s eyebrows furrowed.

“Take us to him.”

The man in front lowered his guard as he placed his hand behind his back. His men followed, keeping their eyes out over the banister. “And who are they?” the man asked, pointing with his blade. He took off his helmet, his almond-shaped Verdant eyes flashing, his golden hair wet with sweat. His ears were perked up like those of an Amrinil, and his shoulders were broad under his tight-fitting leather jerkin. His cloak was silver and white, and his blade had a Runestone set at the base of it. Another Kaledar—like Steyvin, and Erevayn before his exile. The enemy Kaledar narrowed his eyes. “Hayde?”

They were being taken prisoner by the Stained. The Stained who seemingly had just taken an impenetrable fortress held by the Amrinil for generations.

“They are with me,” Hayde said, appearing relieved. “They’re with me, Pemdro.”

“How do I know you haven’t turned? They don’t look Stained to me. Too much pure blood in that golden-eyed fuck.” He pointed at Erevayn. “And that one too.” He shifted the sharp end of his blade toward Steyvin. “I’m sure I don’t need to tell you about the big one.”

Halvayne cleared his throat, his face still.

“Take me to King Galigus. Tell him we know where the Tears are.”

Pemdro scoffed, the group of soldiers behind him laughing. “You think you found them?”

Hayde nodded, a wicked smile across his face. “Get Galigus.”

More guards stormed through the door. The man sighed in relief. “Bind their wrists.”

“You have to be shitting me—Pemdro!” Hayde contested.

Steyvin grunted as he placed his hands behind his head. Erevayn and Halvayne sent their stolen longblades clattering to the floor.

“I’ll take you to High King Galigus."
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Alevist crouched in the brush, surveying the still and quiet Amrinil encampment before him.

Valdus leaned against him, the Merciani’s breath heavy on his shoulders. They both analyzed the open field outside the stronghold as Alevist tried to calculate the distance they would have to run to get through unseen. In the distance, Sen Tok stood unmarred and perfect as it had for generations—of course with the exception of Alevist’s need to save it with his Ghosts during the Blood Rebellion. Under the moonlit midnight sky, the braziers glistened orange against bristling banners.

This Amrinil encampment sat not a thousand paces beyond the mound Alevist leaned on, surrounding and protecting Sen Tok with thick flanks and neat rows. Even if he, Valdus, Neera, and Kalinuo made it through, they’d have to get into the fortress and face Ilanudin, which Alevist had been dreading.

“I would guess a league, at least,” Valdus said, standing and removing his hand from Alevist’s lone pauldron. Valdus’ silver hair was tied back in a ponytail, his massive maul hanging from its baldric. The man’s charcoal skin and silver eyes shone brighter under the moon. The red marks, like fissures in a cave wall, symmetrically lined his handsome and weathered face.

Alevist leaned against the dirt mound, surveying then the tree line not far behind them. Kalinuo paced back and forth. The man’s sharp, black claws jutted from his fingertips. His sharper eyes were written with worry. The fur lining his face and neck and arms was soiled by the two weeks of living off the land. His red marks were well hidden, but still apparent by the scant leather armor he had on. The man had lost one son—Bolin—in the mountains, and now needed to make his way back to the other. To Hulin. And surely his youngest still in Milanteus worried him. They’d fought off an attack on the hidden village scant weeks ago, before their ill-fated trip to Baudin’s Gate.

Neera knelt at the bottom of the mound with an arrow knocked, facing the forest at their backs. Her two different-colored eyes narrowed with concern. Her lean frame and fair skin too were covered in dirt. Her strawberry blonde hair almost seemed brown.

“Why don’t we go straight in?” Neera said, tucking the arrow back into her quiver. She had managed to craft several per day with some of the stones they’d found, but they were makeshift compared to those Ewilen had made back in Milanteus. Those she had used fighting against that Vile enemy two weeks past, as their group retreated to the Twin Falls.

Alevist sighed, closing his eyes as he felt the pressure build. “Ilanudin isn’t the most welcoming.”

The truth was that the Amrinil Consular and Linera had been close. Ilanudin had been like a little brother to her. The man was hardened, an outright liar at times, and surely a scheming bastard. But seeing him would mean Alevist had to own up to what he had done. To losing Linera. To losing Yilera.

His chest cooled as his mind went to his wife. Linera was dead, he knew that. He had accepted it all those years ago. But it had been her body in the caverns of Baudin’s Gate. And somehow, too, it certainly was not.

Whatever was animating her had robbed her of peace, and that alone was enough to trouble Alevist’s rest during their travel to the southern Amrinil steppes. The dreams had been more vivid every night. Whenever he closed his eyes, he saw her. At times, she would be mounting him as she used to, or would be moving under him, pulling him in. But then her lips would widen into a grotesque smile, eyes cold. She would stab him in some dreams, in others she would beckon him to join her. But for what, remained a mystery.

She wanted something from him, and a piece of the real Linera was in each of those dreams. But it always ended with her taking something from him, or giving him something he shouldn’t have had. A power that wasn’t his to wield.

The last two weeks had been difficult. After the Twin Falls, they had taken almost a whole day to find any sign of their companions, picking up the trail at Skif’s shallow grave beside similar resting places for the woman Falenta and her sister’s child. The other tracks gave them confidence the rest were alive, leading out of the other outlet of the river coursing from the waterfall, crossing over the lake with leafless trees. Once they did, they trailed it to no avail, fighting off a blight-mad bear in the process. Then they wandered too far east, missing the trail again and setting them back another day. Once he had seen the Amrinil capital of Oberran not two leagues away, he knew they weren’t heading in the right direction.

Alevist didn’t want to give up, and neither did the others. Kalinuo missed his son, and Neera her twin brother. Alevist started to share those feelings. His inability to touch his Will had persisted—every day he tried to use it to light his blade, or even a fire for warmth, but to no avail. He pulled his blade from his baldric under his cloak. The Runestone sat perfectly in its hilt, the softstone chamber in the center of the crimson blade still intact, the softstone itself flowing viscous and slow, weighted enough to carry the greatblade and make it strike harder, also ensuring its connection to his baldric. But still, nothing.

Was it that his belief in the Gods had waned? His inability to touch a force of Will shouldn’t have anything to do with his belief, with his lack thereof. It was a force of nature. It always had been. But when he saw Linera, animated by that demon, perhaps that shifted something in his ability to use it. Or maybe it was when he instinctively tried to prevent the blast from that crimson stone on the log, to save Neera and the rest. The Gods from the Lands of High and Low had left him a long time ago, long before Merin had helped him get rid of his Honor Mark. And now Alevist had lost his ability to touch his Will.

They had camped watching Sen Tok for a little over a week. Now, they were looking for openings that would allow them a path in. By all signs of their companions’ tracks, there had been a struggle. And that confused Alevist, considering the Amrinil weren’t hostile to those south of them. But with an Exiled Aranari and a Stained among them, surely they were going to be questioned. Perhaps Ilanudin had known more than he let on. Perhaps Salasmir had gotten word back from Viyala that Alevist was still alive, and Alevist was to blame for the capture.

But as they watched the stronghold, the Amrinil forces had moved to and from the beachhead, and some scout patrols had set out east toward the open plains and patchy crimson forests that lingered post-Reckoning, still recovering from the Blight.

As the night had fallen, Kalinuo lit the fire. Every half dial-turn, he peeked over the dirt mound to look at Sen Tok.

Alevist sat up. “Let’s go back,” he said. “I want to get some rest.”

Neera frowned back. “I think we should just go in there. We don’t know why they’re camped here—perhaps the leaders have been strategizing with Ilanudin. But with how long it’s been, and these standard patrols, I think they might be here awhile.”

Valdus pushed his maul into the dirt to stand. “That is more reason to go. Kalinuo’s boy is marked like us. Who knows what they’re doing to him. Merin told me stories of Ilanudin specifically. He hates us.”

Most of Maetlynd had good reason to hate the Merciani. An enemy force from the land of the Gods coming to annihilate the Martyr’s creations. But Valdus had been different. He had come well before the Reckoning. He had tried warning those from Hardrada and across the Sundered Sea of the coming invasion, and nobody listened.

“That’s another thing to consider,” Alevist said. “Perhaps it’s best that just Neera and I go.”

“And how will we know if something happens to you?” Kalinuo said, stuffing his gear back into his pack.

“You just have to have faith we’ll come back out.”

Valdus kept his eyes locked on Alevist, shaking his head. As he did, Alevist saw a reflection of orange light drifting through the night sky in Valdus’ silver eyes. The Merciani’s mouth dropped open. Alevist turned around and followed his companion’s gaze. The missile of a siege weapon fell through the air toward Sen Tok. Then more missiles broke through that starry night.

Alevist and the rest slipped up the small gravel mound, looking out over the camp of troops scrambling to their feet. The sound of swords being drawn and spears cracking together melted through the air like an orchestra warming up before a performance. Fiery arrows ripped through the sky and fell on the camp as more trebuchet missiles launched from a patch of trees east of the stronghold. The attacking force there was hidden—Alevist only made out the flames pouring through the top of one of the tree lines.

Then, flashes of burnt orange and blue steel poured from the brush in organized ranks, not a thousand paces away.

“Form up!” a troop commander from within the Amrinil camp called. “Form up!”

The camp was maybe two hundred paces off, the force disorganized and slow to react. It seemed no match for the Stained one that charged their stronghold beyond, setting down makeshift bridges over the defensive ditches.

As the ranks finished forming and the cavalry horses lined up to be mounted, a troop covered in the same armor as those that stormed ahead poured from another tree line to the east.

“Galigus,” Neera said. “It’s fucking Galigus.”

Galigus. A chill ran up Alevist’s back. Galigus the Pretender. Among the Daemonine, that was what he had been called. The man thought himself a direct descendant of Aranor, though everyone knew the Artisans didn’t breed children. It defied their holiness. Everybody who was of the Aranari in any way was a child to Aranor. But to be a direct descendant? That was simply impossible.

And now, Galigus’ forces slaughtered the hazel-eyed Amrinil. The troops were fighting back, but they stood no chance against that overwhelming Stained force.

Kalinuo shook his head too, but his eyes were wide, peering among the tents, hoping to see his son hiding among them.

“This changes things,” Alevist said.

“What do we do?” Neera asked.

“We watch. Then, when things settle, we go into camp and ask for an audience with Galigus.” Alevist looked at the stronghold. The walls crumpled and burned as troops poured over them, into the depths of the citadel. “We have to hope they’re still alive. And if they aren’t, then we need to get out before Galigus finds out I have a Tear.”

He pulled it from his front pocket and the warmth of it was oddly calming. It wasn’t Ossilith’s Tear, as Linera’s animated body had been carrying that one. But it surely was a Tear. And in the wrong hands, it could tilt the tide of a war yet to come.


Chapter 2
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A bout of nausea tore through Viyala.

The spells of morning sickness hadn’t quite ended, and Ilteria had kindly started crafting Weaver clothing that would adjust with Viyala’s stomach once she started to show. She had time, she knew, but already a month since conception meant she didn’t have too much longer.

She already wondered if the child would have her hazel eyes or Erevayn’s gold-on-gold—even though the latter was the most likely case. If the child would have her dark hair or Erevayn’s blond curls. Those same blond curls that had darkened from when he had been younger, but remained blond nonetheless.

She shook her head, sitting up in bed. Late afternoon light filtered through the opulent curtains leading to the terrace overlooking the eastern expanse. The red carpet leading to the door bristled with the wind blowing in from the ocean breeze. She had napped too long.

Across the Sundered Sea, Erevayn worked to get his abilities to harness Will back, and she waited for that day to come so they could speak again. And instead of plotting a way to get off Se’l Tobahn, she spent the day in bed. Fear ran through her whenever Ilteria wasn’t around. And she was said to be running an errand for Salasmir. Somehow, her former mentor was now a newly-made Artisan.

I will not delay too much longer, Erevayn. I will make my way back to you.

Perhaps news of Erevayn’s journey had already reached her father. A child out of wedlock—and with an Exile no less. Ilanudin’s voice rang through her mind. It’s what he’d say. Her father wasn’t exactly a forgiving man.

But in that instant of self-loathing, she placed the thought aside. She chose to think fondly of what that future could look like once Erevayn worked his way back into the good graces of the Unity. The same Unity that at its most recent meeting decided to tear Maetlynd apart. To make Salasmir an Artisan—at the same gathering that pronounced Stalhom God Emperor and declared war on the Stained.

She couldn’t wait around much longer.

Patience. Time. Time… I don’t have as long as I need.

She pulled open her Book of Nine Runes, but only to distract herself. Her warm tea had cooled; her fickle stomach had dampened her appetites. Otherwise, she would be wanting fruit or foods from faraway places. Ilteria did her best to provide, as she was Viyala’s only confidant.

She hadn’t received a single greeting from her father’s scribes over the last two weeks, since now those messages were being sent directly to Salasmir. Salasmir made great progress as Stalhom’s apprentice. Powers Viyala only dreamed of. She had seen his already bolstered confidence grow. She watched as he weaved threads of Dawn and Dusk in order to bring health back to a wounded animal. And then fear would strike her as Salasmir used similar Primordial threads to kill that same creature. If only she could harness Will—she would use it for good.

You’re to be a Hand one day. The first woman with a good head on her shoulders to do it. The power of your Runemark isn’t necessary to lead.

That was what her father had told her. Her older sister had been one of the Elunine at the end of the Epoch of Artisans, and Viyala had wished for that very opportunity. Though the Orders disbanded before her birth, she could have been the first to cross-train as a Weaver and a Kaledar. That would have put her close in power to the Nine. But Viyala would never be her sister. She had only grown to become a political tool.

With the lack of major concern from her father, Viyala started to think she had been birthed for that purpose alone. Her father vacillated between the strictest standards and utmost disinterest in her wellbeing. Her mother couldn’t reach out either, for she had taken the Consular’s Omen Mark, even before her father did. Why Ilanudin hadn’t taken the Honor Mark yet was still lost on Viyala. Yet despite everything, she missed him.


More days passed and Viyala twinged at the bouts of cramps and pains of her baby forming, though nothing was showing quite yet.

She and Ilteria wandered the bustling halls of Stalhom’s growing estate. And it had grown more kingly since the Unity meeting weeks before. Hard-edged, ornate sculptures were already being crafted in his visage—the beginnings of that work tirelessly put together by a deft Cleaver who every day carved away at it, creating shifting, colorful stone silhouettes.

“You sat in the war council?” Ilteria asked, having been left out of those very meetings.

Viyala nodded, both of their boots thudding on the carpeted stone through the hallways of the estate.

“Tell me. Please.”

Ilteria was left out of the meetings by Salasmir’s request.

“War rages to the north and east on Taldreas,” Viyala said quietly. “Northern filter shipments are being disrupted, so the risk of drinking blight-infected water has grown in the outer villages and settlements. We’re getting no word back from reporting Amrinil Kaledar. My father sent riders a few days ago.”

Ilteria braced herself on the stone as they entered a stairwell. “The Stained?”

“Aye.”

“And what of the Stained on Anvia? Of the Forgotten and the rest?”

“Kaneretta has been quiet of late. There’ve only been reports of ships sailing out of the Jutting Stone. Could be Stained that were stationed there. Could be Vile. Could be Forgotten.” In mentioning that faction of zealots, a chill rode Viyala’s spine. The hateful among them were partly why the Unity ignored them. Their belief in the Old Gods kept them out of Unity filter shipments. And that’s why they only had a few places between both continents and a single, small isle among the cluster of the Daerikal Isles where they could harbor.

“We have no idea what we’re up against… Do we?” Ilteria grabbed Viyala, swinging her to a stop halfway down the stairs.

Viyala sighed. “No. We don’t.” She squeezed the woman’s hand and continued moving.

“I saw the blockade ships that went south last week. Stalhom’s making good on his promise to halt Stained movement to the Isle of Forgotten?”

“Aye.”

“Is Kythos sending soldiers from Ossilith to Alfaney?”

“You have family there?”

“Well… no. I just—”

“Then I wouldn’t worry. There’s not much you or I can do.” Viyala exited the stairwell into the slightly more crowded and carpeted hall.

Doubt filled Ilteria’s eyes. “They intend on using the Forgotten to draw out the Stained.” She shook her head slowly and then furiously. “We have to leave sooner. Like I suggested. I’m not sure how much longer I can wait.”

“Quieter,” Viyala snapped. A group of guards was not forty paces away, laughing at some joke as they strolled through the old Weavers’ quarters in their Dragonguard attire. Off-duty. She smiled as they walked by, then pulled Ilteria along.

“You said we can leave,” Ilteria pleaded. “But you’ve said nothing since. And these closed-door meetings have me nervous.”

Viyala held her smile frozen in place. “A friend of mine came into port a couple of days ago.”

In her periphery, Viyala saw Ilteria’s spellbound stare. “So you have been thinking about it.”

It was time to take Ilteria to the docks.


The planks beneath Viyala’s feet creaked and buckled.

“Excuse me,” she said, arm in arm with Ilteria as she approached one of the deckhands. “You have a shorter man on your ship, correct?” She put her hand up to her waist, referencing the man’s height.

A man dressed like a deckhand put down the crate, dashing sweat from over his brow. He turned his balding head to see if any of his other fellow hands heard the request. “Who’s asking?”

“Viyala of the One-horned,” Ilteria said. “And Hand to the Artisan, Son of the Dawn Father and apprentice to the Lord of the Daerikal.”

Viyala’s stomach turned, thinking of Salasmir in such a way, but it was how he had been addressed ever since his ascension. Stalhom saw to that, taking him in as a sort of son himself.

The deckhand stuck his tongue in his cheek, his left brow turning up as he scratched his head. A patch of dust had caked to his brown-stained tunic. “Erm—yes, m’lady. We have a shorter fellow wandering about.”

“And where is he now?”

The deckhand ripped his pinky out of his ear, as was expected of a man of his stature. Typically, Viyala wouldn’t think anything of a Stained man, but once she found out the identity of the assassin, she was growing more cautious around anyone with off-color eyes. He tilted his head toward the citadel. “He went in there yesterday. Haven’t seen him since.”

“What’re you? His deckhand? When is he expected back?”

“We’re privateers and I’m his bloody first mate,” he said, bowing his head. “M’lady.”

“Tell him to wait here an extra day when he returns. I will be checking back with you this time tomorrow and every day after.” Viyala turned away.

“You’re not going to ask my name?” the first mate called after her.

“I don’t care,” Viyala responded—just as loud.

Other ships were moored along the massive pier, and a man boarding one of them looked back at the two women. His searing glare and his red-on-red Daerikal eyes made Viyala’s heart pound.

He looks just like that man who had handed Stalhom the ivory blade before it was bestowed upon Salasmir. Only this man was missing his left arm.

The Daerikal smirked, holding onto the rope with his single arm, then stepped onto his ship and covered his shoulder with his brown cloak.

Viyala’s stomach turned again, and she ran over to a barrel, gripping it as she leaned over the side of the dock to vomit.
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Salasmir peered down at the table.

His blade lay shined and sharpened. The white of it inlaid with the gold and crimson embossments still as intricate as the day it impaled him; the day it made him an Artisan.

Orange candlelight lit his quarters, and he had a special bench made for these moments. A special setting where he could let his blade rest.

The sword needed no softstone in a vial along the centerline. Its luster—enthralling—and its balance—perfect. One of the finest greatblades Salasmir had ever laid his hands on. Especially one that could fit in a side scabbard instead of a baldric.

He had spent two weeks in deep training, learning to harness many of the Inner Wills, even dabbling in the Outer Forms when he and Stalhom were in private. The God Emperor said one of Salasmir’s station had to know what the enemy wielded.

He rested his head back in his chair, his feet kicked up as he drank water, cooling it with his own hands.

The same hands that had killed Telvath. And Kent two or three weeks prior to that. Two more lives on Salasmir’s soul after thinking that part of his life behind him. Telvath had been a friend, and his friend’s betrayal ate at Salasmir every day since Salasmir had served him justice.

Over the previous weeks his control was becoming slowly but surely more boundless. Salasmir’s expectations of himself rose in Stalhom’s robust presence. Stalhom had tens of thousands of years of understanding Will behind him. And Salasmir had only been at it for a few weeks. So he gave himself some grace.

Stalhom had made it clear that Salasmir’s focus should be learning the use of his new powers, so he had missed the briefings on the Lost Book of Kytis. Kythos’ son, Pertelian, had brought it forward after Stalhom’s coronation. All Salasmir had been told was that the God Emperor was trying to speak to leadership in Mersianei. Trying to send messages to them to fight for peace amongst the people of Maetlynd and those from the Lands of High and Low.

If it were to happen, perhaps they could get forces from there to help. They had invaded with such vehemence during the Reckoning, using their magicks of the skies above to poison the waters below. But the Reckoning showed just how capable their warriors were. They would be a worthy ally if the Unity was to have to fight the Stained.

All signs pointed in that direction. From the small skirmishes reported west in Anvia, to the Omen Rider protectors of the Forgotten and the Stained hunkering down on Taldreas. Galigus was quiet. Far too quiet after the death of his sons.
Salasmir was sure Galigus was on the move.

Salasmir sat in his room, his wife having left for Anvia a week past, the scent of her still riddling his sheets. She was at peace with him taking Ilteria as a concubine, but her eyes when he had told her—they saddened him more than when they found out she couldn’t produce an heir. A stillborn child was too much for the couple to bear, and that loss was even greater than the deaths of Kent or Telvath—or the thousands of lives from Kaneretta he couldn’t save during the Reckoning. They all paled in comparison to the child Salasmir failed to bring into the world. 
He pondered all of Telvath’s mistakes as King, so he wouldn’t repeat them. The focus on filters alone and rebuilding only the major cities had been mistakes. The small settlements needed more attention than just delivered filters. They needed the community of pre-Reckoning back. The pride in their Republic and the solidarity in the fight against the Blood Knights that had existed before greater need came to the fore. Before the Blight came to Maetlynd.

After the Reckoning, so many had left to join the Stained. No matter how much he warned Telvath, no matter how many times he suggested that they should pay attention to the little guy, Telvath never listened. Six years as Hand wasn’t enough to get through to him.

Salasmir’s face was still mottled with sweat from his session with Stalhom. His third glass of water worked to cool him. Word had gotten back during their session that the artifacts for the incoming Kaledar to choose their Runeform were being transported to the coliseum.
Stalhom needed to finish organizing their trip to Til’den Huff, the isle of the ancient coliseum, forged by the Collasai in a time when it was sport to watch small men play at death. Now, it was a training ground for Kaledar.

Since the start of Unity, it was the primary location Stalhom used to vet who would be deserving of a Mark bestowed by him. Parents nominated their young children to be given the chance to become Runeborn.

Salasmir sipped his water one last time, standing up and wiping himself down with the cooled Weaver cloth. He had four more days to have his finest garments prepared, for he was to be a judge at the coliseum, the conclusion of the final Kaledar Rite for the next year.

He would analyze the new trainees, those who were to lead as commanders and Generals in the war to come.

He hadn’t gone to see the assassin who had tried to kill Viyala yet, but Stalhom said he had it all under control. The man wasn’t going anywhere. Salasmir wanted to train more of the Will Forms. He was growing addicted to the process. One Form of Will mastery first, then he would see the prisoner to serve him justice.


Salasmir walked into Stalhom’s meeting chambers.

Harglon stood at his flank, finishing his report before leaving the room. Walking past Salasmir, the ashen scent of the man became apparent. His red-on-red eyes beamed under the shadow of his brow ridge. His skin held that red tint of the Daerikal and his dark hair was trimmed proper. The candlelight in the chambers was dimmed by the sun coming in through the embrasures, but the patches of scales upon his skin shone still. Harglon shut the door behind him.

“We’re to make for the coliseum, Lord?”

“There are some things we need to discuss before we do.” Stalhom raised a hand for the servants to leave.

The wood and iron doors creaked open and shut. The echoes dampened then to quiet.

“What is it, Lord?”

A sigh, and the God Emperor continued. “Soon we will have to head to Taldreas. I fear tensions are boiling over.”

“What can we do? What can I do to take that off of your plate?”

Stalhom shook his head. “No—I must take this on with you. The fate of the Unity is at hand. And I’m afraid we’ll have to make some compromises to win it.”

“If you’re referring to the alliance with the Merciani, Lord—I’m prepared to—”

“Once we touch down on the shores of Taldreas, we will both be faced with tough decisions.”

Salasmir’s eyes softened, his head tilting. “What are you implying?”

“I want to set course for Mercy once this is all over. And to do that, we may need to make sacrifices. Our people may need to make sacrifices.”

“And you think allying with the Merciani won’t be enough?”

“I have been speaking to them through the Book of Kytis. And they desire a show of alliance.”

The Book was said to have the means to speak with the faraway Lands of High and Low. To Mercy. “Why have I been kept out of these meetings, Lord?” He was the Last Artisan, after all.

A warm smile from the God Emperor. “The process of you coming into your power has taken priority. I simply figured I could fill you in. Do you doubt me, Salasmir?”

Salasmir’s eyes widened. “No, Lord.”

“Good. Then be confident that what we shall be doing going forward is for the good of the people.”

“What is it they require of us?”

“I intend to ask. Until then, know that we must move to the Dawn Tree once we arrive on Taldreas. And all that is to come after that will soon be known.”

“The army is coming with us?”

Stalhom’s smile was prouder now. “Why yes, Salasmir. And we will show the Stained what a true force is.”

Salasmir nodded. “And what of the prisoner who tried to kill Viyala? Telvath’s assassin?”

“You need not worry about him anymore, Salasmir. We are going to take care of it. He’s given us all we need.”

“Will he be served justice, then?”

Stalhom’s face straightened as he moved to the door, leading Salasmir out with him. “Indeed, Salasmir. Justice shall be served.


Chapter 3
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Cyril panted in a steady rhythm with the clack of Kanla’s hooves.

They cantered over the plains and dirt and denuded grass beneath them until Kanla’s speed slowed. Cyril’s face raked against brush as he rode through copses of trees to get further south along the coast. The sun rising to the east beat down on his neck as the breeze whipped his unkempt hair. Warm blood dripped slowly down his cheek, his shoulders burning as he barked at Kanla. He hated having to do it, but their survival was beginning to hinge on her endurance.

The message had to get to Berlik. It was Cyril’s mission. But the Amrinil rode hard and had been tracking him for days. He thought he had lost them when he reached one of the smaller villages, giving Kanla time to rest and recover.

He would have to alternate Kanla’s speed as they rode, giving her enough time trotting at slower paces so she could recover. But she wouldn’t be unscathed when this trip was over. As the echoes of the hooves of those trailing him through the dead trees grew louder, Cyril was at risk of becoming scathed himself.

“Eyah!” The riders were closing.

Three, was it?

Three on one wasn’t an option, no matter how good a sword or shot Cyril had always been. Hayde was an excellent teacher, but Cyril’s blades wouldn’t be enough for a few highly trained Amrinil outriders. He was going to have to get creative.

He eyed a small break in the brush ahead, pushing over a sodden part of the long eastern plain south toward Alfaney. He pressed further east, the ocean glowing on his left. He broke into the tree line.

“Yaw!” one of the trailing riders shouted, their horses crashing through forest, now running parallel to Cyril.

Shit. Up ahead, he searched for a snag or, if he was lucky, a living tree hiding in that dead forest. A large snag loomed over the rest, a few trees beneath it full of lush foliage. A rebirth in these deadwoods. He rode past, a plan formulating.

Cyril’s gaze veered to one of the riders a hundred paces to his right. Another outrider pushed outland, toward the sound of the waves to Cyril’s left. The rider broke within fifty paces and Cyril pulled hard, Kanla rearing, yanking her back around to the larger tree sprouting from the lush silvers and verdure. Where’s that third rider?

Kanla leaped over a fallen tree and Cyril jumped off, pulling until she came to a stop. He grabbed his bow from her saddle, and his arrows, slinging the quiver over his shoulders.

He whispered, “Ride,” into his sister’s ears, and slapped her on the flanks. He began to climb. Another tree had fallen onto the trunk of the larger dead one, but those grown full with foliage were within reach. The quiver nearly fell from his arm, but he held on, letting it dangle as he shifted it back up to his shoulder. After twenty or so feet, he jumped onto a thick branch and sat.

He drew an arrow, nocked it to the bowstring and sat back, waiting. The third rider. He aimed through the brush, knowing he would be bringing up the rear.

The foliage gave him enough visibility to peek through, and he took a deep breath in and out as the clattering hooves of his enemy approached.

The target moved—up and down, then left and right. He should have taken more care of the quiver, for it started to peel off his shoulder again, but he couldn’t fix it now. He needed to fire. Now.

The Amrinil fell from his saddle, striking the dirt limp.

That’s five. Five lives Cyril had taken.

Cyril’s quiver fell from his shoulder. He grabbed for it, but too late. The arrows crashed below as the dead Amrinil’s horse rode past his tree. In his lunge for the quiver, his grip loosed on his bow—the bow Hayde had given him only a year ago. He clenched his teeth as it clattered to the dirt beside the arrows. But the other riders would be along soon enough. So he drew his longblade.

One of them approached not ten heartbeats after. Cyril needed him closer to the trunk if he was going to get a jump on him. He watched as the rider pulled up to the quiver of arrows, looking up just as Cyril made his move.

He dove from the vegetation, driving his longblade through the top of the rider’s shoulder as Cyril landed on the back of the steed. The horse beneath neighed and reared, tossing both rider and Cyril off the saddle. The rider coughed and screamed, grunting and flailing as the blade sank deeper through his back. Cyril was too slow to rise. The rider, in his death throes, rolled over onto Cyril, the weight crushing.

The final rider strode up. The woman dismounted and held out a curved longblade, swiping across for a cut that would take Cyril’s head off. As she swung down, Cyril used the hilt of his own blade to push the man atop him off and up, forcing the woman to cut down into the man’s arm. The arm came clean off, the man’s side punctured in the slash.

Cyril kicked out and found his feet. A fucking mess it was.

Covered in blood and dirt, he reached for the shortblade still at his side, ignoring the piercing pain in his hips. He unsheathed it as the man on the ground screamed, continuing to cough, writhing and struggling for air.

The woman’s eyes widened, but she charged, forcing him to dive. Her slash went over his head.

He rose again, standing across from her with his shortblade at the ready.

“No more,” the woman said, her hazel eyes peeking through her frazzled black hair. She panted hard for someone who rode a horse. “You’re not getting back.”

“No… you.” The two began to circle each other as the man on the ground continued to crawl, gasping for air. Fascinating, truly. Cyril smiled as he shifted his body. A line of sight opened between the tree he had climbed and the rest of the forest.

The groaning man fell silent. That’s six. Though he could have as easily just let that death fall on the woman across from him.

“This ends here.” The woman cleared her throat as she finished catching her breath. “Fucking weeks,” she said. “Two fucki—”

Her words were broken off by the crashing of Kanla’s charge as she plunged through the dead brush, crushing the woman under her as she stomped. Dirt and dust kicking up, Cyril cringed at the loud cracking of bones beneath his sister.

He walked over and ripped his blade from the other Amrine’s shoulder, then said, “That’s enough, beautiful.” He paced slowly toward Kanla. With her killing blood hot, she was prone to kick, so he maintained his distance. “That’s enough!”

Kanla ceased her trampling, allowing the Amrinil rider time to choke. Cyril took a deep breath. “Truly sorry about that one.” He covered his mouth and tried to wave away the cloud of dust.

The woman’s body was mangled. Her breath came labored. Cyril did truly hate seeing the last moments of life. All things considered, she probably would have lived a normal life, whatever that was worth in these times, if she hadn’t been a part of the party that pursued him. But Cyril had grown tired of pushing his sister along the rough road back to Alfaney.

He sheathed the shortblade he hadn’t used into its scabbard at the side of his lower back, its two-sided hilt clamping down on his stolen Weaver attachments, the softstone locking hilt to sheath. He didn’t bother to clean the other, he figured it would be fine to mix the two riders’ blood, considering the circumstances. Better to clean it off once, Hayde would say. And how I miss that man.

“I really don’t enjoy fighting very much,” Cyril said through clenched teeth.

The woman crawled, using her one good arm, the other one twisted backwards.

He made it to her and looked down at her pleading eyes as she tried to turn over to face him. He stabbed down into her back. No more need for her to suffer. Still face down in the dirt, her last breath left with a rattle, kicking up dust.

Seven.

He scanned the surrounding woods, took the dirtied rag at his waist and swiped what blood he could from his longblade. He brandished it before sheathing it at his right side. It crackled into the scabbard. Needs an oiling.

Kanla waited next to the long snag, turned away from him. He reclaimed his bow and arrows as he moved closer. She huffed, stepping away from whatever side he tried to approach her from. They had been through so much the last several weeks, more than they had raiding Unity shipments of filters all the weeks prior.

“Oh come on, Kanla,” he said, letting out a puff of his own, mirroring his sister’s. “Don’t be like that.”

He glimpsed her face as he tried one more time for her reins. Her brows were raised, the brat she was. “You can’t do that every time I stop you from trampling somebody.”

She scoffed, trotting over to another tree as she side-eyed the remaining horse.

She must be upset I raised my voice. “Is it that I yelled?”

She huffed twice more.

“Well, I had to, or she was going to suffer.”

Kanla took in a deep breath before quietly releasing the back half of it.

“Can we go? We’ll bring our new friend,” Cyril said, looking over to the other horse, its reins flung over a small branch.

Kanla turned around, her chin raised as she walked slowly over to Cyril. “That’s my girl,” he said. “Let’s find the next town and get some rest.” He patted her neck, brushed her mane to the side, and mounted up.


They came into sight of Alfaney on the third day.

Kanla was exhausted, but she had earned her keep.

Cyril had warned the small settlement he ran through to go north, as he had all the others on his ride down. It was time. The Omen Riders and the Forgotten were finally going to join the Stained, after years of disagreement. The Stained, Galigus specifically, had managed to amass an army behind the walls of Edelvin.

He trotted through the creaking wooden gate as rain fell. The gray sky looming above did the small city no favors. Massive logs and the dried red vines reaching into the dirt beneath them made up the walls of what once had been one of the great cities of Maetlynd. Millions had died on that land, and Cyril never failed to show his appreciation every time he entered the city by bowing his head. Dark, eroded stone sat at the foundation of each of the towers lining the wooden fences that rose to about thirty feet, facing outward and preventing anything from getting in.

The battlements in a lot of the eastern settlements after the Reckoning were said to have designs made to keep Vile from climbing over them. Alfaney did it the best among them, and it still looked like shit.

He strode by one of the marketeers, selling batches of filtiney, the rotted, then cured fish skin from the filt itself. It reeked like death.

The Amrine horse trailed on a lead rope, but was also female, so Kanla hadn’t taken as much of a liking to her as Cyril thought she would.

The center of the city lay up ahead, the buildings still as rickety as when he had ridden off a month or so prior. He wanted to go see his parents before finding Berlik. But among all the fifteen or so thousand people within the settlement, his parents were going to end up being the last to see him.

Berlik needed the news.

He was likely sitting in the town hall, going over maps or getting intel on filter deliveries to nearby Unity settlements. He had taught Cyril quite a bit about drawing maps. A fascinating art to the young man, to see how the world looked from such a grand perspective.

Riding through Alfaney, he wondered what it had been like before the Reckoning. Was it a massive, lusciously glowing city like Ossilith? Did the people bustle about with smiles on their faces?

Stone ruins still rode the southern and eastern walls, veins of the crimson rock left alone for the Redborn miners to take care of. That was one thing that never appealed to Cyril; far too much labor.

He found the stables outside city hall as the skies darkened above. “Hello, Turk,” Cyril said impassively. The shorter woman took the reins of the new horse from Cyril, and hardly said a word as silence lingered between them.

Turk looked over the beast with her one lazy eye. She stroked the horse's neck as if brandishing a shining edge of a blade and asked, “Where’d you get this one?”

But Cyril only grunted in response. One of Hayde’s nuggets of wisdom: Better to play dumb and rise to being smart, than be smart and have someone find out you’re actually dumb.

Cyril put his forehead to Kanla’s snout as she let out another huff, gently brushing his forehead to her lips as she stepped her own way into Turk’s stables. She wouldn’t get the rest she needed. Not with the news he was about to deliver to Berlik.


Cyril strode through the entrance of the city hall.

The Forgotten citizens’ eyes drew back as Cyril walked past, some turning their heads to ignore him. If only they knew. Self-important fucks.

Cyril had foregone cleaning himself most days, considering most of the hose nozzles hardly worked in the settlements he stopped in on the way home. Some still even had damn red-tinted water pouring out of them. It was a shame the big cities got all of the nice amenities from those Weavers, and the Unity ignored those who chose to have different beliefs than them. But plain and simple people wanted life away from the Unity and their rule. Most over Cyril’s lifetime had even acknowledged how abandoned they really were by the Unity. That was why his mother and father had drifted to Alfaney. That was why Hayde and Neera had ended up there, too.

He climbed a small dais and found the broken door that led to the war table, as Berlik called it. And in that room, several men stood, others sat comfortably in wooden chairs. The one called Spert had a leg up on a wobbly chair, and two others whose names Cyril couldn’t remember played with a deck of cards. At the head of the room, Berlik contemplated a table loaded with parchment and maps. The man’s white blouse was half untucked, and he scratched at the shaved stubble on the sides of his head. His long, bright hair dangled over his eyes.

Looking up, Berlik noticed Cyril and his eyes lit up. “My boy!” he shouted.

Cyril grunted, keeping his eyes down as the two embraced. “We need to start moving everybody north.”

“Woh—woh.” Berlik’s accent came through thick as he backed up to the table. “Why’s that? What’d he say?”

“Galigus thinks the Kalatari will be driving this way, taking us out as a threat and ally to the Stained King,” Cyril said.

A few of the other men inside crossed their arms as they listened in. Some leaned back in their chairs, others sat forward. Spert’s leg nearly fell off the wobbly chair he’d been posted on.

“He tore through Amrinil outposts and settlements and was headed straight to Sen Tok when I found him. He wants the Amrinil to fight with him and he thinks he can convince them.”

Berlik’s eyes widened. “He wants to poach allies from the Unity?”

Cyril nodded. “He says Edelvin is the best place for us to go for refuge once things really kick off. He rattled on about some prophecy. Saying the ‘Forces from Mercy come again. And this time, they will leave none,’ and blah blah.” Cyril moved his hands as a puppet, mocking Galigus. “Man’s full of horseshit if you ask me. But we can’t sustain against a Kalatari or Ver’Skyi siege. So I think we should start moving the Forgotten north.”

It felt as if he was forgetting something. It’ll come back to me.

Berlik glanced over to a shrouded man in the corner. “I didn’t realize Galigus was going to retaliate so fast after the wedding.”

Cyril turned his confused gaze to Berlik. “What wedding?”

“He didn’t mention that?”

Cyril shook his head.

“I figured it’s the whole reason he’s starting this.” Berlik frowned. “The man is mad. But he’s as pissed as we are about how they have treated those outside of their precious Unity. Still, there is no way he could get the Amrinil to—”

“He has a force of over thirty thousand.”

Berlik’s jaw dropped. A few others in the room sat up or shot forward, uncrossing their arms.

Cyril looked at the map on the table, the city of Edelvin itself on the upper rightmost portion of it. The very golden Tree Cyril drew on that very parchment shone bright over the rest of the cityscape. “He said the Amrinil and the Ver’Skyi aren’t organized. And the Kalatari are too far west. The forces of the Unity can’t stand against Galigus’ Stained. He says troops in Trundel also gather. It’s all-out war on the Unity.”

What am I forgetting? Cyril turned his eyes up.

Berlik nodded, his own eyes now searching the map. “All right, then. We’ll take a week and get everybody gathered.” He looked over at Spert. “How many fighters do we have?”

“Dressed?” Spert squinted one eye and raised the other eyebrow.

“Yes, Spert—fucking dressed.”

“We can fit four thousand.”

Berlik’s hand rose to his chin. “A thousand to take the front drive north, three thousand at the Forgotten’s backs in case the Kalatari and Ver’Skyi forces decide to take us?” He sounded far too uncertain to be the leader of the tribe, but after Hayde had left, he was the best suited, even if Spert always had the best shirts. “That makes the most sense, considering we’ll have Galigus’ forces driving south. With thirty thousand, it sounds like he wants the continent. Why does he think we’re best suited north? Aren’t the Hardranians going to be a threat?”

“Right! That’s it!” Cyril raised a finger.

“That’s what?”

Shaking his head as if emerging from a daze, Cyril continued. “Galigus has had a parley with the Hardranians, who he says have been hard pressed. Seems they finally understand their common enemy. But he has plans to get everybody up in arms against a truer enemy: the Last Artisan. Either way, the pure bloods all around don’t seem as strong as they used to be. So he may have an easy time getting more of those outside of major cities on his side now. I don’t think the Amrinil like having Ilanudin as a leader to begin with. The man is a right prick.”

“It’s settled, then. One week and we press on north. We can grab any stragglers along the way. But we won’t be shouting out about the war. I only want to protect those who want to be protected.” Berlik raised his fists off Cyril’s map, finally.

Spert nodded, moving across the room to give orders to one of the other men, also Ver’Skyi.

Berlik followed him out, though seeming to keep his distance as he scowled and held his nose. Cyril reached down and pulled the armpit of his shirt to get a sense of it himself. He certainly did reek.


Chapter 4
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Hayde scratched his bound wrists, struggling to reach.

He turned to look up at Pemdro. The two had been allies before. But perhaps with the amount of time that had passed, Galigus had told his Kaledar not to trust anybody.

The two made their way through the courtyard as the sun began its rise. Hayde’s feet squelched into the mud as shouts and orders were thrown around. Stained commanders lined up Amrinil prisoners along the inside walls. Squads and platoons of soldiers were being bound and forced to sit. The Kaledar leaders of those platoons were forced to stand, hands also bound, before their troops. The cost of losing.

Staring up ahead at the rising sun, he wondered where Neera could be. Since their separation at the Twin Falls, his faith in her survival hadn’t waned. But he did fear he would never see her again. Two weeks locked in a cage did that to a man. About halfway across the massive courtyard, Hayde narrowed his gaze, raising his arms to block out the sun. And in the shadow of his arms' protection, he saw through those now shattered eastern gates. Galigus rode into the stronghold atop his mount.

Between them, death lingered. Bodies of the arrow-pierced and sword-slashed. Of the crushed and the charred. There were at least a couple hundred, far fewer than what Hayde expected from the chaos of the Stained invasion of Sen Tok.

“Hang on,” Pemdro said, stopping and crossing his arms.

Hayde was going to have some explaining to do to Erevayn, but that he could manage. He wouldn’t expect Hayde to know Galigus, let alone serve him.

A large piece of charred wooden detritus lay in the center of the square as a stage. The remnants of the cages were still orange with heat, cooled missiles sitting beside the distorted iron.

Galigus guided his horse in, a squad of his personal Kaledar guard lumbering on his flanks.

Hayde approached with his hands still bound in front of him. “My Lord!”

Pemdro grabbed him and tossed him back into the mud.

“Pemdro, that’s enough,” Galigus said. “Hayde, is that you?”

Hayde pulled his face from the sodden ground, spitting remnants of the muck. The taste of iron and earth sat on his tongue. Blood and mud. “Yes, Lord.” He spat another wad of dirt. “It’s me.”

Pemdro pulled Hayde to his feet and both men bowed their heads.

“Eyes up, man.” Galigus dismounted and grabbed Hayde by the shoulders. “Martyrs, it’s good to see you.” He looked down at Hayde’s wrists. “What’s the meaning of this? My man is an ally.”

Pemdro cut Hayde’s bonds. “Wasn’t personal, mate.”

“Could’ve fooled me,” Hayde retorted, rubbing his wrists.

Galigus smiled, his chin dimple punching out from the darkened scruff on his skin. Char and soot shone on his face. He stood a head taller than Hayde. His eyes were golden like the sun, his even more golden hair fell down over his black cloak. Broad shoulders and large chest strained at his burnt orange plate armor, a dashing azure blue trim lining the edges. Those same colors shone woven into a new sigil Hayde had never seen on his breastplate; a hand gripping a torch handle. The flame was the outline of the Dawn Tree itself, shimmering a dark-hued gold with silver lining.

Galigus pulled Hayde aside, away from the gathering spectators. “Now—tell me, what came of your journey?”

Those who had halted their work continued, digging their shovels back into the ground around the mounds of bodies.

Galigus turned back to Pemdro before Hayde could speak, holding a finger up to stop the ranger from moving. “What happened to Ilanudin?”

Pemdro’s gaze wandered across the mud. “He escaped, Lord King.” He bowed. “Took a patrol’s worth of men through a tunnel and got to a boat.”

“Are you pursuing him?”

“No, Lord King. But I can sen—”

Galigus held up another hand, saying, “No need. Our new allies will take care of that.”

Pemdro’s brows furrowed, his eyes veering back to his King.

“You’ll see,” Galigus said, turning back to Hayde and wrapping his arm around his shoulder. “Go and search his quarters, would you? I am sure our friend here is missing some personal effects.”

Pemdro hurried to obey, but not before bumping Hayde on his shoulder. Pemdro gripped his hilt to keep his scabbard from swinging before Hayde could shove back.

A wink from the Kaledar set Hayde at ease. So easily forgiven, our friends.

He rubbed his wrists some more in an attempt to loosen them. “Ilanudin had Tears, Lord. One of the Hardranians we were with said something about having a few himself. And Ilanudin took us all prisoner.”

“Hopefully Pemdro can find those for us, Hayde… and how did you wind up with a Hardranian? And where is he?”

Hayde recounted his journey from the wedding and into the mountains, though he had given Pemdro the same report. He made sure to mention the Tears they had come across along the way. When he mentioned Roven and Veris, the man’s sons slain at the wedding, solemnity fell over the King’s face. After a faint hint of emotion welled in the King’s eyes, the man insisted Hayde continue with the story.

Hayde had been reluctant to mention Alevist’s name, but ended up needing to.

Galigus knocked a blond hair from his eye. “And where is this man now? Alevist?”

“We lost each other after the falls,” Hayde said, copying Galigus as the man sat. A set of stone stairs next to them led to the battlements facing the courtyard, that looming piece of detritus staring back at them like gallows. “We haven’t seen him since.”

“And these beasts you fought in the mountains, at the cavern—you say they sound like the Vile from the stories of the Reckoning?”

Hayde nodded. “They seemed far more organized.” He went on to describe the women in the dark chambers within the cavern, comatose and impregnated with Vile infants. Their attachments to the Runestone-laden mountain walls. The force that chased them over the falls. The King’s face twisted, though his eyes glinted. Unclaimed Runestone in the mountains was enough to turn the tide of any war.

Galigus chewed at his lip. “So Lightseeker is alive. The enemies in the mountains I fear more than those of the Unity. We can take all of Taldreas, and fortify it if this occupation is conducted properly. I sent Cyril south a couple of weeks ago—he’s going to bring your former company north, refugees and all.”

“North, Lord? What of the Hardranians?”

Galigus shook his head. “That’s how we’re going to get Ilanudin, I promise. We have allied with most clans of the Hardranians. The forces of Taldreas—of Maetlynd—aren’t what they once were.” He carelessly waved his hand in the air. “They spew their forces all over, or hoard them in their cities, scared of that Merciani enemy that left thirty-four years ago. They may be right in that suspicion, but so are we right in taking command of the weak and then building them to be strong. To marshal a force big enough to repel any enemy coming from that damned place ever again.” He spat.

“Tell me, Lord,” Hayde said. “Have you seen Neera out on the plains?”

“No, but I will make sure my men keep an eye out for her.” He stopped, his eyes showing another thought.

“What is it?”

“I fear I must ask something more of you.” Galigus sighed and continued. “Being that the Omen Riders and Forgotten drive north… I have reports from Shokin—”

“Shokin?” Hayde shot up, interrupting Galigus. Then, seeing the King’s reaction, he bowed his head. “Sorry, Lord.”

Galigus smiled. “I’m sure if he knew we were going to converge last he scribed me, he’d have sent his regards. But—he did deliver a message that Kalatari forces have been moving east. Kythos sits in Ossilith, idle. But that can change in an instant, and he can mobilize a force to stop the rest of our people. I need you to ride south to intercept our men and women on their way to the Dawn City. And make sure they arrive safely.”

The Forgotten were long separated from the Stained as a whole, but Galigus now referred to the two factions as one. And Hayde was finally being asked to command a force. Not as a Kaledar, but by the merit of his ability. Galigus seemed to finally be placing trust in him. But… “My sister, Lord—”

“I know, Hayde.” Galigus put a fatherly hand on his shoulder. “I wouldn’t ask you to abandon your search for your sister, but I will send a group of scouts out tomorrow. And we’ll send her to Edelvin once we find her.”

Hayde hoped she had landed with Alevist. If the Dawn City were to be protected by the forces that so swiftly took Sen Tok, that would be a place he would want his sister. And Cyril was south in Alfaney with the Forgotten and the Riders… alone and without Hayde or Neera.

“What of the Amrinil still in Oberran?”

Galigus smiled. “That is yet another thing you can help me handle. Ilanudin’s abandonment won’t sit well with the Amrinil. And we will make sure they all know our cause.”

“And what is our cause, Lord? If you don’t mind me asking.”

“Hayde, you have been unquestioning since the beginning. So I offer you answers.” He looked out to the rest of the courtyard, the few Amrinil Kaledar still looming before their outfits of warriors. Galigus pointed at them. “Do you see their faces?”

Hayde nodded.

“They have hazel eyes, dark hair, and sharp ears. But does that make them our enemy?”

Hayde shook his head, grunting a no.

“Correct. And given how Ilanudin ruled over his people, specifically over his Generals, all he taught those Kaledar was loyalty to power. With what we are doing, with the burning of those bodies, and the mercy we show those bound, who do they see has power?”

“You, Lord,” Hayde said.

Galigus reluctantly nodded his head, as if the weight of Hayde’s words were too much to bear. “And now, they will be looking for power to follow. I doubt they know Ilanudin’s fate, that he left them to die within the walls of Sen Tok.” He lifted his arms, pointing out the charred walls and the torn-down inner courtyard. “Our cause—Hayde—is for no man or woman to feel like it is power they must follow, but instead those beside them. All of Maetlynd. The Reckoning has led to far too much defense and not enough offense. It is time, before the enemy comes to us, that we go to them. And with what you tell me, they are here, but not yet ready to fight, since they cower in the mountains. We will go there, giving the Ver’Skyi somebody to follow along the way. We will sweep down through Taldreas to show these people what it is they need. Someone to lead them forward, not pull them back.

“Rebuilding has led us to neglect the many and empower the few. I want to end the mindless killing and begin progress beyond the lands we know, into the lands of the unknown. I want to take a united people to Mersianei. The people of Maetlynd need to go to Mercy, for that is where progress may lie. The All Will has spoken to me in my dreams. That Will that you think abandoned you, has not. And I will show you that. We are willed there, to Mercy. Their people need liberation as ours now do. So we must take care of Maetlynd first, then go to the Lands of High and Low.”

What if the man before Hayde was one of the Golden Eyes of the prophecy Valdus had mentioned? Sent to bring the Vileblooded back to peace? What if Galigus was to be the first of Maetlynd to explore Mercy?

“I am with a troop,” Hayde said. “A few women, a Hardranian, a Silderai, and an Aranari. Also a kid that I would like to take with me. We lost his father and brother in the mountains, I’m afraid. He is Vileborn—marked—as you say. But he’s no threat.”

Galigus’ head snapped back and he removed his arm from Hayde’s shoulder. “An Aranari born of pure blood? What is his name?”

“Erevayn.”

Galigus nodded, taking a deep breath. “An Exile, then…”

“May I see them before I go?” Hayde asked. He had faith in Galigus, despite his sister’s reluctance to trust the man. He always seemed to want those around him to succeed.

“You certainly may,” Galigus said. “But speak lightly of the task I have given you. We will work here on recovering those Tears and moving on to the Dawn City. I will send Pemdro with you as your new Liege, to train you in the Wills. And then we can scribe him for updates.”

Hayde blinked fast. Being Omen Marked, he’d lost all consideration to gaining back the ability to touch Will. “I’m Marked, Lord—”

“You didn’t think I was going to send you to lead a company of my men without training Wills, did you?”

“But… I lost my Runestone. Pemdro being my Liege would put him in charge of the Legion…”

“He will be with you as my personal guard. He will show you the ways of command.” Galigus smacked Hayde’s shoulder. “Have no fear. You’ve earned this, Hayde. And I suspect you’ll be a fast learner.”

Hayde’s mouth hung open.

“Oh, don’t act surprised. The Wells in Oberran will suffice for you to get access to your chosen Form. Pemdro himself is proficient with Omens and Primordial Forms… and of course that of the Dawn. Mind you, Omens take years to master. But for use of your blade, it may be a good start.” Galigus stood. “I have a personal Adjudicator here to help with the process. But it will be painful.”

Hayde thought on the use of Will again. On his faith. Too long had he not had that conversation with himself. He didn’t believe in the All Will the way Galigus did, or the Old Gods the way the Forgotten did. He believed in Galigus. He believed in Neera. But Neera wasn’t there to talk him out of it. If he accepted, and if Neera were found safe, he’d be able to get in direct contact with Galigus himself.

It all seemed an impossibility since he was young. Since his Runemark had been taken from him. All for protecting his sister and trying to save his mother. A murderer. That’s what the Wills had made him. The man beating up on his mother died because Hayde couldn’t temper whatever Will sang within him. And before him now lay a chance to harness those powers. To bend them to his will.

Sitting across from the King, he measured him in his fine armor; his shirt beneath looked clean enough. And through all the tarnished bodies and broken walls of the stronghold, the light in the man’s eyes gave Hayde a reprieve; darkness and death had always surrounded him and now that radiance shone through.

“Do you want to go through with this, Hayde?” His King’s patient eyes lay waiting for answer.

“Yes,” Hayde said. “But let us get my friends out from behind bars first if we can. Perhaps they’ll come with me. One is a Kaledar himself. Silder blood.”

“Surely. You said there’s a Crimson-marked with them? And what more of this Kaledar?”

Hayde stood. “I hardly know the bastard other than the schedule he shits on.”

Galigus laughed, cinching his thumbs into the black sash wrapped around his waist. “You always were a sharp one, Hayde. You’ll make a fine Kaledar.”

A Kaledar? They started deeper into the stronghold. There was something that he’d hated about that title ever since he had been given the Omen Mark of the Exile, the Omen given to prevent those born of ability to touch Will from doing so. But something of it now sounded glorious. To gleam in armor and fine leathers. He had always afforded himself such luxuries by robbery and banditry along the road, stealing from Kaledar who were kitted by Weavers when he was with the Omen Riders.

And though he had always resented their power, in this moment he saw the resentment for what it truly was. Envy. For truthfully, he had longed for that power. To protect Neera. To protect Cyril.

Pemdro trotted up and stopped both Galigus and Hayde in their tracks, his breathing heavy. “We found what you said to hunt down, Lord. Ilanudin kept a cache of the prisoners’ weapons in his quarters. Must not have had the hands to bring them all along.”

“And what of the Tears? By Hayde’s count, there should be—” Galigus turned to look at Hayde, his eyes questioning.

Hayde shrugged. “Two? Maybe three?”

“Nothing in there that looked like what’s been described.”

Galigus nodded. “Let’s go see our friends, shall we?” The King—his King—smiled as he turned to walk by his guard, and Hayde followed closely behind, as ready to lead as he had felt the day he left the Omen Riders in search of the Tears.

Even though he had failed Galigus by not protecting his sons, he felt he hadn’t in other ways. It was strange that the man hardly mentioned his two boys, but in the excitement of his new task, Hayde brushed it off. Why should he worry about that? Even the Stained King didn’t seem to care. Or perhaps he was so stoic, he didn’t project his pain on his followers.

Neera… Neera would be alive. She had to be. Hayde would find her, or she would find him. That was their way. Galigus would tell Hayde once she was safe. And when she was, it would be better she not be near him as he learned his new powers. He didn’t want to repeat what he had done to their stepfather.

He grew more nervous as they progressed through the stronghold. He would have to Endure. Just like the stories; like Erevayn’s training. To overcome the Omen Mark of the Exile. Hayde’s mind dashed through the flashbacks of pain striking him from when he was a boy, when the Omen Knights took his touch to the All Will out of him, branding him with the ever-ugly thing about the back of his neck, stretching out over his upper back to his right shoulder. It never burned as it did then, walking through the courtyard to go and see his friends again. Hulin would be okay, Hayde hoped. And Hayde warmed at the thought of driving south to see Cyril. Perhaps Hulin and Cyril would meet and have a lot in common. And he would help get them to the northeastern security that was Edelvin. The city beneath the golden Tree.

Erevayn too would think Hayde even more an equal after the Enduring. Though it was sudden, it sounded like there was an urgent need. So perhaps it would be before midday, or maybe the following day. And on that following day, maybe Neera would finally turn up. That seemed a pleasant thought.
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Erevayn was thrown into the cage beside the boy, Hulin.

Hulin’s face brightened, but he looked over the Aranari’s shoulder. “Where’s Hayde?”

Erevayn smiled. “He’s talking to their leader.” He rubbed at the still-burning mark about his chest. Scanning the dark room, orange torchlight glowed as did the day’s rising sun through small, barred embrasures in each cell. A couple of guards stood idly in the damp and hot stone basement they were now holed up in. Honestly, it felt a downgrade from the iron cages outside. At least they got to enjoy the early fall weather then.

“Leader? That is you,” Hulin said, his eyes turning down as he scratched at the fresh rope around his wrists. “Did they kill my father?”

“No, Hulin,” Erevayn said. “I believe your father is still alive.” He pressed his back against the stone wall. Flickers of dust swirled through the air around him. He slumped down, finding himself sitting in a small padding of hay.

It seemed they had found their missing companions. Staring into Steyvin’s cage, he saw the Silder speaking to the one called Bryseis. The white marks on the man’s face simmered with a sort of off-white glow. The Uldonai woman had white marks of her own lining her fair and purplish forearms, but these appeared more as tattoos. Her black hair was made to appear blacker by the strands of silver highlighting it. She had introduced herself as a Weaver before Ilanudin had captured them.

“Halvayne,” Erevayn said, leaning over. The Snow Mane sat with his back against the wall in his cage six paces away. For two weeks, the man had been reluctant to speak about what he knew regarding the death of Erevayn’s wife. For two weeks, Erevayn had been reluctant to ask. He was supposed to have let it go. For the sake of the realm. For the sake of the prophecy. His sole focus should be getting to the Dawn Tree. It should be finding Alevist again so the man could help him complete his reattachment to the Will of Dawn. “I want to know.”

Halvayne smiled, his unkempt white hair gleaming with sweat in the torchlight. “Two weeks you sat in the mud. And not a question. What’s changed, Erevayn?”

His mind flashed to Viyala. Was she the one who got them caught, her father tracking them down? Perhaps she had told Ilanudin that Erevayn was going into the mountains to hunt for Tears. But there had to be more to it. And perhaps the answers that Halvayne could provide would tell more about the man who had taken them captive. For Ilanudin’s rise to power had coincided with the death of Khaleen. And Erevayn’s wife was daughter to the Amrinil Consular and Hand to Telvath during the early years of the Unity. Ilanudin rose to Consularship after the man died. Would he sacrifice his own niece, Viyala’s beloved cousin, in such a way?

“You told me that you know who was responsible. And you do that to what—test my will? Test my desire for vengeance? Because I was marked for Mercy, you feel I must be put through a trial? I have faced trials.” Erevayn leaned closer to the bars now, heat rising in him. “Your witch says I was marked and your reaction said there was something more. Now—you told me two weeks ago you knew who was responsible. And I played your game. You sat in silence and so I didn’t pry. But… I want to know.”

Halvayne turned away from Erevayn. Ten heartbeats of silence. A sigh. Then, “Your wife was killed by mercenaries of my sister clan, the Fire Hearts. As was your wife’s father. And they were ordered to kill you as well.”

More silence. Hulin stirred impatiently. “Fire Hearts, you say?” Erevayn asked.

“Aye, but they believed they were killing for the good of all Hardrada. They were promised lands south of the Wall—before Ilanudin killed the ones who knew—before they could truly settle our new lands.” Halvayne shook his head. “Bastard didn’t let them make it through the first night.” He bashed his bound hands into the hay beneath him, forcing a patch of dust to kick up.

“Why my wife? Why me?”

Halvayne laughed. “You think the Fire Hearts asked questions? Hardranians kill for promises. Killed for promises. That was why I decided to go around all of Hardrada and challenge the ones who called themselves Gods of the All Will… We haven’t been one Hardrada since the Unity, ironically.” He scoffed, staring stonily ahead through the bars in front of him. “It was I who brought them together. All of the clans: the northerners, then my people, the southerners. Those east and west who fought together against the Reckoning. We were all one then, but the promise of power pulled us apart. And your Last Artisan was responsible for that. So my predecessors declared war against the Unity.”

“You stole those lands,” Erevayn said, fire searing behind his eyes.

“They were given to us. Revisionists might say otherwise.” Halvayne spat. “The first Amrine Consular was a good man, I must say. Not perfect, but with good intentions. He would say the lands were ours, and Ilanudin would send his raids to try and take them for himself. After months of being told to stand down, I suppose he took matters into his own hands.” He scoffed again. “What man kills his own brother?”

So it had been Ilanudin who had ordered his family’s deaths. He no longer looked at Halvayne with the scorn he had once felt. But the Fire Hearts took his family. “How many Fire Hearts are left?”

‘Come, Erevayn, there is much to be done.’

He shook his head again, trying to remove the words from his ears.

“Not all were killed, as most didn’t even know. Jarl Sigfut Fire Heart and his family died, his clan.”

They didn’t know. That Erevayn couldn’t believe. “How many Fire Hearts are left?”

Halvayne’s white eyes burned. “You are the child of prophecy, yet you seem still untamed by rage. Perhaps I was testing you, though I didn’t know it then. But I do see it now.

“I have spoken to the true All Will and his children under the storm clouds of Mercy.” He waved his bound wrists and fluttered his fingers over his head. “I have sailed and seen the deeps, and the All Will spoke to me of your coming. Of you and another, yet to make his face known. But you will bring the people of all Maetlynd and Hardrada to Mersianei. For my sulaci has foretold it.” He pointed over to the one he called Ceranna. She sat cross-legged, with eyes closed. “When we approached you on our boat in that river, her eyes widened upon seeing you, and she told me: ‘He is the one your spirits spoke of, Halvayne.’ I trust her. She was with me on my journey to seek you out.” The man’s scar about his face twitched for the first time since they had been brought downstairs.

“That is why you’re here?”

“Amongst other reasons, yes.” Halvayne turned to the now sleeping Steyvin. “That and the Tears. For they are the start of the path to Mersianei.”

Erevayn shot back, “And how is that? How do you know I’m the one your Gods speak of?”

“The Gods. From their merciful land. Butchered and backed into a corner. Years have gone by, and they seek the chosen.” Halvayne shook his head. “So many believe in the Wills, but their origins are what we argue. I know the truth. I know of their will. And it guides me. Now only time can tell if you are truly the killer of tyrants.”

Erevayn shook his head. “How do the Tears get us there?”

Halvayne smiled before a door creaked open down the hall. The guards in front of their cages stirred. They had listened in silence to every word of the pair’s conversation.
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Steyvin scowled as he adjusted his wrists, the abrasion of the rope burning.

He couldn’t remember how often his hands had been bound the last month and a half. His regret at being captured again had been quelled once he saw Bryseis. Instead, relief rolled over and through him. So long had he been without purpose. Since Ilatu died and he had failed to bring him his earned end. But being around Bryseis again, he felt that purpose bubbling up within him.

Ceranna and the other two were of no consequence to Steyvin, but Halvayne seemed happy to be in the witch’s presence, and the Vileborn child had said Hayde’s name once or twice.

Seeing the kid made him think of Ilatu. If the kid could make it through the madness, why couldn’t his brother, a trained Kaledar? Halvayne had done him a disservice cutting Ilatu down back in the swamps. Ilatu had always said he wouldn’t want to go through the madness if given the choice, since there wasn’t a guarantee one came out of it on the other side. And in that moment of truth, Steyvin knew his brother had meant it.

His heart sank at the thought of his father’s reaction. Consular Shrinale never would have let it happen. But they had both lost their mother, and Shrinale had been there for that. He too hadn’t wanted her to endure the madness, so surely he would accept Steyvin’s hard decision.

Bryseis looked at him from across the cage. So much beauty in so much darkness. “Are you okay? What happened out there?”

He smiled. “The Stained.” He turned to look back at the guards who had thrust him into his cage. “Not sure why. Not sure of anything, in truth. Madness.”


Steyvin drifted between wakefulness and unconsciousness.

He heard parts of Halvayne and Erevayn’s conversation; talk of prophecy and projects. Too often there had been schemes within schemes, plans within plans. It was how those despicable Consulars operated. He wasn’t too surprised to hear some of Halvayne’s admissions about his own people and how a tribe was responsible for the assassination of the former Amrinil Consular and his daughter, but Steyvin knew his own father wouldn’t do such things. Shrinale was one of the more honest Consulars. Even Halvayne thought as much. But Steyvin couldn’t say he was surprised Ilanudin had been a part of the scheming.

Hayde and another guard came down, the Kaledar who had captured them, and he muttered orders to the three standing near the cages. One held an iron ring, the keys rattling as he walked up to the first cage, pulling out Bryseis and Ceranna. The guard shifted to Steyvin’s door, letting Halvayne out first. The Hardranian rushed to Ceranna, taking her forearms in his hands as the two touched forehead to forehead. Hayde cut them free and they embraced.

Steyvin tried to step out of his cage, but one of the guards put his hand to the Silder’s chest. “No.”

A large man, standing Halvayne’s height, cleared his throat and stepped into the chamber. His armor shone a burnt orange, almost black, trimmed with a juxtaposing blue, fitting perfectly to the man’s powerful shoulders and broad chest. His cloak was shredded along the bottom. His golden eyes peered through tatters of blond waves curling down over his eyes. The heraldry of the old Stained encrusted the center chest plate, augmented with a silver hand facing outward, gripping a deep blue torch handle. The Dawn Tree stood for the flame of that torch, rendered in a deep gold, threaded with silver.

The man stood like a king, his shoulders rolled back and chin held high. Something in his golden eyes set Steyvin at ease.

“Erevayn,” the man said.

Erevayn lowered his eyes, dipping his head.

“I didn’t think I’d ever see you again. But here we are—”

“Aye, Galigus. Here we are.”

“That’s Your Majesty, now.” Galigus continued with a smile. “Tell me, Erevayn. Did my sons die well?”

Hayde looked between the two men.

Erevayn appeared to bite back words. “I’m not sure of your second son’s death. And I can’t say Veris died well.”

Galigus sighed, his eyes closed. He turned then to Steyvin and Hayde. “I apologize for the misunderstanding, Steyvin.” He stepped forward into the cage and laid his hand on Steyvin’s shoulder. “Where is Ilatu?”

Steyvin’s breath kicked out of him. An emptiness. A void in his heart. His mouth hung agape.

“We lost him to the Haltars,” Halvayne said.

Steyvin’s head snapped to the Hardranian. How had Galigus known of his and Ilatu’s presence?

Galigus nodded, shoulders sagging. Solemnity stole over the King’s eyes. “Aye, then. I will send word to your father.”

“No!”

Everyone turned to face Steyvin.

“No,” he said. “I will scribe him. I only need to recover what Ilanudin took from me. My journal… my stone.” Ilatu’s death left Steyvin feeling unwhole. He wanted to do something right. Then, he would go home and face his father and atone for his failures.

Galigus nodded again. “Aye. As is deserving of the warrior your father spoke so highly of. One of the warriors—those ordained to bring forth Maetlynd’s new future.”

Steyvin didn’t even know what he wanted to do next, let alone answer to a calling he was unprepared for. “What are you talking about?”

“We’re going to take Maetlynd.”


The group followed Galigus through the courtyard of Sen Tok.

Steyvin stared at the burning bodies as Galigus’ men tossed dead soldiers into pits full of flame. The air smelled of ash and dung and burning flesh; it smelled of mud and the stifling sea breeze over a cooling plain. The aftermath of the Stained invasion.

Galigus stopped, turning to Hayde. “Are you ready?”

Hayde nodded, a sort of glee in his off-colored eyes.

“Fetch me Kalion,” Galigus said to one of the trailing Kaledar. “And all of their belongings.”


Time passed as they set up in the center of the “square.”

A large piece of wooden debris lay entrenched in the muck close to where the burned and broken cages still sat. A reinforced piece from one of the walls that had been blown from the front of the stronghold.

Amrinil prisoners were forced to gather around, breaking from dumping their fellow warriors’ bodies. Those bearing the chevrons of the Kaledar stood, their hands re-bound, before the rest of their outfits or squads.

Several Stained soldiers of ordinary rank, adorned still in the burnt orange armor of their liege, gathered around the stage. Some walked up and tested the placement of the massive piece of wood, seeing if it would sit in place.

An Amrinil Kaledar with the rank of a single stag horn over three chevrons stood closest, but was forced to back away. The Amrine’s face was marred with soot and red cuts. He sighed deeply, but the Stained guard around him kept their blades pointed at his throat, keeping him in place.

A man came running, bald-headed, with symmetrical scars upon his fair skin down each side of his head. “My Lord King,” the man said, bowing.

The wood creaked and squelched deeper into the mud. Galigus’ steps lay heavy upon the stage as Hayde’s lighter feet followed. Halvayne stood, Ceranna by his side, both clasping their hands in front of their hips.

“Kalion, rise—Pemdro, the stone,” Galigus said.

The young Kaledar who had taken them up in the citadel knelt, holding the small hardstone up in the palm of both hands. Galigus plucked the stone from his grasp.

The bald-headed man rose, his face hardened. Those who delivered Exile Markings always wore scars of their endeavors. Their hair fell out. Their skin protruded with a brand for each person given a Mark. The Omen Will scarred more than those who bore the odious Exile sigil where their Runeborn Marks used to be. It scarred those who delivered it.

Kalion had some gray hairs on either side of his face, breaking off just at the lips. He wore no armor, but instead a blackened gambeson, the burnt orange signet of the Stained Torch clashing against the sable.

Kalion was one of the Omen Knights. The Grail of Shal’atki had graced this man’s hands, tempering the chaos that every Runeborn felt from a young age. The Omen Knights took the Omen magicks to their ultimate form. Not only could they instill their blades with black energy, these masters could take away the use of Will from another permanently—or—grant it; but that was a role typically reserved for the Last Artisan himself.

The man before them would have appeared as an executioner in some aspects, a judge in others. But to Steyvin, he appeared as a war-hardened man alone. Steyvin’s familiarity with his father’s former Adjudicator, Malvar, created a deep, innate respect for Kalion.

Hayde kneeled, shirt open and sagging about his shoulders. Hayde’s Omen Mark appeared, riding under the back of his neck and reaching over to his right shoulder. Steyvin had never seen one of the Exile Marks before. The brand was ugly, the half-moon, half-sun inlaid with the Grail itself, turned upside down with vines of chaos pouring from it.

Kalion’s King beckoned, the man nearly a head taller. Kalion’s eyes grew soft as he looked at the marking, circling Hayde. Kalion had the violet eyes of an Uldonai, but the ears of an Amrine. He took the stone from Galigus’ hand.

“Bring us the weapon we found,” Galigus said.

Pemdro scuffled about, looking anxiously for one of his own men. Hayde must have described his interesting blade to the King, for Pemdro brought forth the black hilt, points of crystalline crimson metal reaching out from either end. Each end had a three-pronged, silver-encrusted crimson hand guard reaching up toward where the full blades should have been, like an old Daemonine blade. Each end in the center held a place for a hardstone, the hilt itself having a vial for softstone in the center. Hayde’s eyes softened.

Galigus took the haft, holding it horizontally before Hayde, placing the empty hardstone within one end of the hilt. The King then bowed to his subordinate, handing the weapon over to Kalion. Kalion raised one arm out to the side, standing behind Hayde. His hands sifted over Hayde’s fair and scarred skin, causing a slight jolt. Kalion’s other arm was outraised, grasping the roughly three-foot hilt out vertically, the hardstone set within it.

Galigus mumbled something to Hayde. Hayde nodded. Galigus stated something else to him, the air quiet but the words quieter still. Hayde nodded again, then looked over to the Vileborn boy.

Bryseis squeezed Steyvin’s hand. He looked down to hers held in his, then her eyes, which were locked on the proceedings.

Galigus turned to the audience now gathered around. “Today, we learn what it truly means for a man to be given a rite. To have earned it. A true Runeborn man, his Will taken by the Unity because his blood was Stained. And here today, we give that same man his abilities again.”

Kalion muttered something inaudible. The Amrinil and Stained soldiers alike watched, whispering. The shade of the rising sun above the clouds set a shallow darkness over the center of the courtyard, abated then by the flames lining Sen Tok’s walls.

“Go now—my son,” Galigus said, arms outstretched as he looked up to the sky.

Kalion’s volume rose. “And we give to you, what was so taken.” His hands and chin shook, his eyes rolling back to that pure violet. “So you may give to this world, what was so taken.”

Hayde’s jaw clenched, his head shaking with effort, sweat streaming from his brows as a silver light streamed from his shoulders where his brand lay. Galigus knelt down in front of Hayde and took both his arms, the two staring eye-to-eye; Galigus’ gold to Hayde’s offset crimson and violet. Galigus’ greatblade glowed in its hilt, his hardstone shining with the blackened silver aspects of Omen. The hum crescendoed into a loud pitch out and into the courtyard; some of the regular soldiers covered their eyes.

Bryseis squeezed Steyvin’s hand harder.

“Rise!” Galigus screamed.

Hayde stood, one foot pressing into the wood, forcing himself up against the resistance of Kalion’s grip. The blackened hilt in Kalion’s hand was inlaid with the same humming silver light as Galigus’ sword. Galigus’ grip too helped pull Hayde to stand, the man seeming near unconscious as he rose. Two men of power were pouring their hearts into the ranger, giving him the pain, granting him release from the Mark that held him.

Steyvin looked at Erevayn, whose mouth lingered open. Steyvin had seen his Runeborn Mark, for he was most likely truly born, one of the Aranari. His Mark too had been that of an Exile once.

“It’s taking two men what took Alevist one,” Erevayn said, under his breath.

Steyvin slowly turned his eyes back to the stage, Hayde now fully standing, silver light fading, shoulders rolled back. Galigus nodded his head at the man, then turned to Kalion as the Omen Knight’s eyes returned to normal, his head dipping to meet Hayde’s. He tilted the hilt in his hands, holding it horizontally and bowing his head. Hayde took it from him.

The soldiers around moved closer. The marred Amrinil Kaledar stood before his men, his eyes wide, as the blades that had been pointed at him now dipped into the charred mud.

“You now serve the All Will. You serve Maetlynd’s true interests. You serve true unity. Not what you have been sold.” Galigus turned to the rest of the procession as Hayde rolled up his shirt. “You all now have,” Galigus continued, spreading his arms out wide as his armor clanked, “an opportunity.” His head turned to the standing Amrine Kaledar. “Your leader has left you all behind. Which of you will rise against his tyranny?”

The Amrine General gazed up at Galigus, then down at the dirt.

“Who shall go to Oberran and muster your forces to fight against those who kill kin, who war over petty disagreements about who must give up what power, what land, what men. I am sick of seeing the people of this world, of our world, taken from it because lesser men desire it under their feet. I want Maetlynd to rise above me. I want to go to the lands above and below—to Mercy. What Consular or King has ever promised you this?”

Steyvin glanced at Bryseis, who turned her eyes to him, her gaze hardening.

“We must take Maetlynd, save those we can. I want to avoid war! I want to stop the killing. But the Last Artisan will come. He will come at the behest of a mad Consular who took my sons from me.” Galigus then dipped his head, a tear falling from his eye. “I am tired of seeing the sons and daughters of these lands perish at the hands of games the villains from Mercy play with us.” He raised his hand to point at the Amrine Kaledar. “I want to see men like you thrive. I want your families to prosper. And it is men like us who will bleed so the next generation will bear its fruits, in a free and unkilling world.”

Galigus paused. “Hayde, you will go to Oberran then, before you receive the Forgotten. But bring to bear a force from that once great and ancient city, for we will all come together and face that enemy to the south. The Kalatari who will pillage the innocent who disagreed with the Unity. The Verdant and their gluttonous enemies will cower behind the walls of their city, while others die below. Perhaps you can get the Amrine on our side with what we have seen here today, and the Kalatari will yield to our strength and join us. And we will then stretch our dominance to Anvia, where we now have allegiances.” Galigus pointed to Steyvin as the Silder uncomfortably shifted. “And to Stalhom’s Isles where the Aranari now lie. To truly unite, we need to walk the path that should have been walked immediately after the Reckoning.”

The Amrine General lifted his chin. “I will go with him,” he said, his shackles clanking as he took a step forward. The guards in front of him raised their blades.

Galigus waved a hand. “Blades down, men.”

The Kaledar took another step forward as the guards slowly turned their blades away, keeping them unsheathed and their bodies toward the bound man. “I will go with him to Oberran. I will get the people of that city, and our force there, to fight with you.”

“I will go, too!”

Bryseis squeezed Steyvin’s hand tighter then. He had spoken out of turn, his voice escaping him before he could shut it down.

He looked to Bryseis, then back up to Galigus. “I will message my father. He will bring aid. He will help our cause.”

He had felt deprived of purpose since his brother died, the Tears themselves seeming so meaningless after his death. But if he could go with Hayde, as an emissary for his father and show the true unity of a formerly divided people, then perhaps it would help the cause.

A light burned in Steyvin. Shrinale would receive the Tear promised to Steyvin as payment from Halvayne, and that would be good enough. For now, Steyvin had to show his worth. Besides, it would put off having to stand before his father eye-to-eye.

Bryseis would go with him. She too must be hurting, seeking purpose.

Galigus gave a soft smile that hardened. “Halvayne,” he said, turning his gaze to the Snow Mane, “we expect your people soon. And let them deliver us Ilanudin to answer for his crimes.”


Chapter 5
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A dim and sodden day.

Viyala brushed her hand on the stone wall of the spiral stairs leading down to the citadel, salty with the sea breeze.

Plate boots rattled in her wake. Salasmir had gone to the coliseum to bear witness to the coming of age for the new Kaledar, his first time as an Artisan. Viyala looked out through each of the small embrasures as they descended. Seagulls cawed, and waves crashed on rock a thousand paces below.

Ilteria had gone with Salasmir to send him off as his new official concubine. She would be back soon, but Viyala needed to see Dullo before her return. Ilteria hadn’t revealed much about why she knew the assassin hadn’t been sent by King Telvath, which worried Viyala. But Ilteria was her only friend here, a person she could look to for anything, and the only one who knew she was pregnant with the child of an Exile.

Viyala walked into the main hall, adorned with depictions of some of the greatest and darkest moments in Maetlynd’s history. From the rise of Stalhom against his father’s tyranny in the pits of Til’den Huff, to the cleansing pulse of the Reckoning pouring out over Ossilith and locking the Vile in crimson stone. Paintings and murals, statues of the current leadership of the Unity, and now more work was being done. Cleavers worked tirelessly to give these great halls even more history.

She felt the eyes of the guard behind her—one of Salasmir’s men of the former Stalwart. Salasmir hadn’t changed the name of the Order, though they certainly felt different. She took in the scent of teakwood and the clean floors; the recently polished marble shone from a stained-glass window, a new stained-glass window, depicting Salasmir’s Enduring.

Her guard ran in front of her to pull open the large, black and crimson filigreed door. She gave her softest smile, belying her distaste. She tried insisting to Salasmir that she would be fine on her own, but since the assassination attempt, he didn’t want to take any chances.

Rays of golden sun pierced through the gloomy clouds. The port was not two thousand paces away through the open courtyard at the front of Daerikal’s Tower where she had been staying. A fountain sat at the center of the courtyard and she moved past the calming sounds of its steadily flowing water. Closer to the harbor, a sense of unease tore through her. Passing by the docked ships, she narrowed her gaze to the ship where that one-armed man had boarded.

A couple of the Dragonguard, as they were now called, stood watch. Only a few had remained on Se’l Tobahn; the rest had gone with the God Emperor. The guard’s red eyes veered to Viyala, forcing a chill down her spine. There had been an aura surrounding Se’l Tobahn since the day Salasmir had Ascended. An aura of constant danger, even with the threat of the lone assassin eliminated.

She had grown curious as to the Stained man’s fate. The glow of his dim eyes as he pinned her, stabbing down with a long dagger before she wrested him off. The man was young. Old enough to father children, but young.

She had heard a little about him from Ilteria, who had supposedly gotten information through Salasmir, who also hadn’t been to see the man. At every attempt, Ilteria said, Salasmir was thwarted from going to see the prisoner. He had found this suspicious.

It was odd to think Salasmir was a living God. No longer was he a part of the mortal world. The Artisans had always been thus, but Viyala had only heard their feats in stories. Their notorious sacrifice during the Reckoning, and each infected with the Blight in one way or another. All but Stalhom. All but the now God Emperor. A Patron of ages past. Oh, and there is something slimy about it.

All along, he had had the power to grant Will. But never could he have given someone eternal life. And for Salasmir not to even need a Runestone to maintain his powers? It was unfathomable. Now, Viyala was Hand to such a man. A living Artisan.

The bustling docks and the boats’ creaking did nothing to abate her unease. She wrapped her cloak further around her shoulders.

The same privateer sat atop a crate within a hundred paces. Viyala stepped onto the dock, well short of reaching the deckhand, leaving the Stalwart behind her standing in a patch of wet grass.

“Stay here, Eshten,” she commanded.

The man’s armor clinked with his indecision. But ultimately he nodded. “Aye, m’lady.” He looked over her shoulder, and she turned around to see the man sitting on the crate, flicking something from his fingers and then picking between his sharp canines. “But I will be close by,” Eshten said, bowing. The wood of the dock creaked as he fell twenty paces back.

“You there,” she said to the privateer. His ears perked up while he scratched some of the overgrown and unkempt fur behind them. “Go get your cargo.”

He stood, nodding as he spat into the water below. After several paces, he halted. “You still don’t care for my name?”

Viyala shook her head in disinterest.

The man shrugged, lips curling. As his steps brushed up the gangplank, she turned back to see Eshten keeping a sharp eye, gaze switching between her and the citadel walls.

Small footsteps clattered ahead of her, the privateer standing at the entry point, holding onto a mooring line as he leaned over the side of the ship, spitting again.

Dullo was under him, halfway down the gangplank. His tiny stride pressing into the wood, his boots as worn as when she last saw him.

Her face brightened with a smile. “Dullo!”

He returned her smile, glancing past her before reaching out his hand. It was odd seeing him since their last chance meeting. He had saved her. The brigands on the road to Dul’Vulgo would have killed her if he hadn’t been there. If he hadn’t turned into that beast, tearing each of them apart. Seeing him now, she was filled with the same relief as she had been then.

“Viyala! Still here, I see. Opted to miss out on the festivities?” He released her hand.

“I decided to stay back. They aren’t supposed to return until late tonight. And,” she said, leaning in, “I want to be on that ship with you before they do.”

Dullo’s head snapped back. “I thought you were Hand to an Artisan. The old King is dead, Stalhom has taken on the role of God Emperor—all of these things sound to one of your blood’s liking, do they not?” The Haftel’s head tilted sideways.

Her eyes narrowed. “Is that supposed to be a joke?”

He grinned. “It is. Pardon my poor sense of humor.” Leaning in, he said, “It would look like I’m kidnapping the Hand to the First Artisan.”

“You don’t understand. Ilteria, Telvath’s old Weaver—she said that the King didn’t order the assassin to kill me.”

A wave slapped against the docks. “I forgot about that.”

“You heard?”

Dullo nodded glumly. “Shrinale told me everything. Everything he suspected. And then everything that was.” He sighed, his eyes scanning the sailors on surrounding ships. “Perhaps we can leave sooner than tonight?”

Viyala shook her head. “That won’t do. My guard stays with me unless Ilteria is at my side.”

“Ilteria is coming?”

“She has to. She was the one who warned me the King wasn’t who sent the assassin.”

“Hm,” Dullo hummed. “That was also Shrinale’s suspicion.” He leaned in. “A war rages east—”

“I know Dullo, you waste our time—”

“No, Viyala. It has started. Your father… he—” Dullo hesitated. “Sen Tok fell. Shrinale’s son Steyvin said it was an overwhelming Stained force, numbering over ten thousand in the field. Your father didn’t stand a chance.”

“Is he alive?” Viyala’s voice rose.

“M’lady?” Eshten yelled.

She turned to see him. “I’m fine, Eshten. Dullo is filling me in on the fate of my cat.”

Eshten shrugged, shaking his head.

She turned back to Dullo.

“He is—by Steyvin’s account,” Dullo said. “But for how much longer I cannot say. He escaped, but the Stained have partnered with the Hardranians, and are in pursuit of your father.”

“Then we must go there,” Viyala said, her voice stern and sure.

Dullo shook his head. “I am afraid I cannot bring you there. I go to Kaneretta. Then to Trundel to be with the Stained refugees there. I am bringing some Crimson-marked—”

“Crimson-marked? What do they have to do with this?”

“They are my meaning. They are why I still roam this place,” Dullo said, his hands out to reference Maetlynd. “That is why I know so many of the Consulars. They do their civil service and point me in the direction of people who need saving—people who don’t fit in with their Unity—and I take them where they do belong. Places like Trundel, Alfaney, settlements along mountains. A small village south of Kaneretta has become such a place, north of Trundel.”

“You’re going to Anvia?”

“Yes,” Dullo said. “And I have two with me.”

“Two Crimson-marked?” Viyala asked, her eyebrows raised.

“Aye.” He smiled. “I’d reserve your judgment. Merin is the whole reason I was able to get into this. And he himself has some plans for you.”

She hesitated, thinking of her need to leave the Isles. To get away from Salasmir. And Dullo seemed to have word that Ilteria’s suspicions were warranted. But, her father.

Father, what has happened? Who has tried to take you from me? And why?

“I will go with you,” Viyala said. “But Ilteria has to scribe my father when we get onto the ship. I have to know if he needs me. But please—we must leave this place.”
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The echoes from the crowd poured into the hall.

A servant swung the doors open, allowing a glimpse of the chairs sitting in the Imperial box before the iron doors slammed shut. Within the box, the Broken Throne sat—another piece of Mountai’s Stone. Pure hardstone turned into a throne for the King to sit and watch over the proceedings of the Kaledar Rite.

Sandstone and bluestone made up the walls of the coliseum. Salasmir stood waiting, the God Emperor addressing several of the other Consulars in attendance. Notably, Shrinale wasn’t there. Is he just going to be late?

“A drink, sir?” one of the serving maidens asked. She carried a tray full of glasses filled with a deep red bubbling liquid. Fire wine. The maiden’s face was covered in a transparent golden veil, the golden chains beneath wrapped around flushed cheeks. The red scales of her kind shone with the reflection of the light peeking through embrasures lining the sandstone walls.

Salasmir felt nervous, and couldn’t pinpoint exactly why. “Aye. Please.” He took the glass and the woman shuffled off to the other Consulars as Salasmir gulped down a mouthful of the fire wine. The back of his tongue burned, the strawberry-and-cherry-like taste of those sweet berries found only on the Isles easing the alcohol down his throat.

This was going to be his official announcement to the peoples of Maetlynd that he had Ascended. That he had become an Artisan.

Stalhom used to stand behind Telvath once a year, as the fighters who worked through their proving earned the Marks. Each would be given by Stalhom before they began their proper schooling. The need for Kaledar had grown so urgent that Stalhom was forced to grant Will to believers since there was a scarcity of worthy Runeborn.

Each year, the Consulars would submit fifty of their own people to the nine-year journey, leaving only ten at the end of that period to fight at the Rite. The Aranari were a year away from committing to such a venture, only being able to send between ten and twenty each year.

Salasmir had seen Ilteria earlier that day, before they had set sail across the short distance to the coliseum isle of Til’den Huff. The two had talked of his wife briefly after he had become an Artisan—he had tried comforting her with the fact that even with Pendaira knowing, Ilteria wouldn’t be treated any differently. He hadn’t much time to explore his love for her, but she told him that she understood, calming the nerves that would bundle within him whenever he’d lie lonely at night. Ilteria was always in Viyala’s company, so she couldn’t run off and find someone else. Why would she want to? Salasmir had become an Artisan.

Ilteria was given special permissions to attend the Weaver Rite, taking place at the same time on the eastern Isle of Elenbrend. There, the Vil’Synth Tapestry of Stone and Cloth would be for all those in attendance to see and for the newest Weaver initiates, chosen only from the Uldonai lineage, to lay their hands on. To sew together the very will and future of Maetlynd and all its innovations. They had primarily been used to forge simple Weavers’ materials, such as cloth to keep food warm or cold, and the filters that almost entirely saved Maetlynd from the Blight. She was a great teacher, and ranked highly enough that she was allowed to watch such a procession in their own great hall.

“Are you ready to see it for the first time? As an Artisan, of course,” Stalhom said, forcing Salasmir from his thoughts. The Consulars behind shuffled through the now open doors, the sounds of loud cheers and madness still pouring through.

Salasmir smiled as he stepped forward and the same Daerikal server before him bowed. She welcomed Salasmir and the God Emperor through to the Imperial box.

“Yes,” Salasmir said, his gaze shifting back to his master. “Let us go and see the next generation of leaders.”


The crowd was massive, far more massive than in years past.

Scanning the arena, Salasmir identified all those of different lineages. The open sky above loomed bright and cloudy. Sandstone pillars stood at equal intervals all around the coliseum, separating each section that surrounded the dirt floor of the fighting grounds ten man-heights below. The columns of seats stretched from the balcony directly overlooking the sandy dirt to at least a hundred rows back and above, the highest section being the Imperial box where Salasmir now stood.

It seemed ages upon ages of children grew up so fast to be able to attend the festivities. Ships had come from all over, but most of the crowd was made up of Stalhom’s own people, the Daerikal.

Their deeply tanned red skin shone in their ceremonial togas as they filled most of the stands. The Ver’Skyi, brought over by Kythos’ son, Pertelian, stood cheering as the man waved out to them. His green-on-green almond-shaped eyes flashed. His bright brown hair sat just above his shoulders, combed back and held in place by clay. He stood far to the right inside the Imperial box, finding himself a seat beside the empty one where Oulairn would have been. The seat was more ceremonial, for the Uldonai Consular always attended the Weaver’s Rite.

An announcer, a Kul Cleaver, introduced everyone as they entered. Talanis and Grobudin, the Kalatari and Haltrishari Consulars, waved as their names were called and they found their seats. Then Salasmir stepped out into the stale island air.

“The Blade of Kaneretta, and now Artisan—Salasmir!” The Cleaver’s voice echoed out into the arena through Mountai’s Stone, which amplified his speech.

It was then Stalhom stepped up, waving out to the crowd with Salasmir as the Aranari found his seat beside the throne. The God Emperor stood a while longer, taking on the cheers. Salasmir wanted power, and he could admit that to himself, but he loathed the fake cheers of those he had never met.

Beside Salasmir’s own stone chair, Shrinale’s wooden seat lay empty. He leaned over to Pertelian. “Where is Shrinale?”

Pertelian shrugged. “He told me he had urgent business that required him to return to Anvia.” The man’s gaze drifted over the crowd. “I see your Hand isn’t here either?”

Salasmir smiled. “I wanted Viyala to enjoy the quiet with everyone gone. I figured she earned the rest.”

Pertelian nodded. “A fair Artisan he is,” he said, placing his hand upon the Artisan’s shoulder. “A wondrous trait for a man who can’t die.”

“My people!” Stalhom’s voice bellowed out. “Today, we welcome into our hearts a new Last Artisan, with hopes for more!”

The crowd cheered even louder, allowing Stalhom to take a natural pause. Salasmir stood again to wave out.

“Salasmir is one of the last trueborn Aranari! And he has earned his place amongst the Gods of the Empyrean to be granted such powers, as afforded by our very own Martyrs,” Stalhom continued, placing his hand on his chest. “For without them, we would not have been able to grant eternal life to such a deserving man.”

The cheers continued, the crowd synchronizing in a mass wail for the defender of Kaneretta. Stalhom raised both his hands, quieting the crowd as his white sleeves draped over his ceremonial armor. Stalhom’s glossy black hair streamed, tied back with golden-plated crimson bands, keeping it neatly positioned on the top of his head. His red-on-red eyes narrowed as he scanned his entire audience.

“And it is with great sorrow today,” he continued, the crowd growing quiet, “that I mention the sad loss of our High King.” Another theatrical pause. “I do not wish to sully his reputation, but it is true he did take his own life. His most recent journey around all Maetlynd seemed to take the hardest toll on him.”

Salasmir knew Stalhom had to lie to them. And they were the only two who truly knew what had happened. That Salasmir had been the one who threw the King from his room into the rocky depths of Se’l Tobahn.

“But he was a great King. And with his demise, I have taken the burden of God Emperor. Something unheard of since the death of my father, by my own hand. The title was rebirthed by the bequest of your Consulars, and so reluctantly, I accepted it.”

The crowd roared.

“But as your God Emperor, I shall not be cruel. I shall not be tyrannical, as my father was. I want to give you all a safe and beautiful Maetlynd. And leaders you can trust to keep you safe.”

The crowd quieted once more.

“But let us put the past behind us. And let us see the everyman rise today—here—before all of you as champions. Fights to see those who can lead, and those who will serve.”

Stalhom did hide his genius well. It was only now, so up close and as an Artisan, finally hearing the man speak, that Salasmir realized why he had implemented the gifting of Will to the non-trueborn.

It gave the people something to strive for. It told the fathers of children to procreate more, inhabit a broken world, so that it might truly be rebuilt. A small opportunity for the everyman or everywoman to rise amongst their peers and be deemed worthy by an Artisan to bear powers to defend Maetlynd. It was genius.

Ten from each race would fight; those who lost would forfeit their Marks, unless they were trueborn, in which case, they would be given another opportunity the following year. But so few had been truly born.

Stalhom drew his own hammer, taking up his staff from where it leaned against the throne as a basal ringing sound poured out to signal the start of the event.

Stone doors opened below; the jarring mouth of a dragon with a chain pouring through it in the sign of the Weaver’s web was etched into each. The stone was sand-colored, with an augmented black to highlight the old sigil.

The first contender came out, a Verdant boy, no older than sixteen, the age appropriate for the event. His almond-shaped green-on-green eyes faced a Haltrishar. The boy was massive, roughly a foot taller than the Verdant. His dark eyes sat under his family’s ceremonial markings about the sides of his gray-skinned head. His hair was tied back in a braid, from front center streaming back in a long tail to his mid-back. His jaw was sharp and narrow, his shoulders broad, his left shoulder bearing hardened bone, symbolizing his family’s strife. So was the genetic mutation of the Haltrishari to bear external bone as if it was a hardened armor. His left bicep carried the brand given by Stalhom nine years ago.

As was the tradition of the fight, no Runestones were allowed.

After each Kaledar Ascended in victory, they would get to touch the Will Form they had trained with for nine years. And for the first time, they’d be able to wield it in truth, on their own. They could have journeyed to partake from each of their chosen Wells instead, but this ceremony would mean far more. This small Enduring warranted the importance of using the actual ancient artifacts of the Artisans, brought over from Mercy to worship. Those artifacts of the Inner Wills.

Staring down into the arena, Salasmir guessed it was going to be a long fight. The Verdant seemed agile, and the Haltrishar a brute. Salasmir smiled, the roars of the crowd echoing as the two slowly approached each other.


A few of the skirmishes had dragged on.

Blood was spilt, but ultimately each warrior either submitted or stood victorious. Salasmir accepted bows from each of the victors and from those who faced defeat.

With the fights done, thirty in all on the first day, it was growing time to head back to Se’l Tobahn.

“That’s it for the duels today, correct, Lord?” Salasmir asked. The arena was still packed.

Stalhom turned to face Salasmir. “One last thing to attend to.”

The stone doors rumbled open, the sound drowning out the chatter of the crowd. The amphitheater grew silent.

A prisoner stepped out.

The assassin who had been sent to kill Viyala. He bore a curved longblade, ornate and shining with the reflection of the setting sun. His brown hair was tousled. He lumbered forward onto the fighting ground, his left leg dragging as he peeled his shoulders back to stretch.

Who really sent you? Salasmir thought. Was it truly my King—my friend?

The wounds on the assassin’s face were mostly healed.

And the man’s mouth was sewn shut. What on Maetlynd…

He shuffled into the sun—shirtless, his body bore only the bruises of the beating he had taken weeks prior, the swelling in his eyes gone. He had gray skin, but Verdant eyes, a detail Salasmir had failed to notice the first time he saw the man.

Stalhom tapped the unbroken stone armrest to his right, the chipped Runestone at the top of the chair over his opposite shoulder. “Today, we command the execution of the man sent to kill our dear Hand, Viyala. He is a criminal of the worst kind. But if he can survive in the Kaledar Coliseum, then he deserves to live.”

The crowd stood mostly silent, with the exception of the Daerikal, who continued clapping. Slowly, the others joined in with cheers.

“Today, we will have recompense.”
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The crowd roared.

Festardes felt his hip lock up. The stone door crashed shut behind him. Sandstone dust rained on his shoulders.

They had sewn his mouth shut.

Had it been worth the pain and suffering? Given the icons the Uldonai woman had offered, it should have been. But he hadn’t expected to fail. The Amrine woman he had tried to kill was a far better fighter than expected, and as soon as those footsteps pounded outside her room, he had only heartbeats to escape and never to be seen again.

He lifted his arm, the blade heavy in his hand, blocking out the setting sun. The loud voice bellowed through the amphitheater as if it were next to him. His arm fell and the tip of Festardes’ longblade dipped into the dirt, scraping along as he lurched forward.

His bare feet dragged in the dust. He remembered his boots touching the low tide waters, pushing his small boat out to meet with the Omen Riders who had delivered him to the shores of Se’l Tobahn. That had been before the failed assassination, before he was pursued and dragged back to the docks, beaten and broken by that red-skinned knight.

The man had put his hand to Festardes’ forehead and a snake of blood had seemed to pour through each of Festardes’ ears, raising the temperature within his skull. The pain. Endless.

He then woke up, chained inside a cold, stone room. The caw of seagulls echoing in the distance couldn’t quell his fear. He loved the ocean. He loved taking his son and wife there on the shores of the Omen Isle of Par’than, southeast of the citadel. It was left alone mostly. But he had brought death to them. It was his fault his loved ones were to die. So, staring up at the roaring crowd, he began to accept his fate, feeling the pain in his knees as he had when he looked up at the Last Artisan and the Daerikal knight, telling Festardes what he needed to say in front of that Unity meeting.

He did as they said. And they had promised to leave his Isle—his family—alone, if he said the King had told him to kill the woman. It made no difference to Festardes, for he had been an enemy of the Unity since his birth. Trueborn or not, he was given an Omen at a young age for stealing a loaf of bread for his dying mother. She had died six months later.

A contract killer seemed the best line of work, considering his success fighting off raids of extremists who supported the Unity, of villages who wanted to take from those who didn’t submit.

Mining Runestone, extracting its soft aspects, and putting it into a coin to pay homage to a king—that never seemed fair. If Festardes were given a choice, he would have chosen the same again. To be Marked amongst those who represented the opposite of Unity bore a unique reverence among the Stained and the Forgotten alike. A reverence that still would have existed had he not been Exiled, but one that would have felt unearned from the beginning.

As it all turned out, he was to fight in the coliseum anyway. The same coliseum his stepfather prepared him for, for he was born a bastard. But his father loved him, and even after being Exiled, he had gone with Festardes to continue to train—to be a functional part of the Omen Riders and their survival. He even took a Mark himself the day Festardes did. He was back on the Isle now, watching over Festardes’ wife and child. Hopefully, he was smart enough to leave. Surely word had gotten to him after Festardes missed the ship back. And he needed to run. Run to Alfaney. Fucking swim if you have too, Pa. And bring Yin with you.

The stone door opposite his opened. The Daerikal knight stepped out. The one the Last Artisan called Harglon. A savage of a man, righteous in his posture.

During Festardes’ imprisonment, Harglon delivered his meals, gave him his water. He was the one who gave him a blunt sword to train with while he sat in his cage. He was the one who came to him earlier that morning, using his red magicks to heal the cuts around Festardes’ lips after he sewed his mouth shut.

An odd sense of gratitude tore through him as he stared up at the roaring crowd. They roared for his death. The death of a man who had chosen an unrighteous life in the eyes of their precious Unity. They were right to cheer. If he had a boat to sail to the coliseum, he would have cheered for the death of an assassin, or perhaps saved him. Perhaps Yin would have cheered. No. For she was a killer in her own right. Hopefully, she hadn’t gone looking for him. Hopefully, she already thought him dead.

He sniffed in a deep breath, the chills rolling down his bare back. He bashed the flat of his sword against his leg, feeling the locked-up hip click as he straightened his shoulders. His nostrils hurt from all the breathing through his nose.

Harglon wasn’t a flashy man. He didn’t even look at the crowd. His eyes remained locked on Festardes.

One hundred paces separated the two fighters as the damned Artisan in his white clothing and red sash brought his hammer down on his shiny, broken chair. Harglon began to circle. A lion—measured, even when it knew its meal was only prey.

The roar of the crowd was loud, but perhaps Festardes could tear his mouth open with his blade. He had felt its edge before the door to the arena opened. It was sharp. Really sharp.

What words could he get out that the crowd would hear? He was a criminal.

Your Last Artisan is a liar! That wouldn’t work.

The King didn’t kill himself! That was a guess, but perhaps it would sow enough chaos amongst the Unity to cause a stir in public opinion.

Thinking of his last words was odd, especially considering he didn’t have the means to say them. How would it sound even? Coming from his torn lips.

Fuck this. I’m not fighting, Festardes mumbled, wincing at the vibrations of his throat against his cheeks and raw lips.

Bloody dirt coated the tip of his blade, but infection wasn’t of concern. He had only enough time to speak perhaps ten words. Festardes lifted the blade, peering over the shining edge of it, curving his lips in a smile, for it felt good to finally win.

He cut at his mouth, striking mostly the line used to keep it shut. He peeled his lips apart as the taste of iron brushed his tongue. He fought against the pain. After a heartbeat or two, numbness set in; the initial cutting had been the worst of it. As each piece ripped, some from his bottom lip, others from the top, he heard Harglon’s steps crash onto the floor of the arena, the audience’s shouts turning into a disturbed silence.

He spat blood into the dirt.

Martyrs, that hurt.

“The King didn’t send m—” Intense pressure against his neck, then a crack.

His world darkened—his eyelids drifting to close. A stream of blood, and a glimpse of his headless form still standing with arms raised out. His blade fell and he stared at his old silhouette from the side. Dust kicked up, his knees striking the hard ground—darkness took him.
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Salasmir’s mouth hung open as the man’s head fell into the orange dust.

Harglon had moved so swiftly. He’d covered ninety paces in mere heartbeats.

That speed. It had too much hate driving it.

The assassin had spoken. He said, “The King didn’t send me.” That was what Salasmir made out as the crowd fell silent, the man’s voice echoing perhaps louder than anyone wanted.

Why hadn’t he fought? He had been given a blade.

Harglon stood, snarling up toward the God Emperor.

“What does he want?” Salasmir asked.

“I’m not sure,” the God Emperor said. “He’s a man who needs a fight. A hungry wolf.”

“The man said the King didn’t send him.”

Stalhom scoffed. “He knew he was dead. He was probably thinking of things he could say to sow discord in the Unity.”

“Aye.” Salasmir eyed the crowd. A strange silence among the whispers. As if the air in the coliseum filled everyone’s ears. The faces in the crowd seemed to speak to such an acceptance of death.

Stalhom tapped his chair with the hammer. “It seems our man desired no fight at all,” he said, his voice radiating to the crowd once more. “Let us close the day with this: the world we knew before shall now be safer with our new leaders defending it. Leaders such as Harglon here, who dispense with those against a Unifying Maetlynd.”

The crowd began to clap, the Daerikal in attendance lifting the spirits of the rest with rousing cheers.

Salasmir waved over one of the servants behind him, the same who had opened the door earlier. Her golden veil hung at an angle, slightly more loose than he remembered. His personal guard stood idly behind her. Leith was there, leader of the repurposed Stalwart guards. The man he trusted to say nothing of the forest—of poor Blighted Kent—and who still had, by all accounts, remained silent.

The servant started over with the tray of fire wine as Salasmir tuned out Stalhom’s words. Were her red-on-red eyes paler than before? His eyebrows raised as he noticed a blood stain on her sleeve, the blouse too hanging loose.

Is she—?

She slid a blade from under her tray, stabbing forward. Stalhom’s words cut off, his neck straining as the blade pierced it. The Stalwart rushed forward, Salasmir letting out a controlled burst of the Force Will, one he had only begun to learn. She fell to the ground, leaving the blade still in Stalhom’s throat.

“Grab her!” Salasmir shouted to Leith.

The girl squealed. “You bastard! You took my husband from me!” She struggled against Salasmir’s Will and the strength of his men.

Stalhom cleared his throat, spitting silver blood. The crowd fell silent once more. He gripped the knife in his throat, droplets of silver leaking from the wound. He pulled the blade out.

Silver blood? Salasmir thought.

Stalhom craned his neck, the wound closing. He coughed up more of the fluid and spat it on the ground next to the woman’s face. Then he tapped his hammer against the radiating chair once more. His voice blared, marred by the viscous silver. “Gods don’t bleed as you do, girl.”

Waving the Dragonguard away, he kneeled next to her. She thrashed against the stone ground, but Salasmir kept his Will binding her to the floor.

“You may release her, Salasmir,” Stalhom said.

Salasmir did so.

The God Emperor leaned in, licking his lips. He gently peeled the veil back. The woman’s eyes welled with tears, streaming down her cheeks. Stalhom cracked his neck, the wound finally closing completely.

He took a deep breath. “I will never get you on our side.” He tossed away the blade. He stood up, the guard barely shifting to make way for the God Emperor to stand and address her. “Return to your people and speak of what you saw here today. Your husband was a killer, and so paid the killer’s price. Lucky for you, I am still alive. Go to Alfaney, send word to Trundel. Tell them the God Emperor rules. And he is merciful.”

Her tears poured then, Stalhom reaching his hand out to her. She glared. Salasmir couldn’t believe it either.

“It’s okay,” Stalhom said. “Take my hand.”

And she did.

He pulled her to her feet. “Send her off with a hundred icons and a hundred marks. Let her go back to her island where those who exiled themselves stay.” He brushed himself off. “We did indeed kill her husband, but perhaps recompense for that is mercy to his grieving wife.”

“But Lord—”

“Send her off!” Stalhom snapped.

“Aye, Lord.”

The woman was pulled away.

Salasmir peered back down into the arena. Harglon looked back up at him, and the two locked eyes. The man scowled, then stormed away.


Salasmir sat in the cabin of his ship.

His ship. And it felt good having his very own. The others had all had to wait outside the Til’den Huff port and were now being conducted out one at a time, transporting those who had come to see the festivities to their temporary homes on the other isles.

Stalhom would beat him back to the citadel, but that gave Salasmir time to wind down.

He heard a knock at his door.

Salasmir let out a frustrated sigh. He swung the door open to see Leith.

“My Lord,” Leith said, bowing.

“What is it, Leith? Eyes up, damnit.”

Leith cleared his throat, his hand resting on the leather grip of his longblade, his shoulders back. The boy’s green-on-green eyes reminded him of a young Kythos.

“We received word, Lord. Sen Tok was overrun by a Stained force.”

Salasmir turned to watch the moon out of the back of the cabin. “What of the Kalatari we sent to Alfaney?”

“They won’t be there for another week at least.”

“Stalhom knows this, yes?”

“Aye, Lord.”

“Tell the Captain to send away or stall whatever other ships are preparing to leave, we must be the next ones out.”

“Aye, Lord.” Leith saluted, his left hand pulling into his chest. His about-face was near perfect, one thing Telvath had always appreciated being proper military decorum.

“Hold on, Leith,” Salasmir said. “Did you get word how large the Stained force was?”

Leith licked his lips.

“Get it out, son.”

“The invading force was over ten thousand strong, Lord. Beyond that, word has gotten out about those in Edelvin and those beginning to march south. Another twenty or thirty thousand in the host.”

“Thirty—” Salasmir choked. “And the Alfaney settlement. How many Omen Riders do they have?”

“A single legion of roughly five thousand, Lord. If you can call them legions.”

Salasmir put his pointer and thumb to his lips, his eyes dipping to the fine gold-emblazoned carpet. To the new Aranari sigil upon it.

“We need to go to Taldreas. We need to take the Stained by surprise. They wouldn’t be expecting a Daerikal force… but that might be what we need. Anvia too, all of the gray-skins. Uldonai and Haltrishar included.”

“What of Anvia’s defenses?”

“Anvia is much smaller, Leith. Forces left in defense can take whatever Stained decide to attack. The Omen Riders in Trundel only count for two thousand at most, by Pertelian’s estimates. And by the sounds of it, every Stained on Maetlynd set to fight for Galigus made their way to Edelvin years ago, before we ever got a chance to see the damned place rebuilt.”

Scillia’s wedding falling apart might very well have been the worst thing that happened to Maetlynd. It was supposed to be the bond bringing the Stained into the Unity.

Their natural allies are the Omen Riders and the Forgotten. Whatever force they had to bear went untracked under Telvath’s rule. The man’s hold on the Unity was always loose. A dear friend, but one who couldn’t trust me half as much as that dead concubine.

There wasn’t much Salasmir could do. The Black Wedding had riven the two factions in perpetuity. And it had only been six years in the making since Salasmir had grown to become Hand to the High King; during those years, the Stained and the Unity were mostly cordial, but there was never any word on the numbers in their growing force. That couldn’t have been Salasmir’s fault, since the focus had shifted to fending off an uptick in Hardranian attacks after the death of the previous Hand, Vandlin. Since Salasmir had seen the body of the man’s pregnant daughter, his nephew’s wife, pierced by arrows.

Thirty thousand! Not a single race has produced as many fighting men since the Reckoning. Perhaps that is the benefit to taking in all of those impure in blood.

“You may go, Leith. And thank you for the news.”

Leith saluted again and marched to tell the Captain of the ship to depart.

Stalhom was likely thinking the same thing as Salasmir. They would have to go to Taldreas. They would have to muster the gray-skins from Anvia. Shrinale would have to be scribed and Grobudin would have to return at once to bring his force into Dul’Vulgo, as they would be behind with their travel. They could sail with the Uldonai forces, while the Daerikal and the Aranari who inhabited the Isles would sail north with Shrinale’s force, who would have a head start, perhaps striking at the Witesands to throw off the balance of Galigus’ attack.

Galigus would be a formidable foe, but one that could no longer be ignored. The Hardranians at the backs of the Stained would perhaps assist, as they were mostly made up of the zealots who spoiled the wedding to begin with. Perhaps Edelvin would be unprotected if Galigus drove south, which, based on his desire for revenge, would make the most sense. The man blamed Kythos for the death of his sons at the Black Wedding, so Ossilith was a natural target. He made it past Sen Tok so—Sen Tok!

“Martyrs.” Salasmir banged his fist down on his desk, rattling the decorative hardstones. Ilanudin was in Sen Tok. Ilanudin was working on getting the Tears, on stopping Alevist from having them. The Tears were the check against any threat of the Merciani.

Too many worries being stacked on the plate at a single time. Thanks to their new God Emperor, a more active leader than their last, Salasmir could take a sigh of relief. He closed his eyes, opening them again at the sound of the bells above deck, the oars pouring from the sides of his vessel to reverse into the bay. Stalhom would quell whatever worries Salasmir had. And the two would go to Taldreas. They would bring a powerful force to bear against Edelvin.

They had to destroy the Stained threat, or maybe Stalhom would be merciful, as he was to the woman at the coliseum. If what he had said weeks ago about the Merciani was true, and they were to return as allies, perhaps together they could defeat the Stained and force them to bow to the Unity’s will. Whatever it takes to unite them.

Perhaps he could bring the Aranari back to their birthright, and give them Edelvin once again, as it had been over thirty-five years prior. Perhaps he could take back all of Ar’den.

One thing at a time, Salasmir. One thing at a time.


[image: ]


Chapter 6
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The sun beamed down over the eastern hills and plains.

The reek of burnt-out fires and blood and shit rode the cooling breeze in from the western shores, now dyed red. That scent coated Alevist’s throat as he walked with Neera through the decimated Amrine encampment. Their feet squelched in the mud.

Valdus and Kalinuo had decided they couldn’t let the two go alone. It was a risk, being Crimson-marked, but if Alevist Lightseeker was going to vouch for them, then that would have to be enough.

Alevist tried wiping away the fatigue setting in his eyes. Neera stood tall, gaze forward. The stares of prisoners and soldiers alike followed the group. At the pace they were walking, they were liable to make it all the way to Sen Tok before being asked to stop.

“Hey, you!” A voice came from behind.

Fuck, Alevist thought.

Plate boots approached fast. Alevist, Neera, Kalinuo, and Valdus turned.

“Where do you think you’re going?” the same voice called. The soldier—a boy, by appearance—gasped as he caught sight of Valdus’ crimson-etched face.

“We’re headed to Sen Tok,” Alevist said.

Valdus cleared his throat. Kalinuo forced his shoulders back.

“On to see the Stained King,” Neera said.

“You serve Galigus? What are you, a bunch of Omen Riders?”

“You can say that,” Neera said, crossing her arms. “What’s your name, soldier?”

“Spinder,” another soldier called on approach. “What’s happening here?”

This man’s bewildered brows rose. But he too seemed a boy, by all indicators other than the face mottled with dried blood. Above a hint of scruff, his violet eyes brightened his dark skin. A mix of a southern Hardranian clan and the Uldonai.

The first one puffed his chest out and put a soft hand on the lion’s-head pommel of his blade. “I just ain’t seen the red-marked since I was down in Alfaney myself.”

“That’ll be enough, Spinder.”

Alevist tilted his head down to the weapon. “You planning on using that?”

Spinder cleared his throat, his eyes still locked on Valdus. It was clear he had never seen a true Merciani.

Valdus’ brows curled. “Is there something in my hair?” he asked, reaching up with his strong hand to knead out an area of his silver hair. “It has been a few days since our last river wash—”

The other soldier coughed, shaking his head. “Galigus is expecting you?”

“Alevist Lightseeker wants an audience.”

Men and women collapsed around kicked-out fires stirred, warriors standing as their heads all turned. Even the Amrine prisoners’ ears perked up. The camp was silent other than the cracking of the fires.

“You say Alevist Lightseeker?”

“Aye.”

The more senior of the two boys reached out his hand. “Name’s Tellen, sir. Welcome to the war.”


“They always said you was dead, Lord. You see, I never believed it. I more so believed the stories of you roaming around, killing the rest of them Blood Knights.” Tellen didn’t stop to breathe. “The ones that hids from the rest of the world after the curse left ’cause they was scared they overstepped, see? I always thought you was hunting them down. Just like the stories.”

Tellen had gone on and on during their relatively long ride to Sen Tok. A boy who thought Alevist was alive, though most of the world had written him off for dead. The Spinder boy stayed behind at Tellen’s command.

“Those fucks. Trying to take Edelvin and the Wall for themselves. They was hoarding Runestone after you left there, see? Oh—oh, but you knew that. You went back and captured that Harglon from the stories. The one Pa would tell of. They said you spared his life in single combat, but peeled his stones from his body—one at a time. Cause them sickos used to put the stones in their skin, right? Oh, Martyrs, what was that like? I ain’t a Kaledar, see? Won’t ever be, but I bet it musta hurt, huh?”

Neera laughed.

Alevist sighed, keeping his pace steady as they caravanned along with a group of soldiers. Tellen seemed the highest rank not of Runeborn standing. There was no need to make an enemy of a friend. The Kaledar leading the caravan rode far ahead, seeming to want to be out of earshot of Tellen.

“Would you shut it, Tellen?” one of the other riders said, stopping Tellen mid-sentence. “Maybe it’s not even him. And you’re sticking your nose up his ass for no reason at all.”

“And how would you know if it wasn’t him?” Tellen said.

The other soldier laughed with Neera’s cadence. “About the same way you’d know it is him.”

Alevist kept his mouth shut, catching the doubting soldier’s eyes drifting toward him.

“They said he hung for three days, yeah? Had a spear in his side—you see rope burn of a three-days hanging?”

Tellen leaned back on his horse’s saddle, still riding close to Alevist. The Aranari hardly tried to cover up, but his cloak was purposely wrapped around the old wound. The marks of the wounds had been mostly gone when he’d awakened, though he had borne the scars of rope burn for some time. And his fingers—those he hadn’t been able to straighten for nearly a month.

Tellen sighed. “Is that true, Lord? Was you hung for three days? A spear in your side an’ all?”

Alevist didn’t smile, though he felt the desire to. It made him think too much of Linera.

“I don’t know how long I was hanging for.” The horses’ hooves sloshed through the mud. “And there was a bloody spear beside me when I woke up. Sharp pain in my side, too.”

Tellen’s gaze widened, his head snapping back to the doubtful soldier. “You see, Tot? I known it from when I seent him.”

“Where is your accent from?” Valdus asked.

“I grew up mostly with the Omen Rider clans, see? But I was in Trundel most of my life, till my ma and pa got us on a ship to Edelvin. I guess it came from my cousin, Rah.”

Valdus scoffed. Neera mustered a laugh. Kalinuo was unamused, his vicious stare held forward the whole ride north to Sen Tok.

As they approached the gates, the guards out in front of the ditches stacked wood to make pyres around the walls, cleaning their hands of what dirt and blood remained. Bodies of soldiers in Amrine garb lay in neat stacks amongst the timber.

Stained soldiers’ eyes stayed locked on the small party as they rode through, the courtyard front mostly empty and clear. Guards manned posts along the dust-and-ash-marred battlements, and war horses dragged out detritus. A large wooden stage dominated the center of the courtyard, neighboring a couple of broken iron cages, smashed into bent frames.

Tellen approached the guards with his doubting partner, the one who questioned Alevist. Near as much as Alevist had questioned his survival through the years, even before the Reckoning. One of the station guards of high enough rank called another younger man over and told him to grab Galigus.

The runner stormed off then, following those orders. It had been a while since Alevist had seen the man. Galigus was one of the rare Stained taken into the Daemonine before the Reckoning began. A young man then, with hardly an opportunity to prove himself as a war leader before the world nearly ended. The two hadn’t spent too much time together, with the exception of Galigus receiving his first sip from the Grail to begin his training as a youth, and then his final pilgrimage to the Dawn Tree. Back in a time when the artifacts of the Gods weren’t brought to the warrior, but the warrior journeyed to the artifacts. Back when sipping from the Wells of Power wasn’t done at will; it was earned.

It had been before he relieved Sen Tok—the citadel he now strode into—from its siege during the Blood Rebellion.

Moments later, Galigus’ footsteps cracked the dried mud beneath him. Far few stood as tall and strong as the man who deemed himself a direct descendant of Aranor. A proud bastard, only after the man died. His golden eyes were rimmed with a pure sable, his broad jaw juxtaposed the sharp jaw of the traditional Aranari, a key hint to his Stained lineage—sharing bloodlines with the Hardranians. Alevist dismounted.

“Alevist,” Galigus said. A small smile raced across his face. “It is good to see you. Your name again, soldier? I swear it started with a ‘T,’ yes?”

Tellen’s eyes shot up, his hand in full salute. A salute Alevist was unfamiliar with. His shoulders shot straight back, he bowed his head and threw his sword hand, fingers tight together to his forehead, facing out as if shading his eyes from the sun. His off hand gripped his blade, cross-body style. “Aye, Lord King. Tellen, Lord King.”

King, Alevist thought, getting chills down his back. How many Kings are there in this damned age?

“Tellen! That’s right. Your father and mother will be safely guided here from Alfaney.”

“Alfaney, Lord? I thought they was in Edelvin.” Tellen held his salute.

“At ease, warrior. No. After our last battalion left Edelvin, we got word of all who fled south, in fear of what we aimed to do. Your family amongst them. But have no fear. I sent my fiercest warriors down to retrieve them and the others. They will make it safely back to Edelvin. You have my word.”

Tellen bowed, pulling himself sharply out of salute. “Aye, Lord.”

“Neera,” Galigus continued, swooping in for a hug.

“Galigus,” she said, her face still stern. “Where is my brother?”

Galigus held his smile as he pulled away, but his eyes hardened. “So you knew he was here?”

“When were you going to tell me—”

“What of my son?” Kalinuo chimed in, stepping in front of one of the other guards. One of those who laughed with the doubter, Tot.

Galigus’ eyes narrowed at Kalinuo, his head nodding. “He went with Hayde. They began a drive back east to rendezvous with a force of eight score to expand our reach. To Oberran. Then to Alfaney to get us the rest of the Omen Riders and Stained.”

“The citizens of Alfaney are not Stained,” Neera snapped.

Galigus calmly turned his head to her. “They are and were always Stained. As you are and were always Stained, for better or for worse.”

“The refugees didn’t care for your cause, they didn’t want any King, only to be left alone. They’re Forgotten.”

“Like the Gods they prayed to. And now they may die because of it.” Galigus’ voice rose. “Because, like you, they refused our aid at a time of near peace. They will be pursued by Kalatari and Verdant. If the Aranari and the Daerikal come, or any gray-skin from Anvia, they will have to face them outside of the walls of Edelvin, and without a force of forty thousand behind them. Yet we scatter to help them. Even in a time when we should be together.”

Neera stepped back, Galigus’ voice strong, firm, though not angry.

“It was my sons who died. My boys who tried to bring peace to all Taldreas. So we could broker a deal to bring your people of Alfaney and Trundel into the Unity. Ungrateful runts.”

Kalinuo stormed off, finding a horse as none of the guards stopped him. Alevist followed, reaching for his shoulder before he mounted. “Where are you going?”

“I’m riding east. I’m going to track my way to Hulin.”

“You can’t go alone. What if the Stained perceive you as a threat?” Alevist huffed.

“Have your King send someone with me.”

“Here,” Galigus said, stepping up. He handed over a piece of parchment. “Your son said if you were to come along, you would want to find him. So we had our Weaver draw this up. Any of my troops along the way you show this to won’t give you trouble. Any Amrine who aren’t aware of our regional krieg, they might have something else to say about a Vileborn walking around.” Galigus held his hands up as Alevist’s eyes snapped to him. “It’s not my word. It’s theirs. Blame Ilanudin for that. But lucky for you, we took most of the settlements north of Oberran. Leaves us quite a bit more refugees to pack into Edelvin, but with our army on the attack, it shouldn’t be a worry. Soon we will have Ossilith to house more people.”

Alevist thought of the death he’d seen in the mountains. Of Linera’s form taken by whatever force controlled her. How safe would Ossilith truly be? When the time came that those Vile in the mountains felt strong enough, they would strike. He ever felt the pressure to find Erevayn and get him to the Dawn Tree. Alevist’s desire for vengeance wasn’t gone, for it couldn’t be. But seeing Linera had awakened something else in him. That need to save her. To keep Erevayn safe.

Kalinuo looked back to Alevist, his hand still grasping Kalinuo’s arm.

Alevist let go.

“I will find them before they turn south,” Kalinuo said, settling in his saddle. His blade was strapped in its sheath, his water, sans filter, sat in three different mole skins.

“Erevayn is waiting for you,” Galigus said to Alevist. Kalinuo yawed as his horse started to trot, exiting through the gates of Sen Tok.

Alevist’s gaze went to Neera’s face, her brows softening. Don’t go with him, he thought. Stay with us. Let us figure this out. Alevist turned back to Galigus. “Where is he?”

Before Galigus could answer, Neera stormed past, knocking into Galigus on way to a horse.

“You can’t trail him, Neera. Stay.” Galigus waved off his men as they bristled at her disrespect. “He asked me to have you sent to Edelvin until he returns. But he wanted you to make that choice for yourself.”

Neera came to a dead stop, her hands gripping a saddle. “That doesn’t sound like my brother.”

Galigus pulled another piece of parchment from his black sash, tied over his sabretache. “Here.” She snatched it. “Like I said, he wants you to receive him in Edelvin. Your own mission, as he has his.”

Neera huffed an angry breath, tilting her hardened gaze back to the mud, seeming to read the parchment once more, in near disbelief. “Where’s Erevayn?”
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Alevist gripped Erevayn by the face. “You lucky bastard.”

Erevayn wasn’t happy to let Hayde go—or Hulin, Bryseis, and Steyvin for that matter. But he would see them again in Edelvin once their mission was complete. Right now, he had to stay. Had to wait for Ilanudin to come back. To confront him and take back the Tears that were stolen from him. To take back the necklace that spiteful man’s daughter had given him. He also had to see if Alevist was going to make it to him in time to head to the Dawn Tree. A move of faith reinforced by Halvayne and his witch, Ceranna. It was as if they knew Alevist would come. And here he was, standing before him in the same courtyard Hayde had Endured and taken on a Runemark once again.

Erevayn couldn’t hold back his smile. “I take it you’re the lucky ones. We were imprisoned for two weeks.” He searched the group. “Where’s Kal?”

“He made it. He rode off to trail Hulin and Hayde. You didn’t want to go with him?”

Erevayn shook his head. “It’s his mission. Mine was to either wait or hunt for you. I was going to set out after Ilanudin showed up, traitor of a man. If you didn’t turn up, it seemed to be the right decision. And if I couldn’t find you south near the falls, your body or otherwise, I was to turn to Edelvin.”

“Galigus filled me in on Ilanudin,” Alevist said.

Erevayn turned back to Neera. A part of him felt guilty for not having gone with Hayde. “You got your brother’s letter?”

She didn’t meet his eyes, sniffling. “He’s brief. But that’s the quickest way about it.”

Erevayn walked to Valdus, gripping his forearm. “I’m glad you made it.”

“I stand with the Golden Eyes,” Valdus said, returning Erevayn’s grip. The Aranari had forgotten how firm the Merciani’s shake was.

‘Enemy,’ a voice called within. That familiar one. The one from his dreams—from the mountain. Perhaps it was his nerves and excitement of seeing them all again, their last meeting ended by the hand of that demon.

Halvayne and Ceranna stood idly, talking amongst themselves and Galigus as they gave space for introductions.

Alevist nodded his head toward them. “And who are they?”

Erevayn glanced between them. “That’s Halvayne, a Snow Mane, and Ceranna, his sulaci.”

“A sulaci?” Alevist said, curling his lips. “What are they doing here?”

“Funny story—that.” Erevayn went on to recount his initial imprisonment and their jailing by Ilanudin and his Amrinil. How the Fire Heart clan was responsible for the massacre at Scillia’s wedding, and also for destroying Erevayn’s chance at a normal life. He mentioned Ilanudin’s part in the death of his wife—hiring the Fire Hearts that had done the deed—and the conspiracy to take over Consularship, and ended with losing Merin’s Tear. He stayed quiet about his suspicion of Viyala. He was still unsure.

Alevist shook his head. “There was nothing you could do. And as far as Ilanudin, his time will come.” There was a look of scorn in Alevist’s eyes.

Erevayn had wondered during his two weeks what could have come of the village of Milanteus after they’d fallen down the Twin Falls. Of Ewilen, Merin’s brother. His hand went to his dagger sitting in the sheath upon his lower back, remembering the first weapon the smith had crafted for him.

“Did you hear anything else when you were still close to the mountain?” Erevayn asked his master.

“Nothing,” he said. “I know, I’ve thought of that too.”

Valdus looked oddly confident. Perhaps it was his thousands of years on Maetlynd. “Ewilen will take great care of the people of Milanteus. I worry not for them. They have ways out of the mountains you know not of. If the enemy pursued deeper, I have a feeling we would already be experiencing it down here.”

Alevist nodded. “Come, let’s go meet your friends.”
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Alevist locked eyes with the tattooed sulaci.

She was tiny compared to the man next to her—his white mane of hair glistened with sweat in the late morning sun. The cold air from the ocean drove east, filtering into the breaches made by the invasion of Sen Tok. The boy Tellen lingered near the group, his smirk still badly hidden.

Galigus clasped his hands together. “Ah—Alevist. This is Halvayne. An ally to the Stained.”

Alevist stepped up, reluctantly. Erevayn had told his master of the budding relationship between the two, mentioning briefly the man’s view on the prophecy. That the two of Golden Eyes will save all. The prophecy Alevist still felt reluctant to believe himself. “Nice to meet you.”

Halvayne smiled. “You are one of the Golden Eyes.” He pointed his finger to his left eye, indicating Alevist’s scar.

Alevist shook the Hardranian’s hand. He felt the pain again of the wound he had inflicted upon himself decades ago. How he thought he could cut the sight of his daughter’s eyes as she bled to death in front of him. How he hoped the visions of Linera, whether he had sight or not, would go away. But they had stayed.

Halvayne released his grip. “I heard what you did for my people at the start of the Reckoning. Your warnings. I was a boy, out at sea. Serving my own rite of passage, becoming a man. But I am grateful for you and your kind’s sacrifice to aid my people.”

He gestured between Galigus and Halvayne. “How did this come about?”

The Hardranians and the Stained had been warring since the Reckoning and a bit before. The Amrine were the primary contributors to the front against Hardranian raiding the years after the Reckoning, but the Aranari had taken the brunt of it for some time prior, whenever conflict arose between them. Back when Ar’den was a prosperous place. Before the Blood Rebellion, and before that great war was overcome by an even greater one.

With Edelvin and the Wall patrolled by Galigus’ Stained since the Reckoning, the self-proclaimed Stained King had taken the most casualties, preventing the Hardranians from moving even further south.

Alevist had tried to unite the Hardranians with those factions in Taldreas, including the Aranari, during the Reckoning, saving most of the Hardranian people as he brought them south. That left them to make it to Ossilith and further before the enemies came from below. But ultimately, the Aranari were betrayed and their lands taken from them.

They saw the good in too many. And the Hardranians let them sacrifice themselves on the front outside Edelvin, as Alevist stormed the Dawn Tree, placing Aranor’s Tear within, wiping the Vilegaur from the region, turning some into ash, while others’ corpses formed into the now precious stone. The crimson metal that made Alevist’s blade.

“We are far better friends than enemies,” Galigus said. “His people came to warn me of the Fire Hearts in a parley right before the wedding. I didn’t listen. We fought until I received word of my sons' demise. And then we felt it best we stop the battle, as the Fire Hearts weren’t representative of the Hardranian interest. It turns out they had a lot of dealings with the Unity and were constantly backstabbed because of it.” Galigus leaned back and crossed his arms. “That worked out to our advantage. The Amrinil thought we were distracted by the fighting. We were, during the wedding. But we were able to come to an agreement that can now lead us to a more prosperous, truly Unified Maetlynd and beyond.”

With Oberran further south, the region west of Edelvin would likely be split amongst Hardrada, giving the Stained a firm grasp of the eastern coast. But none of that would matter if those Merciani came from the mountains. If Alevist needed to do it again, he would place the Tear in his possession in the Dawn Tree, side by side with the other. If that wave could eliminate a force over thirty years ago, it would do it again. Though if most were pureborn Merciani, they might survive. But they would turn the dead again. And that was what the Tears were for.

“They never learned,” Halvayne said. “The Fire Hearts are the worst of us. Fools. But my sulaci and I are here for other reasons.

“We have come to find those who can bring us to Mersianei. Those who can help us find our way there. We come with knowledge,” he continued, looking between liege and apprentice. “You are those who can guide us there. But we need the Tears back from Ilanudin to do so.”

“And your people will bring us Ilanudin?”

“Yes. If any of my men got away, which I am sure they did during the attack on the beachhead, then they made it back to bring a force down. And they would come by land and sea.”

Galigus nodded.

Alevist studied the self-proclaimed King and his new ally. “And you came from Hardrada to find us?”

“Aye. There is a lot my sulaci and I are still trying to grasp. But Merin—”

Alevist interrupted. “Merin? You knew Merin?”

“He is the one who has chosen. He sought me out after the Reckoning. For the riddles the Gods gave me to find those chosen.” The man’s scar twitched about his cheek.

Galigus raised his chin, then said, “Yes… Merin has been hard at work, Alevist.” He took a deep breath. “The Tears of the Fallen will guide the way.”

“Then I’m the first to inform you of Merin’s death?”

The crowd stood quiet. Galigus’ gaze softened as he peered down to the mud.

Halvayne's scar twitched once more. “He gave me your names in confidence. Yours was one of the many shown to me by the All Will and his children. Merin deciphered the puzzles I was given.”

Alevist’s mind raced, pressure building behind his eyes. Guilt for wanting to rid himself of Merin’s burden, of the prophecy entire. And it was a burden.

Ceranna shook her head. “Halvayne the Godkiller has spoken to the Gods themselves. On the water between our land,” she nodded at Valdus, “and the land of your people, Merkinith.”

“So you gave Merin the riddles?” Galigus chimed in. “He only told me one day those who would bring forward a new Maetlynd would come. And I would be the catalyst to lead them to the next part of their journey.”

“Aye. They came to me. They reached their arms out to me and told me of the future when I was but a boy. Alevist is the true Golden Eye. For it was a name given. And of course, his kin.”

Alevist huffed. Then his face grew somber. “My kin perished.”

Halvayne’s left eye narrowed, the brow curling. He looked at Erevayn and then Alevist. “You two are not kin?”

Erevayn shook his head. “He knew my father.”

“It seems the prophecy hasn’t been consistent.” Galigus shrugged.

“But we know the Golden Eyes are the chosen people,” Ceranna said. “Your kin now occupy one of the Isles, yes? One of the northeastern Daerikal Isles?”

“I’m not sure—” Alevist rubbed at the base of his neck.

“Yes,” Galigus said. “The Aranari people were given one of the smaller islands.”

“Why is it you want to go to Mersianei?” Alevist asked.

“The Gods are at war, and use our lands as a battlefield. The Inner Wills need their Ascendants to fight back against the rising tide of the Briar. And we need to get back the technology we lost at the Reckoning. Valdus knows of what I speak.”

Valdus nodded, turning to Alevist. “There are continents that learned how to create your technologies from before the Reckoning. Without the use of Will. They were developing when I left a thousand years ago. That’s partly why the ideas passed to the Weavers of Maetlynd.”

Alevist stood, silent. Erevayn did the same. Neera seemed dejected still.

“All of this is important, yes,” Galigus said. “But first, we have to truly unite Maetlynd so we can drive to Mercy. To face the Briared houses. And to do that, we must take Ossilith and the rest of Maetlynd before those you saw in the mountains decide to start their invasion.”

Alevist looked back in the direction of the distant mountains.

“It won’t be long,” Halvayne said. “So we will have to coordinate and prepare.”

“I won’t be going to Ossilith,” Alevist said.

“Then you can lead some more of the refugees we gathered throughout our campaign and settle them behind the walls of Edelvin,” Galigus said. “It’s my understanding your apprentice already desires to go there.”

“Not in servitude to your cause,” Alevist said. “But if you agree to give my apprentice his rightfully earned Tear, I will gather your refugees. Given they are all in one place, in time for me to retrieve them. Nobody should have to face that red enemy alone again.”

It felt like a risk for Alevist, one he wouldn’t have taken ten years ago. Considering the threat in the mountains, and that he had once been a hero, it was just to help those along his path—at the very least setting an example for Erevayn.

But after hearing Halvayne’s words, a part of him was affected. It wasn’t only Merin who had spoken riddles of Golden Eyes. It wasn’t Valdus who brought it with him from Mersianei. It was a growing prophecy. But it didn’t indicate a single leader. I was just one name given.

Alevist had felt growing doubt in the Gods since seeing his wife’s body occupied by that evil in the mountains. The Inner Will needs champions? Where is its sacred protection? Where has it been since the Reckoning… since before it?

Galigus brushed his hand over his scruff. “We are on the same side, Alevist. Not just by the color of our eyes. But you saw the enemy in those mountains. The Tears belong to you and Halvayne. I will play my role as catalyst and King. Stalhom will see our claim over Taldreas, and he will bring a force here. And with his new title, which he can keep, he will desire our unification. This time, in truth.”

Neera’s head shot up.

Alevist grimaced. “New title?”

“God Emperor.”
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Neera was pissed.

‘Stay with Erevayn. Go to Edelvin and be the guide they need. Do not go with Galigus.’

That was all Hayde had written. A whole piece of parchment for not thirty words, including his terrible signature.

‘Love you, Sister. Don’t forget it. See you soon, Shortcake.’

That fucking prick, she thought. Off, doing his own thing. For Galigus, no less.

She thought she had gotten through to him. She thought, perhaps, that he finally had a shift in perspective, taking on a bigger role in his own life, not living for somebody else who hardly cared for him.

But he is alive.

Perhaps he had found purpose. Perhaps he knew she would have ridden off to him if he hadn’t left such a simple note.

It felt like Hayde left her to find her own purpose. ‘Be the guide they need.’

Maybe he had had a role the whole time, and she was wrong. Wrong about everything. She only wanted them to create a stable family. That was their right, in Alfaney. And maybe Galigus was right. Maybe they had always been a part of the Stained faction.

Neera thought of the Stained as a powerful military force. The people of Alfaney, on the other hand, were far from warmongers. Even the fighters wanted nothing to do with Galigus and his true Stained.

She had to admit, the Omen Riders and those of Trundel and Alfaney had ultimately exiled themselves, wanting nothing to do with rule under Galigus or the High King and the Unity. Therefore, they never considered themselves Stained. Or much of anything for that matter. Only Forgotten, like the Gods they believed in.

The Stained left them alone, though they were liable to support the settlements with trade, giving them shipping lines to Trundel using eastern ports. In exchange, during the rising years of Galigus’ warrior caste, the Omen Riders were used as mercenaries. A part of the reason Alfaney and Trundel had thrived as long as they had.

Neera often wondered what life would have been like before the Reckoning. Before the world almost ended, and people were discarded because their blood wasn’t pure. She had to give Galigus credit: he brought together all of those impure. Perhaps the end of the world brought on some excited parents. But too many had not known their fathers, killed in the fighting during the Reckoning. A time Neera had not seen. For she and Hayde were born on the Isles, two bastard children with no real father. Just the fake one Hayde had killed when the beatings had been too much.

Neera still blamed herself for their Exile Omen Marks. If she had never come across that Runestone, Hayde wouldn’t have tried to hide it for her. And he wouldn’t have let the chaos loose in anger. She was lucky to be alive, having witnessed such a catastrophe.

Galigus had taken the siblings in when the two were so young. Raised them to go to the settlements, operating under the rigid rules of the Unity to show the High King that he was willing to make it work.

And Galigus’ control over the Dawn Tree in Edelvin made the High King dissuade his Consulars from ever attacking. The losses, even early on, would have been far too detrimental for the Unity and the rebuild. And it seemed Galigus had taken advantage, which was what Neera had thought he always did. But perhaps his intentions were genuine. He had been one of the Daemonine, as Alevist was. And Alevist was her new family. One she trusted. He was quiet, much quieter than Galigus had been as a father figure.

If what Galigus said was true, if he offered his sons to the Unity in exchange for the raids against the Forgotten’s small settlements to stop, then Galigus deserved his power, and maybe Neera had been looking at him the wrong way the whole time. Even if his sons had paid the ultimate price. A price two men who wanted to disavow their father wouldn’t have, shouldn’t have paid.

But there was always a way Galigus had looked at her as she aged that set her off wrong. Another reason why she had wanted to get away. No man with a wife should look at another woman the way Galigus looked at her.

Neera had discouraged that attention by sticking by Hayde’s side at all times.

But now he was gone. Gone back to Alfaney. Most likely because he cared for Cyril. And even Hayde knew she would understand that. Cyril was like a brother to Hayde, and a strange distant cousin to Neera, always so quiet as if absorbing all the information around him. Far too calculated for a boy. But Hayde loved him, and a part of Neera did, too. She was angry with Hayde. But she knew what he was doing was for himself, and ultimately, her.

He had always wanted to right his wrongs. And give justice to those who were kind to him. As much as he kept himself emotionally distant from Alevist and Erevayn, he couldn’t help but get there in a short time. Sure, Neera had pushed him, but he was bound to fall in either way. And a part of him felt that whatever he did kept Neera safe in some way. Staying with Erevayn and the rest would give her the family she had always wanted.


“Neera,” Erevayn said. “Come over here.”

The group had dissipated after Galigus had gone on about the new God Emperor. The attempt on Viyala’s life, committed by the King. Information a Silder named Steyvin gave them. He had been with the Hardranian pair when Erevayn, Hayde, and Hulin had gotten picked up. Steyvin had messaged his high-ranking father, who filled them in on the happenings abroad.

Neera stopped sifting the dirt. A dial-turn had passed since Alevist declared he wanted to ponder the information Galigus gave him.

Erevayn sat on detritus: broken pieces of a cooled catapult stone from the invasion. It was covered in charcoal and stained ash, as were the other pieces of debris around Erevayn and the towering Hardranian and his witch. The sky above was overcast, the air light as the chill blew in from the ocean. Neera curled under her cloak.

“They unmarked Hayde,” Erevayn said, looking up.

Neera sat. “What do you mean?”

“They gave him an Enduring, as Alevist gave me. As he was planning to give you both.”

Neera held her silence. Why would he take it on? Perhaps what we saw in the mountains meant more to him. It had struck Neera, seeing those creatures. How animate and destructive. How organized, how quickly they eroded even the very ground they walked. Perhaps Hayde really felt the need to Endure in order to fight, not for Galigus. But truthfully for her. And her only.

“He didn’t say anything to you about it?”

Erevayn shook his head. “He Endured, and Galigus sent a Kaledar with him to start his training.” He laughed and then sighed. “He Endured great pain, getting the Exile Mark removed. But that pain will fade in memory as he goes on. As he fatigues.”

“What’s it like?” Neera asked. She wanted to feel what Hayde and Erevayn had felt, what Alevist had felt; what her new family had felt.

“He can grow chronically exhausted if he tries too much, too soon.”

The idiot, she thought. “He will be a very capable Runeborn.”

“He is a very capable Runeborn. As are you,” Erevayn said, his smile shining. She didn’t recall ever seeing him smile so wide. “He will make it back to Edelvin fine. Galigus is driving south, besides. And I’m not sure what you saw of the Stained that overcame this citadel, but they can keep him safe. I just wish I knew more about the pursuers of these refugees. Or what the God Emperor intends to do.”

“Perhaps Galigus will message someone in his party.”

“Viyala is on the Isles,” Erevayn said. “Maybe she knows what’s going on.”

“She was a good one.” Neera stood. “You should never have let her go.”

The charming smile dissipated. “I haven’t.”

“We’ll get her back—one day.”

“She might’ve been why your brother and I were captured.”

Neera shook her head. “That woman wanted what I want. Acceptance—love.” Then, Neera’s hand went to her chin. “Unless the acceptance she was seeking was from her father.” Her hand slipped up to her forehead. She often said things she shouldn’t.

“It’s alright,” Erevayn said, standing. “We’re here now. And we’re going to Edelvin. Snow Mane,” he continued, turning back to Halvayne. “When are your men getting here with Ilanudin? I have a few questions to ask him.”

Halvayne smiled. “Vengeance won’t make his actions disappear.”

“What’s he talking about?” Neera asked, turning to look up at the Aranari, who now had his hand on her shoulder. She suspected she hadn’t been fully listening when Erevayn and Alevist were discussing what happened.

He licked his lips. “Ilanudin was the man responsible for my wife’s death. For my spiral.”

Halvayne clicked his teeth three times. “Your—spiral—as you call it was no one’s fault but your own. Has your gardener not taught you this?”

“My what?”

Halvayne smiled, his scar twitching. “Your master, as you call it.”

Erevayn looked down. “He has.”

“Then you must accept your faults as they were,” Halvayne said. “It was not your fault you lost your wife. A dangerous life was chosen for you—surrounded by dangerous people. So dangerous is what you must be. It is what you have been.”

“I am.”

“You can kill Ilanudin. But that won’t get you the Fire Hearts that killed your family.”

“I have thought on it, Snow Mane. That man took my loved ones in one way or another. Whose hand he forced to swing the blade changes nothing.”

Halvayne furrowed his brow. “Perhaps you were never a part of the prophecy then.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Erevayn crossed his arms.

“Mercy—that is a part of what the prophecy foretells. Perhaps hate has held your heart too long.”

Erevayn turned back to Neera. “Come, let’s go find Alevist. We should have ironed out your Enduring before.”

It felt like a small victory. Even though her brother left, he was alive. And he was going to save an aspect of their lives Neera had thought they put behind them; save the village and the people who had cared for the two of them for so long. But it was a role he had always wanted. And somehow it was in service to their new family.

She thought of Cyril then, of him and Hayde reuniting. And just how much joy that would bring the both of them. She crumpled the letter tight and stuffed it into her pocket. She would see them both soon. She was sure of it.


Chapter 7
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The clouds over Sen Tok cleared.

Erevayn released Neera’s shoulder, the bell ringing on the battlements drowning out the sound of a crying child. A man lurched into the stronghold, flanked by a mass of horses and men with snow white hair. Other Hardranians rode around them, bearing unfamiliar sigils or no sigils at all on their leather jerkins. Their furs sat gracefully on their shoulders, which bore no other mantles besides.

Men and women, dark and light-skinned, poured through.

“Is that—”

“It is,” Erevayn said, interrupting Neera.

Ilanudin was at the center of the troop, his hands bound in chains as he shuffled through the dried mud. He tried raising his hands to block out the overhead sun, but his fetters prevented the motion.

His height would have matched the Hardranians’ if they dismounted. His underclothes were loose, as if worn by sweat. His shirt had been eggshell-colored before it had been coated in dirt. His trousers were black, encrusted with the same muck. His dark hair drifted over bright hazel eyes; his left ear had been chipped of its pointy edge, the right piercing through a bit of his mud-mottled hair.

So many parts of him remind me of Viyala.

Erevayn had never thought he would see the man so defeated. And even in defeat, Ilanudin stood with his shoulders back, as if he were immune to death. A man who had lived far too long, by Erevayn’s reckoning. A whispering chill trickled through Erevayn’s spine. As if that voice spoke to him—offering him something—but he let it fizzle out. The mark about his chest warmed, where the woman in the mountains had slashed at Merin’s Tear.

Alevist approached, his eyes tired.

“Ah! There he is,” Halvayne shouted, bolting past the frozen Erevayn with a wide smile on his face. “The killer of the sun and moon.”

The man in front jumped from his horse, standing eye-to-eye with the leader of the Snow Manes. Halvayne gripped his forearms. “Cousin—I am happy to see you.”

“It is good to see you, Godkiller,” the man said. “I’ve brought most of the southern clans with me. Others chose to stay behind, and more muster as we speak to drive across the strait to get through Ar’den.”

His hair matched Halvayne’s in color, as did his skin. The dark tint glistened in the sunlight, his eyes almost a bright hazel compared to the rest. The man’s mane was less wild, more a lean streak braided down the center, with matching, shorter braids on either side of his head. Bald spots speckled with ink markings lined each row.

Halvayne looked over his cousin’s shoulder. “You brought us the scum,” he said, spitting into the mud. “The man is a killer, Filbren.”

“He didn’t see you guys coming.” Filbren raised his voice to the Stained King, saying, “He was shocked at how fast the Stained broke through Sen Tok. He mumbled to himself the whole way back.”

“Does he have the Tears?” Erevayn asked, his hand rubbing his chest at the mark.

Halvayne’s cousin tilted his head. “One of Golden Eyes?”

Halvayne sucked his teeth. “That is still to be seen.”

The man turned to look back at Erevayn, extending his hand. “My name is Filbren. Filbren of the Snow Mane.”

Erevayn reached to receive the man’s hand, which overshot his own on its way to Erevayn’s forearm. The fierce grip squeezed tight, pinching Erevayn’s vambraces between his shirt and skin. “Erevayn Ilthuin. Formally Erety’il.”

“Ah,” Filbren said, his chin pulled back. “Of light—yes?”

“It was indeed—did you get the Tears?”

Filbren glanced at Halvayne. “Aye, I have them.” He reached down to his sabretache, pulling a flap open and taking a small brown sack from within. Galigus took an anticipatory step forward, his hands closing together in front of him.

Halvayne reached out his hand. “Here, cousin.”

Filbren reluctantly turned them over. “I had only seen them worn on those who claimed themselves Gods. Those Halvayne killed. Never have I had an opportunity to see them so close.”

Halvayne smiled. “I am glad then, cousin, that you share my will.” Turning to Erevayn, he held out Merin’s Tear. “This one belongs to you. Merin always talked about you.”

Viyala’s necklace was attached to the stone, and both landed in Erevayn’s hand. He felt the heat of it roar through him. The Tear held the base of crimson-stone that surrounded the Rune. Its cloudy center made the edges appear as if they weren’t sharp, though Erevayn nicked his finger on it as he swapped it between hands. He wrapped it quickly in a spare cloth and tucked it away.

Halvayne tied the sack back up, placing it into his own sabretache. He looked back to Filbren. “You are a great man to bring these so far, along with our other prize.” He tilted his head in the direction of Ilanudin.

Ilanudin spat blood into the already reddened dirt.

Halvayne had so simply turned Merin’s stone over, with no question or doubt. Ilanudin’s gaze widened in disappointment, his shoulders giving in as he watched the gems switch hands.

To have such willpower. To know what the Tears are capable of and not hold on to every single one. That was something Erevayn admired.

Alevist joined them. “Filbren, you said?”

“Aye.” Filbren took a moment to inspect Alevist as they shook hands. “Do I know you?”

“No, I believe not—I would have known Halvayne,” Alevist said. “My name is Alevist.”

Filbren paused, releasing his hand slowly. “You—you were the one who helped us.”

“Aye.”

Then several heartbeats of silence.

Filbren bowed deeply, pulling himself into the dirt, grabbing Alevist’s hand once more. “We owe you a debt. I was only a boy when—” He turned his head to the men on the horses, then back to Alevist. “When you brought me and my family south.”

“You owe me nothing,” Alevist said, his eyes downturned.

Erevayn scanned the rest of the horseman, watching them all dip their heads.

Halvayne smiled, looking between the uncomfortable Alevist and Valdus, who then approached, the pommel of his warhammer glimmering in the sun.

Alevist pulled his hand away. “You can rise, Filbren. You owe me nothing.”

“You are one of those prophesied. The chosen people. I am so sorry ours took your land, but it was barren, we had no choice—” Filbren flipped his somber look to a smile, his eyes remembering. He turned back to the other horsemen. “All of you owe this man a debt,” he proclaimed. “He is the reason some of you runts breathe today. The reason we have prospered these last thirty years.”

Alevist took a step back.

“I would hardly call it prospering,” Halvayne scoffed.

The horsemen bowed their heads as more columns began to pour into the courtyard.

“Galigus,” Halvayne said, nodding toward Ilanudin. “What are we going to do with him?”

“We—”

‘You must take him now,’ that voice inside Erevayn called. The same voice that had been trying to call to him the past few days. Only now it sounded more direct… more intrusive.

“Kill him.” Erevayn looked to Alevist. “He killed my wife.” He was justifying the words, justifying the voice within him. I will not serve you, Erevayn said in response to that voice.

Ilanudin started laughing. His chains rattled as he got shoved once more, deeper into the courtyard. “Snow Mane told you?”

“Aye,” Halvayne said.

Ilanudin’s laughter didn’t cease, but slowed. “I did what I had to do. It was a shame you weren’t home.”

Erevayn launched forward, and Alevist blocked him. “Mercy—” Alevist held him, his stare boring into Erevayn. “For now.”

“Compassion for the cruel is brutality to the righteous.”

Master and apprentice were locked together, Alevist’s arms gripping Erevayn’s shoulders.

“Compassion,” his master said, struggling to keep Erevayn in place, “is something we must give freely. Let go of those demons inside you—your desire for vengeance. You threw the flask into the fire.” Alevist’s head shook.

The heat radiating behind Erevayn’s eyes shifted to Alevist. “He must pay.” That demon. Go away!

“He will—he has. We agreed to let this go for a time.”

‘He is too dangerous to be alive,’ the same voice called. That same, familiar voice.

“You truly believe he’s paid for what he’s done?” Erevayn wished he had spoken of the voice sooner. The mark about his chest radiated a searing heat.

“No—I don’t.”

Erevayn backed up. “We can end his influence, Master.”

Alevist hesitated, clicking his tongue. “We can get answers.”

“Galigus,” Erevayn said, turning back to the Stained King. “May we see this man to justice?”

Galigus looked between master and apprentice. “Justice will be done,” he said, dipping his chin. “But your master is right. He may know something about the other potential threats we—”

Ilanudin’s laughter grew. “You fear something unstoppable. There is no use. Instead—embrace them!” His chains rattled with the clenching of his fists.

“What do you mean?” Alevist said, turning to face the defeated man, who seemed to be growing more confident with each passing moment.

“The Crimson-born—in the mountains. Those of the Briar. Those you faced. Our God Emperor has deemed them allies.” Ilanudin’s eyebrows rose. “Oh—did you not know? Those in the mountains are friends to the Unity. But how would any of you exiles and ingrates know about it?” He spat again.

“Does your daughter know?”

“What do you care for—” Ilanudin stopped. “I see. You must have seen her in Ossilith.” He sucked at his teeth. “She is with them in Se’l Tobahn—at least last I heard.

“Since you discovered the Briared, I scribed the God Emperor right before this little invasion. Stalhom said he has been in discussions with them. He knew about the happenings of that mountain. Perhaps if your paragon of a master had told them of the Tear he had placed there, instead of hiding it for however long he did, then we wouldn’t have had them settle in. But now—it seems maybe he’s done the realm a favor. If they’re able to dispose of you and your damn Stained rebellion.”

Galigus took a step forward. “You’re saying this is Alevist’s fault?”

“I’m not a Weaver or a Cleaver. I don’t know how those bastards even came here from that damned place. But as far as I am concerned, placing those Tears in our dirt is what attracted them. How—I cannot say.”

“Quite an assessment,” Alevist said. “But you can fuck yourself.”

“Oh—and what does the great Lightseeker have to say for himself, other than petty insults?”

Alevist cleared his throat. “You’ve chosen the wrong side.”

Erevayn laid his hand over his pocket and the Tear inside.

Ilanudin shrugged. “The God Emperor doesn’t seem to think so. Nor my daughter—”

Erevayn felt himself lurch forward. Valdus grabbed him from behind. “Fuck!” the Merciani shouted.

A dagger had sunk into Ilanudin’s temple. Erevayn’s dagger.

Alevist spun about, staring.

Erevayn himself hadn’t even truly realized the killing hand was his until its fingers were splayed out in front of him.

His master charged Ilanudin, throwing his hands onto the wound, trying to call forth his Will. Nothing happened. “Fuck!” He ripped his hands off Ilanudin’s head. “Galigus, do something!”

Galigus stood by, his mouth open.

Erevayn’s stomach sank. Though no litany had seared through him. No rage of a thousand deaths. Nothing.

‘Good—’ her voice called within. ‘Just another devious wrongdoer. But you, Erevayn—you are a son of the truth. Liars such as him must die. You are justified in his killing. He does not truly serve the God Emperor, or anything for that matter, only himself. Not your lover. And certainly not you. Not as I do.’

It was her. The voice from the mountains hadn’t stopped.

Ilanudin’s eyes rolled into the back of his head. Erevayn felt empty. The man who killed his wife was dead. But the father of the woman he missed—the woman he loved—now lay before him, his blood seeping into the earth.

Alevist glared back at his apprentice, dropping the dead Amrinil Consular.

“Alevist—I…”

His master grabbed his arm, yanking him away. Like a disappointed grandfather, his strength and will were unassailable.

‘Do not tell him,’ she said. ‘For he knows more than he has said.’

“She’s talking to me,” Erevayn mumbled as he was pulled away from the crowd, the Hardranians nodding. Somewhere inside Erevayn, the voice hissed. He defeated her then—in that moment.

Over Alevist’s shoulder, several of Galigus’ men came up to him, conferring. A fair number of the Amrinil had gone south with Hayde to Oberran; to Alfaney to retrieve the Forgotten. But the death of the Amrinil Consular very well could tip over a stone Galigus hadn’t been intending.

Alevist pulled Erevayn in front of him. “She?”

Erevayn’s eyes dipped. “I—I didn’t throw that blade.”

“It’s your fucking blade.”

“Aye, and by my hand. But it was not me.”

Alevist was floored. His eyes told as much.

“She’s speaking to you—still. How long has she been going on like this?”

“It was the first time I heard her voice while I’ve been awake since the mountains. Or—maybe the second.” Erevayn shook his head. “There were dreams—again, as there were before—but this is the first time she spoke to me while I was awake. The first time I replied.”

He spoke below the murmuring of the crowd. Galigus stood over Ilanudin’s body, seeming to brood over his thoughts. The man was to die anyway, unless Galigus had plans to let him redeem himself. But what redemption was there for one who had conspired to murder a Consular?

Who murdered my wife.

Ilanudin had admitted as much. A conspirator was as guilty as the blade itself.

‘You are justified.’

Halvayne was speaking with Filbren as they joined Galigus.

“Erevayn,” Galigus called out, the crowd going quiet.

Alevist turned around.

“He deserved it, as we all know.” Halvayne took several steps toward Erevayn, and then under his breath said, “But perhaps you aren’t one of those foretold.”

Galigus joined the smaller group. “Some of my commanders think you’ve just hamstrung us.”

“He was a fucking criminal—”

“And you just committed a crime.”

Alevist sighed deeply.

Galigus shook his head. “Turn over your weapons, Erevayn. Men.” He beckoned a few of his soldiers standing by. “Take him.”

Erevayn unbuckled his baldric and dagger sheath, and one of Galigus’ men took them. Two others stood on either side of Erevayn, binding his hands.

Erevayn peered over the shoulder of the Stained King while they pulled him away, locking eyes with his master. Valdus stood beside him, solemnity and skepticism in his eyes.

‘You are… justified.’

[image: ]

Alevist was shocked by his apprentice’s choice.

But what if it truly hadn’t been his choice? It didn’t make sense for him to have acted so brashly. What struck Alevist most was that he hadn’t been able to prevent it. And when it had happened, he tried to call on the Dawn to save Ilanudin, and it had failed.

Even if his Will worked, the blade was through the man’s skull, likely penetrating parts of his brain that helped him walk or speak. The man would’ve had to endure suffering for an eternity, for how long the Amrinil lived.

“Enough of the Amrinil men saw that execution,” Galigus said. “We can’t send any with you. And even some of my Stained view that as an unjust killing.”

They stood in the wide-open courtyard, the sun now beaming higher above them. All around, Stained and Amrinil soldiers alike packed up kit and gear to head south in formation. Alevist stood with Valdus by his side across from Halvayne, his witch, and Galigus.

The Stained King exhaled. “You should be gone before dark. Take him with you.”

“So that’s it then? You’re sending us off?”

“You were headed to Edelvin anyway. But our deal is still intact. I didn’t take your apprentice’s Tear. Just gather those in the settlements along the way. Hayde marches south to Oberran and then he’s going to head off the Forgotten currently moving north. The more men with me the better. So take none—you’ll probably move faster if you’re marching to the Dawn Tree.”

Halvayne frowned, “And what of us, Galigus?”

“Stay here at Sen Tok and await Shrinale and the Silderai. That way we have a defensible position in case Stalhom invades from the north. Who knows what he’s planning?”

Halvayne nodded. “I’ll send Filbren north of the Ardent Wall to retrieve more men. We can send them to Edelvin.”

“Good. There are passageways beneath the Wall from Ar’den that make travel easier. I’ll send one of my navigators with you.”

Alevist huffed. “So then we’ll see you in Edelvin, Galigus?”

“Depending on how long the siege of Ossilith is going to take. Kythos is a stubborn bastard, and he’ll be harder to convince. And I don’t have a particular desire to parley.”

“Aye,” Halvayne said before stepping away with his witch.

“Alevist—you must take care. And get Erevayn out safe. No one should give you any trouble, but be wary.”


Alevist watched Erevayn finish saddling his horse under the curious eyes of a crowd. 

Neera was going with them. Valdus seemed happy enough to leave, with all the eyes locked on him during their brief stay.

The sun set. Tellen dashed up behind, leading his own horse. “I’m coming with you.”

“What?” Alevist said, mounting his steed.

“Galigus doesn’t need me.”

“Are you sure about that?” Neera asked.

“Positive.”

“Where is he? We can ask just to make sure,” Alevist said.

“Nope—time to head off.”

Alevist turned his horse back toward the gate, the group following behind. He couldn’t help but smile.

When they were a league outside of Sen Tok, Alevist decided to break the silence between him and his apprentice. “What all did she say to you?

Dejected, Erevayn said, “It’s all foggy now.”

“And that’s it? She hasn’t said anything since?”

Erevayn shook his head.

He had been mostly quiet after that, as had the rest. Even Tellen, which was shocking in and of itself. But no answer Erevayn gave was going to be enough. Nothing new was learned. The man just appeared sad. Embarrassed.

Alevist wanted to trust his apprentice again. How I wish Merin were here. How I wish I never took Artorious’ son into those mountains, exposing him to that creature inside Linera. Perhaps I am not cut out for this.

In choosing to help Galigus anyway, Alevist was doing him a favor in exchange for Erevayn’s life. He would be allowed to get his apprentice to the Dawn Tree, but he needed to gather those downtrodden in their settlements on the way east, and get them behind the walls of Edelvin.

A younger Alevist would have sympathized with Galigus. His desire to truly bring together Maetlynd was noble. But the years of Alevist’s nobility were behind him. The hero he had once been had died hanging from a tree. The day his wife was stabbed in the eyes.

And now she was thrown back at him, in twisted form. Her body occupied by a demon. If he had never felt the need to go into the mountains, to place back the Tear, as a hero would, he wouldn’t have found her. He could have kept hunting Bloünine. But he couldn’t help himself—the hero always resurfaced. For whatever reason, he could not help himself.

The enemy in the mountains was going to fight against Galigus now. Unless, by his words, he could get Stalhom on his side. That would be the righteous thing for the man to do. But if the self-proclaimed God Emperor had already sided with the enemy, it was too late.


‘Do you see me, my love?’ she asked.

Alevist opened his eyes. The sound of a single tree creaking in the darkness drew his gaze.

To his right, he saw a blood-stained spear. His abdomen ached.

‘I can help you, my love,’ she said.

It was her. It was Linera.

He sat up, the pain jolting harder than it had before. He couldn’t breathe, his neck burning as he looked down to see his hands turning purple. His fingers torqued between a rope and his neck.

Then, the pain left. Gone. As he felt death might actually be. A release.

He was pulled to his feet, and plopped down in his bed as the rope dissipated in his now healed hands.

He blinked at the sight of her face. Her eyes. And they were hers.

The bright hazel, almost a whitish tint within. Her dark hair, reflecting colors of the sun from the summer within.

The way her nose touched his cheek when she leaned in for a kiss.

Her lips. He tasted them, as he had so many times before.

She pulled back, her hands still softly upon his cheeks and chin.

Tears pooled in his eyes. He reached up for her face, gripping her as gently and yet as hard as he could.

He shook his head, the right side of his face grazing the cotton linens. “I missed you.”

She smiled, and her dimples pierced him. She sat up then, pulling his hand down her shoulders and body, so he could feel all of her once again.

“Is it you?” he said, just letting her hand move the weight of his.

She kept smiling. ‘Let me help you, my love.’

It wasn’t right. But he didn’t want to close his eyes to see what it truly was. He wanted to lie with her. He wanted to die.

‘Let me guide him. For you have done too much,’ she said. ‘I have already shown you I can.’

He shook his head.

“He won’t follow you,” Alevist said, his words sobering to himself.

‘Let me show him the path.’ This time, Linera’s mouth did not move but she continued guiding his hand on her body. ‘You can stay here forever. He is going to help us. He is going to save us.’

“False,” Alevist said. “You are false.” He tried ripping his hand away. But he found himself only firmly gripping her ass, feeling the softness of her skin, every inch of her curves. He wanted her.

“He won’t listen to you any longer,” Alevist said, the heat rushing through him.

Linera leaned in for one more kiss, Alevist still out of control as she pulled his hand in front of her, between her legs to feel her warmth. How he had missed that feeling.

'Watch,' they said. Both his wife’s voice, and the voice of whatever had taken her as its vessel.

Then he awoke.


He tried to forget the dream.

Days passed. They rode east. Galigus had named and mapped four settlements for Alevist.

Alevist chose to let his apprentice keep the Tear in his possession, but held on to Erevayn’s greatblade and dagger. Would Erevayn be able to fight off that being the next time it tried to take control? And what if the being came to Alevist, not in dreams, but to take control of him in waking life?

Alevist’s distrust grew.

It struck Alevist that he hadn’t thought of Harglon since the Twin Falls.

Since that old paragon’s voice had called from within. Aranor himself telling Alevist to guide Erevayn correctly, clearing his mind. Merin—an Artisan as well—asking of Alevist the same.

Alevist smiled at that thought, sitting astride his horse and listening to Tellen rattle on.

Alevist didn’t know how Galigus was going to pull off this great movement that he had seemed to plan front to back. All of it sounded too ideal. It relied on the weakness of the Unity’s ironically disunified forces. But the Amrinil would fold with the death of Ilanudin.

Halvayne protecting the western shores would help. His support would mean Stalhom and whoever else came from across the Sundered Sea would have one line of attack. The enemy had to use Dul’Vulgo; though coming from the eastern shores was an option, it would take too long. By the time the forces from the Isles and Anvia came to Taldreas, the entire Kalatari force would have folded, and perhaps Ossilith itself.


Chapter 8
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Hayde held his head high.

He cherished the feeling of driving a horse once again, riding it through the open lands of northern Taldreas. His heart pounded as they loped across the verdant steppes, the army trailing. The hills beckoned as they rode, the sky above beaming its beautiful blue during the day and the silver dusk heralding each successive night in peace.

They traveled eastward for three days after he had left the letter for Neera. He wasn’t much for letters. Writing had always been Cyril’s gift. But his note was simple, as was his message. Neera was going to be safer without him there, at least for now. He had to learn to use his powers, and if she were around, he could harm her.

And he didn’t want her travelling south. Not after what he had seen in those mountains.

Galigus had sent four thousand with Hayde and Pemdro. The man was a proven Kaledar, a General, and Hayde now had the opportunity to learn how to lead. It was a strange thing—holding the hardstone, feeling that power coursing through his body.

Pemdro’s armor shone with its polish, even along the long road. Hayde would set up the tents with the man, and see him don and doff the set every morning and evening, somehow effortlessly, meticulously cleaning each piece. Luckily, Hayde opted only for a chest plate, forgoing the traditional and limiting pauldrons of the Stained soldier. The Kaledar were given malleable metals at their shoulder pieces, granting more range when taking an overhead swing, but still, far too limiting for Hayde. After losing his hat in the mountains, he opted for a simple cloth headband.

The burnt orange, almost black armor of the army shone beautifully in the sun. Hayde now bore the sigil of the Hand on the Torch of Dawn. A black cloak hung from his shoulders, the slash marks a silvery-white in the center.

Pemdro told him to mark it up in his own way, fraying certain edges here and there with the cut of Hayde’s twinblade to give it character. A sense of individuality encouraging each soldier to take ownership. A rather unique leader, Galigus was. Hayde never understood Neera’s reluctance to follow the man.

Pemdro trained Hayde in the art of temperance, working on harvesting the touch of Omen required to tame that calling from within; that rage—that pain. It would take Hayde some time to master the Omen Form in the way Pemdro had, but at least he had a teacher with a strong grasp of that Will.

Hayde opted for his blade’s stone to harness Omen magicks in lieu of the other Forms. For though it took the longest to master, emblazoned black metal sounded proper for the old Omen Rider. The idea of learning to control temporarily taking away one's touch of Will felt an appropriate burden to bear. Temperance was a challenge to learn, and if he had had such training as a boy, perhaps he and his sister would never have been exiled, and she would have gotten a better life. But these were the cards they were dealt, and regardless, she had been with him every step of the way.

Kalinuo met up with them after the first day, but trusted Hayde with Hulin most. He kept himself close to his son, Hayde seeing in the man’s eyes his desire to never leave his son ever again.

As they rode the Amrine horses, Hayde felt that he was one with his steed again. Slowly but surely, it was becoming his brother. By Hayde’s flanks, Kalinuo and Hulin rode, Steyvin and Bryseis opting to keep their distance several paces back.

All of the war horses were of similar color; each was sable with glistening silver-flecked manes. Their eyes—the beasts’ beautiful eyes—were a gleaming amber, the iris rimmed with black.

Their ferocity was unmatched even, Hayde reluctantly had to admit, by the Omen Riders’ breed of horse. And it was now his beast to ride. His brother.

The Amrine had not liked giving up their horses to the Stained, but they had no choice. They were outnumbered four to one. Going into Oberran, the numbers would even out, perhaps even go in the Amrinil’s favor. But with the threat of Galigus behind them, waiting for the Tears to arrive, the Amrinil would surely join the Stained cause.

Pemdro and Hayde rode side by side with the Amrine Kaledar who offered to send his men along to win over the council in Oberran. Galigus had given him back his Runestone, without reluctance. A surprising move of power for the Stained King.

Most of these Stained were riders by breed. They would ride ahead to begin scouting out resting places for the small army. Only one hundred Amrinil Riders remained, on top of the roughly one thousand Stained men and women. Three Kaledar, including Pemdro, remained, each in charge of his own group of three hundred or so men. Pemdro had taken the riders, plus two hundred and fifty more ground troops.

As they slowed, Hayde halted. He looked back to see the columns of marching soldiers, a group of five hundred riders almost a league in front.

All of the open verdant space was a wondrous sight, especially in the orange of the day’s setting sun.

Hayde had kept the small timepiece from the mountains. Fortunately, it had survived the fall with Merin’s stromlyre, and it worked as nothing Hayde had ever seen. He knew how to tell time based on the movement of the sun and the stars, as anyone did. But before the Reckoning, the Weavers had created a device which could tell the time of day or night, even underground. And now, one such device sat in his sabretache.

He had seen Merin’s broken time-keeper back at the Martyr in Ossilith, and this one was shinier still. The dials of the keeper turned; small, narrow stones, thin to the point of being able to break, moved around; and every turn of the dial, the sun had moved. Hayde watched as the days waned on. As he reckoned, it was five turns past midday.

“We’re only a league away,” Trell said, the Amrine who had stepped up to volunteer, getting his men released. A man of sense, Hayde reckoned.

“We should drive them a bit closer,” Pemdro said. “It’ll give us ample time for our reinforcements to come and well… reinforce us.”

“Aye,” Hayde said. Hulin struggled against his willful horse, trying to match their speed. “Let’s slow down for the marchers. We’ll go another turn or two. But I suggest we wait through the night before heading into the city. Give Galigus another day to catch up.”

Hulin shrugged, his horse snuffing as he tried to tame its discomfort.

“If you’re uncomfortable,” Hayde said, raising his voice as Hulin grew a good ten more paces away, “your beast will be as well. And it will forever be a beast to you.”

“He’s right,” Kalinuo said.

Hulin’s horse whinnied, its eyes widening.

“Just—relax.”

Hulin’s face twisted. He pulled and relaxed the reins as his horse settled. “These are not mountain horses.”

“No, Hulin,” Hayde said, “they are not.”

“We should go into Oberran tonight,” Trell said.

Peering beyond the Amrine’s shoulders, he took in the sight of the trailing marching force beyond the hill, plains and steppes.

Hayde shook his head, turning. “Something is telling me to wait a day, Pemdro.” He ground his teeth. “Your call.”

Pemdro sighed, looking between the Amrine and Hayde. “We wait till morning.”

Trell shrugged, his eyes still refusing defeat. But it seemed as the days waned on, the new order of things settled in.

Pemdro peered down at his scribing journal, holding a softstone vial over it. He turned to Trell with wide eyes and said, “Your Consular is dead.”

Trell’s jaw clenched, but his face remained still.

“One of the Aranari killed him.”

Hayde pulled his horse up beside Pemdro. “The Aranari? Which one?”

Pemdro huffed, impressed. “Erevayn.” He looked down at his stone as he pulled it from the journal. “Galigus is only a day behind, by his calculations.”

“Then we can go tonight?”

Pemdro turned his gaze from Trell to Hayde.

Hayde nodded. “Aye, Trell. We go to Oberran tonight.”


They had taken another two dial-turns to get within a league of Oberran, settling the force so far away as not to pose a direct threat, but close enough that if a response was needed, it would be swift.

Reeds whispered between the city and the encampment. Beyond the glowering walls of the castle, the even larger mountain loomed. The mountain Hayde had fallen from; where the demons of briar were hopefully sleeping.

The Twin Falls lay a rough six or seven leagues north, passing unnoticed by Hayde. But as they drove more south and east, the mist from the brink of the falls drifted in the army's wake. Most of the lands directly east of the mountains remained barren, but the further east one traveled, the more the sky was filled with that beautiful sea green.

The expeditionary force’s principal leaders, including Trell, were given passage through the gates. Hayde looked up at the walls as they moved into the city—the arches of the main portcullis enthralled him. The horn of the stag was displayed proudly, as was the Unity sigil, the uneven hilt protruding upward as the other blades faced down. The olive and gold banners of the Amrinil rippled and shimmered, even in the clouds of the foggy evening.

Steyvin and Bryseis paced beside Hayde, Hulin riding behind.

Trell spoke over his shoulder, keeping his gaze forward as bannermen received the party. “Ignore their snarls,” he said. “They know why we are here.”

Markets were shut down. One of the Amrine children stood blank-faced with her mother at her shoulder up ahead. As Hayde rode by, he gave her a small smile, thinking perhaps Hulin should see Hayde as a hero. He waved too, and then the girl scowled and spat at the foot of his horse.

Hayde had a mind to call the army in then and there… but that wasn’t what a Kaledar would do. And he was well on his way to being one, even if he was only an apprentice.

As Trell led them through the city, the market district fell behind them, leaving way for the looming tower that peeked out over the city of Oberran. Its massive broken dial shifter glared down at Hayde. An ancient artifact, kept clean and maintained far better than Ossilith’s seemed to have been. Hayde reactively reached into his sabretache, feeling for his timepiece.

He looked at Steyvin, who seemed to have had enough of the city already, perhaps having grown up seeing similar things. Bryseis too seemed ill impressed.

Hulin, on the other hand, watched in awe, still trying to keep his horse calm. Hayde grabbed the boy’s reins.

“Relax your legs,” Hayde said. “We’re almost there.”

“Can’t I just ride with you?” Hulin said, seeming to lose some of that boyish vinegar and pride.

Hayde’s horse responded to a gentle nudge from his knees. “You don’t mean that,” he said. “You can handle your mount.”

Hulin kept his gaze locked forward, losing then that innocence in his brow. He rolled his shoulders back, tightening his grip as he pulled the reins out of Hayde’s hands.

Kalinuo looked back with a grin.

Cyril will like them, Hayde thought.
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Their horses slowed, nearing the cathedral tower. Steyvin scratched at his side, sweat dripping down his leg.

One of the Heralds of the Amrine told them to wait outside while Trell went in. Hayde was reluctant to let the man go, but Pemdro had said it was fine. And so, they dismounted and tied up their horses.

Bryseis elbowed Steyvin, who then looked up from scratching his horse’s chin.

The Dawn Tree, the Tree of Dusk, and six other Rune symbols were displayed, etched into stone above smaller, unmoving dial towers. Within each, water filled a round golden trough, imbued with aspects of the shown Will. The only one cordoned off—emptied—was that of the Blood Will.

Bryseis smiled at him and then bustled over to the Dusk Well. Surely she had childhood memories of it, as he had.

He had grown up with the Nine Wells in his own city, within his own citadel, each attributing a piece of its gift to the Runeborn who could undergo its Rites. A sip from any aided them with their temperance of the Form chosen to endure. An introduction.

Steyvin remembered drinking from the Well imbued with Force, the rushing of the water through him. But the more Steyvin thought about his powers, since losing Ilatu, the less he desired them.

They had done nothing for his younger brother. They couldn’t save him. And no Will could have. He understood why the Artisans relinquished their powers to the Tears. The Blight, whatever it was, had defeated their Gods' given gifts.

The Blight his brother suffered had granted him the same fate as those Demigods, the Artisans. He died like Silder himself. Cut down by one of his own. To save him from the horrid fate that came with the madness. Why had the Artisans not chosen to endure the madness? Surely, they had the will to do that very thing. Why did they refuse?

When Steyvin had sent his father the news, it broke him. To scribe that he wasn’t strong enough to swing the blade himself, to tell his father he couldn’t do it… The hardstone filtered most of the pain, but it couldn’t get rid of the hurt inside Steyvin.

Bryseis brushed her hand on the golden trough, one of the Amrinil guards stepping in to pull her off in as kind a manner as one could.

The entire ride down from Sen Tok, she had been by his side. He had a moment of happiness undertaking Galigus’ call to liberate Maetlynd from hate. That had been the sort of speech he needed to hear after losing his brother.

Now the waves of anguish struck him again. Even seeing the Nine Wells reminded him of Ilatu. For Steyvin had seen his brother drink from the same Well from which he had sipped.

Of course, Consular Shrinale had barely addressed Ilatu’s death in his scribe back.

‘I am sorry,’ he wrote. ‘No brother should have to feel that pain.’

No father should, Steyvin thought. No man should have to lose a wife and a son to the same sickness. A sickness that very man had fought to eradicate from the land he loved.

Steyvin clenched the parchment in his hand, the sweat from his palms moistening it.

‘King Telvath is dead,’ it read. ‘We are sailing to Witesands. The Silder lands will be undefended. But we must come together. The Last Artisan is no more. Salasmir has been granted the Enduring to end all others. He is now an Artisan, and Stalhom has promised the same thing to the other Consulars. He has been declared God Emperor. And has sworn to kill Galigus, his Stained, and the Hardranians.

‘There was a plot to assassinate Ilanudin’s daughter, one which was said to be contrived by Telvath himself. A Stained man was sent to kill her, one from those who rode with the Omen Riders.

‘Telvath was said to have killed himself. Though I suspect that is not the case.’

Consular Shrinale, always of a cunning mind.

‘You will be scribing me directly from now on. My Honor Mark is gone. Stalhom told each Consular to get rid of them, and see who can earn a place as an Artisan going forward, fighting against the Stained and the Hardranians.

‘Son, though we have lost your brother, and all hope may seem lost, we must always be on the side of good. I believed in the Unity at its inception, but I see now the folly of my past. You must know that this war to come aligns us with good. Whether Galigus has his ways of gaining power or not, the man wants the best for his people and for Maetlynd. He always has.

‘As far as the Hardranians: I told you I trust the Snow Manes, even though they were directly opposed to the Unity. I see now what they had seen the day the Unity became official. It was a ploy for Stalhom. He wanted the world to crumble. He contrived hatred against the Stained and the settlements of the Forgotten, but did not have the force to contend with them.

‘Let me tell you son, he does now, and no more does he need Telvath as his political puppet. Instead, he uses Salasmir as a wielder of death. Duliath’s Bane is in his hands. A blade that can kill thousands with one swipe. A blade that has done so.

‘Stalhom dares not wield it himself. There are likely reasons I cannot explain as to why, but he fears that blade as much as the litany of the Nine did. As much as the litany of the Kaledar does.

‘Let Galigus know we are with him. Let Halvayne know we are with him. We may not be all of the gray-skins, but we are the smartest of the bunch, and the most lethal.’

Steyvin had scoffed reading that line, belying his pride as a Silder—the Haltrishar were truly the most lethal of the Anvians.

‘We will storm the mountains if we must take out the Vilegaur your new friends speak of, but first, we must take Taldreas. The footholds on that continent are too great a weapon against the enemies from Mersianei and all others. And if they are not ready yet, as your friends predict, then we have the time. Be well, son.

‘I love you. And again, I am sorry we lost your brother.’

That line had made him furious: we lost your brother.

Steyvin had lost Ilatu. That was the simplest way of it. Or the quickest way about it, as Hayde would say.

He looked over to Hayde wearing the headband Steyvin had given him. The man’s new armor and cloak made him appear more proper. He seemed a good enough man to follow, but he also indeed needed leading.

Something of him reminded Steyvin of Ilatu. Perhaps it was his mouth, or that he seemed to hold no thought in for longer than he felt he needed to; an amount of time much shorter than everyone else would deem appropriate.

Hayde’s trimmed dark hair was lighter still than the darkness that was Ilatu’s. His off-colored eyes were nowhere near the steady dark-silver-lined irises his brother had. Their forms were similar. Both appeared lean and quick. Both had unwavering confidence.

But Hayde was not his brother.

He would never be.

Bryseis returned after scanning each of the Wells, taking herself down her own path of nostalgia. Hers was a place of happiness Steyvin’s mind could not visit.

“What are you on about in there?” she asked, tapping his head. She then looked down in his hand. “What’s this—” She hesitated at the sight of Shrinale’s scribe. “I want you to be okay.”

Steyvin relaxed his clenched fist, realizing he had nearly soaked the parchment through. “I am.”

She shook her head. “I miss him, too. But we have this on our plate now,” she said, waving her hand up at the cathedral.

“I know.” For the first time he looked around, people of the city watching at every corner, trying to go about their days. But they knew their world was changing. And they thought they were seeing the catalysts of that unknown vision before them.

“We didn’t have to come,” Bryseis said. “We could have sat up in that stronghold until those demons poured from the mountains. So then why did we leave?”

“Galigus’ speech riled me up.” Steyvin shrugged. “I’m not sure—”

“We’re here,” Bryseis interrupted, “because you felt purpose in his words. Your body spoke up for you. Even in your hurt. Maybe it was Ilatu.”

“Don’t do that,” Steyvin said, his hand in a tighter fist around the wrinkled parchment. Tears pooled in his eyes.

She threw her hands up, her own eyes growing somber. “We are here because something drove you here. As the purpose of those Tears drove you to Taldreas in the first place. Your father needs them, and now we can slowly piece together why.”

Steyvin leaned toward her. He hadn’t thought of that, truly. He wanted nothing to do with the Tears after Ilatu died. In his cage for weeks, he hadn’t thought of them once. “What do you mean?”

“Those Tears offer a passage to Mersianei, at least the way Halvayne talked about them. And you heard what your father said: Salasmir has become an Artisan. A creator. Perhaps your father wants to piece together a Maetlynd where the creators are chosen along the way. As of now, it sounds like Salasmir is only a weapon for the God Emperor.”

How did I not realize the implications? Steyvin thought.

Bryseis smiled again. “We can be creators in your father’s eyes.”

Something of her smile warmed him. Something of her scent awakened a lost fire in Steyvin. “The Weavers create, you always have—”

“I mean on a larger scale. Not coming up with concepts like the filters and time tellers. Not only weapons that shoot faster than bows or cloth that keeps food warm. I’m referring to truly creating. Building all of these settlements beyond their current capabilities.” Bryseis turned to face the Wells. “You saw the towns riding down, and you know the ones back in Anvia. They were rebuilt, yes. But to what degree? Enough to provide living space for hundreds of people, the best villages maybe a thousand. But the world will grow after this war. And maybe we are the ones who can be its guide, as the first Artisans who were exiled here from Mersianei.”

“These are dreams. Covered in a blanket of rationale.”

“Surely you see it. You’re a true Runeborn, even Salasmir was. Maybe he is a weapon, but he knows how to become an Artisan, for he did it.”

The cathedral doors swung open, Trell stepping out. The group of men gathered around Hayde and Pemdro perked up, their hands going to their hilts.

Trell waved. “Just Hayde, Pemdro, Steyvin, and the Weaver.”

“Her name is Bryseis,” Steyvin yelled up.

“Sure,” Trell replied, walking back into the cathedral.

There was no telling where the discussions would go, but what had happened to Ilanudin would surely impact the conversation. Upon entering, the eyes on him and the rest of the crew weighed heavily. The statue of Amrine himself stared down from the dais. A man standing at the altar glared at them with a fierce white stare, surrounded by a coarse black, his pupils darker still.

The man snarled and said, “Blasphemy to be treating with the Forgotten.”

One of the women put her hand on his shoulder and whispered something to him. His lips pinched. Four more Amrinil held their chins high at the bottom of the small dais.

Hayde approached first, his arms crossed, his right hand on the hilt of his double-edged blade. “Hello, Sirs.” He nodded, then faced three of the women standing at the altar. “Ma’ams.”

The doors behind the group shut and the light in the cathedral dimmed to a candlelit glow.

One of the women gazed at them, patient, measuring the four outsiders. The bright hazel of her eyes shone in the darkness, the flame of a nearby candle highlighting their glimmer.

“You killed my father?”

Hayde shook his head, Pemdro looking at him wide-eyed. “No, but my friend did. That going to be a problem?”

Of course it’s going to be a fucking problem, Steyvin thought, glancing between the woman and Hayde.

The woman slowly nodded, still measuring. “I see. No.” She uncrossed her arms, moving down the dais to Pemdro. She came eye to eye with both Hayde and the Stained Kaledar.

“We will be a part of your new order. We know how powerful the forces behind you are, and we have no desire to fight against them. But to make war against a God Emperor, we are going to need more than our collective one hundred Kaledar. So we shall discuss who it is of the Amrinil that will become Artisans, and we will figure out how to make it happen. Using those Tears you claimed from my father.”

So he had been able to scribe her, Steyvin thought, both his hands gripping the hilts of his own blades.


Chapter 9
[image: ]


Salasmir had made it back by early morning.

But there was no time for rest. He had been summoned to the Runestone table.

The palace was empty. He walked up to the bridge leading to the iron-chained doors, seeing almost no one. Gone were the guards typically standing at attention.

The wooden doors opened with a creaking sound that dissipated into the air of the amphitheater beyond. The moss-covered cavea, where the senators of the old republic used to debate the threats to Maetlynd, loomed dark in the shadows of the surrounding torchlight. Those torches stood on man-high poles, burning always. And standing once again at the head of the white-glowing Runestone table, was Stalhom.

“Come.” Stalhom gestured to Salasmir as he moved around the edge of the table. White were the robes he bore. Golden filigree sat on the lean crown upon his head. Vambraces of silver, the softstone glimmering red. Closer now, the tint of Stalhom’s skin held the reddened hue, the scales holding a redder sheen still.

Salasmir stared down at the open book lying on the Runestone table. “This is the Book of Kytis.”

A worn golden trim lined the tough leather of the exterior of the Book. The tattered pages were still legible, the words upon them clear but foreign. “You can read this, Lord?”

“I can. It’s in an ancient tongue. But what is in these pages is not nearly as important as the function of this book. And though it is only one of the two Books, this is the one that allows us to speak to our newest allies.”

“The Merciani.”

“Aye, Salasmir. You were made aware that Sen Tok has fallen by Galigus’ hands? And that he now has Tears in his possession?”

Salasmir nodded, having known only the former. “Aye.”

“Then the time is dire. Go on,” Stalhom said, gesturing to the Book. “Turn to the next page.”

Peeling back the delicate parchment, Salasmir was awestruck.

Two blank pages stared back at him. Stalhom then reached out his hand to show off what he held in his grasp. A silver stylus, the shaft of it holding a softstone vial. The finest scribing pen Salasmir had ever seen. The flowing stone inlaid in the wood of the shaft glimmered crimson.

“It’s time we send a message to our allies. And find out the might of the force we can bring to bear.”

And so Stalhom leaned down to write in those foreign characters. A line. Two. And the silver-red ink dissipated into the worn parchment.

A heartbeat. Two. And then lines appeared. Fast onto the pages, ink poured into that similar language. Words Salasmir couldn’t make out. But he was being trusted by the God Emperor to witness the encounter. An encounter with an ancient, foreign land. A land from which the people of Maetlynd had been forever exiled.

“What does it say?”

The words halted, and Stalhom’s eyes scanned the page. The brushing of the water on the stones below the great amphitheater echoed up from the cliffs leading to the old meeting place of the Unity.

“By the All Will’s grace,” Stalhom said, stepping back with a beaming smile. “Salasmir, the Merciani are already here.”

Salasmir kept his expression firm, doing his best to feign contentedness. These were his enemy. The Merciani who came to the shores of Maetlynd and wiped out millions, including most of Salasmir’s people. “What do you mean, Lord?”

“They already move in favor with us. They have foreseen our desires. And they will ally with us in order to secure Maetlynd.”

“On what terms, Lord?” Again, Salasmir kept his words measured. He didn’t want the God Emperor to perceive him as insubordinate.

“We must go to the Dawn Tree, Salasmir.” Stalhom continued to scan the page, his pointer finger brushing the fine parchment as the words they crossed began to dissipate. “And there the message will be clear. Not only will we receive a freed Maetlynd, but access to Mercy. Access to their technologies.”

Salasmir nodded, clearing his throat before saying, “And where exactly ‘here’ are they?”

“They’ve set sail already. On ships of their own design. They were able to access a door into our world at the base of the Tree of Dusk. And they were able to access another at Baudin’s Gate in the Kal’duuns.”

“And they’ve been lingering here, Lord?”

“I sense skepticism in you, Salasmir.”

Flashes of Salasmir’s memory brought him back to Kaneretta. To the very Tree Stalhom spoke of, deep in the mountain. Salasmir’s defense of it to his last breath. And to the man beside him leaping into the depths of that cavern in order to stop the Merciani flowing through the gates into that very mountain. The fear. The blood and dirt and dust and sweat marring his skin. The weight of his blade as he swung it a thousand times and a thousand times more. “It’s insane, Lord—to take them on as allies without question.”

“Insane?” Stalhom muttered. “Have you ever wondered why they wanted our world? Why they came here to take it? Why their magickal storms poisoned our waters to kill our Gods?”

“I didn’t think—”

“They needed land for their people,” Stalhom said, his gaze locked on Salasmir. “An Empire of Mercy was attempting to eradicate them. So they found a way through the storms. They aren’t all brute savages such as those we faced. Those you faced.”

Those were our dead, Lord God. Our dead was who I faced, with a Legion or less of warriors worth five of every one of ours. In front of them, that army of our loved ones stormed Kaneretta, stormed Edelvin, stormed the regions to the north of Taldreas and the south of Anvia, hoping to take it all. All of their souls.

Salasmir had thought all talk of a Mersianei alliance to be only talk. At least something years away. But they have a force ready for battle? He bowed his head then, since again, who was he to question a man of the years Stalhom had seen? “I serve you, Lord. And if this is the road we must go down in order to face Galigus and his Stained, then so be it.” The numbers Galigus had would be overwhelming. Not even all the gray-skins of Anvia with the Kalatari and Verdant would be enough. And now, with Sen Tok overrun, they had likely lost the Amrinil.

Stalhom nodded. “I was worried it would sound crazy to you, Salasmir. And as Artisan you have the responsibility to snuff out crazy and create good. As do I. And so I hope you take my words to heart here. Without any communication set in stone, I did not want to come to you. But their magai, their Malders, told me more of their unknown histories in our previous conversations.” Stalhom paused.

After long moments, Salasmir broke in. “What was it they said?”

“They told us that they are in trouble. Dominus—their leader—has been fighting a losing war against a rising empire, the Calevahn Empire, omen-bent on wiping out the Merciani people. He fights genocide, Salasmir. And now here, they tell me they have a force of forty thousand or more ready to fight. The only reason that can be so, is because they run from something much larger.”

“Forty—” Salasmir paused, his hand grazing his chin as his scruff began to itch.

Stalhom nodded. “At the end of the Reckoning, some Merciani who remained were strong enough to continue on. Some of the survivors from the Battle at Fendilin’s Pass were ordered to stay by Dominus. Dominus himself has never touched our lands. But he desires to.

“There are aspects of Mersianei we didn’t fully understand during, before, or after the Reckoning, for we had no time to explore it. We only knew what the Artisans knew of it. And my father never told me much. Their land has been scoured by Dragons. The Merciani people weakened. That weakness led to an opportunity for the Calevahn Empire to grow. And that very Empire hit its stride thirty-four years ago in their spread of a faith in false Gods.”

“The Reckoning.” Salasmir stepped over to the Runestone table, placing his fists down upon it.

Stalhom continued, “Dominus began to search for ways to save what was left of his people. Something said about Pillar cities falling… I’m not sure. Now, thirty-four years later, he is in his final stand.”

“And so an enemy that attempted to wipe us out was doing so because they wanted salvation?”

“They thought they had no other option. They only knew how to take and invade by force. But I have offered them another choice.”

Salasmir cleared his throat. “What of their storm clouds?”

“Their Malders’ strength is waning. They occupy towers along their southern borders. But slowly, the Calevahn Empire in Mersianei has been wiping them out.”

“So the Merciani truly need us?”

“Yes, Salasmir. We can give them the land we take from the Stained. There may be another price to pay, but won’t you gladly pay it if it means peace on Maetlynd? If it puts a stop to genocide? If it means we can further our influence into Mercy?”

Heartbeats passed. “It depends on the price—”

“I understand your reluctance. But frankly, Salasmir, are we in times in which we can afford to neglect any Form of Will? The All Will being unloving of its children is why the Martyrs ended up dead. This Will of Blight is held by Outer Gods, and we must work with them in order to find prosperity for our people. In order to build.”

The God Emperor was asking Salasmir what he would do. For his counsel. As a builder. As an Artisan. As a Demigod. “We must have mercy, Lord. We must bring Galigus to heel. But will we offer him mercy?”

Stalhom sighed. “If you deem it our best way forward to build. You’re an Artisan now. You have a say in how we grow.”

“I say we overwhelm him with force.”

Stalhom smiled, as a proud parent would. “Good.”

“We use the Merciani as you suggest. But for their numbers alone.” Salasmir raised his fists from the table, his knuckles numb and cold, shoulders cracking as he pulled them back. “We kill only the number of Stained necessary. We kill the Hardranians until they submit, too. We force them to live amongst us, instead of us amongst them. The Aranari will get back Edelvin, the Wall, and Aranor’s home. Then we give the mountains to the Merciani to rebuild, we give them lands east of Ver’Skye and we give those surrounding Alfaney and Trundel. But we cannot let the Blight spread again. And that is my worry. Even with enough filters. I fear the Merciani’s desires do not wholly match ours. If it is an Outer Will that tries to seep its way in again, we must stop it.”

“A fair assessment,” Stalhom said. “So you’re suggesting we eradicate them as a threat afterward?”

“If they become one. There may be a reason this new Empire has decided to wipe them out. Once we take Edelvin, we shall see their true desires—and if they do not fall in line, we kill them all.”

“Dominus says his Malders offer us a passage through the storms, if we give them a passage through ours. So that may be worth delaying eliminating them entirely. But I think time will show us what must be done with them.”

“And the Tears?” Salasmir asked. He was ready to turn from the room, but his mind continued to wander. Perhaps Stalhom truly is so powerful as to balance all of these concerns.

“We take them back from Galigus.”

“What if he figures he could use them?”

Stalhom laughed. “Only you and I can use them, Salasmir. And with your blade, only I can make Artisans. They will have to bow to me—to us—if they desire an opportunity to build.”

“None of impure blood has ever Ascended? Could ever Ascend?”

“No, Salasmir. None but you or I has ever Ascended.”

He let that sit for a moment, pride welling in his chest. “What is our next course of action then, Lord?”

“Ilanudin has fallen, Salasmir. By the hand of your nephew, no less. So the Witesands won’t be safe to land on.”

At hearing the news so casually—at officially finding out about the death of his friend—solemnity struck Salasmir. But he hid that welling of emotion in favor of vigor to face their new enemy. To face the Stained and hunt down his nephew. “I follow you, Lord.”

“Your faith is well-placed. Now—we must make way for the Taldrean shores. We shall sail into the ports at Dul’Vulgo. We will muster with the Kalatari and go to Ossilith to aid Kythos. And we will bring them north with us to the Dawn Tree. There we will find out more about the price we must pay to have this alliance with the Merciani. And we will force the Stained to bow to a new Unity. All of our world will kneel.”

As he heard those words, a chill shot up Salasmir’s spine. What more needed to be said? Salasmir was the apprentice, Stalhom the master. Stalhom the man with tens of thousands of years behind him.

And as the sun to the east peeked over the horizon and moss-covered cavea, a bell rang out. The dock tower’s bell. Someone is skirting the port fee at this hour?

The wooden doors were thrown open then, the bell still ringing.

Harglon raced through, breath heaving. “Lord—the women, they’re gone.”

Salasmir shot him a glance. “The women? What do you mean—” and it struck him then. He hadn’t gone to check on Viyala or Ilteria since returning.

“They’ve fled.”
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Viyala coughed.

“Shh!” Ilteria hissed, her voice muffled in the adjacent crate.

Viyala wondered if the privateer was sitting atop hers. It certainly smelled like it.

Dullo had come up with a far more creative idea than Viyala anticipated. Of course his plan to sneak away in a crate did not take into consideration the size of a normal being.

Fortunately for her, Ilteria was shorter. But Viyala was squeezed in the same size crate, stuffed into it with empty hemp sacks.

The weight atop her shifted, the crate creaking. She looked out a crack to see the privateer take two steps away from her.

Dullo’s plan made them leave later than desired. They loaded themselves up in crates left in the kitchen by Dullo’s crew, who had been given food to bring to Kaneretta to feed the Vileborn. A final gift said to be offered by King Telvath.

Once the two had been carted out to the harbor, they were forced to wait on the dock itself. Firm was the wood beneath them. Loud were the crashing sounds of the water on the pilings below. The seagulls cawed as dawn’s light peeked through the gloom of the early morning.

Through the small breathing hole, Viyala peered out, still anxious about how long it was taking to be brought aboard. Dullo said he had one more thing to tend to before returning to the ship itself that morning. Awfully vague, but Viyala had no room to complain; he was taking her away from the Isle.

Footsteps then, stepping onto the pier.

The same privateer in his dirty trousers stood not five paces away as the crate creaked again.

“What you looking at?” the man said.

She heard a growl, then watched the trousers rise from out of view.

The one-armed man had raised the crewmember up. The same feeling bored into Viyala’s gut, and she did her best not to vomit.

The Daerikal man snarled, his right forearm nearly bursting as his veins punched through his red-glazed skin. The coarse texture of it looked as Viyala imagined dragon scales would, a common feature of the Daerikal, but this one appeared coarser still. His red-on-red eyes up close glowed a deeper crimson, a black surrounding the darker pupil.

The crewman didn’t whine as he was lifted. Instead, he spat to his side, holding his hands up.

“What’s going on here?” Dullo said. Viyala bit back bile.

“Captain!” the privateer said. “This bastard was looking at me funny, and per your orders, I told him to stop.”

“Per my orders?” Dullo said, shaking his head. “May you let my good man down, sir?”

The one-armed Daerikal snarled, placing the stinking crewmember back on the deck. As he did, Viyala caught sight of the one-armed man’s chest peeking out from the white open tunic he wore. A hardstone lay embedded within.

He turned and stormed past Dullo’s voice.

The man’s footsteps faded in the distance, stepping off the dock toward the citadel. Dullo then came into view, staring off into the direction the man had gone.

“What the hell are you doing?” he whispered to his crewman. “Why aren’t they boarded yet?”

“I thought you said to wait—”

“Fuck,” Dullo interrupted. “I said not to wait. Get them aboard, now.”

The privateer shuffled and he turned back to the two crates Ilteria and Viyala were stuffed in. “Fuck, my apologies,” he said. “We’ll get you two aboard now! I swear it.” He shouted his whispers at the two women. His accent wasn’t as harsh as she perhaps had initially remembered, but maybe the circumstance scared the bravado out of him.

“Be on with it,” Ilteria said, her voice muffled.

The top of the crate buckled open, a metal edge piercing through.

Viyala jumped out, the sky moving as she took in a deep breath. She looked over to where Ilteria climbed out of her crate.

“Finally,” Ilteria said.

The bells of the citadel rang.

“Move faster, gentlemen!” Dullo cupped his hands over his mouth to shout orders.

“We can’t go much faster out of port, Sir! They’ll flag us and we’ll pay a fine the next time through,” a voice yelled from the top deck.

“We’re already flagged! Push it!”
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Salasmir banged his fist down on stone.

The guard responsible for watching the women—the one that discovered they’d made an escape—nervously shifted out of the room.

Upon getting warning from Harglon, Salasmir had run across the citadel to try to see the ship leaving port. To see if he had time to get Ilteria back. To get back the love which now seemed lost. Standing on the fourth floor of the citadel, he stared out over the larger embrasure and watched as the ship sailed too far out of port. Damn near out of sight.

He turned around to see that one-armed man. The one Harglon had been meeting with. Salasmir had been introduced to the man, Elfin, when his ship ported earlier that week.

Elfin had looked tired and fraught with his time at sea, but he had gotten a meeting with Harglon none the less. A private meeting. Of course, Harglon told Stalhom of the contents of that discussion. And of course, Stalhom relayed it to Salasmir.

The Bloünine had attempted damnation by tapping into that forbidden Outer Will once it was deemed so, yet Stalhom insisted now on a resurgent use of the Blood Form, of the need for secrecy in order for the world to move on. And so Harglon and Elfin were welcome with open arms. Along with their newer acolyte, Andera. Stalhom told Salasmir of how the Bloünine righted their wrongs, that they gave recompense; offered themselves up for their crimes. The only way to ensure they didn’t get away from our watchful eyes, was by keeping a boot on their necks, the God Emperor had said.

“Why didn’t you stop them?” Salasmir demanded, the fury in his eyes aimed right at Elfin.

Elfin shrugged. “Didn’t know I needed to.”

Fuck, Salasmir thought, the bells still ringing back at the dock tower. He sighed heavily. “You’re going to follow them.”

“I serve Stalh—”

“Stalhom would agree with me. Let’s ask him when he comes down here.”

Elfin snarled, “You damn golden eyes are all the same. Sending me off to do your bidding.”

Salasmir turned back to the man and narrowed his eyes. “What do you mean?”

“Alevist sent me here to see that Harglon finds him.”

Harglon? “And why would he want that?”

Elfin huffed. “I guess that’s a question you’ll have to ask either of them.”

After a time, Stalhom had agreed to send Elfin off with Andera after Viyala and Ilteria.

Then the more important matters were handled.

The one-armed Bloünine and his crew would pale in comparison to the force the Merciani were to bring. Harglon was formidable at least, so he would go with them to the Dawn Tree. And he could perhaps muster more of the Nine who had disappeared after the Reckoning. To his knowledge, he said only four remained, not including Elfin and himself. And now Andera.

So he said he would put out word for the rest of the Nine to come forward. He believed they would come from Anvia. From Uldonai and Haltrishar lands.

But none of that got Viyala or Ilteria back. His wife was gone, too. For she returned to the Isle with the rest of the Aranari to tell Telvath’s wife of his passing in person.

But Edelvin will be our home once more, my love. As it was when we were children, when we fell in love. Where we lost our first still child, and where we could perhaps conceive now that I am an Artisan.

But his lust for Ilteria lingered.

Viyala, his trusted confidant, had fled. And he couldn’t figure out why. Had she heard news of her father before Salasmir? And why, now that he had finally been gifted with such power, would she want nothing to do with it?

Or perhaps she didn’t know her father was dead, and he could scribe Ilteria—at the news, surely Viyala would demand they turn around. Yes, he thought. That will be the way. Or maybe they were both stolen. That ship held the scheming Haftel fellow. One could never trust a Stained. Perhaps he was offered coin to bring them as prisoners to Galigus.

Salasmir shuffled through his desk, finding a piece of empty parchment. He raised his hand over the paper and spoke.

“I do not understand,” he started, “but I wish to. And now I too have news to share, and I had hoped to mourn with you, though I do not now have that opportunity—”

If they were abducted, this won’t reach them.

He wondered then what to say. If they did receive the message, there was only one way to get Viyala back.

“Tell Viyala Ilanudin has died. And it was at the hand of my nephew. The Amrinil need her. I need her.”
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Harglon turned back to Andera and Elfin as the God Emperor left the room.

“You’re not coming with us?” Andera asked, her brazen gaze set on Harglon.

“My place is with Stalhom.”

“You’re going to the Dawn Tree?” Elfin asked, gathering the rest of his gear.

“Aye.”

“He’ll be there.”

“I’m counting on it, Elfin.”

“Who?” Andera asked, looking between the two.

Harglon stepped over to help Elfin clasp one of his satchels. “A man you’d be loath to meet.”

“And why’s that?”

“Doesn’t matter, Andera. Just follow Elfin’s footsteps. He will tend to your training while we handle this uprising out east.”

“I don’t see why we need to chase them, Harglon.”

“Stalhom suspects one of them to be a key to something, somebody to keep close.”

“And why would he think that?”

“That short fellow you didn’t stop at the docks, Elfin—Stalhom has been following him for quite some time. And some of his activities have raised flags.”

Elfin snuffed. “Aye.”

“It will be a quick trip. Trail them—last word from a small ship we sent out of port has them due southeast. Odds are they’ll need a restock near Kaneretta.”

“Aye.”

“And I can finally get my second Form? My third hardstone?” Andera asked.

Harglon nodded, not making eye contact with his apprentice. “You’ve become efficient enough with the Blood Form. Now you must work to use Omens. A fine Form. You’ll be able to take away powers for a brief period if you use it right, especially in a fight against another Marked.”

Andera turned to the door. “Is there anything else?”

“Kill the little one and bring the two women back alive. The rest don’t matter.”

“We can do that,” Elfin said, buckling his final satchel.
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Kythos loped out from the front portcullis of Ossilith, the horse’s hooves cracking along the wooden drawbridge.

It was his first time riding horseback since the wedding. Since Scillia’s death. He hadn’t left his walls since that damned wedding.

Before him, two battalions of Kalatari were strewn amongst his fields. The small village was all but abandoned by market vendors and citizens of Maetlynd. Once-bustling market stalls blew ragged wet cloth in the early morning breeze.

The Kalatari force were here to see him. Likely to ask for aid or shelter. But he didn’t want to let the Kalatari in. He didn’t want anybody to come into his city.

He looked out over the armies, the once glorious Verdant lands beyond them to the east, now finally bustling with dying brush as fall commenced. No fall had been the same since the Reckoning, not in Kythos’ lands.

Talanis was said to be returning from the Isles, so Kythos was curious to see which Kaledar was sent in Talanis’ stead. But how could Kythos trust them? Ilanudin was dead. That was the word anyway. Maybe everyone was joining Galigus. Perhaps they all wanted to take Kythos’ beautiful city and give it to that horrid man.

No, that won’t happen, he thought. I won’t let it.

King Telvath had perished on the Isles. The King had seemed sad after the passing of his concubine. But to the point of suicide? As blighted as Kythos’ life was after losing Scillia, the thought of leaping from the ninth level of the city had crossed his mind. But he had not done it.

He had enjoyed the power rushing back to him over the past month; after ridding himself of that damned Honor Mark. He felt relieved of the burden of fear, the burden of his daughter’s death. Telvath’s foolish idea for all to forgo their ability to use Will was poor management, to say the least.

Watching Roven endure the madness of the Blight also felt revealing, in more ways of Kythos than of Roven himself. The Stained man was so determined. And that determination bled into the way Kythos chose to lead his people over the changing political tide.

He and his Weaver were working on turning Roven against his own father, though that seemed far-fetched considering the circumstances of his imprisonment, and his odd Enduring as it had been.

But Roven was starting to crack, slowly. He might turn on Galigus eventually. It would take more time. Feeding him well, though keeping him chained. Time. A luxury Kythos felt he didn’t have.

Galigus’ forces were reported to be moving fast. And the self-proclaimed Stained King thought Kythos had murdered his two sons. He did not know that the youngest still lived.

Kythos rode up to meet the Kalatari leadership, his nephew by his side. He brought along his personal Omen Guard, as well as two Ver’Skyi Kaledar that had escaped capture by Galigus on their ride down before the wedding.

“Lord Kythos,” the Kalatari Kaledar said. “No meeting inside the city?”

“The city is cleared out, and my people hold the levels above,” Kythos snapped. “Why are you here?”

The Kaledar bowed his head. He wore a light weave of leather armor self-strapped over his shoulders, no pauldrons, but vambraces bearing softstone. The Kaledar of the Unity were homogeneous in their Runic proficiencies, an approach to power that Kythos found negligent.

“Lord Talanis sent us.” The man put his hand to his chest, keeping his eyes and head lowered. “I am Rashahn. Lord Talanis and the God Emperor wish for you to send troops with us east. We already have men on their way to Alfaney to cut off any fleeing Stained. Our job is to clean them—”

“To kill the Stained, you say?” Kythos looked to his nephew, who appeared lost. Somewhere in his own head about Roven, more than likely. He had taken such an interest in his maddening—in his turning Vile. “I cannot leave Ossilith undefended.”

“Of course not, Lord. We only wish for you to send a thousand troops led by one of your Kaledar. We understand the importance of the city, as we hope you understand the importance of Dul’Vulgo.”

I like this man. A bureaucrat in the making. “I can send one,” Kythos said, holding up a single finger. Having not protected Scillia, he was liable to send two of his personal Kaledar, but knew the importance of keeping at least one close. The Anvians could help Rashahn in time.

“The gray-skins will be arriving soon, be sure of that. Salasmir mentioned as much in his last scribe—” Kythos said.

“And of your men?” Rashahn interrupted, clearing his throat.

“Why is it that you wish for me to send my men so badly? You said yourself, we need to hold Ossilith.”

“Aye, Lord. But surely you received word from Salasmir that we’ve begged for your aid. You have a wealth of troops in those walls, and your Kaledar are among the best.”

“The rest of my Kaledar are with my son in southern Anvia. He hasn’t spoken much to me—” Kythos cut himself off. “But I can give you five hundred men.”

“You have eight thousand, Lord. Surely you can—”

“Three hundred additional riders,” Kythos said. In a siege, they wouldn’t be much use anyway. “Including one of my own personal Kaledar.” He rubbed his chin, feeling the fresh stubble sprouting from his face. “I thought the Kalatari were known for their martial prowess. Was I mistaken?” Kythos curled a single brow.

Rashahn nodded, licking his lips. “You were not. When can we expect these men?”

“By the end of the day,” he said, nodding to himself. He did desire a fight, though, and being outside the walls felt good. A part of him wanted to go.

You cannot, Kythos thought. You are still a Consular of a whole nation of people. If you leave the city walls, you’ll be dooming all of them. And I wouldn’t be able to hold Roven when Galigus inevitably makes it for the siege. For he will likely defeat the Kalatari.

“Out of curiosity, Kaledar Rashahn, how many men did you send east already?”

“Against an estimated force of three thousand or so Omen Riders?” The man scoffed, then smiled as he looked back to three other Kaledar of the same rank. “Eight hundred riders, five thousand foot soldiers.”

Six thousand? And you think that is enough if the Stained have already made their way south?

Kythos nodded. “I see.”

“Is there something you’re holding back, Lord? A man of your renown surely has some tactical advice.” Rashahn looked up to the city of Ossilith. “We have heard of your defense and evacuation of this city. How you and Galigus saved most of your people during the Reckoning, and protected the people of Hardrada. Anything you have to say for our fight will greatly benefit us.”

Kythos smiled, brows rising. It felt good to be in armor again. It felt good to display his hardstone upon the center of his hilt once more.

“You have another five thousand with you, correct?”

“Aye,” Rashahn said.

So a mere one third of the force Galigus is said to have. A force that grows each day. Oberran hasn’t sent word, since Ilanudin’s death, of their alignment. The Amrinil are likely lost to the Stained cause, whatever that cause may be.

“With a force exceeding that coming from Anvia as we speak.” Kythos tapped his chin. “Feel free to set your camps outside the city walls and direct my men east to muster with yours. You may want to wait unless you get word of a victory.”

“What do you know, that we do not?”

“You know of Ilanudin’s death?”

“Aye.” Rashahn nodded.

“Then you know his forces may have joined with the Stained, perhaps over a week ago.”

“Aye—” It appeared to rush into Rashahn’s thoughts. He turned to the Kaledar on his right. “Get two runners and send them east. Now. They must get our riders to pull back and wait until the gray-skins arrive. Pull back to Ossilith, that is the order!”


Chapter 10
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It had taken two weeks to get the Forgotten together and moving.

Roughly fifteen thousand refugees.

Cyril didn’t know how long exactly, since it all had blended together. He knew it would take time, and he had responsibilities. A group of a thousand refugees was ready to leave early, just behind the first five hundred fighters. The warriors were mostly made up of Omen Riders, but not all had a horse of their own. Cyril had had to fool his parents into believing he would be trailing them soon after, when in reality, that wasn’t the case.

They left early, and he was bringing up the rear.

Each day, groups of one or two thousand set out on the Narrow Road going north. They took up most of the plains and steppes as they marched and towed their belongings. For each one thousand refugees after the first day, two hundred warriors accompanied them as protection. Not enough, but more than they could afford to pin to such small groups.

Berlik figured staggering the Forgotten would give them a better chance of making it further north before the Kalatari or Ver’Skyi were at their backs. A chance to get word to Galigus if he were to meet them riding down south with his force.

By now, Cyril hoped Galigus would have taken most of the north, and the Verdant lands were of no concern so far east. The Ver’Skyi only sent out smaller squadrons of guards on rotating duty from Ossilith. And Cyril had seen the outposts and settlements along his route to Edelvin. The citizens of the Unity who decided to live outside of main cities were mostly neglected. And that would serve as an advantage for the Omen Riders and Forgotten as they pushed north.

Cyril sat upon his horse, patting her neck while he watched the final batch of refugees march out of Alfaney. Cyril and Berlik were bringing up the back of the long march, a force of three thousand fighters to protect against any rush of the enemy from the west.

The refugees lurched out of the rickety, tilted gates wearing confusion as a mask for fear.

Cyril had only heard the Kalatari forces may pursue, so his chest grew tight thinking about such a force that followed, and what that would mean for the thousands of innocent people traveling ahead of him.

Every day since his return had been spent in preparation, gathering people from their homes. People refused to leave useless things behind, filling their carts with all manner of bullshit they didn’t need. It had all been a cluster of a mess. Hayde might have called it a bucket of shit.

But now the day came, and he and the troops were ready to march along behind. If the rear were attacked, a rider or two could get word up the line, and those riding ahead of the marching force, right behind the refugees, would be able to trail back, creating a natural flank, as Hayde had called it.

Cyril thought so fervently of strategy. He now held the sole responsibility of getting these innocent people to safety, and Berlik, though tough and bearing a clean shirt, didn’t ever seem to have the brains to hold on to all of the nitty gritty details.

One of the many reasons Cyril had opted to stay with the rear force. The men with the clean shirts wanted to keep them clean, and so somebody had to be willing to get dirty in the event of a scrap. That’s what Hayde had taught him anyway. Easier to follow besides, not worrying about the people behind him and instead worried about those before him. He had no fear of keeping up, and if he needed to flee, his family was already well on their way north. But he wanted no excuse to flee, he wanted only to earn his stripes. And odds were there would be no contact with the enemy anyways. At most a standoff. But why any Kalatari force would try to fight off refugees and Omen Riders was lost on Cyril.

Besides, his parents might be passing far east of Oberran already.

If Cyril could help get these people all the way to Edelvin, they would be safe behind those walls. Walls reinforced after the Reckoning by Galigus’ warrior tribe. Numbers far exceeding those down in Alfaney or Trundel were already there. Fifty or sixty thousand citizens lived behind those walls. And for almost every one of them, Galigus had raised a warrior. A tremendous, unfathomable feat.

Cyril wanted to be the last one out of the gate—a modicum of pride inflated his chest as he pulled his shoulders back, peering then at Berlik.

It crossed his mind that the Omen Riders had never organized such a crossing. Hayde never would have thought of it. Perhaps large trips of hundreds across the Sundered Sea, and taking the Farrow’s Path east to the same destination to avoid the Isles, but never in Cyril’s life, or Hayde’s for that matter, had anyone heard of such a feat.

Fifteen thousand refugees. Five thousand total fighters. Some-odd thousand legs, not including horses. And that was by Cyril’s math. Surely one or two legs had been missing as Cyril had seen folks crutching out of the gates.

Most of those who couldn’t walk, fortunately, were carried on carts. But that meant one or two horses per cart were not ready for a fight, which put the whole group of Stained at a disadvantage.

Cyril had no idea what the numbers of the Kalatari fighting force would be. If the Verdant came from Ossilith with Galigus, there would perhaps be anywhere between five and ten thousand. So in the rear, they would be outnumbered, but Galigus said his forces would be driving south. Surely by now Sen Tok was taken, and he would be driving the Narrow Road down. His forces needed a wider berth than Cyril and Berlik’s.

Cyril did find it funny how he was a trusted leader, having shadowed Hayde most of his life. But that was how it came about. Cyril himself was a strange tactician, taking unseen paths to victory, but victory nonetheless. That was perhaps why Berlik liked having him around, so he could ask him questions in the heat of a fight. Though Cyril had never fought a battle of the scale discussed amongst the men.

Will I be enough? Cyril thought. I know the land like the back of my hand, but navigating a force of thousands? I could hardly manage a group of fifty.

‘It’s not much different,’ Hayde would say. ‘You just scale it.’

And those were his wise words. You just scale it.

When Cyril had asked him what that meant, the man shrugged, his two off-color eyes narrowing as he belched. Bastard had a way of building confidence, that was certain.

Berlik and Cyril caught up with the slow-moving column. Ahead, the refugees wound along the Narrow Road, at least ten abreast.

He looked behind him, a copse of trees blowing like reeds on the open plains. But to the west, those trees were dead. Deader as they grew closer to Ossilith. As he peered through them, his sight only as good as his half Amrinil blood, dust glistened in that dead wind.

As the day drew to a close, Ossilith was still far in the western distance.

So far in fact, Cyril had to squint to see the most eastern wall. The clouds overhead poured into the uppermost levels of that great city.

Fires glowed all over the plains before him, as they had already caught up to one of the prior day’s groups. Makeshift tents lined miles along and off the road ahead.

Cyril parked Kanla as he pulled her beside Berlik’s mount, letting the two flirt. Another rider must have chosen the Amrinil horse he brought back from the north, because she was tethered there as well. She backed off from her post, a long tree branch broken halfway down its length, and let Kanla in to rest. The two whinnied at one another, giving gentle taps and head nods each way.

Cyril gave his sister a pat on her nape and went over to Berlik, huddled under his mantle as he stoked the fire. Jonas and Ilais were with him, the two fools.

Credit where credit was due though, they asked to ride in the back. For fools ten years older saw glory in the opportunity. While to Cyril, it was his responsibility. Hayde didn’t care much for glory.

“Get rest, Cyr,” Berlik said before Cyril had a chance to sit.

Cyril untucked his bedroll and spread it out away from the path of smoke drifting from the poorly made fire. “Wake me when it’s my turn.”

Berlik nodded with a small smirk. The man likely had no intention of such a thing. Let the boy sleep, he would justify in his mind. Let him rest, he’s just a boy.

Cyril had probably killed more men than Berlik. Never truly on purpose. But seven was his number, while Berlik hadn’t been on any caravans or transports or raids that Cyril knew about. And if Cyril hadn’t killed more people than Berlik, he would have at least in his first three years of being a fighter.

Seven, Cyril thought, laying his head down to the warmth of his knotted bedroll. He pulled the top cloth over himself, wishing he had one of those Weaver cloths that kept bread warm. The fire crackled, and luckily the wind sent bouts of heat toward the right side of his face. The sky above was warming itself, in some ways. The stars were out, the clouds moving fast as the world turned. And Cyril drifted into sleep.

He awoke when the light barely showed above.

The sun was making itself known, as was his father glaring down over him. Luckily it couldn’t be his father considering—

“You little bastard,” he said. “You lied to me.”

His pa’s face loomed red hot, and Cyril hadn’t known his pa to be half- or quarter-anything Daerikal.

Cyril shot up out of his bedroll. The ashes of the fire blew into the surrounding stones and onto the bedrolls of his companions, who must have passed out.

Bastards didn’t wake me up.

“Where’s Ma? You didn’t bring her back with you, did you?”

“Martyrs, no,” Pa said. He stood tall, still looking down at the hazy Cyril. “But I told you the next time you lie, you’re getting spanked.”

Cyril couldn’t help but smile. “Pa, you can’t spank me. You said that ten years ago and I ain’t lied since. And now I’m too big to spank.”

“You bet I can’t make you remem—”

“Pa… Quiet!” Cyril clambered to his feet. Distant thunder rumbled and lingered… and lingered.

Berlik stirred, the tents all around almost all packed up. On the horizon ahead, the refugees were already moving.

But the ground shaking wasn’t from thunder or marching or carriages carrying those who couldn’t walk. It wasn’t thunder at all.

Horses. Hooves pounding. Shouts blaring out over the plains. Fear. Fear rose in Cyril’s chest.

Cyril’s pa looked down at his son, his gaze narrowing. His eyes swung south.

Cyril grabbed his father’s arm. “Did you bring a blade?”

His pa sniffed loudly.

“Did you bring a blade?” Cyril repeated, raising his voice.

“Aye,” Pa said.

“Where’s your horse?”

His pa still had two legs, fortunately, but they were slow movers. He was a far better rider than Cyril had ever been, but he wasn’t given another fighting horse after he lost his on a caravan raid. The last caravan raid, in fact, he had done before Cyril became of age to take over for him.

His pa gestured at the slim mare behind him. “I can ride.”

“That’s not a fighting horse and you know it. Ride hard to the front instead, get us those two hundred other riders.”

Berlik leaped up. “Tell them to—”

“Tell them to come full force from the west,” Cyril said, interrupting Berlik. “It’s closer to Ossilith, and they may pass a settlement or two, but it gives them a downhill ride, and they’ll get here faster.”

The howls grew louder, echoing over the stirring encampment. The Narrow Road behind them was swallowed by that brown veil of pulverized earth from that force of riders storming from beyond.

The only benefit Cyril knew his force had—the uphill climb the enemy had to make.

“Why didn’t I stay with you?” Pa said, throwing his hands up to his temples.

“I’ll be fine, Kanla has me,” Cyril said, laying his hand on his pa’s shoulders. The scent of ash and flames and dust started to ride the wind.

His father sighed and with a kiss to his son’s forehead, he turned away.

“Berlik, send whoever took that Amrinil horse from the stables with him,” Cyril said.

The open plains below the small hill gave them vision, and time. But there wasn’t much of it—maybe a quarter dial-turn before the force was on them, if that. Cyril ran over to Kanla, leaping aboard her back, kissing her nape this time. She knew then, it was time for a fight.

Jonas swung onto the Amrine horse, galloping after his pa to what would hopefully be their salvation. A flank by a riding force. Ilias rang the bell near the ashes of the fire; soldiers had already begun gathering their things and donning gear. The riders they did have leapt up, their rows of tents all aligned—fortunately—next to each other.

We’ve done something right at least, he thought.

Cyril reared around, getting those of the riders up and organized into a line. Over two thousand men started getting themselves into ranks. A fantastic display of proper military decorum—something Cyril, in that moment, was proud they had rehearsed once or twice in the weeks while the rest of the refugees prepared to set off. As those who weren’t fighters were still getting up and moving, rushing over themselves as they finished gathering their things, Cyril rode back and forth in front of the two ranks of riders. He had a clear sight over the tents, and it seemed the refugees were mostly all up and on their way. Carts were the last thing loaded up and leaving, and they had quite a bit holding them down. It was Cyril’s time to show his value.

Surely they had sent a scout or two back south, but they must have slept through their watches or been captured. They should have been warned well before the battle.

He clenched his eyes shut. Fuck, I didn’t send a scout back. And Berlik wouldn’t have either, the fool.

In fact, Jonas and Ilias were the two scouts, but the entire chain of fools had only made it fifteen or so miles north on that first day. Not very far for any one man, but for a group of ten thousand, that felt like a feat.

Cyril stormed about as the riding force stood ready. The men marching on foot had their gear on, but most looked out of place, either too young or too old. Their ranks grew behind the two hundred riders, fanning out west on an angle, catering to the terrain—something they would have messed up just weeks ago.

The shaking grew, the hill itself liable to come toppling down. Maybe three thousand paces. That few between him and his possible death.

The ground troops began to settle, finally, a hundred abreast at least. Each rank filed back—men stepped on and over tents that hadn’t quite been dismantled yet. Cyril fell in line with the first rank of riders and Berlik was up front riding back and forth, shouting incoherent words to trembling men in poorly polished leather and mail armor.

Iron swords ripped from scabbards, a row of pikes behind startled and clashed together. It was a whole fucking mess. A bucket of shit.

Cyril shook his head at Berlik, the supposed General of this ragtag group of poorly qualified fighters, not ready for mass battle.

This is the end, Cyril thought.

He waited for Berlik to finish some nonsense about fighting for the cause. And then, Cyril jumped in. “We cannot fight like we’re used to,” he yelled back to the men in ranks. Those on foot started to turn toward his bellowing, chalky voice. “We cannot hide. We cannot attack them when they least expect it. We cannot use the tactics that have kept us breathing these last however many years.”

The groans of men grew quieter, the howls of the charging enemy behind Cyril growing louder. All eyes shifted to Cyril, even Berlik’s.

“We have to help them,” Cyril said, pointing behind the men in ranks. The last of the refugees fled over the cleft of the hill beyond. “We have to get them to safety. And if we don’t, then we fail. Everything we stood for as members of the Omen Riders. As those of Stained blood and otherwise alike. Against the Unity.”

“We don’t have the numbers!” one man shouted.

“We can’t take them,” another yelled.

Cyril looked around and sucked his teeth. Then said, “Berlik, take the front rank to the west, give us a flank.” He glanced back down the hill at the billowing plume of dust. They really thought they would catch us sleeping. “They’re coming headfirst, the idiots. So a punch from the side will give us an advantage.”

Berlik nodded, his face placid.

Cyril eyed the approaching force. The Kalatari. “We are certainly outnumbered, but unless their foot soldiers can run as fast as horses, I think we have a chance here. Pikemen!” he yelled.

“Sir!” one of the taller men, his shirt relatively clean for an early morning, said.

“Do not falter on our charge.”

“Charge?!” muffled voices exclaimed amongst the riders and foot-soldiers alike.

“Considering we didn’t spend the night digging any ditches on this hill,” Cyril said. “Yes, a charge.”

A downhill one at that. It can either work very well, or not at all. Cyril breathed deeply through his nose, shutting his eyes as he reined Kanla back toward the enemy. Two thousand paces.

Berlik’s half of the riders poured west, as Cyril pointed. It was disjointed, but they got the idea. He wasn’t sure they’d come back, but he imagined, as it was Berlik leading them west, they would. But perhaps not. Perhaps it was the end for Cyril and his short reign. That, or he was to add a large number of the dead to his count. Hayde wouldn’t be too happy about that. Each one mattered. And the Kalatari perhaps didn’t deserve Cyril’s blade, or Kanla’s hooves. But either way, they were riding toward it. And the fighters behind Cyril well knew what was to come. Bloodshed. Bloodshed for the innocent who couldn’t fight. In the name of the Forgotten Gods.

“Archers!” Cyril screamed. Next to the ground force, on a slight angle, a row of men sat with bows in hand, looking at one another, confused. Only five held arrows already nocked. The other fifteen were each as lost as the next.

Fucking twenty bowmen?

“You mean us?” one of them said.

“Yes, you! Prepare to fire and then fire when they’re in range.”

“What’s in range?” another man muttered.

These bastards have fought before, certainly. Perhaps the moment frightens them out of their wits.

“Use your fucking eyes,” Cyril said. “You could fire now for all I care.”

One of the archers fired, Cyril looking back to see who it was. A man next to the archer slapped him on the wrist.

The archer grimaced as the arrow fell short.

Waiting for the charging force seemed a stupid idea to Cyril. He had a hundred riders behind him, and men with pikes ready to run downhill.

Perhaps Galigus’ Stained would make it soon. He hadn’t gotten word, for he had no ability to scribe, but he had faith. Galigus will come.

The howls grew dangerously close, and Cyril was ready as he’d ever be. Perhaps he’d never sing again, or draw another map. But at least he would die with honor.

‘What the fuck’s honor,’ Hayde would say. ‘Honor yourself, little man. Honor your mother and father. Fuck the rest.’

“Charge!” Cyril thrust his sword forward, giving Kanla a slap on her flank. She surged into the fight headfirst.

Ten or so arrows flailed overhead, most long of their marks, but one struck a Kalatari shield. Another horse trampled and fell, another rider tripping behind as a hole opened up in the enemy’s rank.

Cyril laughed. And then realized the quiet surrounding him. No pounding of hooves to his flanks on the hill. No stampeding pikemen and their unbuckled helmets clashing with rising vests.

He charged alone.

He glanced back. A row of foot soldiers began charging, but late. Too late, it seemed. They ran after Cyril, shouting some incoherent jumble of a warning, one Cyril had no time for. The men were fools. But in all honesty, Cyril had no idea what he was doing. It was—more than likely—the wrong thing.

Cyril didn’t bother to stop. There was no time as the Kalatari howls grew within a few hundred paces, as did the billowing dust that flowed behind them. To his left then, two larger clouds of dust grew. The front rank of the Kalatari enemy tried to rein back, but instead fell over one another as Cyril stormed forward.

In front of him, a handful of the front rank got trampled by the ones behind them, giving Kanla a clear path to leap. The enemy were spread wide, only a few ranks’ deep. A much smarter rotation, Cyril reflected. Kanla cleared the front, her hooves landing on a body or uneven surface. She leaped downhill in such a graceful fashion, even Cyril was caught by surprise. Into that plume of dust, his senses floundered and he expected to be met with steel or the bash of another horse.

But he was in an open plain, the fog created by the kicked up and dried earth beginning to clear.

On the other side of the riding enemies, foot soldiers charged from a thousand paces back. But they too seemed lost and confused through the caked dust. Horses poured in on both sides of the Kalatari riders.

There was no way the hundred men Berlik rode with had made it far enough and back to flank, nor his father to the front of the refugees fast enough for a proper pincer to occur. And what could one hundred riders do to such a well-trained force? Perhaps the mounted men did charge, perhaps the pikemen stormed fast after Cyril galloped forward, in his awful attempt to inspire.

Through the plume, Cyril saw a twirling red blade. A group of beautiful Amrinil horses spewed out, cutting down the Kalatari force—fast.

The red blade gleamed long on one side of its black and silver hilt. Dust kicked up wider now, clouding the group behind Cyril as he looked ahead to the charging Kalatari foot soldiers. A massive force. The Kalatari were far better on foot than on steed, as was known. But Cyril held on to Kanla and watched those mysterious riders who drove from the east and the west to crash down on that opposing force.

What else would come of this fight? Between two tornadoes of kicked up earth, Cyril sighed once more, looking down to Kanla as he brushed his hand down the side of her mane.

He turned her back toward the oncoming foot soldiers. “Thank you for doing that with me.”

Kanla whinnied and stomped angrily in response.

They seemed fast. So fast. A blighted tiger fast. Not that he’d ever seen one, but what he imagined a maddened animal would look like storming its prey.

Cyril wanted to let his sister go, let her suffer a better fate than death. But they couldn’t leave, not now. He had only just rushed in alone into a mass of Kalatari riders, lucky they stumbled on one another and let him pass unscathed.

The riders on their black steeds stormed from behind him, a line of hundreds, then hundreds more. Far more than the riders he had from Alfaney. Berlik was nowhere in sight.

A rider passed by Cyril, fast enough that he couldn’t see the man’s face. The man with the twin blade. Seeing it now, one blade sunk into the hilt, barely poking out.

The man’s horse slowed, the claw marks on his rippled cloak shining white in the center. The headband barely held back the mottled and bright hair. He turned, his eyes shining differently from each other, one violet, the other glowing crimson, blood and dirt matting his face.

“You coming?” Hayde asked, flashing his bastard smile.

Brother, Cyril thought. Cyril felt.

He kicked at Kanla’s sides, Hayde throwing his red blade into the sky, a gleam of black pouring over it.

Magicks.

The two charged together; the pressure surrounding Hayde’s weapon spiked, a shining stone shimmering at the center of his elongated handle. He rode side by side with his brother again.

The Stained are here. And the Forgotten have been remembered.


Chapter 11
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Halvayne looked out over the ocean, Sen Tok idle behind him.

According to Steyvin, his father Shrinale should arrive by sundown. It had been two weeks since they left. And a week or so since Galigus sent off Erevayn and Alevist, leaving Halvayne to hold Sen Tok and ensure the God Emperor and his lot couldn’t take the Witesands.

Standing upon the breach, reeds bristled in the cooling breeze. The sun shone to the west, casting shadows on the white beach stained with Hardranian blood. Before him, stained too were the docks, and the corpses of his men were piled on the southernmost shoreline.

“They’re near,” Ceranna said.

Halvayne shook himself from his daze. “How long?”

“Not long, now.”

Halvayne’s mind wandered.

Ilanudin, before his death by Erevayn’s hand, had mentioned an alliance between Stalhom and the forces from Mercy. And that had sent waves through Halvayne. As a boy, he had seen firsthand what the Merciani were capable of. He bore witness, alone, out at sea with nothing but his will to keep him. But he also spoke to the creatures of the deep, and they had asked for his help. The All Will needed Halvayne to be the deliverer. And that was to be his role, which he accepted long ago.

When those of his own tribe wouldn’t hear him, drunk on their own madness, maybe worse than what the Merciani people suffered under Dominus Bruud—he had to stand up to it. He had to challenge those who claimed themselves Artisans and win.

And he had won every last single combat. For the salvation of Maetlynd had lain on those duels. And he could not let the world down.

After meeting the Gods on the open ocean, he thought he had an understanding of what and who they were. But since, he realized that whatever force of Will he had spoken with, perhaps had only been a singular being. The Gods the Forgotten believed in were those of Old. Those Gods of wine and of nourishment, of death and of life. Of peace and of war. Those who were said to have been slain by the rising All Will.

A silly claim, Halvayne thought. The All Will and its Inner children ruled Maetlynd. And on the water, Halvayne had seen the All Will let his children guide more than just the lands Halvayne had known. They guided Mercy as well.

It was Halvayne’s job to be a catalyst. To guide those Ascendants of the Forms. And in so doing, provide liberation for Maetlynd and Mercy. Tyranny needed to end. For the Outer Wills came to meddle all those years ago. The Reckoning a symptom of their dissolution. So then it seemed the Exiled children of the All Will had done their father’s bidding. Those Outer Wills provided a balance their father must have desired—why else would they kill so many. Damn so many to madness.

Stalhom didn’t want those of the Lands of High and Low to be equal. He wanted the pure bloods to be deified like the daemons before. The deified Artisans, the Martyrs themselves.

Halvayne held the Stained banner, for the Snow Mane bore no sigil. They wore their sign on their heads, their hair white as snow. One could not find a bald Snow Mane, only a bald former Snow Mane. Those exiled from the tribe had to shave their hair. They were not worthy of the gift from the Gods.

Even the four Artisans of the Hardranians knew they themselves weren’t Gods. Aranor, being so close to Hardrada, had subscribed to that belief himself. He knew he was only a builder where the others did not, could not.

Halvayne peered through the light of the sun arching over the horizon of the shimmering ocean. A speck appeared in the distance, silhouetted by sails and a broad berth. Shrinale and his fleet of gray-skins had arrived.

An alliance between one of the gray-skin peoples and the continent of Taldreas. This time, unlike during the Blood Rebellion, the Hardranians were a part of it. And now the Stained, who weren’t worth allying with in ages past. They were strewn about; unorganized. When the Reckoning came, and all peoples truly unified, there had been no name for that truly unified faction. It had simply been necessary.

Shrinale and Halvayne’s forces had crossed swords in the past, but those years were long gone. He was an honorable fighter then, and leaving the Unity behind proved he was an honorable man now. Or at least, Halvayne had faith he would be. Shrinale wanted his people to thrive. He wanted to secure the Silderai’s future and hunt tyrants.

Shrinale had led attacks against Hardranian fleets in more recent years. Taking out tribes that got too drunk with their own power, before Halvayne had slain the last of those terrible leaders.

The balance then became, for Halvayne, not letting the Hardranians deify him. For the Gods couldn’t be understood, nor their will. And Halvayne, although providing direction, had no idea if his next step would lead him into an endless pit. A pit he had been down before, before being pulled out by the very Gods that wished him to travel to Mersianei.

That was why Ceranna was so special. She was a guide between him and those spirits. She was his interpreter.

She stood by his side, her blonde hair shifting back over her olive shoulders. She had always worn the traditional garb of the witches: sand-colored dress, beaded and covered in red paint, symbolizing the blood of the Martyrs.

Halvayne’s gaze returned to the burned husks of his men, their blood’s trail leading upwards the breach, and into the fight. He smiled, his cheek twitching as he fought back a tear.

“Let those beaches hold their blood forever,” Ceranna said, once again pulling Halvayne from his daze.

He had made the choice to leave those men, and so he lived with it, as he lived with the blood of Ilatu still lingering upon his hands.


It had taken another three dial-turns.

But Shrinale and his fleet arrived. Most of the ships had organized a league offshore, forming a block north toward the Hardranian mainland.

Shrinale walked down from his gangplank, his eyes tired, his shoulders pulled back. Every step could have been a labor for a lesser man bearing his new burdens. But leaving behind an all-powerful being to fight against that same power must have felt damning in itself.

Halvayne bowed, Ceranna doing the same by his side.

Shrinale’s hand fell on Halvayne’s shoulder. “I am pleased to see you,” the Silderai said. “I wish we had done this sooner.”

Halvayne’s eyes rose, looking over Shrinale’s head to the rest of his Kaledar. Most of his Kaledar, by the look of it.

“If we had, maybe less blood would have been shed between your Unity and my people. But it is my fault for not killing those power-addled fucks sooner.”

Shrinale laughed, his hand gripping the Hardranian’s shoulder. He stepped back, looking over to Ceranna. “It is nice to meet you, Sulaci. I hear good things from my son.”

“He spoke of you as a wise man,” she said. “I hope you are wise enough to help us solve the riddles we must in order for all of this to truly work. In order to succeed against Stalhom.”

“And succeed against him we must. I see now what you have been warning us about for all these years,” Shrinale said. “You’ll have to forgive me for not hearing your voice louder sooner.”

“It is not how loud the voices are, but how precisely they speak.”

“Ceranna,” Halvayne broke in. “It’s partly my fault—not many want to listen to a boy who was lost at sea most of the Reckoning talk about the Reckoning. Such a man is seen as, how do you say, crazy.” Halvayne’s arms rose from his sides in a wide arc. “Wrong.”

“Tell me, Halvayne. Did you know a Kul by the name of Merin?”

Halvayne felt the heat behind his eyes—the sadness lingering there. “Aye. He is dead.”

Shrinale’s brow furrowed. “I see. He scribed me a couple months ago, telling me to break bread with your people. To stop the fighting between our factions for you, Halvayne, had finally garnered control of more Tears.”

“Most of them. Yes.”

The two moved along the edge of the white sand, staring down a hill of reeds. “Any idea as to why he would tell me this?”

“He knew the world was about to change.”

Shrinale returned Halvayne’s smile. “Come,” he said, taking a step back to allow himself to be guided toward the citadel. “Let us press on to Sen Tok. My son has sent word they successfully thwarted an attack from the Kalatari on the Forgotten. Galigus’ forces should be joining them any day now.”


Chapter 12
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Erevayn’s mantle kept him warm.

Moving east through the small forest roads then led to a patch of denuded hills. Life appeared to be raking its way back, but it seemed too far away a time.

He pulled the straps tight over the shirt covering his gambeson, his hand aching from the cold. He remembered the resistance of his blade as he yanked it from Ilanudin’s temple; the surge of shame that followed close behind it. Shame in not preventing such a death. Shame in losing control to whatever that monster was inside of him.

Erevayn hadn’t drunk since before Merin died. When Merin died. When there was nothing more in the world he wanted besides Merin to be breathing. To be alive. His thirst for alcohol had been a rising tide since then, one that was near to drowning him. That thirst was more tamed since Ilanudin perished by his blade.

Alevist had been quiet on their way east, leaving Erevayn to fight between his shame and growing excitement. Galigus mentioned that Erevayn’s sister would likely be along the road they had to take, having been with Ilanudin’s troop. She had been fighting on the frontlines against Hardranians, at least by account from years ago. Perhaps the rumblings of the tides turning forced her south. She had always been smart, and rather apolitical, at least by Erevayn’s understanding.

Maybe she had heard from their mother.

He had missed their mother for over twenty-five years. A long time for a boy whose father had been gone all thirty-four of them.

But his sister as well. Janilyn was there for most of Erevayn’s great triumphs throughout his early years, and even in Kaledar schooling. She was there when their mother was not. As an older sister would have been. But she herself had responsibilities as a Kaledar, when she became a great leader amongst her own ranks.

Having served Ilanudin, perhaps she wouldn’t be so jarred by his death. Even if it was at the hands of her own brother. Her own Exile of a brother.

As the days passed, they made their way through the first three settlements.

They moved further south as they continued east, Alevist leading the way. Each settlement they came across granted them more and more refugees. But each settlement was also strewn with loss. With utter neglect.

At their first arrival, the protectors of that settlement barely argued. In fact, they begged to come along to Edelvin. And who was Alevist to deny them that? Though he kept his distance from Erevayn, ensuring he couldn’t be near his blade, Alevist still provided lessons as a master.

The second settlement, Am’Drahn, seemed nice enough, but was missing protectors. Most seemed to be grateful seeing the Aranari and the other refugees.

The third had been the worst; Am’Balast. And the further along they went, Erevayn had lost hope his sister would be anywhere in Taldreas, let alone at one of the faltering settlements.

None of the people in the latest village drank water west of them, saying they lost too many to the Blight once again. The rippling effects of neglect on filter replacements was heartbreaking.

The burials for those lost to the Blight, all forty-six of them, had wooden markings for the graves. Each vertically placed slab of thick, rotting wood was only saved by the crimson vines that wrapped them together. It appeared something out of the stories he had heard as a boy. Each person’s name was carved on another horizontal slab, placed just north of center on the other. The vines had forced them diagonal on most, but others had fallen off, members of the settlement too scared to replace or move them.

The leader of the settlement mentioned they had been traveling half a day to transport water, sending men out to haul it back. Most water had to be used for drinking the last two weeks specifically. For they felt they couldn’t trust their filters anymore. And the water was fresh, unmarked with the crimson tint.

All of that made Erevayn think how they had gotten so lucky falling down those falls. Not only surviving the fall, as Falenta and her baby hadn’t, but how they hadn’t ingested the water and turned. Had the water of the falls even been infected at that point? Perhaps their group was responsible for it coming back.

They continued on, another roughly five thousand refugees coming along.

One settlement left. Erevayn rode slowly behind his master, Neera staying close to him. If Jani isn’t there, then perhaps she is in Edelvin, as hope would have it.

Perhaps she was. Or maybe she had already perished.

Erevayn hoped he wouldn’t find a slab of wood stabbed in the ground, marked with her name, so too covered in those crimson tendrils.

The boy named Tellen had been doing much of the talking, staying by Alevist’s side; more a squire than Erevayn had ever been. It was good, considering the man hadn’t done much speaking since Erevayn had let him down. A word here or there, a mention of the Dawn Tree and their route. He even asked for input on the best ways to travel, as he hadn’t been updated on Taldreas’ northern regions since he last lived there. And by his account, that was around when Erevayn was born.

Erevayn had felt his master’s distrust growing. A distrust growing within himself too that he wished to vanquish. Perhaps he would have to slay that woman—that demon, as Alevist had called her—in the visage of the old Daemonine’s wife.

As they approached their final settlement before Edelvin, Erevayn felt on edge, hoping in his heart Jani was there, not somewhere off fighting with forces from the Unity. Perhaps she was stationed in Oberran, but hopefully she left altogether. If Hayde didn’t succeed in bringing the rest of the Amrine into the Stained, then she would fight and die by their side.

The latest village itself was rundown, but appeared unraided, at least recently. Rain began to fall, the sun above gleaming through the storm. Alevist was the last to throw the hood of his still mottled crimson cloak over his head. He held his fist up as the small force they had acquired continued forward, the refugees curving east and slightly north. Another half had gone south to grab the final citizens of the Unity, at least in Minithil proper.

Wooden pylons and spokes lined the outer portions of the village, modest defenses compared to the other villages they had seen. But it appeared vacant. The clouds overhead thundered, the trees and houses beyond the pylons lying silent. But something of it was a comfort to him.

Erevayn loped up beside his master, his eyes on the entrance to the village, still fifty paces ahead. “What is it?”

A gust of warm wind pierced the cold air, a dust of light rain cooling the side of Erevayn’s face.

Alevist shook his head. “This doesn’t seem right.”

“We’ve faced no resistance so far, Lord,” the boy Tellen said. He scrunched his nose, sniffling as he rode forward, closer to the village. “These Unity villages are all alike, I’m sure the people heard us coming from miles out and are just hidin—”

A spear whooshed past Tellen’s head, Erevayn’s horse rearing as he pulled on the reins. He placed a steady hand on his steed’s mane to calm her.

Tellen retreated, cantering back behind Alevist.

“Come any further, we crush all of you!” the voice shouted. That unmistakable voice.

Before Alevist spoke, Erevayn came alongside him, putting his hand on his master’s shoulder.

“Jani!” Erevayn called. “Is that you?!”

“We don’t want nothing to do with your Unity! We don’t want nothing to do with the Stained! Just leave us alone!”

The town lay quiet around the echoes of Jani’s voice.

A few of the huts, through the dashing of rain, seemed lined with hay roofs, some taller than others. From on top of one, Erevayn noticed a crouching figure.

“Jani! It’s me. Your brother!”

Silence held as time passed. He turned his head at a burst of thunder. When he looked back, the figure was gone.

Erevayn sighed, shaking his head.

Her voice crept out of the silence. “Ty’il,” Jani said, smiling as she dropped what was likely her last spear. Erevayn leapt from his mount and his feet crashed into a puddle of wet dirt, not yet mud.

She ran up and hugged him.

Her golden hair twisted in its single braid, matted with dirt. Her golden eyes shone. Her narrow shoulders belied her ability, as she had always been able to lay a brute hand when the time called for it. She was armored in an unstained leather jerkin atop a gambeson, a single, flappy shoulder pad moving over her thin shoulders. She stood a few inches shorter than Erevayn.

“What in the Omens happened?” Erevayn said.

Groups of villagers crept out from the makeshift huts.

Her wide eyes stayed on him, a thought seeming to rush back to her mind. She smiled then, huffing as one would after hearing a good joke. “I did what you did, only—they couldn’t find me to Mark me.” She held out her hand, her hardstone sitting in her palm, her long and shortblades cradled in their hilts on her left side. “Bastards couldn’t take a single one of my stones.”

Erevayn’s face began to ache from smiling. But his joy was suddenly choked. What if that monster took over again? What if it made him kill his sister? As it had made him murder Ilanudin.

He jolted himself away from her, doing his best to hide that rising fear. “We should settle for the night,” Erevayn said, bowing toward Alevist, “Liege.”

“Liege?” Jani looked between the two.

Alevist turned back to Tellen. “Get word back to set up around the village. Short camp—we’re only here one night. Long way to travel still. And we have to rendezvous with the rest.”

Jani had brought Erevayn, Alevist, Tellen, and Neera into the village, giving them each their own hut to occupy.

The citizens began to emerge from hiding and pitch a market.

They dropped Neera off first after taking the horses to the stables. The look on Neera’s face when she peered within the hut told Erevayn she almost rather would have stayed in a tent with a fire hunkered under a tree. They left Tellen outside the village. Valdus had opted to stay with the refugees, not wanting to frighten any within the settlement. Erevayn and Alevist then walked into the last hut, Jani’s own hovel.

“I wanted to know where you were, but they refused to tell me,” she said, taking a seat on one of several old dusty wooden chairs.

“A month or two ago, I noticed a change in Ilanudin’s directives. His attacks grew more aggressive against the Hardranians and when his troops managed to isolate Stained Kaledar, they would then disappear.” Jani pensively searched the room. “What Uncle Salasmir did to you, branding you with the Mark of Exile, was unfair. They should have kept you from battle a while longer after what happened.”

“I needed to go back out there to find them—”

Jani shook her head. “Those killers will never be found.”

“It was Ilanudin himself.”

Her mouth opened, as if seeing a charging enemy in the distance. Her head shook more softly. “How?”

“By the account of our new Hardranian allies, they used one of their weaker clans to execute the orders, killing my wife and her father both. I was also a target, for reasons”—he looked to Alevist, whose gaze hadn’t left Jani—“I was unable to find out.”

“I heard,” Jani said, a soft smile now appearing on her face, as if actually happy he had killed Ilanudin.

“How did—”

“You think I don’t have Kaledar friends? Ilanudin was a snake. Always has been. Made it easier for me to leave. I should have left when they refused to let me go with you. Salasmir liked having you under his thumb, right up until he was picked to be Hand to the High King.”

“I am to blame for my Exile,” Erevayn said, feeling that ever-present shame returning as if Merin sat across from him.

Alevist stood by the door, leaning against the wooden frame.

Jani looked up to him. “You knew our father,” she said. “You came around when I was little. After the house burned down, you showed up that next year or so, before Ty’il learned how to walk without stumbling.” It was strange to hear his childhood name, Erety’il. “Your eye was okay then. Some marks on your neck. But I remember.”

Alevist’s narrowed lips turned into a small smile. “I saw you well before any of that, Jani. But yes, I was there then. And knew your father even further back.”

Erevayn turned over his shoulder to see his master, the chair creaking. Alevist stared at Jani like one would a ghost. He took another step into the room. His brows softened as he moved to sit.

“You look—so much like your father,” he said. “Your eyes are different—of course. But still, so much about you…”

Jani cleared her throat, her golden eyes dancing between the floor and the rest of the hovel. “If I’m being honest, I hardly remember it. His face, that is.” She huffed another giggle. “I do remember his voice though, yelling at me to come inside, or go outside when he wanted to be alone.”

An uncomfortable silence grew. “How did you end up at this settlement?” Erevayn asked.

Jani sighed. “Nobody cares about the smaller settlements of the Unity, Ilanudin least of all. All the Consulars I ever fought for only wanted to reinforce and train the citadels and outposts—I’m guessing because of what Galigus and the Stained were putting together over the years. But the Amrine couldn’t keep up.”

“And you wanted nothing to do with either?” Alevist asked.

“Aye. I figured Galigus was as corrupt as the rest. I saw him withdraw forces when he promised them to us in the middle of fights with Hardranians who were coming south. Those fuckers don’t have much quit in them either.” Jani shook her head, peering between the two Aranari. “I guess that’s how he was able to grow his force so damn big. That, and his ships porting in Edelvin would sail around to Anvia and pick up stragglers in small villages.”

Erevayn scoffed, curling his lips. “Makes a bit more sense now.”

“Those of Stained blood always lived within the smaller settlements anyways. They and those pure were drawn to Galigus’ cause, from the neglect they received. ‘Your life here is proof they do not care, come and join me!’ he’d likely say.”

“You know we’re Stained blood, too,” Erevayn said.

His sister smiled wide. “Of course.” The Aranari mixing with the Amrinil was like a lake mixing with rain.

Erevayn was about to go on, but Jani threw her hand up, cutting him off.

“I know what’s happened. And I want to keep my people in this village safe. I accept that the Stained are going to be that safety now. But we worked hard for what you see here today, even if it isn’t much. We lost a few to the damned Blight just last month.”

“You aren’t the only ones that have,” Alevist said, his voice dry.

“When I got here, the filters were close to needing to be replaced. And last month, maybe a few weeks ago, things started to change. We started losing people.” Jani sighed. “Those here told me they’ve been neglected, but held out hope the filter deliveries were going to come. But they were wrong. I had to start crafting them on my own. Fortunately, I had learned from Ilanudin’s Weaver a few years back.” Her eyes scanned the dirt floor, her mind disappearing somewhere else. “I had a group start digging another well on the eastern line of our settlement, trying to find untouched water after I had to put a few down myself.”

Alevist pushed himself from his seat, groaning. “Tomorrow we all leave for Edelvin—”

“Have you seen our mother?” Jani asked.

Alevist looked over his shoulder at the siblings. “Merin said she might be in Edelvin. But that was years ago.”

Erevayn spun around, somewhere between angry and awestruck. “So you knew we were going to see her?”

“I don’t know if she’s there. That’s only what he told me—again, years ago.”

Erevayn shook his head.

“Get some rest,” Alevist said. “I’m staying in the camp.”

“About Ilanudin,” Jani said. Erevayn tensed. “Thank you for killing that bastard.”
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Alevist walked out into the evening sun, the pink and orange sky fading in the distance.

He made his way outside of the village center, his feet squelching into the wet muck. Seeing Jani had been… heartwarming. He had forgotten about their mother, or even why Merin had told him about her all those years ago.

But it wasn’t important. The woman had gone mad. And that was no good for the children to witness. As Alevist himself was no good for the children.

Merin was the man for that job. No self-loathing Uncle Alevist would have been good for either Jani or Erevayn. Alevist even more desperately wanted vengeance back then, and so soon after losing it all, that was all he could muster the strength to hunt for. Not good for them, or hardly himself.

Alevist shook himself from his reverie and looked around the village, his mind unavoidably traveling to Harglon. He hoped Elfin had reached him and sent him to the Dawn Tree. He hoped they were on the same path so they could meet and settle all that had occurred after the Reckoning.

If Elfin were with him, there would be two fewer Bloünine left to kill. And since they had betrayed the Republic before the Reckoning, Alevist was still dead set on evening that score for Aranor. But first, Harglon needed to die so he could fulfill that pact he had made with himself. The pact that he repeated over and over as he shoveled his daughter’s grave so many years ago.

My heart will bleed until your death, and then it will bleed no more. You have signed your life to me, Blood Knight. You have signed your life to me.

It didn’t matter who Harglon served. The more he put it together after hearing the news of Stalhom granting himself the title of God Emperor, the more Alevist started to believe his suspicions could be true. That Stalhom had taken the Blood Knights under his refuge.

It had been so far-fetched so early on—so close to his family’s death. Stalhom had been so quiet during the Unity and its implementation, letting Telvath take most of the strides. And perhaps Alevist had been too far away to see his hand moving above the late King. And it seemed it had been moving—actively.

Salasmir now served that man, with the blade that could cut down hundreds with a single swipe. Ten—a thousand.

Duliath’s Bane.

That power belonged in no man’s hand, mortal or otherwise. And Salasmir had become an Artisan. That station bestowed could have been the promise made after Salasmir had risen to become Hand to the High King. And maybe Harglon had been promised the same thing. Maybe the chase to fight Harglon was all for naught.

Alevist would cut his head off either way. He’d cut him into a thousand pieces and set each one aflame with Will from the Dawn Tree. He would make him bleed as Blood Knights loved to do. And Harglon would burn. He would scream a thousand deaths and torture the world no more.

Alevist continued through the muddy village, his pace quickening. His position as Liege for Erevayn came to the fore with each thought of vengeance. Leading somebody back from an Exile Mark had been a brutal undertaking. But seeing Jani reminded him that he needed to rise to the role of master for Erevayn. In the name of Alevist’s best friend. For Artorious.

Losing control of Erevayn wasn’t an option. Artorious wouldn’t want him too. He would want Alevist to fight for his son, even if he were being controlled by some unseen entity. It was Alevist’s job to stand between Erevayn’s daemon and the demon from Mercy. To become a paragon once more.

He would draw breath till Harglon’s death. And he would provide Erevayn with his redemption.

Artorious would at least want that.

Alevist pressed back into the camp outside the dilapidated walls of the village.

Tellen was setting up a tent with Decklin, one of the Kaledar they had found protecting one of the other settlements. He was a tall, broad-shouldered fellow who carried a buckler and a flail. The two had gotten on, for they were both young.

Alevist began to mark the place for a fire. He found a few pieces of crimson shard glass lying near the stump, and set out a circle, doing his best with what dry tinder was available.

Valdus’ tent was already set up, and he lay snoozing between the flaps. He had been rather quiet during the journey, keeping mostly to himself. Alevist had given him the responsibility of watching over Erevayn on most night shifts, so the rest in the tent was well earned.

Tellen held a stake in his hand, the tent slightly sodden from the drizzle.

“What’re you looking at?” Alevist asked.

Tellen choked, then said, “You don’t gotta do that, Lord. I can take care of it.”

“Nonsense, Tellen. Finish setting up your tent, and there will be a warm fire for you when you’re all done.”

“Thank you, Lord.”

“Stop calling me Lord,” Alevist said, standing and wiping his face as he felt some of the cold rain drift onto his beard.

“Aye, then—Alevist.” Tellen hesitated, then began to hammer in the final stake to finish setting up his tent.

Alevist looked at him as he pulled his fire kit from his belt. He couldn’t call on the Dawn for a quick fire. Not since the battle at Twin Falls—so this would be the first time since he was a boy he’d have to use such a kit.

Tellen tilted his head toward the village. “Those huts are too damn dusty to stay in. And sad—to think about all the dead that must have lived there before.”

Alevist wiped his nose. He had gathered enough tinder, the dry stuff at least. Now he’d need to hunt for dry wood, which with powers of the Dawn would have been no problem, wet or dry. Or even if he could have called on the element of flame itself. But he didn’t want to embarrass himself in front of Tellen.

“Decklin, do you mind?” Alevist asked. “An old man is tired.”

The Kaledar nodded. “No problem, Sir.” He walked over, his own tent already up, the softstone in the man’s vambraces lighting as he pulled his dagger from his sheath.

Alevist handed Decklin the kit and the Kaledar waved it away. “You can use the red shards just as easily. Problem with starting a fire is everyone around us is going to want one just as easy as this one.”

“Then we’ll point them in the right direction for dry wood.”

Decklin smiled, leaning down to brush against the crimson stone. Alevist stood by with a couple of wet branches.

He hoped Tellen had been too focused on finishing pitching his tent to hear him call Decklin over from the other side.

The fire lit; embers poured from Decklin’s vambraces toward the tip of his dagger, striking against the crimson shard. Alevist then found a dry spot to sit and put his bedroll down.

Tellen peeked his head out from the cusp of his own tent flaps. “You don’t want a tent, Lord?”

Alevist’s eyes darted to the boy.

“Sorry—Alevist?”

Alevist peered up, the rain dissipating. “That’s what this tree is good for.”

“But the wind—”

“I have your tent in the way—I’ll be fine,” Alevist said, smiling.

Tellen shrugged. “Suit yourself.”

Perhaps sleeping outside would get him closer to the elements again, and help him regain the Will of Dawn. Being closer to any Form of Will just might. Fire, Water, Earth, Wind. Those of the Primordial house.

Aranor would know the answer, he thought. He looked back up into the foliage above, the tree’s mass looming over the front of Jani’s village. Don’t abandon me yet, Gods. I may still be of service to you.


Chapter 13
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After a few days on the ocean, Viyala began to feel more confident in their escape.

The ocean below battered against the hull of the galleon. The crew walked about the deck, hauling rope and mooring lines to prepare for their destination. The sky above loomed cloudless; calm. But the winds still poured over the ship as it sailed west through the Sundering Sea.

Viyala and Ilteria had been introduced to the two Vileborn onboard once the ship had safely made it out of harm’s way. By Dullo’s account, they couldn’t infect anyone else. They simply lived with the deformities of the Blight.

Tiliya was a sweet little girl. It was strange to see gray eyebrows on a girl so young, but the whites in her eyes accented them nicely. As the red did, surrounding several cracks in her skin along her neck and shoulders.

Rilen, the girl’s mother, held a familiar, rough-edged exterior. But Viyala empathized with the woman. Tiliya perhaps had a strength Viyala could never have, having endured the madness.

Dullo filled both Ilteria and Viyala in on what he had been doing in the world. How long he had been at it came as a surprise. But he was an expert, managing to get the Vileborn girls, the Hand to the First Artisan, and her Weaver out of the view of the God Emperor.

Moving closer to Anvia before they needed to turn the ship south, the mist of the Jutting Falls drifted north with the sea breeze. Facing the rest of the ocean, the falls thundered from the singular peak of Kan Mountain.

A massive stone, the width of the dial tower in Ossilith, jutted out from within the caverns of that underground portion of Kaneretta, the city beneath the Kan Mountain. Beyond it, tips of dilapidated wooden buildings gleamed with the sunshine, while the cavernous depth of that city sank into shadow. Trees shone here and there, growing outward from the walls of the mountain. And beyond that purple and sun-gleaming foliage, darkness consumed.

Above, through the luminescent mist, leaves of the Tree of Dusk grew out from beneath those falls, its magickal Shroud left drifting open above. The Kaneretta Cavern, housing the giant tree, had lain empty since the Reckoning—only those who went to endure their Rite at the Tree of Dusk dared enter. Those Kaledar who wanted to take after the Elunine, or the Ordained and their faithful cause—or to become one of the Light Weavers.

They rode by the falls, the Tree above and within reflecting off the ocean water below. An ominous presence lingered in that cavern. Something which called from within the darkness. It looked as abandoned as it had been since she was a child.

Salasmir had his final stand there, cutting down enemies as they breached; they attempted their final push through the stone gate entrance from the other side of the mountain. Salasmir held them off while another man set one of the Tears within the lone Tree at the bottom of the cavern, deep in the waters below.

Those were the stories told, but she had never asked Salasmir himself. One man, unnamed, had leaped from the small shack city in the cavern into the abyss below. He swam to the Tree of Dusk and buried Hylt’al’s Tear, his hand on the hilt of his blade as enemies poured from the mountains above, crawling on the ceilings and dropping in and all over the interior wooden causeways that floated above the water and rocks. It was one of the most fantastic cities in all Maetlynd, and now only a portion of it was accessible through the other side of the mountain, and the cavern below abandoned; the recovery would have taken too long, and Telvath didn’t spare the resources.

Viyala had only been within but once; her father took her there with her older sister. Vilsera showed her where she touched the great Tree four hundred years prior. Kaneretta had then been a hub to many.

Ilanudin had showed Viyala the base of the Tree of Dusk and the closed-off area near the water where no one could break the crimson stone. The place the unnamed hero planted Hylt’al’s Tear. The Tear was Artisan Hylt’al’s final building gift to Maetlynd before the Artisan himself leapt from the mountains above, taking his own life to prevent his turning to the Blight. Such was the fate of all the previous generation of Artisans, save Stalhom.

Ilteria squeezed Viyala’s arm. The woman had hovered for days, ever since the news of her father’s death. Ilteria relayed Salasmir’s message to Viyala on their second day at sea. It appeared as an attempt to get them to turn the ship around. Her father had died. And Viyala felt… nothing. Almost nothing. And there was guilt in that. That not a tear had been shed. Gone—and never coming back.

And killed by Erevayn. Killed by the man she loved—the father of the child inside of her.

There would be time for vulnerability. But now she had to think of her child. Of the piece of Erevayn still within her. The piece of a man she wished was with her, despite his wrongdoing. But had it only been wrong because it was her father? Had Ilanudin deserved his death? The odds of that were ever likely.

If Erevayn needed her, and had the ability to scribe, he hadn’t yet. Perhaps killing Ilanudin kept him from saying anything. From wanting to take responsibility for it.

That angered Viyala even more. But to give the man his credit, he would rather look her in the eye when he’d eventually own up for it. Right?

Had her sister heard the news? Vilsera was in Oberran, the next natural place of attack if Galigus wanted to wipe out the Unity as a whole. Perhaps it was already overrun. But the self-proclaimed Stained King’s motives were unclear to Viyala. She only knew he reached Sen Tok and that her father was dead.

“You should get below deck as we begin to port,” Dullo shouted across the ship. “Another dial-turn or so. We don’t want any unwelcome eyes on you.”

Viyala turned aft to look at the command deck. She hadn’t told Dullo yet. If he knew, perhaps he’d help her get to her father. But she felt no immediate need. The only potential cause for concern was her sister. If only Ilteria could scribe Vilsera.

Dullo stood at the edge of the uppermost staircase, the two Vileborn girls now by his side, out for the whole crew to see. No longer ghosts.

He matched eyes with Viyala.

Ilteria turned Viyala gently toward her once more, pulling her along. Viyala admired that—direction. She wanted to be led away. She placed her hand to her stomach. It hadn’t been wrenching yet. She longed to feel Erevayn close to her again, as she had when they were young, and as she had in their shared beds in Ossilith.

Surreal that it had only been a little over a month past. Even more surreal was how strong their young love had been, and how it persisted—even now. Was it the idea of him she loved? Or did her heart truly belong to him?

Dullo called Ilteria and Viyala up only a dial after having them go below. It was half a day’s travel from the port to Kaneretta proper, so Viyala figured there’d be some of the populace about.

But Kaneretta’s southern port appeared to be a graveyard of barnacles and the detritus of long-lost ships.

Ships creaked in the gloom of the translucent fog dusting over dilapidated gangplanks. Abandoned ships’ noses dipped into the saltwater, waves doing nothing to move the dead ships closer to shore.

Dullo’s boat pulled in and there were no men in sight. Not a single city-paid shipwright to moor the vessel to the docks, none to ring the bells for a port of call or collect the taxes Dullo had woefully prepared.

Several of the crew leapt to the docks, grabbing onto the thick mooring lines. Others wrestled with the oars below deck to settle the ship so it wouldn’t drift back out to sea.

Dullo walked down the gangplank first. The two Vileborn stood with Viyala and Ilteria, their eyes drifting to the darkened shore.

White stone walls lay on either side of their entry, a wide-open cobble road leading between them, old marble statues along the path standing proud as the group walked into the town. Dampened torchlight glowed through the fog, from small braziers next to each of the four statues.

Their steps were the only sound, bitter silence resonating out of that dead-seeming port city.

As they made their way further into the town, a loud voice echoed out.

A town crier.

“No filters,” rang out, still an echo as the rest of what the man said receded under the wake of the brushing waters below the docks.

“Dullo, do you hear that?” Viyala asked.

The half-blooded man looked up to her, and curling his lips, he nodded. “It seems Anvia is rather quiet these days. Quieter than last time I was here.”

“When were you last here?” she asked, linking arms with Ilteria. Behind them, Tiliya and Rilen walked, their hoods up—the ghosts returned.

“Not two months ago,” Dullo said. “Stay tight.” He waved down a shipwright who held his cutlass within its scabbard through his red sash. “Leave my horse aboard.”

The shipwright nodded, barking the orders to another who ran back to the ship, likely preventing them from unloading much else.

“No filters!” the voice cried out again, louder this time. “Drink water at your own risk! Filters out of use in six months’ time.”

“Why didn’t we go into the caverns? Surely we are going to be pursued by a ship from the Isles.”

“I know,” Dullo nearly barked, but throttled his response. His gaze narrowed as he scanned the town.

Few and far between, people wandered about. Some paid the party mind; others strode right past as if they were walking ghosts themselves. The bog east of town was marked by the ever-floating mist that settled like a patch of steam over a tub. The region they were in was known for its swampier climate, but it still came as an utter disappointment to Viyala that she found herself here. She felt a pull back to Taldreas, but that was out of her control until she got her bearings… at the very least until Dullo accomplished what he had needed to, considering his generosity far outstretched his responsibility.

No guards loomed. None stationed on the parapets of the white towers surrounding the huts, houses, and market shops. The Crier grew silent, pulling off his sloped hat as he plopped down onto a town bench. He began to review a piece of damp parchment. The fall chill was still apparent, but the mist made for an actual blanket, it seemed.

“I’m sorry, sir—did I mishear you?” Viyala said.

The Crier was a Haltrishari man, who donned his double sloped hat again, tying it under his chin. He was small for his lineage, though his eyes seemed to hold the same ferocity as his kin. His skin was as the skies above, simply gray. Small tusks grew upward over his top lip; rather long for a man so seemingly young and otherwise put together.

To the north, the Tree of Dusk glimmered with white speckles along its darkened surface. Though when that white light did shine, once every month, those in the southlands would experience the one normal day they so desired. And it always ended up being a celebration.

“Aye, m’lady,” the Crier said. His accent waned with softer vowels and brighter starts to each word. “We got our last supply a couple of weeks ago. I go out every day, counting down the days till our filters will be overdue.” He threw his thumbs into his violet overcoat, the straps keeping his pants above his waist straining with the broadness of his chest.

The parchment in his hands crinkled as he let out a sigh, swinging himself upright. He eyed the odd group over Viyala’s shoulder. Ilteria stepped up, wrapping her arms through Viyala’s once more.

“Where are you all headed? If I may ask. I am a town Crier, yes. But I too am a recorder of all things Anvia! Since the Reckoning, it seems the recording of history has been solely placed in possession of the Ordained. But I find it pertinent for a nonpartisan or—unbiased position in the history books to be established.”

“How come I have never seen or heard of you before?” Dullo asked.

The man plucked his thumbs through his suspenders. “I am new to the recording business, but Crier pays well enough.”

“Not well enough to be your only job?” the privateer said.

The Crier’s brow furrowed. “Well, no—but it implies that I’m adventurous to the local women. I grew up in this town.” He then threw the backside of his hand to the side of his mouth. “Making me one hell of a fisherman, too. But I ain’t ever truly left it. I just have a desire is all—to record history. I love history!”

“You chose a decent profession, then,” said Dullo. “If you come along with us, who’s going to count down the days till the filters go bad?”

“Where are you going? You have no plans of staying here, considering everybody left.”

“Everybody left?”

“Most did, and they wouldn’t let me tag along. They were boarding ships in the night several weeks back. Soldiers and the like. Those I haven’t ever seen before headed off these shores. Not to mention the ships that sailed out from the jutting rock a few weeks before that. Also in the night, the bastards thinking themselves sneaky.”

Dullo took a step back, his palm rising to his chin.

Viyala turned to watch the half-Gnomlin half-Haftil, seeing he too was putting pieces together. The war was fully on and had been before they even knew it. The Anvians had surely gone to the fight in Taldreas, viewing Galigus more akin to a disease that needed to be snuffed out at the source. Erevayn was still in Taldreas. He could be in danger; perhaps he was even forced to kill Ilanudin by Galigus.

“You’re going to need your pen,” Dullo said. “Do you know shorthand?”

“Aye,” the Crier said. “I’m not simple, mate. Give me half a dial.”

Viyala turned to Dullo, shaking her head. “Where are we going?” she asked, speaking under her breath as the Crier ran off.

“We need to go into the mountains. I need to get these girls to a settlement there. And my heart’s now filled with fear.”


Chapter 14
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Hayde wiped drying blood from his face.

Igniting the Omen to his blade in battle had been a torment, and the anguish from that first time lingered in his chest. It sat there like an anvil. Hayde had known pain—the Enduring had provided him with jolts of what he thought would be most of what he could possibly feel. But he hadn’t fully attuned his blade to the use of Omens quite yet. Pemdro said that would take more time. And the more he got used to it, eventually it would fade to almost nothing.

The icy cold of the river bit into the back of his neck. Bloody water dripped from his chin and he opened his eyes to Cyril’s idle smile.

“You keep staring at me like that, I may hit you.” Hayde pushed himself up.

“You were a hero out there,” Cyril said.

“You know better than to believe in those.”

“But you came with an army at your back, and that red blade—two-sided, mind you—humming black. If that isn’t a hero, I don’t know what is.” Silence lingered between them before Cyril continued, fervently shaking his head. “You’re one of the Kaledar, then? That means you can’t possibly be an Omen Rider anymore.”

“No one is,” Hayde said. “We’re all Stained now.”

Kalinuo and Hulin stayed by Hayde’s side most of the battle, though in the chaos, he had lost track of them both. Their tents were now set up not far off the river. They deemed the water safe to drink, but Hayde still placed his filter inside his water skin to drink from afterward.

All around them, the refugees camped. Though not many tents had been erected. The flow of the water along the river sounded over the small peaks between the steppes along the Narrow Road.

“You reckon we’ll have another fight? Or you think we scared ’em too bad?” Hulin asked.

Hayde finished filling his water skin. “I reckon we will.”

“No we won’t,” Pemdro said, tying off his horse to a line hung between two trees outside their row of tents. “We’re waiting till Galigus gets here.”

“And how long is that?” Hayde said.

Pemdro turned up toward the sun. “Another day.”

“Another fucking day of sitting around? Giving them time to regroup? We can force them to submit now, turn them to our side, Pemdro. With our momentum—”

“It’s too risky, Hayde. We have time to let the refugees get a head start. Aren’t you supposed to lead them north?”

Hayde looked over to Cyril. “Where is Berlik?” he asked, hoping to quell the talk of him going north.

Pemdro moved around his horse’s saddle, pulling a bound book from within. He glared side-eyed toward Hayde.

Cyril shrugged, cleaning the blood off his longblade, then used the same rag to wipe his face. “I think he’s a bit pissed I spoke for him before the battle.”

“You did what?”

Cyril shrugged again. “I don’t know, Hayde. The man wasn’t inspiring shit. So I spoke up! Riled up the troops. You always said you see something going wrong, you can’t make it go wronger—or did you say more wrong? Cause that’s actually the correct way—”

“If you don’t nick it, I will. Get on with it.”

“I just riled ’em up, that’s all.”

“Then they followed your noble stride into the fray? Or did you rile them up to watch you do it yourself? Because from where we were, it looked an awful lot like the latter.”

“A ladder?”

“What I said las—” Hayde sighed, bit back his words, and blinked a few times. “You overstepped and all it got you was a solo trot to death. If you can’t see the learning lesson there, I don’t know what else to say.”

“You don’t need to always treat me like I’m a fool; I got my pa for that.”

Steyvin approached, scabbarded blade in hand. Far more pristine an appearance than Hayde assumed he himself carried after battle.

“Would you boys shut it?” Pemdro said. “Hayde—you’re supposed to drive them back north. You’re no Kaledar yet. If your man Berlik’s not around, we need to get the refugees moving somehow and now. Preferably before Galigus shows up so we can focus on the fucking war in front of us.”

Hayde looked over his shoulder. “He sent me down to retrieve them, surely I can stay—”

“You have to take them back. Us and the Amrinil can hold here until Galigus arrives.”

“But our training—”

“I can do it,” Steyvin said, interrupting Hayde. “Bryseis and I can do it. Gives me a chance to rendezvous with my father anyways.”

“Are you sure?” Pemdro said, his eyes narrowing.

“I think our capabilities in a fight are less useful than perhaps my skills at organizing a group of Silder Kaledar behind me to come reinforce the retreat if need be. It gives us eyes from the front to go back and let Halvayne and my father know what it’s like down here.” Steyvin reached back to point to Bryseis, his other hand scraping the edge of his shortblade, as if to feel its sharpness. “She’s a protector like us, and I think a Weaver of her caliber is better tending to the citizens than with the soldiers.”

“You ain’t ever been a soldier then.” One of the others sitting around spoke up. A normal lad, by the looks of him. Hayde recognized him from before he left Alfaney; one of Berlik’s seconds. Or thirds, or of the ilk.

Steyvin ignored the man. “You saw how many graves there were on the road down here—how many were marked by the red death. We started collecting more red stone from the field—that we could find. I’m having some of your Merciani breaking it up as we speak. Small pieces, and we can leave filters with you all. But my guess is, you don’t want an army of these refugees at your back, soulless and clawing for yours.”

“No, we do not,” Hayde said. “Pemdro?”

Pemdro nodded reluctantly. “Aye, you can head back then at the front of their column. You all have a dial-turn and that’s it.” He hesitated, looking back to where Hayde plopped down in a patch of grass and mud. “And that doesn’t change the fact that you’re going with them, Hayde.”

Hayde’s eyes drifted down to his hands; he noticed them shaking as the chill rushed up his spine. He had gut feelings before, and for some reason he felt he needed to be in the fight at Ossilith. Steyvin was more than capable of driving the Forgotten north on his own.

But before he could contest any longer, Pemdro stormed off. Steyvin and Bryseis went back into their tent to start rounding up their things. Luckily, Hayde hadn’t made much for a camp before they set off for the attack.

“Where’s your pa?” Hayde asked, turning back to Cyril.

“He rode back to get the cavalry. Haven’t seen him since before the fight. I reckon he’s all right. Give it another half dial before he manages to find me, though.”

“Anyone seen my son?” a voice shouted close by.

Man was always punctual.

“Anybody seen Cyril?!”

Cyril sighed, flopping down into the mud.

Grateful I’m not burying you there, you idiot.

“Here, Pa!” Cyril shouted.

It took another moment, but his pa rounded the corner, his hand still on his hilt as he halted at the sight of Cyril’s hand raised over Hayde’s shoulder.

“How are you, Merl?” Hayde said, half turning to greet Cyril’s father.

Merl scowled at the ranger. “Hayde.” He then pushed by, stopping short of the makeshift dirt circle the rest had gathered around.

“You had me worried sick,” Merl said. “Some of the boys said they saw you charge headfirst on your own against the first line? Are my ears fucking mistaken? Because that sounds bloody foolish for a kid that just told his father to run back and get the cavalry.”

“I’m no kid,” Cyril said, his hand dropping into the mud in a tired way as his father spoke. “No kid charges fearlessly—I mean charges any way into the fray without his horse beneath him.”

“Only a kid would do such a foolish thing.”

“I had them riled up!”

“Obviously not.”

“It’s all right,” Hayde jumped in, “we got him out of there. Without his charge, the enemy force would have likely stormed headfirst and our timing would have been off. He helped keep them off balance. Besides, if you were charging against a single rider with a force of seven hundred with you and behind you, wouldn’t you shit your pants?”

One man brave enough to do such a foolish thing would have me thinking twice.

Merl snorted, stock still as the sun above. The relief of that sun from the cold wind and water started to overstay. “I’m getting me a war horse, and I’m staying.”

“We aren’t staying,” Cyril said. “Galigus’ man wants us to finish the drive north.”

“You going to be able to keep up? Looks like your leg can’t take it, Merl. The Kalatari and the Ver’Skyi forces won’t go easy on you because you have a limp. Nor the God Emperor when he comes.”

“The God what?” Merl said, his face twisting.

“The Last Artisan has a new title—” Hayde threw a finger up, remembering another aspect of his untold story, “and he’s no longer the last.”

Merl shook his head. “Whatever it is, I don’t care. I don’t want a part of this war. I want my wife and boy safe.” He spat the word with venom.

Hayde turned then to Kalinuo, the man not spending a moment away from Hulin since he had rendezvoused with them. Made sense considering he had lost his oldest son, and the youngest was in the western Kul mountains.

“The drive north won’t be an easy one for us or the refugees. The Ver’Skyi may have some fighters left that we missed on our way down here. Their settlements are farther east, so they might’ve gotten wind and are headed to interfere and cause trouble. Won’t be a lot, but it won’t take a lot for the force we have going north.”

It had been decided that Hayde was going back. So there was no use fighting it. Galigus wanted him to. Even after a taste of the organized fight with trained warriors behind him for the first time. It was a flavor he wanted more of.

Galigus knew what he was doing, and Hayde would follow his Stained King’s orders.

Hayde had gathered up the rest of the Omen Riders who stayed behind the traveling column of Forgotten and directed them to the front of the drive.

Any enemies they would encounter now wouldn’t be at their backs.

He pulled out the dial in his pocket. The dial-turn had passed, signaling that it was time for him to begin the drive north.

As he rode up, Cyril, Kalinuo, and Hulin by his side, a larger force grew in the distance. The banner bearing the Dawn Tree torch grew clearer as they closed the distance between the two riding groups.

It was Galigus. A day early.

“You’re taking them back?” the Stained King said as he finished his approach. The small force behind Hayde staggered in slowly as Galigus’ personal guard formed up around him.

“Aye. As you requested.”

“What’s the word from the front? What’s Pemdro doing?”

“He was delaying until your arrival. Amrinil are with him.”

“The fool! Did he not read my scribe?”

“We only just finished fending off the first Kalatari charge. Got the Alfanians out of their rut not long ago.”

“We can’t let the Kalatari rest. We give them time to regroup, we won’t get them to our side.”

“Lord, I believe I may be of more use with you on the front,” Hayde said.

Galigus smiled, his gaze drifting to the dirt. “I would love you to fight by my side. You can even be my apprentice after this is all over. But for now, I need you to get these men, women, and children north. They are your people, as well as they are mine.”

Why don’t you take them then? Hayde wanted to say. It would have been a foolish thing. His brush with organized battle paled in comparison to the Stained King’s experience.

“You know your sister waits for you?” Galigus said.

“Aye, we received the scribe.”

Galigus rode up beside him, placing his hand on Hayde’s shoulder. “Reunite with her. Get these people to safety. You have done your part down here.”

My part. My part is not my sister. She is capable on her own, as I am on mine.

“Aye, Lord King.” And Hayde bowed his head.
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Chapter 15
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Kythos looked out over the battlements from the third level of his city.

The fields below were filled with Kalatari soldiers. The encampment wasn’t fully set as of yet but it was on its way. They were reportedly regrouping after the defeat they faced to the east.

Kythos had warned the Kalatari that they’d moved too fast. Galigus couldn’t have been far away.

All Kythos had to do now was wait.

His forces were prepared for a siege, and there was enough food on the third level and above to sustain himself and those fighting. The citizens would have a harder time, but if he needed to dip into his personal stores to offer them food, he would.

The water from the mountains had been coming in red, though the filters were doing their part. Thelmund, the Weaver that he was, had done a fantastic job running around the city the prior two weeks, making sure every filter was secure and clean and going to last. That way, Kythos knew for sure his people wouldn’t turn against him. Turn into the undead like they had those thirty-four years earlier.

Several of his people were lost to some instant death. A sickness that took them in their sleep. Dregs of crimson-blighted water were found in cups and ewers in those homes. They were found and reported dead by family members, mostly. Fortunately, they hadn’t ravaged through the city streets.

The prior month, Kythos had diverted enough resources into digging the trenches in front of the city walls deeper until he felt comfortable. The moat was a bit of a mess, but he had the minute details taken care of. The finishing touches.

Galigus wouldn’t be able to penetrate the outer wall. He wouldn’t be able to get ladders against them to climb in. He could take small boats across, but the first-level walls would hold firm against any attempts. The Ver’Skyi warriors would drop hot oil, fire their arrows, and shoot them dead. The enemy would drown, burn, and bleed into Kythos’ moat, filling it with bodies.

The iron door would hold against any battering ram, and they wouldn’t be able to reach it besides; the drawbridge would be up. And if under an unforeseen circumstance the Stained broke through, his men behind the wall would fight tooth and nail for every inch against them.

No trebuchet missile could kill all of his men. And they at least understood their sacrifice.

He peered out into the lands below, the abandoned market stalls sitting in front of the road leading into his city. He wished he could let the people of the land roam free down below as they had just a month before. Let them trade with one another, bringing marks and icons to the city of Ossilith. But it was too risky. Far too risky. He gave them protection instead, on the fifth and sixth level of the city, for those natural born Verdant of course. The others had to flee, the Kalatari to Dul’Vulgo, and the rest to wherever they pleased. The half-bloods were a different story.

Too long had he let the half-bloods barter in his city, and the small cleansing would do the city well. Some even volunteered to wear the armor of the Verdant to avoid death, but that didn’t prevent their deaths. No half-bloods would serve under Kythos. None were worthy. He was at war with the half-bloods. And if the God Emperor were to come, he would surely understand why he had to do away with them in the way that he had.

Roven, on the other hand, lived. Healthier than ever. Besides of course the marks of the madness that now shone on his pale northern skin. The man’s golden eyes held a tint of crimson beneath, but ultimately, the gold held.

“You know your father is going to put us under siege?” Kythos asked, turning to look at the broken Stained man with a chain about his neck.

The leash was short, and the brute that Kythos had chosen to tame the chain had shoulders wider than the ramparts.

Roven sighed deeply, shaking his head, his eyes peering out over the battlements. “You have no idea what you’re up against.”

“Is that so? I heard what your father did at Sen Tok. But Ilanudin was always rather arrogant.” Kythos held a finger up. “If there is one lesson you take from all of this, Roven, it is that you must never think yourself untouchable. Never be the smartest man in the room.”

“Surround yourself with those who can bring you up, so that you may not have to carry them. So that you may carry each other,” Roven mumbled.

“What was that?” Kythos said, having heard every word.

“You know the adage. They were words from the Book of Nine Runes.” Roven spat down onto the stone ground.

A warrior of the Nine Runes. I simply forgot. “You survived something not many have, and not many do. For that, I respect you. You learned well from your father.”

“All of us did. My brother was a fool, but he always did take after my mother. And he spent too much time fighting side by side with Ilanudin.”

Kythos huffed. “I see.” He turned back out to look at the lands below, the Kalatari forces mustering into lines. Horns blew from their camps. Bells ringing.

“Here he comes. Let us see how your father fares against a force of twelve thousand,” Kythos said. He had ultimately given some of his forces to the front. Talanis wasn’t near, not yet. He would likely still be several days at the very least. As reigning Consular of the region, and to try to avoid siege all together, Kythos thought it best to offer a quarter of his warriors beyond the wall. Though he had told the Kaledar it was half, it would suffice.

Roven was forced to stand. The brute hovering over him with his green-on-green eyes scowled as he raised the man. Roven’s chains rattled, his neck showing the abrasion of the iron against his white- and red-marked skin.

“This will be over fast,” said Roven.

You know nothing then, of the Kalatari, my dear warrior.

The allied Kalatari horse warriors formed in a charging line, roughly two thousand strong. Behind them, a force spread across the once verdant field. A part of Ver’Skye mostly muddled in muck since the Reckoning. One part of the beautiful city of Ossilith that wasn’t yet remade in its initial vision.

From the west, a force of warriors mustered, hidden by a line of trees stemming out from the Ossilith; likely a mile away from the walls themselves.

Kythos grew hot with excitement. He remembered the feeling before going to war. The fear of it all. Even he had to admit fear would swell within him. And when the Merciani force came, nothing had ever frightened him more. But he crashed his blade against their charcoal skin and iron. He killed those stumbling and lurching forces that were left after the near end of the Kul people.

They had poured from the mountains. Kythos and Galigus had been responsible for getting the Hardranians who mustered there out alive. And then, it all ended in an instant. He remembered the fear when it was at its height. When it seemed his end. But then, a wave—a pulse—wept out from the mountains and killed all those of Kythos’ friends and kin who had come back from the dead as Vilegaur. As they crawled the city’s walls, the pulse turned them into that crimson stone.

Now, with Galigus’ Stained formed up to the east, Kythos wished he had one of the old scopes to see out over a battlefield. It would have felt like a reward to see the reluctance on Galigus’ face. But instead, he had to settle for Roven, whose face seemed not to appreciate fear. Perhaps he had never felt it the way Kythos did. Perhaps he had only known rage and the madness that overtook his mind in the cellar back at the estate.

Kythos watched his four thousand men line up behind the Kalatari horses, their five hundred cavalry readying for a sortie in the instant it was needed. They had matched Galigus’ presumed numbers and raised him two thousand.

He should have considered bringing more of his force from Edelvin. Though Kythos was wary. Odds are the numbers given weren’t entirely accurate. His scouts had been captured, and the Kalatari that made it back were only met with a small force of three to four thousand that took them by surprise.

If Galigus had come down from Edelvin already, it would be a more even match than Kythos expected. But that was why he kept his other eight thousand within the walls. If Galigus truly did have over twenty or thirty thousand men, then Kythos had just sent four thousand of his to their death.

Kythos signaled to one of the men along the walls, standing before a large horn. The man nodded at the behest of his Consular and the horn bellowed out over the battlements. Down below a smaller horn blew in answer. The doors to the city opened, but the narrow passageway would only let in a small portion of a retreating force.

That was why his Ver’Skyi were at the rear of the rush of eight thousand Kalatari.

If they were lucky, they would win out. Or at least push back the Stained. Kythos turned his gaze back to the field and realized he had made a grievous mistake. He should have been on the front lines with his men. For the Stained spread out along the tree line had the setting sun opposite them. And their shadows behind spread a righteous fear within his belly.

There were certainly more than ten thousand.

He looked to Roven, a dark smile twisted upon the Stained man’s face.

The Kalatari would fail. The Amrinil rode among the Stained. And now more than thirty thousand men befouled his once Verdant land.

A charge pressed from the west, the Stained driving to clash with the Kalatari.

They had twice as many cavalry as the Kalatari.

From the dead tree line further south, Kythos saw another thousand riders breach the brush, driving northward into the fray to bring the Kalatari to their heels.

If he were down there, with his eight thousand, Kythos might have been dead already. He always loved leading a charge. But he hadn’t. And as flashes of Will clashed around the field, the Kaledar fought and died. Whatever Omen warriors Galigus brought with him subdued their opponents faster than Kythos thought possible.

Kalatari riders began to turn, the Kalatari ground forces following through the clouds of battered dirt on the fields below.

“They’re retreating,” the brute said.

“Aye,” Kythos said. “They are.” But he only smiled. He had planned for this moment.

Kythos looked over to the horn-blower, nodding his head once more and holding up two fingers.

With two resounding bellows, the loaded trebuchets would rain fire down into the fields below, weakening the Stained force that had made it into the Kalatari camp. But that was the price the enemy would pay. For the Kalatari weren’t going to be friendly to Ossilith any longer. He knew they would turn against him just as the Amrinil did. They would submit to Galigus. And so, before Talanis arrived with reinforcements, Kythos needed to eradicate as many as he could.

He then held up three fingers to the exhausted horn-blower, and the four thousand Ver’Skyi below took their blades to the backs of the Kalatari. His Kaledar were loyal to the grave and their men even more loyal still to each of them. And they would serve the Unity and Kythos until they fell to the dirt.

The Stained warriors marching from the eastern tree line fanned out further south, setting up far enough away to avoid the remaining trebuchet missiles.

Kythos smiled widely, knowing Ossilith could maintain a siege, holding paths out to the mountains nobody but he knew. It was a final resort, but it was what he had to do. Hold out until Stalhom and Salasmir arrived. For when they did, Galigus would be spread thin. And Kythos could send his riders back out to meet them.

The trebuchet rained for the better part of half a dial-turn, but the Kalatari and Stained forces wised up.

He had backed his old friends into the arms of the enemy. Kythos’ concern now was his people. Those of Ver’Skyi blood. For it seemed the Unity had all but abandoned him. His only hope was going to be the God Emperor and an Artisan, the only two immortals left on Maetlynd.

He looked down to Roven, who still held that vile, wretched smile; he then signaled to the brute to pull the Vile’s chain. Kythos turned back to the horn-blower afterward, holding up another signal. The man wiped a vat of sweat from his brow before blowing one more resounding time. The gates down low began to churn closed as the last of the Ver’Skyi riders came through. His foot soldiers beyond wouldn’t retreat, as they fought and fought, cutting down the Kalatari from behind as long as they could hold.

Some even were crushed by missiles sent from the walls of Ossilith.

That was the price of war. And Kythos had paid it himself during and before the Reckoning.

“Lord,” Thelmund said. Kythos’ smile dampened.

“What is it?”

“A scribe, Lord. Directly from Salasmir.”

After hearing the news, Kythos darted off the battlements.

He needed to return to his estate’s war room. He clenched his jaw, feeling the pain and fear again of the days of Reckoning. He would prepare to meet an old enemy now as an ally. A once foe, presented to him as his savior.

The Merciani would come to his aid. Though Kythos was reluctant to hear it, it was a promise made by a God.
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Wind brushed against Salasmir’s face.

He wished he had pursued Viyala west, but Stalhom needed him.

Felsted, the lead Kaledar of the Uldonai, mustered the southern gray-skins with astounding speed. Both the God Emperor and the Artisan were surprised by the quickness of their movement from their own shores. They had decided to leave most of their citizens behind, unprotected.

Pertelian mustered those Ver’skyi that had been stationed in southern Anvia with great speed, too. Kythos would be proud of his son. He was a man who seemed to understand the necessity of diversifying fronts. Taking on a large force of over thirty thousand was going to be a great challenge. A war this large on a continent still torn by the Reckoning of years past was going to take its toll.

The number of those who could fight never seemed so large. Yet all of the major cities held true. Most citizens would be protected within Ossilith and Dul’Vulgo. Oberran was presumed lost by the God Emperor, a city that held beauty but lacked proper defenses.

Most of the Amrinil who wanted to be safe lived in those cities, but over the previous ten years the major ones were becoming overrun with a vast populace. So settlements started popping up, and Salasmir had played a large role in getting those in need the proper filter systems in place.

A difficult task, to do such a thing, but one Salasmir had seen to himself.

The settlements that had begun sprouting before the growth of the cities had been thin of population at the start of the Unity, and Galigus had pulled soldiers and the needy from both continents.

Galigus, undoubtedly, was a master tactician. One who played the long game.

He successfully brought people to one of the largest cities in all Maetlynd and forged a troop of warriors seemingly unmatched in skill by the Amrinil. A task hard enough in theory, let alone execution.

Galigus’ cooperation with Telvath had led the King to believe the Dawn Tree in Galigus’ city was always at his disposal. Galigus even allowed those within the Unity to hole up in his city when he was still growing his force.

Every damn pure Runeborn left after the Reckoning was too proud to take his own cities back. And Galigus was a rightful Aranari who had claim as a former Daemonine. If only Salasmir had wised up to do the same. He hadn’t been a Knight of the Nine though, only a warrior with a Mark on his chest who knew how to wield a blade.

Much had changed since.

Salasmir stared over the gunwales of his own ship. Leith, the man beside him, was his personal guard. The frigid air bit at Salasmir’s nose. His heart beat fast in his chest. Since being stabbed in the chest, stabbed in his idle Runemark, it was the first time Salasmir was conscious of the beating.

His awareness of feeling again brought him joy.

Something he realized he had accidentally let go. Even when he spoke with his wife or Ilteria, that feeling had been overshadowed by whatever power he had been bestowed. The new responsibility on his shoulders took precedent.

The weight of the small Aranari fleet behind him pressed heavier still. The people he had been born to. The people who had raised him with Aranor as their Artisan. As their Patron.

It felt good to bring a fighting force to fruition once more, something that hadn’t been a thought until he became Hand of the King. When the population of his people began to grow.

A small percentage of Aranari were fighters, and even fewer were practicing Kaledar. But they were Salasmir’s to command. And he was now their Patron. With the way Stalhom had been leading, Salasmir felt he was growing to be their God. And he would rise to become the God of Dawn.

The Dul’Vulgo port loomed in the distance. By the end of that day, they would be ashore with Talanis, his force mustered.

Word had gotten back about their defeat in the field against an onslaught of Galigus’ warriors.

Kythos had probed again, wondering when he was going to receive aid. He feared an attack by Galigus imminent. Salasmir had waited a day or two to respond, and now only just sent scribe to Kythos of the reinforcements; of the alliance with the Merciani.

Salasmir would find out how dire the situation was soon enough. And as time dwindled, Salasmir’s hand itched to grasp his blade again in battle. He was told of its power, or the potential of its power if wielded correctly, but had no real practice. He would be able to test its powers soon.

They ported in Dul’Vulgo, where chaos reigned.

Salasmir was the first man down the gangplank, Leith behind him. He held his greatblade, sheathed at his side, the edge of the blade raised over the dock so as to not clank against it.

He had received a scribe back from Kythos. The words were filled with fear and loathing. Galigus had taken the fields before Ossilith. And Kythos was now in the midst of a siege.

‘Over thirty thousand troops,’ Kythos’ words played again through Salasmir’s thoughts. Stalhom must hear of this, if he hasn’t already.

Where was Talanis?

Eleven thousand from the Isles and the southern shores had mustered here. Stalhom had even permitted several Dragon Knights to come to shore, a force having never stepped foot on Taldreas or Anvia ever before. Only the Drogunine were allowed to leave the Isles, as was the way of the Daerikal.

Salasmir and his guard left the docks and he wasted no time in getting to the citadel. He would wait outside the gates for Stalhom. The God Emperor and the Artisan would likely have to ride out and meet Talanis in the field outside the eastern woods.

But as Salasmir walked up to the gates of the citadel, they were open. The guard out front was thin, two Kaledar alone standing idly, like stalwarts of stone. Talanis sat on the steps to the citadel, his head cupped in his hands.

He looked up at the sound of Salasmir’s footsteps on the sand and gravel. The dark circles under his eyes told a story of defeat.

“Salasmir,” Talanis said, more cheerily than his face told. “Thank the Martyrs you have come.”

“What happened?”

Talanis’ eyes veered down. “Galigus had too large a force and Kythos kept most of his behind the walls. My men believed Kythos to only have eight thousand men in that city. So they accepted four thousand of them. I was too late. I rode out with my men, but as I made it to the border village outside the forest, a scout had run back to warn me to return to Dul’Vulgo. My force had been massacred, not given retreat or quarter. Instead they were wiped of nearly half the manpower. Trebuchet fire came from Ossilith, down on my men’s encampments. Nearly thirty-five hundred Ver’Skyi foot soldiers stabbed my men in their backs. Even as their own Consular launched missiles onto them.

“What sort of madness is that? I couldn’t possibly lead four thousand more men to their deaths. So I made it back here this morning in order to greet you. That way we can regroup and go back out together. Surely you brought enough men from the Isles?”

“I heard news of the defeat,” Salasmir said, stepping forward. He placed his hand on his friend’s shoulder and squatted down beside him. “But I was sure you’d have been out there.”

Talanis shook his head. “Over thirty thousand.”

Salasmir sighed, his gaze turning to the courtyard. He knew the force was large, but surely Edelvin would be defended. How could Galigus have possibly brought such a large force to bear? “We must be patient, Talanis. Stalhom will be—”

“Right here,” the God Emperor said, his footsteps light on the same sand and gravel Salasmir’s had felt so heavy upon. “Talanis, tell me what happened.” The Book of Kytis rested under his arm.

Talanis rose as Stalhom entered, then ran through his story. In its second telling, Talanis held better posture, though the anguish of defeat was still present in his voice.

“I see,” Stalhom said, his hands clasping together before him, the Book shifting. He was in ceremonial light armor; his darkened robes shone a burnt red under the silver and gold breastplate.

“Salasmir—as an Artisan, are the actions of our Consular Talanis redeemable?”

“I’m sorry, your Grace. I fail to see the line of questioning.”

Talanis looked between the two men—the two Gods.

“Do you feel Talanis acted in the way a Consular should? He retreated. The Kalatari people, Leotanis himself, have had a history of fighting to the last man. Has our Lord Talanis acted accordingly?” Stalhom’s eyebrows dipped in question.

Salasmir shook his head. “The story from Kythos was one of the Kalatari’s bitter submission, Lord. Talanis tells of the Ver’Skyi turning against the Kalatari—”

“So he did not?”

“Lord, he did the best he could with—”

“And Lord Talanis,” Stalhom said, interrupting Salasmir. “Do you believe you acted accordingly?”

To his credit, the man rolled his shoulders back and stared proudly into Stalhom’s sharp eyes. “Sometimes, a warrior must take two steps back before his next thrust.”

“Your men are out in front of Ossilith right now, being healed by Stained healers, being recruited by them as the Amrinil have. It seems Telvath’s choices for Consular sowed weakness in our Unity. Why is it you believe I chose Salasmir as my apprentice? As an Artisan?”

“Because he is a worthy warrior.”

“Because he swung his blade to the last man at Kaneretta. He swung and pressed into the gates even as the enemies fell from the ceilings of the cavern he was defending. All ground lost. He did this in order to cover the man taking the Tear to the Tree of Dusk. He fought in order to preserve the life of those who fought to live.” Stalhom hesitated. “And what is it you have done? You have pulled back to the safety of your own walls, leaving the Stained time to reinforce and regroup outside Ossilith.”

“My Lord,” Talanis said, “I simply did—”

“Nothing. We sent you back early for you to do—nothing.” Stalhom looked at Salasmir then, tilting his head as he addressed Talanis. “Who is your second?”

“My second, Lord?”

“Who is your next Commander? The one out in that field who fought to the last?”

“His name is Allisahr.”

“And he swung his blade until he was overwhelmed, I assume?”

“My scout didn’t know his fate. But Allisahr is a hard man to kill.”

“Then it is Allisahr who will lead the new age of the Kalatari after this grievous defeat, if we can find him. If not, I need someone else to take your place. You have diminished the integrity of your people. Salasmir, Mark the man.”

He said it so casually. “Mark him, your Grace?”

“Take back his Will; he does not deserve it. He will fight in the front line with the rest of his men. And he will not lead them; we will have one of my Dragon Knights do that if no other Kalatari will step up.”

“Lord, I—”

Stalhom didn’t say another word, but his sharp look ended Salasmir’s protest.

Talanis was one of the few warriors Salasmir had the utmost respect for. And Salasmir hadn’t quite learned to grant an Omen Mark to perfection. Surely it would hurt even more than if an Omen Knight were to bestow the Mark.

“I taught you how to grant the third Omen. Do so now,” Stalhom said. Not the Mark of Exile, then; just a Mark of Honor that sealed a Runeborn from wielding any Will. So surely there was some hope for Talanis in the future, to re-earn his abilities once again.

Talanis looked up at his old friend and Leith took an additional step back, bowing his head for his Artisan. An Enduring was always a sacred moment. But it seemed so menial to the God Emperor. Menial to the man who granted the use of Will as easily as he took it away.

Protesting felt like the right thing to do, but to disobey an order of a God would be—

“Are you going to do it?”

“Aye, your Grace.” Salasmir stepped before his friend. “Your shirt, Talanis.”

Talanis dipped his head.

The former Kalatari Consular unclipped his leather chest piece, untying the knot of his linen shirt and pulling it off. His browned skin had patches of fur, the man’s Runemark lying over the right side of his chest going down to the top of his hip. A well-shaped Mark, hardened by years of progress, even though he had just been given it back. The hammer and half moon, half sun of his previous Mark of Honor hadn’t fully scarred over from being removed.

Salasmir placed his hand upon the man’s shoulder. “Kneel.”

Talanis kneeled. “Better it be you, Salasmir.”

And he felt the weight of those words. To do this to a friend. The hard choice. Salasmir’s other hand released the hilt of his blade, its tip falling to the gravel as he grasped Talanis’ other shoulder. It dragged along the sand for a moment and he shifted to bear down on the old warrior. The man squeezed his eyes shut as the pain approached.

But Salasmir felt no pain—he felt only power.


Chapter 16
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It took the better part of another week to finally reach the region of Elsvaar.

They were half a day from the city gates. Edelvin’s lights shone in the distance. The radiance of the city appeared over a single hill, enclosed by a small forest of still-growing trees. Erevayn’s stomach growled with excitement. He would soon be able to light his blade with Dawn once more.

Branches of that great Tree loomed in the distance, its radiant glow pouring out over the lands the Aranari and Amrinil used to cohabitate before the Reckoning. Its luminance was only matched by the Tree of Dusk on Anvia.

The light of the Tree glowed like a beacon of hope. A hope that had insisted life was worth living. That was why he had pressed on after his exile. Erevayn knew what awaited him—redemption.

As the day waned on, and Edelvin grew closer, the radiating light of the Dawn Tree shone against the day’s closing sun.

Subtle, but heavy in its burden. The Dawn Tree’s cry pleaded to its followers. The holy light of Aranor. The light of the Son gifted by the Father. The light of the Dawn God, Aalen, himself.

A new light pierced him at the sight of the Tree. The memories of being drunk in the taverns of Maetlynd had dissipated. But whatever voice spoke to him begged him back to the drink. All a part of the suffering he needed to endure. For if he needed to rise to be truly one of Aalen’s chosen, he would have to endure.

Endure he did. Endure the voice of that demon from the mountains. Perhaps though, she was too scared to face the Dawn Tree herself, as he hadn’t heard her speaking to him since the death of Ilanudin. The Tree might grant him the ability to wholly defeat that evil voice from within and gain Alevist’s trust back.

His dreams haunted him still. The image and feeling of removing the dagger from Ilanudin’s head. In a recurring dream, he pulled the blade from Viyala’s head, her belly swollen the way his wife’s was when they put her in the ground.

Uneasiness grew about his next meeting with Viyala. The Merciani riding beside him must not have sensed it, for Valdus’ eyes were turned upward toward the looming branches of the Tree, leaves glowing gold over the crest of the hill. But the thoughts of Viyala hadn’t wavered. Once he earned his ability to use the Dawn, he could then reach out to her. He would tell her the truth, but perhaps that was best saved for in person. He mostly wanted to tell her how he missed her. How the thoughts of their nights together in Ossilith hadn’t left him. How he had kept good care of her necklace.

Erevayn looked back to Valdus. The two had bonded over that lost love back in Milanteus, but hadn’t had time to rekindle that conversation since.

“You never finished telling me about your wife back on Mersianei,” Erevayn said, his head jouncing with his horse. Their climb up the hill began.

Valdus’ hard, silver eyes veered to Erevayn. “She—had no choice. And neither did I. I had to leave her. It was improper for my beliefs that I kept her, for what I did had made her wholly resentful of me. Standing against my brother. Standing against Dominus.”

“Your brother? You failed to mention that before—”

“He is not my brother, in truth,” Valdus said. “For as an exile to these lands all those years ago, I forfeited any blood right I had within house Bruud. I was given the last name of Harsythe—which in my native tongue means lost—and given a rowing ship, sent south to die on the waters under the clouds between.”

“What did you stand against, exactly?”

“I stood against my brother’s desire for power—Imperium.” Valdus adjusted himself on his horse. “Before he had risen to any station where he could demand power, he had to put in the years of military service. He contrived his entire service to end up leading at the front in many a war, all before we aged into our hundreds. He desired to represent the Briared Blade. Against my father’s will. Against the All Will.”

Erevayn held his thoughts, as he had nothing to add to Valdus’ wisdom.

Valdus continued. “My brother served that Outer Will. What Maetlynd hadn’t seen until thirty-some odd years ago. The God of Briar itself.”

An inkling of a memory stirred. Erevayn remembered. Images of dilapidated stone. The ground cracking beneath his very feet as fire rained down. A sweeping gale taking him from the dirt.

“… Hence why we limited terms. Until my brother changed that.”

“What was that?”

Valdus’ eyes narrowed at Erevayn. “You didn’t hear me?”

They were much farther up the hill now.

“Is everything alright, Golden Eyes?”

Erevayn sighed. A heartbeat passed. He nodded.

Valdus returned the gesture, turning forward. “I am simply telling you of the Mersianei rule. It wasn’t always like that, until my brother’s Empire began to dominate. Before he figured out how to direct that necrosis your world faced, the Mersianei Empire hadn’t even existed.”

As they came over the crest of the hill, the view of the massive branches gave way to the smaller brush of the hill forest, En’lah. Erevayn ducked once or twice, looking back at Neera, Jani by her side. Neera’s exhaustion grew more apparent by the day.

“And so we bring our forces to Mersianei,” Erevayn said. “If what you say is true, if Dominus has already taken multiple continents up there, how could we ever stand against a force that knows the land, that has incurred the madness already?”

“It is my duty to bring back a force to fight my brother.”

“So this is a vendetta? And has nothing to do with a prophecy?”

“It is no vendetta. But it will be proof to my brother that the will of those down here, free from an evil God, have the capability to fight back against tyranny. And in so doing, his chaos will have to bend the knee to fortune. To what is just. To a Will other than his. He shall envy the faithful.”

Erevayn grew more compelled. “Is the prophecy a lie? After what I did to Ilanudin, do you still believe in me?” He looked up ahead to Alevist, who still had Tellen speaking into his ear at a blistering pace.

“The prophecy is truth—Merin was an Artisan. A creator. And he set out to find others who saw into the next life. Into a life on Mercy.” Valdus sighed. “Look—you are the chosen two—your people descended from light, from an Ascendant—a Demigod or Artisan or whatever you wish to call it. And the blood you two share needs to fight against the madness of that red Blight with pure light. The same way you Runeborn temper it, you shall temper it in the lands above. In Mercy.” Valdus threw his one hand in the air, keeping the other on his reins. “The land of the Gods, before my brother gave it to one of those of the Outer Will. And as far as what you did to Ilanudin—that man deserved death. Perhaps not in the way you delivered it. But who am I to provide that judgement?”

Erevayn shook his head as if waking from one of his dreams. He pulled his waterskin out from his saddlebag as they continued. He ensured the filter was in place, the softstone and crimson within clean and safe to drink from, and let the guilt of Ilanudin’s murder dissipate. The image of those judging eyes surrounding him. What if there was no way back to redemption?

“There must be a record of all of this for me to study once we get to Mersianei. For if Alevist and myself are to lead a force there, we will need the same knowledge you hold. Or maybe you never leave our sides.” Erevayn gave a crooked smile, taking another pull from his waterskin.

Valdus returned the smile. The short descent began.

The Dawn Tree loomed above, its burden searing Erevayn’s shoulders.

Searing like the mark about the center of his chest.

But then, a rush of faith tore through him, a feeling he had been missing for so long. The further he had separated himself from faith—following his exile—he came to believe wholly in only his Patron, his one God and Artisan. The son of Dawn and Dusk. Aranor.

For Dawn and Dusk gave light to the world, but Aranor lived in it. Separated from and abandoned by the Kaledar, Erevayn’s belief in the All Will faded with time. What faith could there have been when one couldn’t even believe in himself? His God had been the drink, his patron had been the whores, his beliefs had been in hangovers. But truly, his guidance came from Merin. The man who raised him. The man who never wavered in his faith in Erevayn, though he had every right to.

Merin had believed in the All Will, in the Inner Gods on high: the defenders of the All Will. Belying that faith, Erevayn undertook his belief in Aranor, for the Dawn in his blade had been real, and he needed to find his way back. He needed to feel it again.

The sun set behind him as their caravan of refugees drove toward the city walls. The branches were whiter than he remembered, the golden hue nearly drawn from that beautiful tree. Perhaps it had always appeared as such. Or maybe to others it appeared as they saw the world, and the Tree had simply darkened to Erevayn.

During his grueling Rite, he had been taught the Dawn Tree was crafted by the light of the sun itself, matching its hue throughout the day. Though truthfully the sun continually shone as the earth rotated, and so he always felt the Dawn Tree’s light.

Massive branches reached over the fields before Edelvin, a league stretching between the walls and where they stood. Between them, a lone, dead tree stood in that field. The Unfalling. The one tree on the steppes leading to the Dawn City. Cared for by a special sect of Ordained before the Reckoning, the Unfalling was meant as a symbolic sibling to the great Tree. It stood as did its elder. And in so doing, protected the lands.

The verdurous fields blistered so green, the light nearly reflected onto Valdus’ charcoal skin. Erevayn’s eyes fell on the Shroud halfway down the Dawn Tree as the day waned.

After the Sundering, the Weavers of the Dawn Age—though their titles were lost to time then—crafted the Shroud and laid it on top of the massive tree. That drapery fell as the moon lit the sky and rose with the sun, dimming the light of the Tree at night so those who lived in and around the city could rest.

Approaching the city gates, two weeping branches curved over the arch of the massive white stone door reaching to the top of the battlements. Chains, not wrought of iron, but of a near pure gold fell from top to bottom of each of the double doors. Their design mimicked that of the asymmetrical branches, crawling within the ground before the white city walls on either side of the gate. The sigil of the Stained adorned the white stone and iron.

The Sacred Woods called to him. Alevist stayed by his side, prepared to take the fight to Mersianei. To liberate the peoples that Valdus once protected. For if he could not do what was asked, all that he endured would have been for naught. Every ounce of waning belief he had faced in his struggles; the loss of his wife, the stripping of his Mark—the loss of Merin. It would all have been for naught.


Horns blew and the gates swung inward, opening into the city streets.

The white cobbles were cleaner than the grounds of the higher levels of Ossilith. As they entered, quiet rang through the city. Then, whispers of discomfited citizens, lines on either side of the causeway growing as people searched for family members. The medial road was emblazoned with ivy leading to the city’s center. The Tree loomed under its Shroud, the sun so near setting to the west. The massive branches above cast shadows over the city buildings, despite the covering of darkness provided by the Shroud.

Eyes of the people within the city were on each of the refugees pouring into the streets. Many of the fighting men that had gathered opted to set up camp outside the walls, simply to let the refugees grasp the first available space within. Erevayn looked east over the city, where clouds gathered over the port in Edelvin.

As beautiful as he last remembered it, or even more so. The city was almost wholly repaired, though markings of crimson stone remained in the distance. Early on in Galigus’ reclamation of Edelvin, ridding the city of crimson stone was less of a priority as they didn’t have the resources. That was partly the reason he had advocated for the Stained to join the Unity. Why he had given branches of the great Tree to Telvath for all those ceremonies they had on the Isles. But in the end, he had been used for the Tree itself, never being permitted legitimacy amongst the Consulars of Unity.

As Erevayn started to see all sides of the war more clearly, he realized the importance of Galigus’ trials. Why he had delivered his sons to Kythos to join houses. He was joining the Stained wholly with an ideology. But before that, although being used, he had prepared accordingly. Erevayn turned his horse, Alevist stopping the small party as the refugees continued through the thoroughfare.

Jani looked about the streets, likely hoping to find their mother. She too had grown up not seeing much of Edelvin, though having been a true Runeborn, she was granted permission to the Dawn Tree during her Rite, as was every other born of true blood.

As the group stood idle, a man rode up from behind. Over his shoulders, Erevayn saw a fiery-haired Hardranian, her eyes somber and unspeaking.

“Welcome to Edelvin, Alevist. My brother scribed that you’d be arriving today. He mentioned you were a punctual lot,” the man said.

Alevist nodded, his eyebrows belying no pride. “Your guard will direct the refugees?”

The man gestured toward the city guard which streamed out from the crowds of people watching the passing refugees. “They will be holed up in the northern and northwestern most parts of the city, still far from the base of the Tree. Simply the only place we have prepared space for them. How many have you brought?”

“We picked up around six thousand in total,” Alevist said. Erevayn then noticed, finally, an inkling of pride in the mention of the number.

Master, are you feeling something other than hatred these days?

“With your friend Hayde bringing another fifteen. We will still have ample space.”

“And how has it fared here?” Alevist asked, turning his horse sidelong as he glanced back to the soldiers in the streets. They guided those refugees who finally had a place to call home. Though war would remain on their doorstep.

“We have been making due—pardon me,” the man said, turning to Erevayn, Valdus, and the rest. “Allow me to introduce myself.” He took a particularly long nod toward Neera—in recognition. “My name is Asmodil, Galigus’ brother. Bastard brother.”

“We are all bastards in the eyes of the Gods,” Alevist said, throwing his chin high for a heartbeat, seeming to fix some discomfort in his neck.

Asmodil reached out his hand to introduce the Hardranian woman. “This is my brother’s wife, Iasindai. Originally of the Fire Hearts.”

She looked to Erevayn, offering a friendly smile. As she did all of the party, even Tellen. As much as he wanted to despise her for the tribe she had come from, and for raising Veris, she had a charming way about her.

“How do you all do?” Her gaze darted to each, seeming to truly care.

Jani rode up, pulling her horse forward a stride. “Do you keep track of the population of your city? A census, perhaps?”

“Aye,” Iasindai said. “Our seeresses find in serving the All Will, it benefits all of its followers to be known.”

“Do you know of a woman named Rhenya?” Jani asked.

Asmodil shook his head. “I am afraid not. How about you, Iasindai?”

“I have not,” she said, her eyes dipping to the cobbles. “But Galigus mentioned it in his scribe. I already have people searching the city and getting an updated list of names. Our seeresses operate quickly. Their faith in the All Will gifts them a godly speed of intellect.”

“More so than those Ordained of the Unity?” Alevist normally didn’t care for such topics.

Iasindai nodded. “They have lost touch with what they actually believe in. They would tell you the Empyrean, but they have been so watered down to mere acolytes of those filters, ‘helping’ the small villages. In reality, we have been responsible for aiding those villages, as perhaps Jani could attest.”

Jani’s eyes widened.

“Don’t act like you are the most cunning, darling. We have had eyes in your village for quite a while. You know how active the Unity’s Ordained have been in their keeping of those not within the grand cities.” Iasindai shook her head. “They simply don’t care. What they do with their time on those Isles, I will never know. But perhaps with winning this war, Galigus can restore true order to Maetlynd. For we will need that before we sail to Mercy.”

“Come,” Asmodil said, turning his horse toward the eastern waters. “We will find you places to rest nearer the entrance to the Dawn Tree. And you can take your apprentice tomorrow. We still need the doors split open, and I don’t intend on exhausting myself for the task.”

It was the master’s job to open the Destined Path, so Alevist smiled as he pulled his horse forward, and the small group followed.

Iasindai leaned into Erevayn as she fell in beside him. “I go now to aid the refugees. But good luck tomorrow. May your light burn back from within as true as it did when you were a hero of Maetlynd.” She gave that charming smile once more, before muttering, “Ill is the fate of a thousand deaths.”

They ended up settling within a small empty square, far from where the refugees and it seemed any citizens of Edelvin lived.

Alevist poured a mug of a cold silver ale, taking a sip as he wiped a batch of soot from under his left, ungazing eye. He looked up to the Dawn Tree, the Shroud now fully pulled down and beneath the bottom branches.

He had said that he and Erevayn would sleep out beneath the Tree tonight, in a small park in front of the cathedral; the cathedral itself mottled with dirt and crimson stones. An old inn, which seemed to have been recently cleaned up, was prepared for Jani, Neera, and the rest.

Asmodil took a sip from his own mug of silver ale. “Has the Dawn Tree changed much since you last remember it?”

Alevist took another pull from his mug. “Aye. It’s darker.”

Neera sauntered off to the inn, deciding an indoor room might be more restful. Jani talked her into it—Erevayn’s sister did have a convincing way about her. Jani had mentioned how often Neera pulled out Hayde’s note, and how it seemed she wasn’t getting peaceful sleep.

“She’s already out,” Jani said, entering back into the center square, the small swaths of grass they camped out on rustling with her steps. “No need to be quiet. She won’t be waking.” She shook her head as she sat down on one of the old rickety benches, picking up a mug of already poured ale, taking a sip and then yawning.

Erevayn leaned back, a steady silence falling. Asmodil seemed to sense the tiredness of the group and threw down the rest of his ale before resting his hand on Erevayn’s shoulder. “It is best that I let you all get sleep. You have a journey to look forward to tomorrow.”
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Alevist watched Asmodil stumble off.

The brother of the Stained King had always been the more subservient of the two, while also seeming to have the most empathy. He seemed to sense the group needed privacy.

Jani gulped down the rest of her ale. “I’m going to sleep, too. I just didn’t want to go to bed on an empty stomach.” She smiled at Erevayn, then stood up and grabbed a loaf of warm bread from a Weaver cloth Asmodil had brought for them. She shoved a bite into her mouth as her boots clattered from grass to cobbles to wooden floor, retreating to the inn.

Tellen was nodding off, likely tired from rattling in Alevist’s ears for the better part of the day about how he wanted to train with him and Erevayn. Valdus was nowhere in sight, likely having passed out in the inn before Neera did.

Alevist kicked Tellen’s boot and the boy’s head shot up. “Get some rest.”

“Fine. Fine.” Tellen blinked himself awake and huffed a deep breath. He pulled out his bedroll and laid it under the only barren tree in the middle of the small patch of grass they camped on in the town square.

Alevist had to give the boy credit, he truly did wish to learn. Tellen didn’t ask why Alevist desired to sleep in that particular courtyard. But the Aranari felt he should probably tell his apprentice why.

He took another swig of ale before starting, turning his eyes to Erevayn. “This is where I slept, the night before I walked the Destined Path.”

Alevist leaned back against the lone tree, looking up at the dilapidated cathedral, still riddled with crimson stone. It clearly hadn’t been occupied by any Ordained or even squatters—this whole part of the city seemed empty.

“Is that so?” Erevayn said. He looked toward the two iron doors, melted shut, on one end of the courtyard. They guarded the way to the Dawn Tree.

Jani would open it for them, and then close it behind them. “Aye,” Alevist continued, “and when I went in, I didn’t know if I would even come out. I thought the Tree would burn me, prove me false.” He scoffed and looked down at his half-drunk ale. “But in the end, it welcomed me with warm arms, as I’m sure it did you.”

“Aye,” Erevayn said. “I walked my path through the northern gate. In fact, I don’t know any Kaledar who took this southern gate.”

“The southern path was the old path. I thought it stupid Telvath discouraged its use, but he wanted to reign in a new age of progress,” Alevist said. “Though in truth, he shouldn’t have had much say. The city used to be Aranari, but it wasn’t ours anymore. We didn’t have enough people to hold it.”

“It seems Galigus took care of it fine, with the exception of leaving the crimson stone.” Erevayn pointed over his shoulder to the red-stone mottled cathedral. Supposedly, the lives that had once been sat idle in those stones. The dead, truly locked into eternity.

Tellen began to snore.

“He did.” Alevist refilled his mug from the small cask perched on the bench beside him. “When we go there tomorrow, we will get you what you have desired. But we haven’t spoken of how things have changed.”

“No, we haven’t,” Erevayn said, sipping from his waterskin. A change in itself from when they had met.

“I am sorry I haven’t spoken to you much since Ilanudin. I needed to ponder. Something I’m afraid I forgot how to do since the Twin Falls.” Alevist hesitated, thinking on what he needed to say next. He thought of his dream, Linera speaking to him. The challenge to his apprentice’s faith. “That demon took over your will, and made you kill Ilanudin, correct?”

“Aye.” Erevayn took another sip of water.

“She speaks to me as well. Though not in the way you describe. She only comes to me in dreams. As she was a vision of my wife, it is easy for me to see her for what she once was, not what she is. Not the vessel of whatever it is dominating her body. I am scared, perhaps, that its control over you could become like its control over my wife’s body. But perhaps it can only dominate your free will for a single moment, and it can’t do it again. But that doesn’t mean it can’t influence you.”

“You know more about this? Something from the Book of Nine Runes I’ve forgotten?”

Alevist shook his head. “I’m afraid not. But it will challenge you as the drink had in years past. It will challenge you with desire for something you haven’t had. I hope when we go to the Tree, we alleviate your desire for anything more. Other than, of course, the weight you now feel on your back—as I now feel it on mine.”

A heat lingered in his heart to kill Harglon and the rest of the Bloünine, but his responsibilities had grown tenfold. His pursuit of vengeance, its place as the utmost driving force in his heart, was crumbling. But he still felt the need for it.

“You feel it too?” Erevayn asked, sitting up.

Alevist couldn’t help but watch the boy’s hands. Alevist had opted to grant Erevayn his weapons. If he was to bring him to the Tree, he needed to trust in him enough to carry them. But that didn’t mean he didn’t still fear the potential that Erevayn would grab his blade and swing it toward him. But it was only then he realized his apprentice must have left his weapons with his horse. Alevist’s confidence in Erevayn inched upwards.

“I feel a part of myself growing again. A part I thought had died,” Alevist said, pushing down his desire to shy away from vulnerability. “Perhaps it was Merin’s death,” he shook his head, tears beginning to well in his eyes, “or perhaps it is seeing you so fervently taking on your new role. But having you as my apprentice is making me want more than just Bloünine blood on my blade.”

He thought for a moment of the rope that had hung from his neck. Of the times he had tried it himself in the early days and failed. If vengeance wouldn’t fulfill him, perhaps relieving Linera of her possessor would. But afterwards, would he still seek death?

That was a thought he would have to revisit later, for Harglon still lived, and his apprentice had yet to truly re-harness his powers.

“You have given yourself temperance and understanding through the use of the minor Omens, you have understood your inner chaos, as a good Knight of the Nine would have in my day. As your father did. And now you stand before the Tree which will give you back your inner calling, and I have seen you grow anew since Merin’s death. Since even—after the wedding. I am by your side now and will be until we exorcize that demon from ever controlling you again. Know that my faith in you has not waned.”

Erevayn slumped, eyes soft, and then straightened again. His golden eyes shone in the dim light of the courtyard. “I won’t let you down.”

“I haven’t been the best Liege, Erevayn. But I will serve beside you as something more. I desire my vengeance still—” Alevist shook his head. “But I may never find the men who killed my family. And I see now that you at least got yours, whether by your will or not. But nothing has changed for you other than that burden still sitting on your shoulders has grown. Let us go into those Woods tomorrow and restore that Runestone to its full glory. Your blade will radiate once more.”

“Thank you,” Erevayn said. He clenched his jaw as he took one more sip from his waterskin, his eyes seeming to fight back their own water. He looked at Alevist one last time, then turned to find his bedroll and rest.

There was no blaming him for that. He would be exhausted after the trip through the Sacred Woods.

Alevist did the same after finishing his ale. Lying down, he placed his arms behind his head and watched the branches of the Dawn Tree overhead drifting through the Shroud. The beauty of the golden leaves burned in that night, letting it grow a little brighter.

And Alevist felt his faith pouring back into him.


Chapter 17
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Frogs’ croaking echoed through the bog.

Viyala walked beside Ilteria. “You’ve been so quiet.” Their horses’ footsteps sloshed upon broken stone and muck along the path leading north to Kaneretta. Around them, willows grew through patches of translucent fog; the sky above glowed as the taste of dense, bitter air rode Viyala’s tongue.

“I’m nervous, is all.” Ilteria kept her eyes forward. “Salasmir is not one to let things go, and we have no idea who they sent after us.”

Viyala nodded, looking ahead to Dullo. He rode beside the Crier, the two Vileborn behind Ilteria and Viyala. A few of the ship’s crew had come along. Two held the rear of the small caravan and the smelly privateer rode at the front, holding a small map beside Dullo.

Viyala bit her lip. “I haven’t asked since you told me—but how did you know the assassin wasn’t sent by Telvath?”

“I received word there would be an attempt on your life. The Stained, in fact.” Ilteria’s jaw clenched and she pulled a sip from her waterskin.

Viyala’s eyes narrowed. “But you said nothing to me or anyone about it?”

“We were in the tower, and you had protection. To me, there was no way anybody could get to you,” Ilteria said, her voice growing defensive. Something in her words, in the way her face jutted as she kept her eyes from Viyala’s, screamed of deception.

“What’s the truth, Ilteria?”

“That is the truth.”

Viyala nodded and gazed forward. They would need to have the conversation again in the future. “Are you going to tell us what the rush is?” she said, calling to Dullo.

The Gnomlin reached for the back of his neck. “I’m afraid I can’t even tell you. There is something in the air,” he said. “A sense I have. Like I’ve misplaced an important heirloom.”

“Is that one of your tur—” Viyala stopped herself. She almost referred to his Turner form. How he had become a beast in the blink of an eye. It seemed, besides the missing right canine, that nothing of that beast remained in the man. Only a somber, steady-hearted fellow.

He snapped his head around. “An empty port town and citadel in the midst of a war reeks. I fear it may force my hand into something I have long desired to avoid.”

“And what would that be?”

He stopped his horse and Viyala halted beside him.

“What would it be, Dullo?” Viyala grew tired of not having answers. Of being thrown this way and that.

“Let us hope I needn’t tell you.” Dullo smiled, locking eyes with her, and then rode on.

Rilen and Tiliya rode past.

“Dullo—tell me, now.” Her voice echoed over the frogs.

Dullo continued riding. “We need to aid Galigus.”

“Aid Galigus?” Viyala said, heat rising in her temples. “He might have been responsible for my father’s death, and you aim to help him?” Her legs squeezed at her horse’s sides and it trotted forward. That she perhaps blamed Ilanudin himself for his own death was bad enough. But to help somebody who was responsible for the killing of a blood relative seemed bad practice.

“I’ve helped you, haven’t I?” he said, his voice even-keeled. Silence, then he continued. “Galigus did not kill your father—your father did that himself.”

Viyala cantered to Dullo, her shortblade ringing from its scabbard to the Stained’s neck. The privateer in front of him reeled, reining his horse around and drawing his cutlass. In her periphery, the Crier backed away, one hand up in submission.

Dullo held, stalwart, his chin rising.

“You speak blasphemy. My father—”

“Was a liar, a man more hungry for power than the Last Artisan himself!” Dullo leaned into her blade and a line of blood began to dribble over her Runic silver. “Which—mind you—is an awfully hard feat.”

Viyala snapped her blade away, wiping it on the edge of her saddle blanket. “Why did you take so long to decide to take us with you?” Sheathing the steel, she kept her gaze on Dullo. That shame and guilt overtook her once more, but she held in that emotion.

“Truthfully, dear, I did not know if I could trust you. With Salasmir now granted ascendancy by Stalhom—who elevated himself, as well—I ultimately chose to grant you mercy from their rule. And now that we are far enough away from them, I should tell you that I have been working for years on ensuring the future of Maetlynd is secure. Galigus is the closest thing we have to a believer in the cause of a true balance of power. He is named King—yes, but only until those myself and Merin have placed faith in are prepared to rise to their station. And in all that, I should tell you that you are one of those we hope rises. You are supposed to be a part of Maetlynd’s future.”

“Me?”

“There are those chosen. Chosen by an Artisan.”

“The Artisans had their Trusted during the Reckoning, but then they died.”

“Merin is an Artisan. And he has determined, in speaking to the All Will, that there are a few bloodlines which need to be granted ascendancy.”

Viyala gripped her reins, a weight pressing into the backs of her eyes. “Speaking to the All Will? And when in the Martyrs did he make time for that?”

Dullo shook his head. “In all honesty, it wasn’t him who spoke with the All Will, but a catalyst. A Hardranian by the name of Halvayne.”

Viyala’s mouth hung open, as did Ilteria’s. “A Hardranian?” Her father’s enemies. Enemies of the Unity.

“Merin has interpreted the messages of the All Will and its children. And he has created a future worth living in. Halvayne sailed off during the Reckoning and met the Great Being. He spoke to the All Will and it gave him the names. Or descriptions… I can’t quite remember which. Merin heard of this. And the Gods spoke of the Reckoning as a symptom of corroded Will. Of Maetlynd losing its connection to those Gods as the Outer and Inner Wills fought.

“In so doing, we invited an Outer Will to our lands. The Reckoning was foreseen, and those who needed to rise were chosen. Chosen by Merin.”

“The Vileborn,” Ilteria said, her eyes soft.

“No—well, yes. The Redborn,” he gestured toward Rilen and Tiliya, “are weapons for us as well. But I’m referring to those Ascendants. Those chosen to lead the new coming of the Inner Will. Patrons of the Gods—of the Martyrs.”

Merin, Viyala thought. For my whole life I thought you were always something more. And so it is true that you are.

“Merin is with Erevayn and that Alevist character. We can try and reach out—”

“And how exactly will you do that? Erevayn’s an Exile.” Dullo slowly shook his head. Sighing, he continued. “No—with Ilteria we can only scribe Salasmir or—” He hesitated, his eyes flashing around in deep thought. “You have had contact with Shrinale, yes?”

“I have—”

“Perfect!” Dullo yelped. “We will scribe him.”

“And why would we do that?” Viyala asked, her eyes going between the two.

“Shrinale is on the side of good. He and his sons are of an ancient bloodline as well. Descendants of the Artisans themselves.”

Viyala held her silence, looking over at the scribbling Crier.

He peered up at her as a deer on a hunt, just before being shot. “I need to write all this down,” he said, pointing at his journal. “This is recorded history.”

The privateer, his blade still drawn, rode up beside the Crier.

“No—it’s okay, Pentaus.” Dullo waved him off. “Let him write down our history as it is being crafted before us.”

Viyala’s hard-set eyes moved to the privateer. Pentaus. Finally, a name for the smelly man.

Viyala turned back to Dullo. “And so you’re saying my father was a descendant of an Artisan as well.”

“Aye. You and your sister have blood in you back to Amrine himself and to the Mistress of the Moon Goddess.”

The frogs grew louder in the evening gloom. Rilen held Tiliya in front of her carefully. Both utterly perplexed.

They stared at the road ahead, the road to the city proper.

“What’s in Kaneretta?” Viyala asked.

“Within the cavern,” Dullo started, “lies a settlement of the Redmarked. There we can find refuge and get answers as to why this continent feels so damn empty.”

“The Crier already gave us those answers—he said he saw ships sailing in the night. You’re saying your Marked will know why?”

“I know why,” the Crier said.

All turned, waiting for him to continue.

“Go on then, boy,” Dullo said.

The Crier craned his neck, seeming to put together the pieces. “The gray-skins were sent to aid the front against Galigus.”

Dullo sighed. “And what of the ships you saw pouring from beneath the jutting rock?”

If the Crier’s face could have turned red, it would have. “I—I’m not sure.”

“Aye. And do you know who does? The Marked that settle within the cavern.”

“Why didn’t we port within there then? Save us the hike?”

“I didn’t know how truly bad it was going to be till we got ashore. A hunch led me to port outside Kannelough. And I am glad we did.” Dullo hesitated once more, looking back to the Crier over his shoulders, his thumb reaching up to point at him. “Otherwise, we wouldn’t have found him.”

They spent the rest of the evening getting to the gates of Kaneretta.

Besides a few city guards posted outside the open southern gates, the city loomed barren of protection. Those along the walls stared from their battlements at the poorly dug ditches before the city and portcullis. The small party nearly made it halfway through Kaneretta before they were stopped and checked. After Dullo explained his relationship to the Haltrishar and showed them some paperwork, the guards remembered him.

The streets bustled with women and children, most of the shops closed.

The villages outside of Kaneretta had also been barren; it seemed all manner of guards were pulled from the smaller settlements for the war effort. All Anvian settlements appeared to suffer the same fate as Kannelough; they had been given what felt like their final delivery of filters.

Ilteria helped where she could along the route, giving the two settlements they passed an extra filter. Another month or so of survival from potential Blight. It was less of a fear for everybody, of course, considering the water had been mostly clear. But the Crier reported that along western shores, people were enduring the madness in smaller settlements. And a sickness was starting to make its rounds, coming on as a fever, with some reports of instant death. If it wasn’t within a dial-turn of them drinking the water, it would be a day, perhaps two and they’d die.

The Crier was awfully useful, making Viyala wonder if perhaps Dullo was wise in his selection of their port. Perhaps he had known of Kannelough’s access to information, as it was the primary southern port for any ships sailing from the east.

Although she thought she had known Dullo’s biggest secret—his ability to turn into a ravaging beast—Viyala kept being surprised. All of his talk of people being chosen set her on edge.

He aimed to help the man complicit in the death of her father, but the words Dullo spoke were mostly true. Ilanudin had always been cold and violent. And if his bloodline was of a sort of chosen variety, perhaps it was best nature selected a better candidate for whatever it was the line was being chosen for. And though she hadn’t been sad that her father was dead, a part of her longed to reunite with him. Despite the shame of her lack of grieving. Despite her bearing the child of the man who drove the blade into her father. He was still her father—and at a point in her life, he had been loving.

She thought again of Vilsera, her sister in Oberran. What will her fate be?

Ilteria had scribed Shrinale, supposedly in the Witesands of Taldreas. Dullo had whispered a secret word to Ilteria to encode the scribe, for seemingly no other reason than to bother Viyala with his trust in the woman.

All the talk of her being chosen hadn’t quite registered with her yet. If she was chosen, that would mean Stalhom would be too, for he was already an Artisan. Theoretically, any of those who held the gift of eternal life and the ability to touch Will without the use of a Runestone was chosen. Making Salasmir himself chosen.

How could so many others be chosen? Was the All Will truly a voice to follow? Was Halvayne a catalyst, as Merin suspected? Or was it all spewed bullshit? A trick.

They rode deep into Kaneretta, closer to the cordoned-off stone cavern door near the southern edges of the single mountain peak. Unlike Ossilith, Kaneretta wasn’t built into the mountains. The outer portion of the city loomed in a similar vein to the Amrinil capital of Oberran.

The dilapidated dial tower was at the city’s center, and the group rode slowly through the cobbled streets beyond that looming artifact. It took another half dial-turn to get to the base of the mountain still within the city walls. The abandoned underground portion of the city was in a cavern deep below that single mountain peak.

They reached the stone door and finally received word back from Shrinale, openly communicating thanks to Dullo’s secret word.

“And here is what he has said.” Dullo took the parchment, holding it up as it unrolled. Ilteria had gotten so proficient with scribing, she could place her scribing softstone vial within a rolled-up parchment, and the words would mark top to bottom as if it were already written.

“Ilanudin was killed by another of the chosen line. We prepare for battle,” Dullo recited. “The Hardranians are a part of our alliance now. Halvayne has deemed it necessary for the man to journey with Alevist to the Dawn Tree, in order to truly learn of his fate as a chosen. He suspects the younger man may be currently influenced by the Outer Will in some way, though how, he has not said.”

It was then Viyala realized that the chosen being referenced was Erevayn himself. The fact that the two shared many fates was already as hard as it could be. The mere confirmation that he was indeed her father’s killer brought heavier weight to Shrinale’s words.

Dullo stopped mid-scribe to acknowledge her. “Are you alright?”

Ilteria rode up beside her, her arm wrapping around one shoulder.

“I’m fine,” Viyala said. She choked on a bit of bile. “Please, continue.”

A hint of reluctance stole across Dullo’s face, yet he continued. “The boy’s mother is said to still lie within Edelvin, and so she may yet hold a key to his discovery that he is an Artisan if we can’t reach him; as Halvayne said Alevist seemed to know nothing or little of the prophecies. I, like you Dullo, believe that we make this prophecy ourselves. And though there are those chosen by blood, the Tears may do the choosing for us. We must place the power of those chosen in the hands of someone not yet affected by the Outer Will of the Crimson God.

“I do not know what that could mean, but I hope that you see the potential for destruction that lies there. Galigus has gone south. We await his return to Edelvin in the event of a clean victory so we may begin to calculate our next move to Mercy. Please give my condolences to the Amrinil girl. Her father, though a vile man, was still her father. And I mourn her loss.”

At least one of them did. That overwhelming shame bit at her again, especially after Dullo had spoken those last words in such a somber tone.

“He doesn’t sound too sorry to me,” the privateer—Pentaus—said.

Dullo’s eyes darted to Pentaus, and the Stained Gnomlin shook his head.

Having heard the entire scribe, Viyala felt as if secrets were being kept from her in all aspects of her life.

She still wanted to know why Erevayn had done it. Why he had killed her father.

“It seems the campaign on Taldreas is going smoothly. I am not sure how those of Uldonai and Haltrishari can turn the tides of a war there. But with Stalhom and Salasmir, I still wouldn’t stake my life on it.”

A darkness crept up over them.

The shadow of the city walls behind them overtook the light from the Tree of Dusk. The cold struck Viyala as she brushed closer to the mountain. A cold she hadn’t felt since she left Erevayn asleep in their bed back in Ossilith. Though the chill writhing through her made her wish the child was not that of the man who killed her father. Even if their fates were tied together as chosen.
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Chapter 18
[image: ]


Hayde let out another disgruntled huff.

“Are you going to stop doing that?” Steyvin asked, turning over his shoulder as they continued to ride at the head of the mass of refugees. The total number was vast, twenty thousand refugees total—it seemed Cyril, although gifted in the art of counting, had been off by five thousand.

Hayde, after hearing the number, nearly laughed in disbelief. Hulin hadn’t understood the significance. In the ages past that same number was led north on Anvia during a great crossing. A drought, ironically, which led them across a desert, before they knew how close to the ocean they really were.

But it was Hayde now, leading the refugees north. And he was truly in charge. Pemdro, his temporary master, opted to stay behind with Galigus for the siege of Ossilith.

Hayde itched to get back there. Back with his King. A leader he had chosen. He’d grown nervous in his saddle as three days passed. By now, Galigus had likely taken the fields outside that mountain city, and the siege was already underway.

Kalinuo rode by Hayde’s side, Hulin upon his own horse at the end of the column. He and Cyril were getting on, as Hayde had hoped. Cyril would show Hulin his maps, his drawings of Maetlynd from a view above. He would point out the journey of the refugees, who by all accounts were moving rather slowly.

Most of the Forgotten were rather haggard, though a few were delightfully happy to be on the journey. It seemed no matter the circumstance, those who had lived in Alfaney were happy to be out of that place. A sentiment Hayde shared when he was asked to leave years ago to help Galigus.

As the day was ending, Hayde decided it best to stop three leagues south of Herin’skyi Lake. They were still in eastern Taldreas, bordering lands highly contested by the Verdant and the Stained. But mostly, the contest had gone in favor of the Ver’Skyi before the war began.

In years past, Hayde had led many raids in the areas he now traveled. Changed man that he was, he decided it best to leave the settlements he knew of alone. If there were Verdant soldiers there, it was best not to overwhelm them. It helped avoid the loss of lives. Something Hayde had never thought or cared for prior to being given his purpose by Galigus.

Plus, he had Cyril, Hulin, and Kalinuo under his care. As good a warrior as Kalinuo was, he still felt responsible for the man. As Kalinuo kept guard and sole focus over his son, he had lost some care in himself.

The evening waned, and hunters trickled in with fresh game for roasting.

Hayde encouraged it, to keep from running out of rations for the refugees. They had over a week until they were inside Stained territory and a mass wave of starvation striking the refugees before salvation would be devastating.

Their campfire crackled, the light reflecting off the nearby lake. A pink dusk painted the clouds. Kalinuo put his hands up to the flames and rubbed them together. His sideburns were growing extra-long, their unruly mane showing the Kalatari part of his blood through the augmentation of the Blight. He leaned a bit closer to his son to bolster each other’s warmth.

“I think it’s the right thing to do,” Kalinuo said.

The entire party, including Steyvin and Bryseis, sat idly around their own fire not fifteen paces away. The respite was welcome.

“That’s kind of you to say, Kal,” Hayde said, nodding.

Hulin started to doze off beside his father. Kalinuo elbowed him, a smile on his face. “Stay sharp, runt. Long road ahead.”

Hulin yawned. His eyes veered to the signal bell at the edge of their fire. Each “main” camp along the shoreline was given one to communicate up and down the line in case of emergencies.

Steyvin walked over to the edge of their campsite. He chewed on some dried meat, his filtered waterskin unstoppered in his other hand. “How many hunters did we send out?”

“Five hundred,” Hayde said.

“They should be back by now,” Steyvin said, turning to look back to the shoreline across the northern edge of the lake.

Hayde stayed seated, looking between Bryseis and Steyvin. “They might be gathering reeds for more fires? Fishing? I don’t know.”

“What’s taking them?” Steyvin asked.

“I just said—”

“Maybe they’re enjoying the sand,” Bryseis interrupted, prodding the flames.

“Something doesn’t feel right,” Kalinuo said, standing.

“Just give it a rest.” Hayde looked into the fire. “It makes sense we’re a bit on edge. But Steyvin, you said you heard back from Galigus, right? Our rear is covered?”

“The siege is about to begin. Stained forces are setting up encampments outside the city. Nobody is trailing us now.”

“The mountains.”

Steyvin walked back to the fire. “What was that, Kal?”

“I’m worried about the enemy in the mountains.”

They had told Steyvin of what they’d seen those weeks ago near the Twin Falls. But nothing had come of it. Perhaps there just weren’t enough of the Vile to conduct any attacks. And that felt right. There were many, but enough to take a whole continent?

“I think we would’ve heard something by now. Omens, Kal, we were in Oberran. Right near there. They have a Weaver there in contact with you, Bryseis, right?”

The Weaver nodded, swallowing some tough jerky. “Mhm.”

Kalinuo huffed, dejected. “Alright. But soon. Soon we must break camp and move.”

It made sense he wanted his boy safe—behind the walls of a golden city. It also made sense that he feared those enemies in the mountains, considering that his other son still lived in the mountain village Milanteus. But Toulin was in good hands with Ewilen, to be certain. Merin’s brother had stalwartly defended that village for years.

Sitting on the northern lakeshore, Hayde peered out over the lake. The camps going up and around the western portion glowed orange with the dusk. The Forgotten refugees along the western lakeshore had patrols of five hundred guarding them. Each spread across miles and over the hills that made up Ver’Skye. To the southern shore of the lake, the remaining eight hundred or so Omen Riders were stationed. If any force came from the south, their bells would ring and carry to where Hayde and two thousand other Omen Riders camped. The remaining Omen Riders found respite along the western shores, also under Berlik’s command. Hayde turned his eyes to the far side. The eastern coastline was far enough and in view, even as the sun set, that it warranted little direct guard. Kalinuo maintained his watchful gaze to the east, standing beside Steyvin.

Cyril sat down, marking something in a journal.

“You drawing another map?” Hayde asked, peeking over Cyril’s shoulder.

“No,” Cyril said, slamming the cover shut. “Done drawing those for now. At least until we get to Mercy.”

Hayde laughed. “Ah, I see.”

“I’m keeping track, is all. Of our journey.” He put the journal down to his side. “Pa hasn’t taught me too much, but he told me writing is a way to a man’s true soul.”

Hayde’s eyebrows lifted. “I don’t think you’re giving your pa enough credit. He’s done plenty for you. And by extension, considering you taught me most of what I know to read, he taught me too.”

“Not more than you’ve taught me,” Cyril said, his voice growing somber.

“Nonsense,” Hayde snapped. “He raised you. You just followed me around instead of heeding his warnings. Perhaps you haven’t done your job as a son.”

Hulin sat up, watching the two speak. Cyril cleared his throat, his head unmoving.

“The good news, Cyril, is in my view, you’ve done a far better job of it with me gone. You sent your mother and father off early, to get to safety before you. I couldn’t have taught you that.”

Cyril nodded then. “You’re right. That was Pa.”

“You told him to stay with your ma—and he decided to listen.” Hayde pointed over to the western shores of the lake. “You put them in the safest place here. I think you’ve become quite the man without me.”

A bell rang out.

Cyril turned to him then, his eyes growing wider.

The southern bell echoed over the ripples of the lake. No enemy should have come from there.

Hayde stood as the others did, his eyes going straight to where he could see the shadow of the bell swinging in front of a large fire. The man pulling the lever beneath was then tackled, his silhouette harried by blows as he lay on the ground beneath his attacker.

All of the camp’s rustling quieted. Then, the person hounding the bell ringer pulled a blade or axe from their side, and with one large slash down, silenced the echoing wails of the soldier.

A gauzy fog poured out over the western shore of the lake.

Steyvin rose, his eyes narrowing. “What in the Martyrs?”

Hayde stood, his grip finding the double long haft. He pressed in the softstone. The first crimson blade flashed out from within the hilt. “Get the refugees up and moving,” he said to Steyvin as he started toward his horse. Hayde called to Bryseis. “You two can press on ahead and I’ll get the Omen Riders organized. We’ll need a flank.”

A horde crashed over the crest of the hilly coastline to their east, their silhouettes showing in the light of the moon through the thatch of dead trees. Fog swiveled through the shorn woods. A small enemy force stood on the shoreline, a single man standing to measure the defenders of the lake.

“I don’t recognize them,” said Bryseis.

“Merciani,” Kalinuo said, his hands to both his weapons. Hulin mirrored his father.

Larger gray-skinned figures grew on the Merciani’s flank. The broad shoulders and height meant only one thing. “They’re with Haltrishar as well,” Bryseis said. “How could they get to this side of Taldreas so fast?” She gripped her vambraces.

“It doesn’t matter. Drive back and get the refugees moving. Sound the bell!” Hayde shouted the last bit toward the lake, Hulin running to ring it.

Fires along the southern edge of the lake began to dampen, then fizzle out to blackness and smoke, an edge going to the enemy. But the Omen Riders on the southern shores pressed back. The two groups howled battle cries. The enemy charged.

Steyvin grabbed Bryseis, helping her onto her horse and mounting his own before galloping off.

“Riders!” Hayde shouted, stepping back into the sodden dirt as that fog rolled over his shoulders. But answers were sparse. Fear riddled the camp. Hayde’s riders were slow to muster, and only a few were on their mounts.

The enemy had already begun their charge.

Chills ran through Hayde. His gaze darted to his scattered force of warriors. It was a larger force than he was used to, but he had grown more familiar with larger scale battle strategy from Pemdro in the previous weeks.

Hayde felt the pull of the Omen Will coursing through him. The single blade he had extended lit black, black as the absence of all color. His crimson steel beneath barely shone through the hum of the flickering beam. Its pull anchored within him. The pain had all but gone away, his ability to let it subside had grown—so it was with the chosen Form of a Kaledar within their blade.

He had chosen the Form for that very reason: he was used to not feeling. And if he were to fight with his blade alight, let it be that of what he had worn on his body his whole life. Let it be that which could pull the Will directly from his enemy.

The enemy grew closer. There was no time to get a charge organized.

It was then that rolling fog brought questions to Hayde’s mind. Do the Merciani control Will? But whether they bore the powers of the Gods or not mattered little. His Will would cut through them.
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Steyvin and Bryseis rode hard along the northern shoreline, each doing their best to keep pace with the other.

The bells of the camp continued to ring out over the western shores of the lake.

An unforeseen enemy had come, and Steyvin hadn’t prepared a scribe for his father. A lapse in decision-making for a firstborn son. Ilatu would have perhaps warned him of such potential, but he was gone. He had been dead for over a month.

The screams and yelps of the refugees roused others. The old attempted to herd the young, yelling at them to leave their things.

“Get up and moving!” Steyvin slowed through the camp so as not to trample anybody. Bryseis echoed him.

The Forgotten began to move.

“Orderly! Please! Orderly. The same columns as before!” Steyvin started the first column. There was no counting that number of people in a rush such as this, but he had to do his best to ensure everyone left without getting trampled. Fortunately, most were already camped further north.

He loped along the western edge of the lake. Other Omen Riders gathered their things as quickly as they could, preparing for a fight.

“Who’s in charge here?” a man shouted. It was Cyril’s father, Merl, his wife by his side.

“I am,” Steyvin said.

“My son! I must find my son!”

Steyvin held his hand out. “He’s in good hands. You two need to press west and north. You have any sway amongst your Stained, man?”

Merl hesitated. “Aye.”

“Get your people pressing west a mile, then north. Get ahead of the line—I was told you were a good rider.”

“My horse is no war horse, but a fast one.”

“Perfect, take your wife and find yourself some Lieutenants and get this thing organized so I can get the Omen Riders ready to fight. Can I trust you to do that?”

Merl nodded. And they both pulled their shoulders back. The Stained man turned around and started shouting orders.

Steyvin’s gaze found Bryseis. “We have to get these men ready to flank. How many did he have on patrols?”

“A rotating core of a thousand,” Bryseis answered.

Steyvin looked south, then turned his horse to the way he came.

That rage of sundering fog poured in. Hayde’s force of riders wasn’t yet organized, and the enemy fast approached.

“I need you to get half that thousand forming up to cover the refugees’ retreat. Split some facing west, and most to the south. The southern lakeshores were already taken when we were riding away, at least by my eyes.”

“Aye, I saw the same thing.” Bryseis turned her horse south before her eyes snapped to Steyvin. “Where are you going? I’m not going anywhere without you.”

The sounds of steel and iron echoed over the northern portion of the lake, in the direction they’d left Hayde. Screams to the south dissipated in their own roar, blending with the distraught Forgotten.

“We’re the only two other Runeborn here. We have to lead separately. And these refugees need you more than they need me. You’re a Weaver.”

“What of their Omen Rider leaders?” Her eyes were frantic for a heartbeat. But she cleared her throat and calmed herself.

He remembered Berlik’s lost face the last he had seen him, sent to run the western shore patrols. “Berlik is a fool, and he’s likely somewhere up this shoreline. I want him with me so he doesn’t get you killed. If you see him, make sure you avoid him.”

“Where will you be?” she insisted, her horse snorting.

“I’m going to be the furthest east or south, depending on how fast I can organize these fuckers.”

She let out a deep breath, shifting in her saddle.

“You best be at the back of the columns when I find you after.”

She sat up straight and gave him a small smile. “I’m no healer; don’t do anything foolish.”

He smiled back at that, badly wanting to let her know how much he cared for her. Her companionship had gotten him through the weeks. The thought of her being separated from him sent a roaring ache through his chest. But she was a capable fighter, let alone a capable Weaver. The refugees needed her. Somehow—as impossible as it may have seemed—more than he did.
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Eighteen.

Cyril had his count ready, sitting inside of that fog with naught but a few warriors around him he could see. The others, he could hear. The ones trembling with fear as death approached. Cyril felt pride. Pride in having ensured that his father was on the proper side of the lake.

He turned to Kanla then, mounting up to drive forward if the enemy poured through. His mind shifted to the thought of how loyal she had been. How hard she had worked in those recent weeks. Without her, Cyril wouldn’t have survived. Hayde, Hulin, and Kalinuo too were all astride their mounts. And Cyril wondered if they felt the same of those steeds.

The enemies’ clambering footsteps echoed through the fog and Cyril swore he heard their breathing.

A moment of quiet. Followed then by madness.

Vile tore through the wet air, their hatred keen through their flashing red eyes. Men scattered before them in the camp and fell so quickly.

“Forward!” Hayde shouted, and stormed into the fray.

Kanla trampled the first enemy they came upon. Eight for her this week.

Allies fell around Cyril, screams of the dying sliced through the air.

In that fog of war, Cyril cut down the scattered foe. Nineteen, Twenty, Twenty-one.

Kanla herself got one or two more.

Fortunately, many of the enemies were the taller Haltrishar. Cyril’s blade clattered on pieces of their bone, deflecting his very strikes. His blade found the neck of at least one other before he caught his surroundings.

Hayde was gone. Hulin and Kalinuo were nowhere in sight.

He was alone, but for a few Omen Rider warriors without their mounts. Kiplin was cut down. Then Terp. Bart and his sister tore through the fray, before his mount was taken from beneath him—that fierce enemy stabbed down into the man’s face, silencing his screams.

Cyril grew scared for Kanla as she too reared. One good strike would take her down. And as the thought crossed Cyril’s mind, it happened.

A row of Merciani strode forward, all on foot, three slashing with halberds at her neck, and all three connecting. She died fast. Thank the Gods she died fast.

In that flash, he recalled the struggles he and Kanla faced through the years. The small skirmishes fought. The week or so of sickness she had, where they wanted to kill her as only a babe. She was every part of Cyril, as he was her. And her wailing whinny followed her to the ground.

Cyril leaped from her side, grounding himself with a roll on the hard dirt and sand. A sharp pinch twinged through his body, radiating from his hip. Thankfully, Hayde had taught Cyril nimbleness.

Alone. Alone and surrounded.

Anger tore through him. That he had lost Kanla. That he had let her down. He stared back at her still and mud-scarred face.

Kalinuo rode through the hopeless fray, trampling one of the Merciani about to swing down at Cyril with his red blade. Hulin leaped off the back of his father’s horse, Kalinuo riding on. Hulin then pulled on Cyril’s shoulder to have him stand taller before they crashed their backs together.

Cyril had seen Merciani before, their beautifully coarse charcoal skin lined with markings of the red rot. He had never seen Merciani such as this. Several of their mouths were split where their cheeks would be. Rows of teeth leered out from within, and vines rolled around several of their briared blades. Others bore axes and clubs and spears and iron swords, swinging with hate. Monsters bred for war. And so they came at the pair.

Back-to-back with Hulin, they fended off one fighter each. In that fog of war, Cyril saw Merciani turning on some of the Haltrishar in their lines, the encampment falling apart around him. Those running back to the coastline in retreat. The Omen Riders must have been turning the tide.

Cyril deflected an enemy’s blows with a flurry of parries, then twisted his blade free and swept it across the monster’s throat. A moment of reprieve, even as more attackers approached, allowed Cyril to turn his attention to the black hum of Hayde’s sword resounding through that disquiet. The black Omen, as Hayde had called it, slashed and swung down. Hayde clashed blades with that of a Haltrishar Runeborn. The enemy’s blade hummed green, of which Cyril only knew as a force of the All Will.

Cyril stepped forward, the tip of his longblade in the dirt. “Hayde!” Several of that red enemy approached him and his horse. And roughly fifty paces to his right, Kalinuo’s horse reared.

Hulin turned then, the body of his initial attacker falling before him. His shoulders shifted as their backs leaned on one another. Hulin’s sandpapery skin grazed Cyril’s neck, scraping him, but none too bad as any cut he’d had before.

Another wave of attackers stormed forward as Kalinuo and a row of Omen Riders bolted back through. Behind Cyril, Hulin was yanked away. But as Cyril turned, it was not Kalinuo that pulled his son from the fray. An enemy picked him out, lips forming to speak where only moments before its mouth was split at all four corners.

“Traitors,” it hissed.

Cyril leaped forward, shouldering the enemy that held Hulin, the longblade driving into the monster’s chest. A fearsome howl rang out.

Hulin rose, Cyril but two strides away. His eyes turned. He riposted the swing of a Haltrishar foe, diving under the man’s legs and slicing at the knee. The enemy dropped and Hulin cut with such a precision as to never be mirrored. The head fell.

A wild horse screeched through the still dissipating fog. Cyril turned to follow Hulin’s gaze to see Kalinuo’s horse had fallen. Kalinuo’s horse had fallen on him.

Kalinuo fought to free himself from beneath the dead mount, but to no avail. Hulin stormed in the direction of his father, fifty paces away, Cyril trailing behind. But a descending sword stopped Cyril. He caught a parry from the attacker, locking with the Merciani foe. The beast tried taking a bite as Cyril pulled his shortblade with his offhand and shoved it through the creature’s jaw. Teeth shattered, and the soft tissue within its massive gullet split.

The enemy fell limp. Cyril then yanked his blade from its chin. For good measure, he plugged an extra hole where its heart should have been.

Just as Hulin made it to Kalinuo, another foe was ready to swing down on his father. An Omen Rider raced through and rode over that demon. But in doing so, accidentally trampled Kalinuo. The crack resounded from thirty paces away, and the Omen Rider galloped off, thinking he had saved a life. It was then that Kalinuo’s body went limp, and Hulin fell to his knees before him.

Hayde appeared over the mess of the encampment, sodden dirt and blood smeared through the mist, still astride his horse. A rider Cyril had always aspired to become. And if he had been more proficient upon Kanla, perhaps she would still be alive. But he was not, and she was no longer.

Several tried striking at Hayde then, and a look of utter hatred came over his face. The appearance of a warrior. One Cyril had never seen before. Perhaps it was the Will he harnessed, and the amount of pain necessary to fight as a Kaledar of the stories.

Hayde leaped from his horse, spanking its rear as he pressed into the long haft of his twinblade, glimmering crimson metal pouring from the bottom of the hilt. The black hum of Omen radiated from either side of the weapon.

He charged, locking eyes with Cyril then as the younger pressed toward his elder. All around them, allies raced through, Cyril himself nearly trampled once or twice. He needed to make it to Hulin. He needed to protect him.

Hayde was a hundred paces off, three or four Omen Riders by his side on foot. Three Merciani and an equal number of Haltrishar entered a skirmish with Hayde’s men. He lost two in quick succession, then leaped forward with his twinblade singing through the air. He took back the advantage by slaying two of the enemy with a single swipe—one taken down with his bottom blade, a Merciani’s head coming loose with the top. It seemed no resistance affected his will.

He pressed forward, his eyes darting to Cyril. A wordless cry of warning tore from Cyril’s lips.

Two Haltrishar, each a hulking mass beside Hayde, closed in. One held a club, the tip of it lit a cold bluish white, like that of the moon. A Will Cyril had never seen before. The second soldier pushed Hayde back a step, but the black blade struck back with vengeance, driving the attacker to his heels.

Hayde turned back to the other attacker. A near frost hummed from each parried strike of the man’s club. Hayde tripped forward on a corpse and then rolled, finding himself on a single knee in sliding mud.

Cyril made it to Hulin, and distracted, fought off another smaller monster. This one was bereft of blades, reaching out to grasp Hulin with its decrepit hands. A quick kill, a slash to the beast’s torso extinguishing the silver-red glow from its eyes. Staring down at the lifeless body, it could have once been a man of Stained blood, or any other.

Cyril had heard in the stories from the Reckoning that there were those who died who were brought back, their souls mystified and gone into a deep abyss, an Outer Will claiming them. And when that happened, the bodies came back as monsters. Monsters like those dead at his feet.

Hulin’s hands went to his father’s chest, his face void of emotion. Cyril turned back to where he had last seen Hayde.

Hayde stood over the lifeless form of the regular Haltrishar warrior, the Kaledar still slamming his icy cold moonlit hammer down against Hayde’s blade. He had withdrawn the double-edged bottom side, leaving only the four-foot top blade so he could fight with it as one would a great sword.

As the hammer of the Haltrishar fell, Hayde retracted his only blade. A risk only a true warrior or a fool could take. He dove forward, the Kaledar’s hammer sticking in the mud. And as Hayde dove beneath him, he cut both legs from the man at his knees, both blades of his hilt coming out and lighting black before quickly receding.

Foot to ankle stood in the mud as the man fell forward, his grip still on his hammer. The man squealed as Hayde snarled down at him. Hayde stood atop him, holding his un-bladed hilt down over the man’s chest.

The side of the haft facing the enemy began to show its crimson steel, appearing longer then, as if both blades pressed out from one side. Hayde stabbed down with deep burning black hatred into the man’s chest, forever silencing the cries of that Kaledar.

He turned to Cyril. The tip of Cyril’s longblade dragged in the mud as the shortblade in his offhand dangled opposite.

Around Cyril, the fog of war was gone. Clearly now, the shattered encampment before him was made wholly of death. Dalius, the old God the Forgotten still believed in, surely walked that field.

The bells of the lake still rang only with the wind, and Hayde came over. He wrapped his arms around Cyril, whistling for his horse as he pulled Hulin up from the corpse of his dead father.
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The bells stopped ringing, the mist shrouding the lake.

And in that mist, the screeches of the Merciani raged and bellowed and tore through the overcast and once-verdant field.

Steyvin peered over his shoulder, the refugees cresting a small hill to the south and continuing to file north. Behind them, the Merciani pursued.

He had ridden down to collect more men, but Berlik rushed back as far as he could to cover the retreat of at least a quarter of the refugees moving to catch up. Most had made it up to follow the line, and Cyril’s pa held organization of the rank and file. But those older and slower failed to make the retreat, caught in that overwhelming fog.

To their credit, a lot of the middle-aged men, mottled with war wounds and battle scars from fights long past, took up arms as if those days past were upon them. And as Steyvin brought his horse around south, the trailing force of Omen Riders had finally prepared for a charge. On the western lakeshore, the enemy through the fog looked to be spreading more and more thin. Hayde hopefully was making do.

Steyvin called for half of the forces Bryseis directed to join him and face south, ready to push down the small crest of the hill into a force of the enemy. He narrowed his eyes over the steppes. The Merciani didn’t appear to be organized well, but they had enough bodies to cause havoc amongst the innocent.

A final line of refugees poured through the fog, and Steyvin had waited long enough.

“With me!” he yelled over the chaos.

He urged his mount forward, and feeling the vibration of the hooves striking dirt, he shut his eyes. He inhaled through his nose, his gaze opened to the ground before him. His horse moved through him, and he drew his retracting spear, the hilt of his shortblade clashing against his side.

The fog growing more dense around him, he continued to press on. He directed some of their forces into the camp, to quell any enemy squads that may try and flank. The remaining riders continued their charge at his flank.

The loud shouts and war cries were dampened by the emptiness in that fog. He halted the charge, bodies scattered about the ground around him. A woman keeled over on her knees, missing a leg. An old man’s corpse leaned against a pile of several children held within their mothers’ arms. Deep pools of blood seeped into the dirt and grass.

The screeches of the horde moved further away, leaving behind utter silence.

Merciani corpses lay, mouths open at all four corners. At the sound of drumming feet, his charging foot soldiers, he called for them to halt too. The riders that he sent to the lakeshore emerged from the torn down encampment, no foes to fight.

What is it I have just witnessed? Other than a smear of Will imparted among the innocent.

Steyvin took a deep breath as he rode through the remnants of slaughter. He stared out over the battlefield, hands pulling back on his reins. Then, the unmistakable grumble of a Haltrishari warrior. He turned to see the man, levering himself upright with the tip of his blade driving into a patch of sodden dirt. Steyvin threw a fist up to get the warriors with him to hold their positions.

The man lurched forward a step before falling over. Steyvin peered down at him, chin raised. “All your friends left?” The groans of those still living filled the air around them.

The Haltrishar slowly turned up to face Steyvin. The soldier’s breaths were short like they were pulled along a precious string. Blood seeped from wounds at his side. “They—” He coughed, his gray skin mottled with soot and dirt.

A former ally of the Silderai, Steyvin looked upon him with some sorrow. In any other fight, the two would have perhaps been on the same side.

“They were not friends,” the Haltrishari said.

Steyvin saw it now in the man’s blade, the emblem of the Tree of Dusk riding the center of the hardstone at his hilt, the cross guard curved slightly more on one side, edging straight out on the other.

“You’re a Kaledar,” Steyvin acknowledged, turning his horse as his eyes still wandered over the bodies of the Vile-marked dead.

“Aye,” the man said, struggling once more before falling flat.

Fuck, Steyvin thought. He dismounted and called over some help.

If allies in another fight they would be, perhaps the man could see the logic behind protecting the innocent. Perhaps his orders had been carried out under threat of death, such as any Kaledar besides those under Galigus would normally have. To betray an order of any kind as a Kaledar was treason to the highest degree. One was trusted with power, and so one should trust with power.

He leaned down, taking the man’s blade in his hands and storing it in his saddlebag.

“Get me a healer!”

Omen Riders approached. “We don’t have any Runeborn other than you, Lord.”

“Call along for a litter at the least—we have to get this man to Bryseis.”

“Who’s Bryseis?”

Steyvin turned his unbelieving eyes to the man.

“Aye. A litter!” the man called to the milling force.

Steyvin flipped the man over, his chest still moving. He found the Haltrishari’s face under the grime and streaked blood.

The time had passed since Steyvin was young. When he felt he could heal his suffering through seeing another’s. But the man’s face wasn’t riddled with unmistakable pain, as a Kaledar might normally feel. There in the dirt was a warrior, fighting for what he felt was right.

Did any—could any—truly know what that meant?

Four others ran up, a litter held by thick pieces of wood between them. Steyvin helped doff the soldier’s heavier gear, then pulled him snugly onto the gurney that was too small for a man of his size.

He grabbed one of the handles himself, and figured out a way to rig it to his horse. He would help save this man’s life and perhaps he would learn more of the attack on the lake. But first, he needed to get him to Bryseis. Steyvin himself needed her. For he found that being far from her again, as the thought of battle and protection faded, made him feel unwhole.

As unwhole as when he had watched his brother’s eyes close for the last time.


Chapter 19
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The gate sealed shut behind Alevist.

He and Erevayn stood at the fringe of the Sacred Woods, where it would all begin again. Or for his apprentice, start anew.

Neither carried a great heft of armor into the forest, but each wore his cloak and pauldrons crafted by Ewilen. Each had a gambeson covered by a tabard they had earned from Kalinuo’s wife.

Erevayn huffed. “Two days? Three?”

“Aye. Something like that.”

Before they left, Asmodil had received word Galigus was a day away from meeting with Hayde and the rest, the Forgotten likely finally under the protection of a small but proper Stained force.

Asmodil would have to send warriors down to help retrieve them. The number of refugees was estimated at over ten thousand, so Asmodil was told to spare another four Stained legions to march south and meet them.

The many copses and thickets before them glowed, the golden hue of the light shining from the Dawn Tree, radiating through smaller trees beneath it.

Such a sight as only to be seen by few. And fewer still live who have seen it in truth.

Erevayn’s eyebrows rose as they continued along the path. Alevist sensed fear wreaking havoc on his apprentice. The fear that the demon inside of him would again come out.

But that was why Alevist stayed armed—he wasn’t supposed to bring his weapons within the Sacred Woods, but no guard remained to tell him otherwise. The doors of the Sacred Woods were no longer manned after the Reckoning. Though Galigus’ desired to keep to the old ways, the influence of the Unity still penetrated.

Alevist swallowed, then sighed slowly as he took the first steps along the path. The Destined Path.

The first half of the day had gone by and the path didn’t change: a straight unkempt road, other than a few turns and small elevation gains with switchbacks.

All throughout the woods, crimson stone still jutted from most tree trunks and on stones above small lakes. The remnants of those Vilegaur that became surrounded by the stone as he had set his final Tear within the Dawn Tree.

There weren’t as many lying within the Sacred Woods as he had once feared; back in Edelvin, so much of that stone remained. Erevayn would look at them each time they passed one, seeing if within he could still identify the splayed-open mouths of those beasts.

“How does it feel?” Alevist asked, trying to draw his apprentice’s attention away from the red rocks.

Erevayn shook his head, his eyebrow beading with notches of sweat, even in the cool air of the Woods. “It’s surreal. I thought I’d never see this place again.”

“Me either,” Alevist said, clacking the pommel of his dagger on a crimson stone as they passed.

“Are we going hunting?” Erevayn cracked his neck and shook out a chill.

“Do not fear, they won’t be coming back anytime soon.” Alevist smiled. “I brought some rations, but aye. Asmodil said the white tail population’s growing, as is the rabbit. But so are the wolves.”

“Wolves?” Erevayn turned, his eyes no longer lingering on the clouded stone. Alevist caught his apprentice reaching for the Tear around his neck. Merin’s Tear.

“Were there none when you were last here?”

“They used to say it to scare us back in the day. But with the Reckoning they actually had to release some in here to control the population of deer.” Erevayn let go of his gem. Without thinking, Alevist reached for his own.

Aranor’s Tear, his sacrifice. The Tear Alevist feared wasn’t within the Dawn Tree.

But if that were the case, then wouldn’t all of the crimson stones be shattered? And all of the Vilegaur within be released on the world once again?

The remaining Cleavers had done such a good job in the lands of the Unity—he gave them at least that much credit. Telvath ensured those stones were removed, and that the beings within were, in fact, dead. Rumors were, the Cleavers would cut into the crimson gems to find the Vilegaur awake, cutting into their heads before removing the rest of that shattered stone.

Alevist returned his mind to a hunt. To his hunger.

“We only hunted rabbit on my first Destined Path,” Erevayn said. “That was all that was here.”

Alevist tugged his unstrung bow, the small quiver of arrows at his waist. Neera had done him the honor of staining the fletching, ensuring when he had them up to his cheek, he would have her by his side.

Alevist smiled, then looked over his shoulder. “The golden wolf of old is said to haunt these woods. The last protector of the Dawn Tree. If you see it while I’m asleep, either wake me up, or look away.”

Erevayn let out a laugh. “I may let it eat you so I have some damn peace and quiet. You talk too much.”

Alevist tilted a brow at his apprentice, then pressed forward, taking the first big step down the hill before them.

As the first night came, they were likely a day or two away.

Alevist looked at his surroundings, then down at the path. They set camp twenty paces off the road.

He cared for the formality of getting his apprentice to the Dawn Tree, but not to the extent of having the man navigate his way there. They needed to act with brevity. But he had no way of getting a piece directly from the Dawn Tree prior, otherwise, he would have.

Erevayn sat down, his bedroll laid out beneath one of the trees bearing silver and purple leaves. The gold of the looming Dawn became shrouded as the shadow finished transfixing the sky.

“This would have been so much easier if you got somebody to get us a damn branch,” Erevayn said.

“Aye,” Alevist said. “But before I showed my face at that wedding, I was presumed dead. And by then, all the friends I could reach out to were either with me, or also dead.”

“What about Galigus?”

“He was not so much a friend as an acquaintance, and reaching out to him would have yielded nothing. The man only gave to the Unity to be accepted. And when they finally pulled on his last straw, he had enough.” Alevist shook his head, prodding at their fire. “I have never seen him so determined. I mean, he was an ambitious youngling on his long walk, but not to this extent.”

“He could have still gotten us a branch.”

“They only go once every year for it. And that was months ago.”

“What of drinking from the Wells?”

Alevist’s head shot back. “I forget how long it’s been for you. The Wells are only a touch of the Will. You can’t harness a stone to a Well, it needs to be grounded to the source.”

“I should’ve chosen the Primordial Forms for my blade then, or the Omens.”

“Aye.” Alevist nodded his head. “It’s much easier to take from a strand of air, or from a user of the Omens themselves. But the Dawn chose our people. As apparently the All Will did.” Alevist scoffed.

“You don’t believe it?” Erevayn took a swig from his waterskin.

Alevist shook his head, feeling his eyes soften. “I believe Aranor was chosen. And I believe he chose me when he was dying to do what Merin asked of you. And that’s it. I believe the will which we abide by is our own. To be chosen implies that something greater is directing us.”

“Perhaps both are true,” Erevayn said, taking the rabbit from the skewer over the fire, ripping a piece that appeared cooked enough. He handed over the rest to his master. “Perhaps the All Will directs each choice before us, and whichever we choose alters the path that it lays down.”

Alevist took a long breath in, a chill biting at the inside of his nose. “Perhaps,” he said, exhaling. “But I feel those we’ve been around have interpreted everything wrong. We—the Aranari—can’t be the only chosen people. That’s silly. Every lineage had an Artisan; each a Demigod of sorts, operating in some capacity with the Inner Wills. Everything we learned came from them. The land we walked on, the buildings we slept in, all were forged by their prowess—before the Reckoning, of course.”

“You forget I’m a child of post Reckoning.”

“I admit, your father was as hardy an advocate as you are. Posing all possibilities.”

“Was he?” Erevayn smiled, chewing his rabbit, struggling to swallow. He pulled a small wooden case from his satchel. Alevist eyed him as he sprinkled salt over the food. Erevayn reached his hand out, offering his master the same.

Alevist accepted. “Aye. He always challenged my narrow mind, though I never saw it as narrow. The fucker just pointed out that it was.” He smiled, huffing. “But—he was right in that I was a bit of a zealot for Aranor. I was supposed to be, as the Seraphim of the Daemonine. Holding that rank, being his Trusted—I needed to believe he was giving the proper guidance. And I could never believe I was in control of my own Will. I did his Will.”

Erevayn’s chewing slowed with each bite.

Alevist took the cue and continued. “When the Reckoning began, his whole demeanor changed. It was like he held ages of knowledge he wanted to let out in one foul swoop. But he didn’t have the time, so he gave me what he could, and sent me on my way with his Tear. He could have survived and chose sacrifice instead.”

“Where did you go with his Tear?” Erevayn had never asked until then, though in prior conversations, Alevist had skimmed over the topic.

“I walked this very path. I was with your father when I did it. We barely survived getting to the Dawn Tree—”

Erevayn stopped chewing. “You embedded it within the Tree?”

“Aye—as I recall, that was your first inclination with Merin’s. Giving it to the earth—that was what the Artisans truly wanted. Well, at least Aranor. He didn’t want me to bear his curse and become an Artisan. He said, ‘Eternal life yields only sadness. To suffer forever, is no way of dying.’”

“He must have meant living,” Erevayn said.

Alevist shook his head. “I thought the same thing,” he continued, chewing the salted rabbit. “But he meant what he said. ‘Suffering is how we live. It is sad, yes—but it is. You must never stop seeking that suffering, but do nothing to bring it upon yourself.’”

“The man spoke in fucking riddles then.”

Alevist sighed, nodding. “Aye, he did.”

“Suffering is a choice, I say.”

Alevist perked up, so Erevayn continued. “We choose to suffer, even though pain is inevitable. Instead of looking toward pain, we should look beyond it.”

Coming from a self-loathing, former alcoholic.

“I see the judgment in your eyes. But it’s true. Aye, I moped in my pain for a while.” Erevayn took another bite. “But,” he chewed, “it’s true. I suffer still for the loss of my wife, for the loss of my opportunity with Viyala when we were just children. Yet all of those were parts of the way forward.”

The image of Alevist’s wife’s face lingered before him. Her shadowed silhouette bore down on him in that cavern in the Kal'duun mountains. “And we suffer now.”

“Aye, but beyond it there is hope. If not ours, somebody else’s that we can either choose to live into, or mope. As we both have been guilty of. You more recently than I,” Erevayn said, with the nerve to smile after.

“Careful.”

The apprentice threw his hands up. “That suffering won’t end when we kill Harglon.” Erevayn looked around the darkness of the woods. “Do you see him anywhere?”

“No.”

“Aye, he isn’t here. And perhaps he will never be. Perhaps he’s already dead—”

“He isn’t.”

“Okay, he isn’t. But when he is, it’ll be just the same as this moment. He won’t be here.”

“When did you become so brimming with advice?”

“It’s not advice, it’s not philosophy. It’s truth. My demons still follow me.” Erevayn’s lips curled.

Alevist still imagined that demon’s control over him.

“But Ilanudin is dead. And he was responsible for all my suffering. He was never there, as he isn’t here now. And when he was, I felt nothing but anger at having to wait. Wait for my justice.”

“He was going to get it one way or the other.”

“I wasn’t there to protect my wife,” Erevayn said.

“And I was there for mine. For my daughter, and for my son.”

“But you had no control. No Will to help save you. Nor did your wife.”

“And you did?”

“I could have at least been there. If I was there, I would have wanted to suffer as you did, for having let her down.”

It was all true; Alevist had let his family down. Perhaps the largest part of his grief was the inability to let that all go. He did everything within his power to keep them. He could’ve ducked an inch faster, perhaps darted through the house sooner to get to his wife and daughter. Got them to escape the fate they suffered that day. But all of that wasn’t what happened. Their deaths happened. His son died. And Alevist, too—had died.

“I must admit, I feel I am becoming more the apprentice myself.”

Alevist saw Erevayn smile at that. After a heartbeat’s hesitation, Erevayn continued, saying, “No one can tell us how to feel, but we can look beyond the pain. The suffering we feel within us may never go away, but there is always hope. If not ours, let us both find it in something else. There is a whole land undiscovered where we can give our efforts.”

“I am not as long for this world as you are.”

“You show no signs of age. Perhaps you’re longer for this dirt than you imagine.”

“Another thirty years and I would become the longest living Aranari to see Maetlynd.”

“Then let it be thirty years. And no less.”

Have you known? Alevist wondered. Do you know I desire for it all to end when I have fulfilled my unspoken oath to your martyred father? After I kill Harglon and have my justice?

“Aye,” Alevist said. “Let it be thirty then. Perhaps we can liberate continent after continent in Mersianei before then.”

A part of him believed his own words. The other still desired for the suffering to end. Harglon’s death wouldn’t bring an end to that, he had always known. But it would bring an end to a part of his suffering. Perhaps suffering was not something that was supposed to end. And Alevist’s desires for it belied his responsibilities given to him by Aranor all those years ago.

‘Plant my Tear in the earth,’ he had said. ‘Let it be what feeds all the suffering. Let it be what feeds the light emanating from that forever Tree. And let you be the catalyst from which the new age is risen. Bring us the Dawn, my son.’

He had always called Alevist son. Alevist could not have truly been his son, but was only his son by the very first seed planted in the dirt by each Artisan for their people.

If Alevist believed in that mythos, perhaps he could believe the All Will did create paths for those to follow. And perhaps, each selected path yielded another choice, which yielded another. And whoever was before their most recent choice, whatever came behind them, was forever changed upon the making of that choice.

Perhaps he needed to choose to become liberator of Mersianei, ignoring the cost of what that meant. For he had already paid. And he would continue to pay. But the world still needed him, even if he thought it didn’t.
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The sky above loomed a shady, golden hue through the foliage as the Dawn Tree warmed the forest.

Erevayn huffed in a breath of air as his eyes shot open. The forest lay dark and bold beneath the Shroud holding the Dawn Tree.

He sat up, a brighter gold burning to the west.

The fire still smoked as embers flared within. Alevist lay asleep, breathing slowly.

Beyond, the glow of a beast shone through the brush. A golden wolf.

His desire to awaken Alevist was immediately quelled. But the mark on his center-chest burned hot and his hand rose to it.

‘Don’t,’ the voice within said. That same voice that put Erevayn’s dagger through Ilanudin’s head.

‘You again.’ Erevayn spoke to the entity, wanting to put an end to the dream. Only, it was no dream.

He was less afraid with the light of the Dawn Tree so near. Yet he still flinched, unsure what that demon wanted—or what it would do. He looked to his blade beside his bedroll, slowly forcing himself away from it.

‘I am not here for only violence, as you may think. I come seeking the hope you so desire to give.’

‘I saw you within those mountains. I saw the look in your eyes before you sent your minions to kill us.’

‘My minions do not desire your death, my dear,’ she said.

Erevayn’s gaze drifted from the golden wolf to his master.

‘I only seek a place for my people to prosper. But Mersianei has fallen to darker forces. Forces which you can stop.’

‘Is that what sent your minions?’

‘Aye—now you are getting it, son. And they are no minions. They are people like you now, or as I was before.’

Erevayn hesitated, his hot breath blowing into the cool of night.

‘The true enemy—the Calevahn Empire—commits genocide on my people. I cannot tame all of those I have sent. For their anguish over all they have lost on our soil has driven some mad. But your old minstrel agreed with our cause. He wanted those of the Vile to live and prosper in Maetlynd. But first, they must be rid of all those who oppose their desire to live.’

Erevayn took in a deep breath, his sight locked again on the lone golden wolf. It seemed the beast recognized him. Recognized something, at the very least, within him. But the voice that spoke to him didn’t resonate from that creature. Whatever it was inside of him wanted him to avoid contact with the wolf. That he could feel. ‘And how are you a part of that?’

‘I am only a vessel, as you have been and will continue to be. I am the go-between for my people and yours. I need someone to ensure they don’t continue to destroy and alter the people of your land. I need a body strong enough to force them to kneel, for mine here must fall. Mine must accept its fate. And I do not have much time.’

‘You want me… to stop them?’

‘I need you to.’

‘What of that body? What of the woman you inhabit? The wife of my Liege.’

‘She has served her purpose. She has given us a force powerful enough to make your Last Artisan yield. We need another successor. The chosen one.’

Chosen? Chosen again? Erevayn swallowed, the golden wolf’s eyes still set upon him. It did not growl, it did not appear to hunger. Its gaze held soft and wide. Sympathetic, even. As if it was listening. ‘How am I supposed to trust you?’

‘I gave you the vengeance you desired. Did I not? Did I not offer you an excuse? To blame me? I marked you for a reason in those mountains.’

Erevayn’s hand rose to Merin’s Tear, then sank beneath the necklace to the ridges burned into his skin. The mark left by Linera. Or bestowed. His eyes veered from the wolf. Alevist slept soundly, his hand resting on his chest.

‘Your master plays a crucial role for the Crimson God. He serves as a catalyst for you to make it to Mersianei, if you so choose, to take it back for my people. For your people.’

My? Erevayn thought, doing his best to separate his voice from the demon within as he could. ‘My people?’

‘Those who hold belief in the Wills your Artisans steered you from out of envy. Those who bow to them. Those downtrodden. You can lead them forward. You can use them for good. The Crimson God can be yours to command. The madness is a gift. Enduring is a gift. Yet they still remain in so much pain. So much loss and grief follow them. You must lead them from that pain.’

The golden wolf bolted then, the brush rustling as Alevist turned over, mumbling something. The golden glow illuminated the distance, moving further and further away. Erevayn turned back to his own sword—he felt no urge to pull it from its laid-out baldric, with the exception of thrusting it through his own heart. To end his weakness on which this demon had so preyed.

‘There may come a time when your master stands in your way, betraying his role. As far as your life is concerned—you must not take it from us. You must return to us. You must claim your right to rule all of Maetlynd—all of Mercy beyond it. You can begin now. You can take up the mantle of these lands. Choose to lead those I send down to you. Those that wipe most of your enemy before we make them bend to your will.’

‘Never trust the voices in your own head. Especially ones that talk of genocide.’ Erevayn brought himself to one knee as he tried to see where the wolf had gone. He returned his gaze to Alevist. ‘I won’t kill him.’ Erevayn almost let the words escape his mouth for the first time in the gloom of the night.

‘I only tell you that he may stand between you and your fate. You have known since you were young that you were meant for this. You knew when your wife and unborn child were killed that you were destined for something more, otherwise, why suffer so?’

Erevayn’s breath grew heavier, his chest burning—the mark in the center of it still hot beneath his palm. Who was he truly chosen by? By Merin? But Merin had never spoken a word of it to him. Perhaps Merin intended for Erevayn to truly lead all the red-marked.

Erevayn knew the entity’s words could be false. False, perhaps, as the words spoken to him by the woman in the mountains in his visions. Or perhaps, she was warning him of the false mentor. The falseness of the Artisans before the Reckoning.

‘They lied, you know. The Will is not something they can control. Not something a simple stone and only a stone can harness.’

‘What do you mean?’ Erevayn’s eyes narrowed.

‘All of it has been false. The Will lies within you. Lies within more than those who are Marked, though the sensitivity and proclivity vastly differ. The Omen Mark you took—the Exile you endured—it was a lie. They made you believe you lacked the Will because they took your stone. Because they dampened your familiarity with it.’

‘You speak lies.’ Erevayn dimmed the voice within himself to silence, wondering what perhaps he might not have known. All of the wisdom he truly missed out on by not having his true father.

‘Your former mentor was a Demigod that knew what the Artisans held secret, and also did not share.’

‘Merin was doing that to protect me.’

‘He lied. And I am here with you now. You only have to let me in to hear all the truth. The truths that bring you to power. Bring you to the responsibility to lead a people in need of your ability. The two of Golden Eyes refer to you. And only you. His message was misinterpreted by the red-marked.’

Merin’s voice echoed in Erevayn’s mind. He with the ability, bears the responsibility. A chill rushed through him.

‘Liberate those of your land. Save them from being burdened with the Crimson God’s madness. But know his suffering was necessary and treat those I send you as your own. Once Maetlynd is yours, bring them back to Mercy. Bring them to liberate the people of all continents here from the Empire ruling it. And from the Dragons who hold the Hallowed and the Damned.’

Dragons! Erevayn thought. His eyes grew vast. He’d been raised on stories of dragons, of Alevist’s fight against the great protector Khal’jrousax. He said nothing then, his gaze going between his master and the now ample darkness of the forest beyond.

‘Your child needs a world free of war.’

‘What child? First you mention dragons, then you say I have a child?’

The voice almost scoffed then. He felt it. ‘You shall see. Your true love bears your kin. The one they took from you, to give you another—of which they took from you as well. Let us end all the Inner Will takes, and let you become the Trusted of a true God, not some Patron descended from them.’

He waited a moment, longing for Viyala. For her touch once more. She could have been pregnant. But he hadn’t spoken to her, he hadn’t been able to. Erevayn’s hand dipped to the necklace in his pocket. To the warmth it radiated at the thought of Viyala alone. That craving roared through his being. But he quelled the thoughts of her to return to the being within.

‘What if I tell all of this to my master?’

‘You are free to do as you please. The Will is your own. As is the All Will—if you were to just reach down and pick it up.’

He felt the presence within him fade. Alone, besides the heavy breaths of his resting master.

The Shroud of the Dawn Tree began its slow rise. The day was to start soon, and Erevayn knew he’d have to operate on little rest now. His hand shifted to his pocket, feeling the necklace but seeking that old flask he had thrown in the fire back in Milanteus. A drink would ease his burdens. The weight of two worlds now lay on his shoulders, and it was beginning to feel like an impossible choice. He had to think of his child, not only his dead father’s old friend.

He huffed out another heavy breath. As he began to teach Alevist more and more of the aspects of life he had been so conflicted about, perhaps Erevayn himself was truly growing to be the master.

Alevist had borne the weight of the previous Epoch’s burdens, and how he handled it laid sleeping as an example before Erevayn now. Alevist had failed. And now Erevayn had a chance to succeed. Surely in feats of battle, Erevayn couldn’t contend. But the man had been holding on to over thirty years of hate for a man he couldn’t find. And Erevayn was able to let his feelings of hate go—to an extent. The being inside of him helped him do that. It helped him end that part of his suffering.

It had put a blade in Ilanudin’s head. And perhaps that truly was him rising to his calling. Not an end, but a beginning.

He needed Alevist at the Dawn Tree—then he would have his abilities back. He would have his blade alighting Dawn once more. And he would be able to heal with the burning powers of the sun. Only the being who had taken Linera’s body was seemingly speaking the truth. Whoever it was pleaded for its people. For the Merciani. And maybe that was what Erevayn’s role needed to become. To take on the pain of that people as perhaps Merin too intended.

As far as the Will being within Erevayn the whole time, he had no inkling of how to access it anymore. He must have been too far removed from it. And so Erevayn still needed the Dawn Tree. Needed Alevist.

Alevist has still earned his vengeance. I can give him that. He lay back down as he heard Alevist turn over in his bedroll once more.

He stared into the forest, hoping to see the steely-eyed golden wolf.

I can be the two of Golden Eyes, Erevayn thought. And what a weight it is.
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Alevist pressed through the brush.

Their final ascent toward the Dawn Tree. And as he came upon that final crest of the hill, his heart raced. The joy of being a young Kaledar rushed through him once again. Before he rose through the Nine ranks to become Seraphim—the youngest ever to rise to such a rank.

“You seem more excited than me,” Erevayn said, his lips curving into a smile.

Alevist supposed he should have been happy to live through the night. For whatever being had resided within his apprentice fell quiescent. Alevist still lived—and it seemed likely that demon inside Erevayn wanted to kill Alevist as it did Ilanudin. Merin fortunately had taught his apprentice discipline. A burden to drown that demon within. To kill the shadow.

“Aye,” Alevist said. “I’m ready to get this over with. It’s been too damn long.” He sighed. “Thank goodness I didn’t need to teach you incantations or how to use the Will again.”

“I still have things to learn. I know how to light my sword when the Runestone is harnessed, but it’ll do to get my hand on a few more and work some different Forms. I’ve always been curious on how to use Dusk.”

“I suppose it would be nice for you to learn how to turn things ice cold with your hands.”

Erevayn nodded, looking ahead through the foliage. “I want to master the Nine Runes.”

Alevist huffed, laughing. He strode forward and tugged on the bow sitting over his shoulder. “I hadn’t even mastered all Nine. Only the Artisans were capable of that.”

“Perhaps we should aim to be spoken in the same sentences as they were. If Salasmir is an Artisan, we will have to fight like one to kill him.”

Salasmir—the power-hungry fool he was. The more distant Alevist became from the man, knowing all Stalhom had set in place, he felt perhaps Salasmir wasn’t the one to blame. That it had been the Last Artisan all along. Even if his heart didn’t want to believe it.

“Salasmir may not be the one we have to kill,” he said, nodding as he continued to press toward the opening in the brush. The opening where the massive Trunk of the Dawn Tree resided. “But aye—we may need to kill an Artisan.”

“Stalhom,” Erevayn said. “You believe we need to be strong enough to kill a man who has lived through every age since the dawn of man.” His eyebrows raised.

Alevist nodded. “Aye. And it won’t be easy to kill someone said to live forever. But all the others died. So there’s room to believe he can too.”

Erevayn stayed silent then, his eyes growing wide at a sight he had never seen. “It’s beautiful.”

Less than twenty paces away, golden vines encapsulated an ivory gate. An entrance built at the dawn of man, when the Artisans created the mortal life of Maetlynd. The first and only time the Demigods procreated to make the first of each lineage.

Though, as it was told by Aranor, ‘It was truly the second iteration of man, for the first were destroyed during the pre-dawn age. When Collasai and Dragons warred over the land we know as Mercy. When Callosai himself slammed his hammer into the ground, shattering the mountains he built to reach the Dragons in the sky. When Anvia became Anvia, and the Black Sands were burned by the fire of Dagonah, the mother herself.

‘And the Witesands were forged by Aalen and protected by the growth of the Dawn Tree—as the father of the sun wanted white shores to look upon as he settled these lands. And Taldreas the Collasai wielded his stone blade to puncture the mother’s chest, isolating her on the Isles for the rest of her days. Man suffered the pain of the giants. Suffered the agony of those who sprouted from the dirt before us. All because the sun and the moon wanted a place to rest their eyes.’

Aranor loved the story. And Alevist had loved hearing it.

“Do we just walk in?” Erevayn asked, stunned as he stood there, ten paces from the gate.

“Aye.” Alevist clapped his apprentice on the shoulder as he stepped through that ivory gate. Its appearance was unchanging, as if no other hands had graced the gate other than the craftsmen who forged it.

And for the Tree, its Dawn light burned bright, and the temperature as they grew closer felt so hot that the draft from the Sacred Woods felt cold. It was a dry burning of his skin, but his body still felt no need to sweat.

Alevist lost track of all time as he gazed upon it. The Shroud never reached this low, never closed off the light at the base of that beautiful Tree.

Erevayn stepped in. The boy was likely more used to the branches that dipped miles away on the northeastern side, nearer the sea. The place the Kaledar after the Reckoning were granted permission to go on their pilgrimage.

The Trunk of the Tree appeared a massive bending column reaching far into the sky. The other branches—easily mistaken as trees of themselves—began near a mile off the ground, spreading out so far to reach over the walls and light the rest of Taldreas. A Tree grown to match the Collasai’s ability to climb.

Glowing so gold it near rendered a normal man blind. But in its forever light—could grant that same blind man the ability to see.

And within it, Alevist had laid his Tear. Within it, he had sent out the first recorded blast to freeze the first wave of those undead on Taldreas. He locked them in crimson with the stone of that cursed land across the ocean. The place that now called him to it. The place no other mortal had gone but Valdus and those Merciani that yet lived in Maetlynd. Mercy.

A place known as Heaven to those who held their faith in the All Will and the All Will alone—a place referred to as Hell to those who believed in the Martyrs and what they had sacrificed. For they were sent away from those great lands, accursed by the Gods of the Empyrean.

And how those Gods played their games, Alevist reflected. The All Will rose to defeat the Empyrean. Its children, the Inner below them all and then the Outer, which vied for prominence and influence. Their war forced the All Will to send the Artisans into exile. Those patrons of Wills.

In the end—man had won. After the Martyrs perished. It was man who had come together to defeat that Outer Will. Defeat that mysterious entity that brought its necrotic red storms and briared blades from Hell.

And all those years ago, it had all passed behind them, the simple life taking him away from his duty. And now duty called again as he stared at that Tree. The ever-climbing tide that willed him to climb, to pick up what power Aranor gave him and use it to save Maetlynd.

Paragon or not—the world knew nothing of it.

And Alevist paid for knowing too much. His family paid. Erevayn’s father Artorious paid. And now Merin paid.

The part of him that longed for Harglon’s head still lingered—even as his gaze followed each curve of that wonderful Trunk. But there was still a part of him called to something greater, as it had always been. As he had always been the one looked to in those times.

And now—with the soul of his wife fallen, her body used by some Outer Will for certain, he needed to save her. He needed so badly to save her.

Will I ever lay my eyes on you again, my love? Will I ever see the life you and I could have created? The daughter and son you bore and brought into the world. Whom it was my job to protect. Whom I failed as I failed you.

I will not fail you again. I will save your body and set it to rest. I will take the lives of those who sent you to an early grave. He bowed his head. I will go to Mercy if I must, and tear that Outer God from his throne or whatever he sits upon, and I will bring your memory with me to do it.

Whatever it was about seeing the great Tree again brought that purpose back to him. Perhaps he should have come once Merin raised him from the dead. How the minstrel brought him back was still lost on Alevist. But he was sure of its truth. He had felt that utter relief of death. And the awakening of rebirth.

And as he took one last look at the Tree, his apprentice still frozen before its mass, he finally felt the Will rushing through him then. It returned to him in a rush as his faith felt restored—renewed. The Runestone around his wrist and in the hilts of each of his weapons buzzed, their humming pitch matching the Tree above. Even those Runestone harnessed in other Forms.

It was all becoming clear to him now.

He had brought Artorious’ son to the great Tree to give him his Rite once more. He had redeemed him—and so felt redeemed. Aranor hadn’t praised himself—he praised something far greater. Something Alevist now needed to praise if he were to leave the world better than he found it. Leave it with hope yet unseen.

‘You are the Paragon,’ Aranor had said. ‘You will take my Tear, and you will save Maetlynd. There is no time for me to give you all that I know,’ the man—not the Demigod—had breathed heavily, his hand held to his heart and his eyes wet from sorrow. ‘Take it to the Dawn Tree, hunt down the rest of the Tears and put an end to this Crimson God.’

Erevayn slowly raised his hand as he came out of his own trance.

“It’s time, isn’t it?” his apprentice asked. It seemed now, as he looked at his friend’s son, he was looking into a mirror.

“It is time for you to no longer be an apprentice again,” Alevist said, smiling as he stepped forward. “Are you prepared to accept this pain?”

Erevayn tore open the first two buttons of his linen shirt, exposing the Runemark upon his chest and collarbone. The red mark at the center, beneath Merin’s Tear, seemed to be glowing, the scarlet burn searing still.

“Aye,” Erevayn said.

They stepped forward.

Upon coming over the final hilled crest, Alevist saw where he had placed the Tear.

The crimson stone poked out from the base of the Trunk, its sharp edges jutting. But the stone appeared to have been cracked open.

“Are we doing this?” Erevayn asked, already so far in his mind beyond the ritual; he was ready, moving toward the dais at the base of the Trunk.

Alevist shook his head, as if awakening from a dream. Perhaps it was a trick of the eyes. The jutting stone did lie some fifty paces away. He turned back to the Trunk, his feet planted in a wonderful stream of rushing cold water.

“Kneel before the Tree,” he said, his heart wholly turning back to his apprentice’s moment. To the son of his brother’s moment.

And so Erevayn kneeled. He removed the sword from his baldric, the three-pointed hilt aiming down. The crimson metal of the blade stabbed into the dirt, only an inch away from the golden wood of the Trunk.

The vial of softstone quickly adjusted in the center of the red blade, the patterns upon it reflecting with a deep onyx as it traced its way to the vial. Such as Alevist’s blade was beautiful, so was Erevayn’s. Ewilen didn’t know how to construct a blade of poor quality or nondescript design.

The hardstone faced the Tree, as it was supposed to. Alevist stepped between his apprentice and the Tree.

“Let’s get this done,” he said.

Erevayn looked up, and Alevist admired the boy’s patience. He again peered upon him as if looking upon himself. A young, broken face marred by what had been lost. Too young to have experienced what Alevist had.

Erevayn leaned the haft of the blade forward, the pommel nearly jamming into Alevist’s leg. He then pivoted the blade outward, so his chest was exposed.

The Liege took the apprentice’s sword as it was proffered, the blade so great he needed to take another step back. He grazed his apprentice’s chest with a shallow slice—over the reformed Runemark on his left shoulder, the shape of the sun now beginning to form. Erevayn hardly grimaced at the cut.

Alevist kneeled then, before Erevayn, lifting the blade up horizontally; the hardstone in the hilt faced up as blood dripped from Erevayn’s wound.

Erevayn then took the blade from his master, who stepped aside. He gripped Erevayn’s shoulder at the side of the Mark with both hands, feeling Will course through him once again. A radiating energy he hadn’t remembered since he fell from the mountain. Since he had again seen his wife’s face.

Dawn surged through his hands, into the wound so as to burn it, Erevayn placing the hardstone against the base of the Tree while the blade’s tip still pierced the dirt. His other hand leaned against the Trunk.

Alevist recognized the power surging into Erevayn.

A moment of quiet, Erevayn grimacing with eyes shut. Mumbling something.

“Erevayn?”

A concussive bolt of Will threw Alevist back. As he had been when he placed Aranor’s Tear in the trunk.

Several heartbeats passed. He gasped, choking on water from the stream. He dragged his sodden head out to peer back at Erevayn, who now appeared one with the Tree, his left arm outstretched.

And then, his apprentice appeared as more than one. Duality in an arcane glow. An essence radiated from him and within him. False wings flowed from under his cloak, that then disappeared in that same instant to reappear again a heartbeat later. The demon from the mountains was being expelled from his body, fighting against Erevayn’s Will to remove its influence.

“Erevayn!” Alevist tried to rush forward, but he fell into the stream once more, an invisible strike pitching him over.

“Erevayn!”

His apprentice screamed.

A piercing ring radiated from the Tree. A resonance that reminded him of that crimson stone in the mountain, just before he leaped from the log that led down the Twin Falls. That crescendo forthcoming.

Erevayn fought the demon. And it seemed Erevayn was winning.

His apprentice’s jaw clenched as his head turned, his whole body shaking with the effort. His eyes hardened, his shakes beginning to fade. A look of immense pain tore over Erevayn’s face. A realization.

And then—he too was hurled from the tree.

As Erevayn fell back, Alevist heard a laugh boom in the distance. The bellow grew between a soft and a hard jeer. Where Erevayn’s left arm had been held to the Tree, crimson stone poured over and through it. And it was still there.

Erevayn’s blade rested at his side, his remaining hand holding the haft as Alevist stormed forward, disregarding the danger of any blast knocking him back once more.

The hardstone in the hilt glowed—but it glowed red within that fierce gold. There was something else within the Dawn. Alevist had his hand on Erevayn’s moving chest, his apprentice’s head shaking with the anguish that comes with waking from a battle forgotten. Where the bottom half of his left arm used to be, red stone now took its place. And it appeared to be growing.

Alevist heard a sizzling, and then he turned his eyes to where a different humming resonance came. It sounded from the opening of the crimson stone. From that jutting rock. It was then he realized, Aranor’s Tear was indeed no longer in that great Tree. It was then that burning fear rose in his chest.

A gate had opened, created by some unknown arcane force. And monsters walked through it. Into their known world. All around, he heard the cracking echo through the Sacred Woods. The unmistakable piercing echo of those scarlet stones breaking.

Then he looked to the Tree, where Erevayn’s hand and forearm were still grafted on. A twisted crimson smile burned into the trunk like the red veins burning into the walls of Ossilith. As were the embers of a burn so powerful as to smolder something already hot.

The Dawn Tree was starting to burn.

He rushed forward, beginning to forge Dusk to counteract the effect.

He took two strides toward the Tree.

“Master.”

Alevist stopped in his tracks, spinning to Erevayn.

“Master,” Erevayn repeated. He thrust his blade into the sodden ground and forced himself to stand. The crimson stone at his left elbow continued inching up his arm.

The monsters to Alevist’s right stood a hundred paces away—fewer than thirty of them. But they continued to pour out. One stood tall amongst the rest, horns jutting from its head and a massive black sword at its side.

Alevist needed to extinguish the burning of the Tree. He knew he must. So he turned from his apprentice.

And in taking that step forward, he heard his apprentice’s voice again. Only it wasn’t Erevayn’s.

“Master!” it shouted, as Alevist spun. Not fast enough.

The pain in his apprentice’s eyes, as if he held the weight of all civilization there. A bash on Alevist’s head and his world went dark.

The last image patterned across the inside of his eyes was the evil smile on his wife’s face within the mountains.


Chapter 20
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Neera shifted in her bed.

The previous three days had gone by so fast. Valdus, Jani, and Tellen had mostly aided with taking care of refugees.

They had spent one whole day ensuring the space the Forgotten had was of quality. Asmodil and Galigus’ wife showed them around the harbor of the city, and they watched the sun rise on the second day far to the east over the horizon.

Edelvin being so far north, Neera thought she would have been able to see Anvia from its other shore, but that was simply because of Cyril’s maps. He told her the world was round, so theoretically, one could reach both sides of each continent from the other. But they were so far apart, it was faster to sail across the Sundered Sea to get to the other than travel across the continents. How he knew how far they were apart, she had no idea.

The fourth day unwound, and Neera hoped to see the gate burn open again, this time, Erevayn’s blade cutting through. Such was the ritual.

Within the Sacred Woods, the apprentice took on the mantle as master, but for his own next kin, as they referred to it. Neera waited in that park outside the gate, the harbor to the east. The setting sun beat its radiant light over the city walls and houses to the west.

Neera’s eyes found Jani. “Are we supposed to go in for them if they don’t come back out?”

Jani shook her head, looking over her shoulders to see Tellen coming from the house. She chewed a bite of dried meat, sipping from her waterskin. “We let them come out on their own.”

Neera nodded. “Any luck finding your mother?”

Valdus stirred.

Jani shook her head once more. “Unfortunately not. But Asmodil has word out still. She had grown mad before she left. Like she had something within her she didn’t want to let out. A secret that drove her mad.”

As they looked toward the sunset, Neera began to see the makings of a silhouette—the shape of a longship growing in the distance. She narrowed her eyes, flakes of snow drifting now in front of her. But there were still two months before winter.

She looked up, the white flakes continued to float down around her and all over the city. Her eyes found the gate flanked by white walls leading to the Sacred Woods. A small fire burned on one of the large branches of the golden Tree above.

Ash fell before her, not snow.

A loud booming sound came from the east, bells echoing through the streets of Edelvin.

Jani stood, turning toward the eastern port. They were perhaps a mile away, maybe more, and a fleet of longships crested over the horizon. The bells continued to ring as stone missiles launched from the eastern battlements surrounding the ports.

The Dawn City was under attack.

Screams.

There were screams in the distance. The unmistakable sound of people being cut down or torn apart. Neera had heard it all before.

Valdus’ gleaming silver hair blew with the wind. He took a step toward the port, most of the screams echoing from there.

Tellen stirred in his seat, his eyes following Valdus. “What is tha—”

“We’re under attack,” Valdus said, reaching to the hilt of his hammer.

Silhouettes from the market stalls near the port stepped out into the city streets. The floor of the city shook, and Neera turned back toward the gate to the Sacred Woods. Echoing cries of children and men and mothers and sisters rang, then total quiet. Another resounding concussion forced Neera’s gaze east. A missile burned through the air, splashing into the ocean.

“Valdus,” Neera said, pointing up to the sky. “Look.”

The group followed her gaze.

“It can’t be,” Valdus said, his bottom jaw hanging open. The ashes fell faster, raining down.

And then the ground shook as another crash came from beside the cathedral, from the iron door that led into the Sacred Woods. That iron door still stood closed and burned shut at the center. It could be Erevayn and Alevist. But Neera had better judgement. The resounding slams of death clamored from behind that iron door—an enemy.

Stalhom? Is it finally you?

The ground quaked harder still.

That same sound in the mountains. A door opening. And the same inhuman screams bellowed from behind the white stone and iron door. And so came a storm.

One more resounding clash upon that singular piece of iron, the chains on it nearly still rusted to the frame.

One final blow dropped it into the city square. The gate caved in. No line burned down the center, no apprentice rising from the embers of that symbolic door. Neera turned to Jani, whose hands grasped her spear. In Jani’s eyes, Neera saw fear.

Dust kicked up, and Neera’s heart skipped a beat.

Drawing blades rang in the silence as the ten or so soldiers that had been stationed with them prepared for battle. Standing in wait, the courtyard surrounding them held an ominous disquiet. Heartbeats passed, Neera staring at the fallen gate beside the white stone walls surrounding it—those walls stood as tall as seven men and beyond, the burning Tree rained its ash.

Valdus held his hammer now, the crimson glow of the head shimmering in the flames of the burning Tree.

Neera shook her head. “They can’t be from the Isles. It would have taken them another month at least.”

“They aren’t.” Valdus’ gaze locked on the settling dust ahead.

Crimson eyes beamed from the darkness of the entryway, the white stone walls covered in char. The iron door rattled as heavy footsteps pounded over it. One set of red eyes stood above all the others. The clamoring of hooves clashed down on the iron as even more eyes shone through the murk of rust and dirt.

To the east, crimson stones lining the way to the port crackled. The crackling grew louder. Four pieces of the crimson stone about the roof and dais of the cathedral glowed, radiating a humming resonance, and then split. A hand rose from within the scarlet dust.

“Hold your ground!” Jani shouted. Neera had faith in the Amrinil’s ability to lead in a fight. Jani had once been Kaledar—was still Kaledar—whether she served the Unity or not.

Another hand rose through the dust of the fallen door, a mangled, massive finger pointing to the group within the square. An audible growl came from Tellen’s direction. A man preparing for war.

The fletching of Neera’s first arrow grazed her face. As the dust settled, she loosed.

The arrow sang toward the fallen door, cracking into the breastplate of one of those unseen enemies. Red eyes fell forward in the darkness. Then, silence.

A huff of air, then screeches. The pocket of red eyes poured through that emptiness. The crimson stones of the cathedrals burst open entirely, Vilegaur punching out from within. One charged without getting a grasp of the land it was on, as if it was continuing its goal from before being shackled beneath stone.

Neera fired into the mass of enemies, her arrows striking true. One, then a second. Each finding a target. The third struck another attacker in the leg, the beast continuing to crawl forward. The ominous movement of the tallest creature made her uneasy. The beast snarled, the ash settling on its crimson and brown fur and its even horns.

She pulled the arrow back to find her mark and loosed. The demon raised a chain of some kind, glowing with the dusk above. The arrow struck the red and briar-wrapped stone.

Jani charged forward, swinging with her spear into the smaller mass of Vilegaur. She matched her offensive slash with a riposte, taking off the head of one of the screeching beasts. She thrust another clean through the chest, then pulled her blood-soaked spear free and reset into a defensive posture.

Valdus and Neera rushed forward, Neera drawing her blades. Valdus’ hammer arched in a side-to-side swing, cracking into the first of those beasts charging from the cathedral dais. Its insides shattered, the hammer meeting little resistance. The Vilegaur fell to the dirt, and Valdus slammed his maul down to crush its head.

The onrushing clatter of footsteps continued on the iron door.

Neera ducked an oncoming blow, spun, and backhand-stabbed both her long and shortblades into the next attacker. Yanking the red metal of her blades from her kill, she kicked into the enemy’s chest, launching the attacker backwards, limp and into her next target. Rolling to stand, her blades sank into the throat of another smaller beast. She severed the head from both sides.

Jani continued her forward attack, unarmored. She gripped her golden humming spear, cutting through each of the vicious pursuers with a ferocious cry. In a moment of respite, she fell back in behind Tellen. Bodies too lay at his feet, his chest pulsing with heavy breaths.

A quiet stole through the city under the gloom and slowly falling ash. The red-eyed enemies were falling fast. But the large one at the gate still lingered.

Neera sheathed her two blades, taking her bow from over her shoulders again. Two more beasts died before her, her arrows striking faster than they could charge. Valdus slammed his hammer down, hushing the echoing screech of the final Vilegaur on the dais. Several of the city guards had fallen, and to the east, the port bell rang—their fight still undecided.

The pounding steps resonated from the iron gate, the taller beast growing clearer to the eye. An enemy that seemed to have traveled from someplace not of Maetlynd. Its glaring scarlet horns pierced through the shadow of the golden hue of the Tree above and its moonlit Shroud. The creature’s dark, red eyes blinked, locking on Jani. The demon took its final steps into the streets of Edelvin, the door slamming back into the ground behind him as it shifted from his weight. Its long snout sniffed the air, a crimson ring wrapping between two nostrils.

The creature lifted its chain from the ground, similar to the one Neera had seen around Halvayne’s chest. Like Valdus’ hammer, the bulky whip was made wholly of crimson stone, with a handle of light steel. A thick, curved longsword lay in the beast’s other hand. The grip was crafted for two hands of any other creature of Maetlynd, but the beast wielded it in a single fist. This blade was not the red of the crimson, but instead an onyx black, crystalline only in the reflection of the sallow gloom of dusk.

It howled. Its hoof crashed down, and Tellen charged first.

“Wait!” But Neera hadn’t been fast enough. She held her arrow knocked on her bowstring, so as not to strike Tellen.

The beast’s stone whip flashed forward. Tellen tried to duck out of the way, his blade and shield held too near his own face in the block attempt. The whip was wrapped in briar. She had seen its kind before—such briar had forced Merin to give up his eternal life.

Tellen fell to the ground, limp.

Neera fired then, and twice more, the beast slashing away her arrows faster than she could fire them. Even with the crimson tips, the bastard’s sword cut them in half.

The beast loosed another deafening howl.

Jani staggered forward and Valdus rushed with her. Neera fired again, getting one through the monster’s swift parries as he began to fend off strikes from the two warriors before him.

Jani’s spear lit with the golden-orange glow of the burning tree above. The long edge of her spear blade crashed into the onyx blade of the beast’s, the creature’s chain whip deflecting hammer blows behind from Valdus.

Neera hit the beast again and again, but it didn’t even flinch. More guards charged, none capable of using the Will—as now her brother was.

Neera imagined what Hayde would do then. Would he have run? No, she thought. He would push in.

She drew her crimson blades, two guards falling as Valdus and Jani were both forced back, deflecting two quick blows. Jani fell into one of the city guards. The dead bodies of those two guards stirred.

“Jani!” Neera shouted, forcing the Amrinil to spin about. Jani, wide-eyed, stabbed her spear point into the heads of the two guards, ending any chance they would come back to life as the enemy.

The large whip landed with a clattering blow, shattering cobblestones and raising grit. Neera leaped over the corpses. The six or seven-foot curved blade struck down, forcing Neera to duck. Valdus pinned the onyx blade against the dirt with his maul and all his strength. The beast howled in Valdus’ face, lifting his blade and Valdus’ hammer effortlessly, throwing the Merciani off balance.

As Neera regained her step, she saw the similarities between the two and their crimson markings. The beast, appearing more bull than man, had a lighter skin tone, covered mostly in brown fur. But the red markings creased up both of its arms and seemed to swell with blood following each swing. Tellen, to his credit, rose, his face mauled and his mouth hanging open. His blade must have stopped any briar from striking, for he rose in a daze—not as a mad Vilegaur. He stepped forward for a swing, but before he could lash out, the beast leaped back toward Valdus. Jani was able to land a hit and the beast’s arm flailed, a black sludge pouring onto the once clean cobbles.

The monster reeled back.

Jani leaped before the curved longsword, the ember of her Dawn blade skimming the onyx metal at the parry.

Valdus charged, the crimson whip flicking wide over his head.

He shoved Tellen back with a kick, then used his momentum to sweep forward as the soldier crashed to the floor. Neera dove under the beast’s legs, her blades slashing the inside of the savage’s knees.

Valdus delivered a strike to the back of the near-animal, forcing it to lurch forward as it fell to its knees. Tellen rose, taking half of the monster’s head.

The Vile fell, nearly collapsing onto Jani, who dashed back fast enough to avoid it.

“Tellen.” Neera ran toward Tellen, who dropped second.

She turned him over, his jaw slack and caked with blood. He nodded then, Neera taking his head in her hands. “Jani!” she shouted, the bells to the east still ringing. “Help him.”

Jani rushed over. Her Runestone shone in the spear at her side. The Mark on her forearm radiated the same Dawn as her blade. Her hand pressed to the Stained man’s face, his jaw crashing back together on itself as Jani winced in pain. The same crack Neera had heard when Alevist helped her brother in the mountains.

A screech of pain and the boy’s eyes rolled back as he fainted.

“He’ll be fine. A broken jaw—his face scars though—I’m not that good.”

It was a shame really, considering he was a handsome man. His dark eyes had been bloodshot when they were open—he would at least have those. But his cheek was marred with a cut from his own blade.

Neera turned to Valdus. “What was that thing?”

“It was one of the Minos. They have tribes all over the central continent of Mercy.” The Merciani shook his head. “If this beast is here—this makes no sense.”

One of the city guards stepped up. “We must go to the port.”

Jani looked at the man, nodding. “I’ll go.”

But as they gathered themselves to head east, footsteps clattered again on the iron door. Neera turned, hoping to see Hayde. But it was Erevayn, holding Alevist over his shoulders, the elder slack and in a bit of a daze.

The look in Erevayn’s eyes had changed. A look of contentedness she hadn’t expected. And his arm—from the elbow down on his left arm was now a forearm and a hand forming from crimson stone.

“They came out of the Tree,” he said.

Jani bolted up to him, allowing him to fall onto one knee to lay a mumbling Alevist on the ground.

“They lit it aflame,” he continued, his breathing still heavy.

Behind him stood a golden-hued wolf, its light emanating through that dark portal into the Sacred Woods. A place Neera had never been. Twice the size of a normal wolf, it sat stoic in the frame in which the iron door had once hung.

Erevayn looked over his shoulder at the beast. “It pulled us out,” he said through a chattering breath. “It got us out of there.”

As Neera turned to it again, the wolf had gone. The golden light had begun to fade as it slunk back into the brush of the Sacred Woods.

It could have been the fire burning from the Tree above, but she could have sworn she had sensed recognition from the wolf. A plea to help. But to help what, Neera could not figure.


Chapter 21
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Four days had passed, and the battle outside Ossilith grew into a full-fledged siege.

Kythos felt it was only a matter of time before Salasmir came along. And so they waited in the throne room deep in the estate. The great courtyard was adorned with the bright greens of the Ver’Skyi. The sun above shone through the open ceiling, its light reflecting off the doors at the other end of the space.

“They abandoned me,” he said, digging his fingers into his temples.

“No,” Thelmund said. “No, it’s just not possible.”

Roven’s chains stirred at the base of the small dais within the courtyard of the estate. “Surrender and give up Ossilith.”

Kythos ignored the Stained King’s son. He sat upon the chair he had built for his wife. She used to sit there and hear the plebeians of Ossilith voice their concerns. She was always far better suited to such a task, and her prodding at him had made him sensitive to such issues. But he still helped where he could.

Though in reflection, he realized he had failed the rest of the Ver’Skyi after her death. The villages had been rebuilt, mostly. And after her passing, it was only Scillia that kept him accountable to those ratty places in his lands below. The land he was supposed to care for. If only his two anchors hadn’t died. If only they hadn’t been taken from him.

His heart raged again, the fury of their loss boiling his blood. “We can ride to meet them.”

“We have the fortifications on our side. Roughly three months, with rationing, of supplies,” Thelmund said. “We only need wait for Salasmir to come.”

Kythos’ councilors surrounded him, staring back at him. Thelmund, his Weaver and nephew, hid his fear behind a steely gaze. The brute that had been handling Roven, though stoic, breathed heavily through his mouth. His Chief Commander, Cilneros, was the only man in the room that could provide valuable insight under the circumstances but was too young to have seen the Reckoning. His youth and vigor had always been an asset. Now, what was a man who had given wise council held his silence in these waning moments.

“What do you have to say?” Kythos’ slouched shoulders grew sore against the creaking wooden back of that old chair.

Cilneros clicked his teeth. His green-on-green eyes clenched shut a moment in thought. His dark hair was tied in a well-mannered bun. He wore his field armor, more out of formality as they were still a day from the field besides. Cilneros was Kythos’ highest ranked Kaledar remaining in the walls of Ossilith. The others had been slaughtered by Galigus at the Hardranian front during the wedding.

Why one of such rank would click their teeth at a Consular was lost on Kythos.

“I believe Lord Thelmund is correct. He and the other Weavers within our walls can sustain filters for a while. Food will become more of an issue than anything.”

“And we do need the filters?” Kythos asked.

Cilneros’ eyes widened. “Aye, Lord Consular. We have around forty recorded deaths from our water. The filters are in heavy demand.”

Kythos’ head fell against the chair. The cool air of the courtyard abraded his throat.

Out along the city streets, he heard the yells and commands of Ossilith’s battlements. The moaning soldiers. The rest of the plebeians had been temporarily granted passage to the sixth level of the city and above. But the space was said to be overflowing.

Kythos rubbed his tongue against the sharpness of his left canine. He exhaled, then said, “Let us go and see how Galigus’ forces fare.”

They walked the battlements, Roven pulled along like a dog on a chain.

The large brute of a soldier tugged at the irons and Kythos looked down on the fields before his once great city. He had ordered his men to cease firing, instead opting to have them muster on the battlements of the first level of the city.

A narrow stone bridge led to the iron gates of the first level, the ditches around giving no space for an attack to fall upon the city walls. If Galigus wanted to break into the city with a ram, he would need considerable forces to sustain the losses they would take.

It had taken the Stained King the better part of three days to structure his forces outside the wall. To the west, Galigus prepared a line of ever-revolving pikemen, ready to halt a charge from any force coming from Dul’Vulgo, likely where Stalhom and Talanis’ men would approach.

Behind that force of pikemen, tents were raised in order to support those men. Roughly a thousand paces, Kythos estimated, separated the men from their rest. The rotating watches had already begun, a single file forming on the more northern flank of the pikemen, all the way along the trees that filed out from the base of the mountain and the walls of Ossilith. Galigus’ riders were camped not far along the left flank of the line of pikemen, roughly a league distant from where Kythos stood.

As they paused on the battlements, Kythos’ councilors behind him, he put his hand to the bottom of the shield slung on his back. The hilt of the blade at his side warmed with his touch. As one of the former knights of the Omen, Kythos had a blade attuned to that black Will. The Will of the Omen God. The Anti-Magicks.

Kythos stared back down at the field. Archers hunkered between the stones jutting from the dirt to the east. The sodden ground directly before the walls of Ossilith appeared more sodden still, a scarlet glint shining from the puddles leading to the eastern river where the village houses stood. Further south, Galigus’ encampment held another chiliad, faced in ranks toward the city walls. Several siege weapons were positioned in half-mile-long increments along the line.

Galigus was proving himself a man of war.

But Galigus didn’t know Kythos could launch a surprise attack from the bottom level of Ossilith, from the eastern passageways. One thousand riders with two legions of foot soldiers were prepared for a charge. Only two Kaledar among them ready for a fight, but that would be enough. He needed to hold on, though. He needed to wait for Salasmir to arrive. And they would. They would come soon.

Right?

Certain magicks hid the sally port in the eastern walls. Kythos had kept his own secrets from the Unity. And it seemed, as the wait for Stalhom and the rest of his allies grew longer, that that hedged bet had paid off.

He looked to Roven, then to Cilneros. “Be prepared to ring the bells.” He held up four fingers. “Four times, once Talanis’ horns sound. If they come, we will not hesitate in forcing Galigus’ men astray.”

Cilneros nodded and Kythos looked back down to the fields. The ranks seemed to grow in number. They were marching forward from the farthest distance.

Are you going to charge, my friend?

No—he wouldn’t.

Galigus’ men were moving into position closer to the city walls, though. And that could mean Kythos could fire down upon them.

Are you just testing my defenses? Testing my response?

Kythos paced along the walls for what felt like a half dial-turn until a man stepped out from amongst the enemy ranks. He bore a black cloak with ornate silver pauldrons adorned upon a near-black breastplate that seemed to gleam orange in the sun.

The silver hand and torch handle with the burnt orange Dawn Tree as an azure flame stood clear, even from Kythos’ range. Kythos was sure it was Galigus. And as he walked out from the rest of his men, he was within range of an arrow.

By the time Kythos gave the signal for the firing horn to blow, surely he would step back.

Yet he tried, despite his respect for his enemy. It was his fault his daughter was dead. That Stained King had let his wife and her savage people raid Scillia’s wedding. He sent his son to kill Kythos and the rest of his bloodline. It was his fault.

Cilneros shouted out orders, leaning over the battlements to pass word to the archers below. The horn bellowed out as near the instant Kythos raised his hand, signaling the archers at the ready. None were, and Kythos saw them all scuttling along the nearer battlements below, ready to send a volley off into the fields.

Standards were to fire at will after the first horn blow. But the archers had seen no action over the course of days. So even though Kythos was growing angry at his men’s lack of preparation, he had no choice but to forgive it.

It was lucky then, that Galigus had not moved. Hadn’t flinched—as a matter of fact.

All it took was one of his archers to send a shot off the wall with enough range to kill the man, and yet he didn’t yield a step.

The volley finally pierced the sky, near a hundred arrows all fired at odd intervals, a dark cloud.

And as the arrows fell in their downward trajectory, a horn blew from the west.
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Salasmir looked out at the field where Talanis’ men had been slaughtered.

Piles of burnt Kalatari bodies lay to the south. And before Salasmir, a line of unbuckling Stained pikemen stood in waiting for a charge from the west.

His eyes narrowed as he scanned the enemy. Within those ranks of pikemen, some of the soldiers wore the unmistakable armor of the Kalatari.

Hairy chests and striped arms—these were Talanis’ former men.

“Unbelievable,” Stalhom scoffed. He turned then to Talanis, whose shoulders pulled back.

The former Consular of the Kalatari stood, his face broad and unmoving. The Kaledar who had taken Talanis’ position stood by his side. Although forced into his current position, Salasmir could tell his loyalties still belonged with Talanis.

“Porfenis, you’re to send him riding in the first line,” Stalhom said.

The man peered to Talanis, then back to Stalhom. He hesitated for only an instant. But an instant too long.

Stalhom’s brows rose, his darkened red skin seeming to radiate heat. “You may send them when you’re ready,” the man snarled.

“Aye, my God Emperor.” Porfenis bowed, then turned to Talanis with a look of regret. Porfenis clicked his tongue and gripped his spear, the hardstone sitting at the oak base where he would swing the Runic Steel.

Talanis did the same, pulling his horse’s reins to follow behind.

As the Kalatari forces formed up in a line against the trees of the dark forest behind them, Salasmir pulled his horse closer to Stalhom’s. “Should I prepare the rest of the forces for a second wave, Lord? Perhaps a flank?”

“We won’t have to,” Stalhom said.

Salasmir shook his head, clearing his throat. “I don’t understand, Lord. If we don’t reinforce—”

“Do you have faith?” Stalhom turned his head to face Salasmir.

He felt his mouth go dry almost instantly. They had a force of eight thousand behind the near thousand Kalatari riders ready to charge. Stalhom hadn’t sent any to flank from the south, and instead had the entire force line through the trees. And he was rushing to send a wave of riders in before the rest of the force behind was through the forest entirely.

“Aye, Lord. I have faith in you.”

“Do you have faith?”

Salasmir nodded with a blind assuredness. Though it was the first time he was indeed noticing for himself, that it was blind in its nature.

“Then allow the Gods from above to send us their Will.”


Chapter 22
[image: ]


Talanis rolled his shoulders back as he started toward the front.

A chance at redemption. Fires from the past battle still smoked in the fields before him. The sky bore its radiant light over those small, rolling, and mostly denuded hills. Enemy pikemen stood in their ranks atop one hill in the very distance. Hopefully all of those captured Kalatari were being tended to in camp, and hopefully Talanis wasn’t about to cross spears and swords and fire arrows down upon them.

“It’s wrong, Lord,” Porfenis said, loping by Talanis’ side.

Talanis admired the heft of his oaken haft. He peered up to the empty space where his Runestone belonged, where the Runic steel had been crafted into the rest of the spear. The sharp edges called to him. And now, as during the Reckoning and the Blood Rebellion before it, he had an opportunity to wet his blade with the blood of enemies.

The Mark about his chest still burned, but now it smoldered hot with hope. The same hope that he had felt riding along before the ranks of his men. The men to whom he owed his life. And now, they followed Porfenis into battle.

“It’s my fault, Porfenis.”

The new Consular sneered. “That doesn’t make it right.”

“You’re a capable leader.”

“And you even more so, Talanis!”

Porfenis had ever been the most loyal. Talanis’ most trusted Kaledar, even at his side when they had gone to the Isles. He thought giving him some rest and relaxation would yield reward. Little did his thoughts go to a need to fend off a massive Stained army. Or to send men out to halt the refugees from going north so as not to reinforce an already bolstered Stained force.

Talanis had meant to protect the refugees, offering them refuge at the closer Dul’Vulgo, instead of sending them to the Dawn City. But he should have known those Omen Riders would defend, that the Stained would appeal far more to those Forgotten Gods than the Unity. Hindsight considered, he realized Porfenis would have been the right man to see it all through.

But it was too late to look back on it now. His men suffered, as Talanis himself felt he deserved to.

“I do not fear the first charge, Porfenis.” He looked around. “It reminds me of the Blood Rebellion. Of charges set on those heretics.”

“Then what is it you fear?”

“I fear we are on the wrong side.”

Porfenis smiled. “That’s nothing to say to your most trusted warrior.”

Talanis returned his smile, clicking his tongue to slow his horse, following Porfenis in the lead of the cavalry prepared to charge. “You can’t be charging with us,” Talanis said, shaking his head. “He said to send me alone.”

Porfenis held his smile. “He did say to send you. He didn’t say not to join you.”

“Our people need a Consular like yourself. You should stay behind.”

“We can win this fight. Besides, you were the one who taught me not to lead from the back.”

Porfenis had never truly known war the way Talanis had. The man was but a teenager during the Reckoning, and far too young to be enlisted on the front lines of the fighting.

Talanis cleared his throat, his gaze narrowed to the front as the lines of cavalry behind him finished forming up. “You’re fearless. And you’ve proven that. Your leadership now is more important than you know.”

“They sent word for the second charge to follow closely behind.”

“He’s not going to send a second,” Talanis said. He turned to look back at the tree line, the Aranari and Daerikal soldiers along it with a batch of gray-skins just clearing the brush. Foot soldiers behind other riders, and none of the riders looked ready for a follow-on charge.

“No,” Porfenis said, his eyes forward. “He will not.”

“It is as Leotanis was at the Gates of Hell—alone.”

“Aye—and our Artisan died true. But we do not die here today,” Porfenis said.

“No, we do not.”

Stomping hooves.

Metal and leather resounding and the sodden dirt beneath them kicked up from those tattered plains.

A thousand paces.

The forces behind the Stained pikemen showed over the crest of the first small hill. Talanis had a view of what lay behind. A volley of arrows had already shot from Ossilith’s walls, only moments before four bells rang from the first level of that sprawling city.

Perhaps Kythos wouldn’t leave Talanis on his own.

But Talanis’ faith in that man had wavered after the death of his daughter. Only negative reports had come in of how he had run the city after Telvath decided to leave. But how could Talanis blame him? If it were his son or daughter, he too would feel the same ambivalence—the same weakness. Fortunately, there was word Talanis’ son was in the prisoner camp, taken alive by Galigus outside Edelvin.

Shown mercy.

It was more reason for Talanis to succeed in his charge, to head to where his son had been captured.

Six hundred paces.

The wind blew through his mane. He fixed his eyes forward as his claws tore into his palms. His grip tight around the haft of his spear, a chill poured through him. Porfenis led the charge with spear high, radiating a fire from the Runic metal. Blue crystalline gleamed beneath that orange flame, a cold tempered look to that heat. The temper of death.

If there was a force to send in unsupported, it was Talanis’ men. Though he wished he hadn’t sent them in earlier. He wished he had kept them in Dul’Vulgo until he returned. But so was Telvath’s rule. The poor bastard hadn’t known. And Talanis was too poor a friend to tell him otherwise.

Three hundred paces.

He liked being the first in line of the opening charge; no dust or wet dirt kicked up before him. But it meant he would have to press on and open a way for the lines behind. It was a challenge the Kalatari were trained for from a very young age. And though it had been a while since Talanis was in this position—in fact, he had felt only a boy the last time he partook in such a charge—a heat replaced the chill in his spine. The same heat as he felt with his back against the gates of Dul’Vulgo, swinging his spear against the Vilegaur, but heat nonetheless.

It seemed Galigus had no time to dig ditches too deep in order to sway the charge, and the men Talanis saw mounting behind the lines of shield and pikemen were delaying. Perhaps the volley from Ossilith’s walls confused them.

So was war.

A small maneuver could alter the course of it from when or before it began. And Talanis perhaps losing his powers could have been the best thing for him, for his charge was wrought with a renewed youthful vigor.

A hundred paces.

The huffs and bellows of the horses and men by his side deafened the charge. The different colored eyes beneath the full helms of the men in line before him shone through the gloom. The burnt orange of their armor became clearer, the blue filigree lining each of the pauldrons and shields and emblems.

His horse leaped as he pulled the reins up, his spear stabbing and then driving upward. The clabber of the horse’s hooves on one or two raised shields. The heat from Porfenis’ flame-lit spear tip poking and swiping as they charged over Galigus’ first line. Two men, easily cut through. Talanis pressed forward.

Forward into the madness, the clamoring of spear on shield echoing through the fog of war. Howls of death from both man and horse. He slowed his steed, reining the beast to trample another foot soldier, the whites of the boy’s eyes shining as the hooves descended.

Talanis spun his spear around, moving his horse as if it was an extension of his legs. Porfenis did the same and the rest of the Kalatari riders broke through the fray. They made room for the second and third lines in the charge.

Talanis pressed his horse forward, his senses not yet completely taken by the fog of war, but they were dimming fast. His vision nearly went black as he cut from one man to the next.

“Forward!” he heard Porfenis yell.

And they pressed toward the now charging line of riders coming from their right, charging from the south.

Talanis jerked away from a tug on his spear hand. He had held it too low in his distraction. Two Stained foot soldiers dragged him from his mount, from that extension of himself.

The mud rose fast to meet him. He rolled, releasing his grip on his oaken spear. He pulled his shortblade from the leather sheath tied on his lower back. Pain radiated through him, but his mind hadn’t told him where yet. Which meant there was time for him to kill. But a part of him grew numb to the fight, as no enemy had ever been greater than the Vilegaur he faced.

He swept and stabbed a Stained man in his head.

“Talanis!” Porfenis shouted as he pressed toward the old Consular. One stride, then an arrow struck him in the shoulder, forcing him from his mount. Hands of the foot soldiers reached up to grasp him.

No help was coming.

A sudden pressure in his ribs, his throat jolting; an even sharper pain seeped in. A hilt punched deep, cold steel in his chest warmed by his blood.

He locked eyes then, with the man who killed him. In that man’s face, Talanis saw the bloodlust he wished he had. The fear that got him through the Reckoning. All of that slipped away as he fell to the mud, his last breath yielding to the darkness.
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Spinder growled, ripping his blade from the Kalatari’s chest.

Heat smoldered within him.

As a part of the second line of foot soldiers, Spinder had made a name for himself on the initial charge into the field before Ossilith.

Not exactly the initial charge, but the charge after the initial charge.

He aided some of the Kalatari fighters who lay dying nearer the west, getting them before Galigus to swear fealty unto their new King. He even took prisoners of those who submitted after Kythos had opted to fire down upon them all. And when the stones had rained from those city walls, he shouted, “Incoming!” so that enough men were able to escape death.

His squad started calling him Yelpy, for his voice had cracked on that “incoming” call. But that was all right. A soldier didn’t choose his nickname. It chose him.

He swung around, seeing the enemy’s Kaledar leader fall, the tip of his spear raised high in the air as the man’s horse landed on top of him. Spinder snarled and pressed forward, his feet squelching in the wet dirt, hot blood marring his face.

The second line of Kalatari had poured through, but that was all. Fortunately, his own cavalry had been prepared enough to charge and meet the enemy riders.

He found the Kalatari leader with an arrow in his shoulder, coughing up spouts of blood as the horse lay dead on his chest. A spear or two had punctured the beast’s front. Slashes from blades of other men had torn into the animal.

Spinder looked to his squadmates, still standing by his side.

“Yelpy.” Horus gestured. “Just finish him and get on.”

“It’s a Kaledar. Galigus would want him,” Johanis said. That righteous bastard was always trying to do the right thing.

Spinder too wanted to do the right thing. Horus, Spinder believed, had a better idea of what exactly that right thing was.

Horus was also a bit of a dick. But as the madness around them settled, he felt he had the time to ponder. But it would do to put the poor bastard out of his misery. Galigus would want that at least. That was more likely what was to be right, considering there were no Kaledar around that could heal the man. And based on what Spinder knew of the power of the All Will, the man might still never regain the ability to walk with how severe his wounds looked.

The man’s eyes went wide as he lay in the dirt, his lightweight iron helm sitting a pace or two back from his head. The man’s mane was long, his sideburns grown into his lips and down his chin, creating an x-like pattern around his jawline.

Spinder raised his blade, stabbing down into the accessible part of the man’s chest. It took one grunt to pry out the steady stream of red from the man’s mouth, and he breathed his last blood-mottled breath.

Spinder yanked his blade, facing the resistance of the leather and his own weakness as he pulled it through. While hefting with all his might, he stumbled back, then was caught by Horus and Johanis.

“Looks like it’s dying down,” Horus said.

Johanis helped Spinder get his feet back under the slippery kicked-up mud of the field. It hadn’t rained in days, so perhaps the sweat and blood of the fighters dampened the ground to that extent. Or the runoff from Ossilith had always kept those fields before it sodden.

Screams resounded through the field. Of terrible death and fates worse. Horses bolted around riderless and the rest of the Kalatari retreated west. Back toward the small hill and tree line they had ridden from. Back to the remaining Kalatari foot soldiers and whoever else sat in ranks behind the two or three posh-looking riders. Generals likely. Kaledar or of the sort.

Spinder turned north. Galigus and the remaining twenty thousand or more soldiers defended against a slew of riders seeming to sprout from the northeast. From the pits of the village outside Ossilith’s walls.

Must be the Ver’Skyi. Spinder based the presumption on the green gleam of their armor. Spinder and his squad sat on a small hill cresting over the rest of the encampment, making it easy to see Galigus’ golden blade waving in the fray.

To see the King lead. To see him fight. That brought even more heat to Spinder’s chest.

“Let’s go,” he said, pressing his blade forward as he charged with Horus and the other survivors behind him.


A small part of a dial-turn and they made it to the front.

He and his small squad, with their Lieutenant killed in the first charge, were left leaderless. So the natural progression was to rally to the King. The rest of the pikemen had left their pikes to the west, letting the relieving force come in to fend off the next charge if the Kaledar along the tree line fancied another fight.

The forest to the east had grown quiet, the enemy seemingly idle the entire way that Spinder had watched. He felt it would be appropriate to report to his King. End up fighting by his side. Perhaps finding a little glory along the way.

He heard it before he felt it. His body lurched off its general track forward, the King still in his view.

He had been shot, but kept moving forward. He couldn’t identify who had sent the shot his way.

Horus shouted, but Spinder couldn’t make out the words. The pain crept in. The iron clashing before him in a close-quarters brawl forced him to vomit. He looked down at the arrow. It sat under his ribs, halfway up his torso. He felt the sudden urge to shit, but instead continued pressing on, numb to the fact that he possibly was shitting.

A greater piercing pain, and his vision went instantly black.
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The soldier fell limp, the arrow in the side of his head compensating for the first missed mark.

Balast didn’t usually miss, so when he watched his target lurch forward after taking the first strike, he put his next arrow to the string. Firing while riding was always tough, but he had trained to be good at it. And so guided the arrow of a Kaledar. He hadn’t heard the body’s impact with the mud over the fray, but he wished he had.

Kythos trusted him to be a good shot.

“Press forward! Keep the fight!” he screamed, looking over his shoulder to the rest of the clashing Stained and Ver’Skyi.

The Verdant were vastly outnumbered. Three or four to one. But their Consular sent them to fight, in hopes the riders from the west were going to reinforce them. But they hadn’t come beyond that first charge. The hill to the south had gone silent.

Balast had seen Galigus once before, fighting with him and the Stained near the Ardent Wall against the Hardranians a couple months back. Before Balast had rotated out. On his way back to Ossilith, he remembered hearing about Scillia’s death. Disappointed by it, for he felt himself a proper match for her, he made it back to Ossilith in due time to give his regards to Kythos.

In his sudden anger, Balast fired a shot at the Stained King as those memories came rushing back. His arrow flew through the air, made faster by the Will of the Hand, the Force Runeform.

Galigus’ blade, lit with Dawn, deflected it faster.

Balast fired again, and this time Galigus turned to canter toward him. The Stained King deflected it again. Then struck down two more Ver’Skyi soldiers on either side of his own horse.

All around him, Balast’s men fought valiantly. The charge came as a surprise to the Stained King, that much was clear. But the man responded in kind, fighting with a vigor Balast had never seen.

He was told of the man’s time as a Daemonine; how he had seen battle at the very city walls Balast now defended. But that mattered not. The two were enemies. For Kythos and the Duchess Scillia. For the one who could’ve changed Maetlynd.

Balast yanked on his reins, pulling away as Galigus came within forty paces.

He shouldered his bow, the softstone attaching it to the imbued leather on his saddlebag. He pulled his longblade from the scabbard, the ring of the Runic blade piercing through the resonance of clashing steel around him. Balast fended off a blow to his horse’s side, his enemy folding to the ground the instant the slash cut through his shoulder.

He thought then he would turn and Galigus would be on him; a duel of Wills. But instead, he spun to witness a sudden silence on that field of battle. The jeers and howls of combat faded, the clashing of metal on metal—on skin and through sinew, stopping. And Galigus already faced Ossilith’s walls.

And through Balast’s distracted eyes, the world around him slowed. The raw energy of that halted battle burned through him. All now peered up to the walls of Ossilith.

He would have thought it some ploy of the enemy, if all in the field hadn’t stopped to look above. So, Balast turned his gaze. He found Galigus first. The Stained King having seen some horrible shit, the look in his eyes might tell of the true tragedy about to befall them.

And then, peering up to where all stared, Balast saw red.

A concussive blast howled over the mountainside and Balast flinched. Red and orange fire bellowed out from somewhere above. A wild roar, so far away yet sounding so near.

He turned to witness death. A wave of scarlet and black flowing down from the upper levels of the city. Screeching roars wailed, and a wave of crimson poured over the walls.
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As Kythos spun to look up at his city, the silence that fell above grew deafening.

And those screeches filled the air.

A concussive blast followed.

A jarring howl roared beneath that orange and red flame above, accompanied with more screeches and cries. The screams of death. The men on the battlements around him fled, holding tighter to their weapons than Kythos ever could have imagined.

As bodies poured over the walls from the city above, they weren’t falling, as the rules of the earth would have one believe.

No.

The demons crawled down at a speed that would put one of the mountain horses to shame. And by all accounts, they were demons. For Kythos had seen them before. He had seen them crawling on the very walls above and below before they were turned into that crimson stone. Before they died and the Merciani fled back to the land from which they had come.

He thought that time passed. He thought it would be forever over.

He looked back at his Commander, to his credit still standing by his side. Thelmund must have fled. He locked gazes with Roven then, and Roven must have seen the obvious fear in the Consular’s eyes, for he tried to leap from the battlements.

But before he could, the brute yanked him back. The man coughed, rubbing at his neck with his bound hands. He forced himself to kneel.

“Let me fight at least!” he yelled. For he needed to raise his voice over the sounds from above. “Give me a fucking blade.”

Kythos’ mouth had drifted open. He was at a loss for words. He pictured his wife then, her soft eyes when she had seen the birth of their four children. Each time, she had grown a harder woman, but gentler still.

He imagined his son’s smile. Was he with Salasmir and Stalhom in the fields below? Perhaps the God Emperor had trusted him with his own force and sent him to another front of this damned war. A war he started in the name of his daughter.

And how could he forget Scillia?

How could he forget her beautiful smile? Her optimism about where Maetlynd could go if the people in the lands below were happier, fed, and tended to. The irony of how she made them sound as cattle, for that was how Kythos had seen them all after the Reckoning. Whereas before, he had felt himself one of them.

But the death that poured from the walls above over thirty years ago had made him a forever cynic. Friends he loved and cherished turning before him; cutting their heads off to send their souls into an abyss, for nothing could save their souls.

The All Will had abandoned them then as it had now. And he looked up at that familiar death as it grew closer. He glanced over his shoulder to his loyal men standing with him, their blades in hand.

“Here.” Kythos turned to Roven, his voice hoarse as it rattled in a low tone. He gave the man his own blade as it rang from the scabbard. Then he tossed his shield down. He looked at the brute. “Let him go.”

The brute’s head cocked, like a stupid dog.

“You heard me.” Kythos’ voice had never felt so sure, yet it whimpered.

The brute stepped forward, the key ring around his waist jangling as he pulled them off and let Roven go free. Roven looked to the Consular, as confused as the brute.

“You have no idea,” Kythos said. He then looked back over the battlements, doffing his armor with a snap at the leather straps at his shoulders, his cloak falling free.

For a heartbeat, he saw the battlefields below had grown still, for their eyes were surely upturned to the demons that crawled from the city above.

He stepped forward, and he leaped.

His wife’s face, Scillia’s too, passed through the back of his eyelids on the way down. Their warm presence assured him as he apologized. Tears welled and fell from his eyes—he was airborne long enough to twist back to Roven’s face peering down at him from so high above. He held a tinge of regret. He should’ve fought in the end. Given his daughter justice. It was stupid to have leapt. But it was too late now.

A jolt of unforgettable pain, rendering Scillia’s loss, his wife’s loss to nothing. And then—true nothing.
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Roven was happy the man jumped.

But he did pity the zealot after his body splattered into the levels below.

He had a war to fight now. Against an enemy his father had told him stories of. And in so doing, he too would be spoken of in glory.

The roar above forced Roven to turn. And on top of the sixth level’s battlements, a monster spread his arms wide.

A troll-like beast so massive, it nearly stood tall enough to reach the seventh level. Grey fur and crimson veins marked its skin. Briars wrapped its crimson claws and crystalline horns cut into its face. Its mouth held no clear edges, only the sharpness of teeth on all sides.

The enemies grew closer, and Kythos’ Commander stood firm with the brute by his side.

Roven had no time. The enemy was on them, crushing those by his side. They were dead in an instant, and instantly rose again to fight for the monsters.

Roven crouched low, covering himself as the enemy poured over him, around him.

His hair blew in the wind of the rushing enemy’s wake. But they surrounded him as he uncovered his face, and they continued on around him.

Leaving him be.
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Galigus saw the speck fall from the third-level battlements.

A patch of pink mist was barely visible in the distance as the speck struck a roof. And as he narrowed his gaze, his vision grew clouded by the bodies crawling from the walls above. The bodies he knew to be the ultimate enemy. The enemy he had misjudged. For it seemed now, the Merciani were indeed prepared. And they were coming.

The silence in the field behind him grew as a few loyal men held their ground. And then, most fled. They fought for horses, men making other men bleed when an enemy worse than man poured from the city above. And a monster roared above them.

“Stay, damnit!” he yelled.

A heartbeat passed as those around him turned to listen. In the distance, his remaining forces poured from the siege camp. Roughly twenty thousand remaining men plus those Ver’Skyi who hadn’t perished.

“You have no choice—you must stand and fight. For everything you have ever loved is about to die.” He nudged his horse closer to the Black Forest, to the trees where he knew Stalhom and Salasmir stood to watch. He pointed his blade, still alight, toward them. “They will not help us.” His sword swung back to Ossilith’s walls. “It is today we hold them. For their force is large, but we have one larger!”

He guessed at that, for the force from the city walls above seemed to be growing with the passing of each heartbeat.

“This is what we faced in the Reckoning. And now you men and women—people all—must stand and fight that greater evil. Let your God Emperor watch as you prove yourselves worthy of Maetlynd. Of your families!”

The men began to rally to him. He was fortunate he could bullshit his way through a speech.

“I will not die alone, for I may die here with you. But I will not die until I have killed a hundred of those crawling bastards!”

There were cheers then, louder than the cheers he had heard on his own walls. War cries of vigor and pure emotion. Soldiers giving their all to every scream. It wasn’t going to drive fear into that enemy from the walls he knew, but it wasn’t fear he wanted to ride on. He wanted to ride on hate.

He looked back to the tree line, the God Emperor’s red-tinted skin and glimmering white armor glaring in the flash from another beside him. A man too, of golden eyes. Perhaps it was Salasmir. Perhaps he had seen the enemy as Galigus did. And perhaps he had the sense to know that this enemy was the greater threat.

Stalhom didn’t seem to flinch. He wasn’t sending men forward to help. Across the body-strewn field, the Artisan tilted his head to Galigus and gave him a dark smile. It was no mistake.

Galigus took a deep breath, his eyes closing an instant as he turned back to the city walls, the screams from above piercing his every move.

“Form up!” he yelled. And so, the men formed ranks. All those who had charged from Ossilith’s walls turned their backs to what were their enemies moments before, finding a greater enemy. Just as they had in the Unity.

Enemy became friend and comrade-in-arms, because the real enemy was no friend at all. And would never be. Death was coming, and Galigus meant to stop it entirely. Kill it as he couldn’t when the Vilegaur first came. He now had an organized force against a supposedly smaller force, by Erevayn and Alevist’s description.

It was time to die, or it was time to save Maetlynd.
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Chapter 23
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Salasmir drew his blade. “I’m going.”

“You mustn’t.” Stalhom’s exclamation sent a chill through the Artisan.

Salasmir reined in his horse after two strides. “They’ll all be killed.”

Screeches and roars echoed from the mountain. The monster sitting atop the battlements ripped apart houses and leaped down another level.

“This is the force I was telling you about, Salasmir. Steel yourself.” Stalhom addressed the rest of the company. “You are warriors—so you will watch, and not flinch away from the destruction of our enemies.”

Salasmir clenched his jaw, facing the battlefield then. Galigus and the rest started organizing into ranks. They prepared to absorb the charging force of Merciani demons crawling down the walls of Kythos’ once beloved city. “What of those inside Ossilith? What of the innocents?”

“The innocent will be spared, I was assured.”

Salasmir pointed to the behemoth—the traulth. “And what of that? Where is that beast’s control?”

Stalhom tilted his head then, lip curling. “They’ll get her under control. Her blood is hot. You didn’t voice these concerns earlier, Lord Artisan.” The God Emperor clicked his tongue, pulling his horse forward by Salasmir’s side. “You said you had faith, yes?”

Salasmir pointed his idle hand up toward the city walls. The enemy, the real enemy, fell on the lowest two levels in a wave. “I have faith in you, yes. I have faith you will do the right thing. And stop those demons.”

Stalhom shook his head. “You must trust that this is the right thing.” He leaned forward and screams pierced the air, even across that vast distance. “They will spare the innocent. Galigus is anything but. The man is a conspirator to overthrow the Unity. And this is likely what he wanted since that wedding. He wanted a reason to siege this city and take it for himself. The man wants power. He’s selfish. The same as those who refused Unity, as he did when it first happened, standing for those who believed in false Gods.” Stalhom spat.

Salasmir steadied his breathing, his jaw still tight.

“It is the cost of ending the Stained, and the ill they have wrought on Maetlynd since the Reckoning. By paying this cost, we allow ourselves passage to Mercy. To discover.”

So this is what is to be paid to the Merciani. “Is this worth it?”

“It is. This is the cost of progress.”

His hand tightened around the haft of the white blade, which he didn’t realize he had grabbed in the first place. The Vile bastards stormed Galigus’ lines. Galigus’ blade lit gold in the field, cutting at the enemy, one after the other. Salasmir had seen the self-proclaimed Stained King’s fear of the Vile on the city walls, seen it in the set of his shoulders and his frozen form. But that fear had quickly dissipated to lead those he rallied. And did they ever rally.

The forces from the walls surrounded the field in only moments—mere heartbeats.

Galigus’ entire encampment was overwhelmed in no time at all. Each man who was cut down leapt up as one of the Vile, but not every single warrior was cut down. Some were shown mercy upon yielding. More mercy than Salasmir recollected the Vile had shown during the Reckoning. More than zero.

Galigus fought hard, even as the red demons surrounded him. And they slowed their attack as the numbers of the Stained waned. Far more survived than he had expected.

Crows cawed in the forest behind, the darkness of the sky overtaken now by the sun. The field quieted down as it glowed with midday. And Galigus had finally been completely surrounded. His blade still lit gold, and then one of the Vile demons stepped forward in that stormy calm, beckoning for his blade.

Galigus looked back up over that small crest of the hill to Salasmir, his eyes pleading. Salasmir was as much at a loss. And Salasmir desired naught but to put an end to those beasts that surrounded the mortals of Maetlynd.

“Blade!” the demon before Galigus shouted, its voice echoing back into the trees over Salasmir. It paced back and forth, hand outstretched.

Galigus peered around to the men of his he could see, many held down on their knees. And so he unlit his greatblade and threw it forward.

“Come now,” Stalhom said, loping toward the mass of enemies.

Salasmir nudged his steed to match pace.

“It’s time to secure Maetlynd forever,” the God Emperor said.

The weight of his words bore down on Salasmir. As if he held Maetlynd’s fate in his hands, and it pulled forever away from him.


Chapter 24
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The clatter of falling stones echoed over the gushing of waterfalls.

Viyala and the crew from Dullo’s ship, including the two Vileborn, had taken the dial-turn walk through the dark tunnels to get to Kaneretta’s under-mountain city. The horses were left outside the entrance to the cavern.

Their passage through the halls was strewn with glimmering red puddles. The place had been lost during the Reckoning, and no time had been spent restoring the once great trading post in favor of others along the northern and southern parts bordering the Kaneretta mountain.

The lantern Dullo carried lit the space fairly well and the humidity of it made Viyala sweat. She put her hand to her stomach, Ilteria grabbing her arm as they edged through the stone maze wrapped by crimson vines and moss alike. They stepped over tattered and morphed shale-covered iron doors, rust showing through dust of each patterned footstep. The underground city would have been blocked off by the iron doors that lay flat upon the ground, one side still barely hanging off rusted hinges.

Eroded wooden bridges shone in the distance, rocks clambering onto the broken wood then dropping to the watery depths below. Light had once lingered in Kaneretta’s cavern. Before the Reckoning. Now, crimson stones glimmered above, a red ambience overpowering the light from beyond the holes in the mountainous cave above. More light crept in from the east, through the drifting falls where the jutting stone poked out into the rest of Maetlynd.

“Where are your red friends?” Pentaus asked.

“Quiet.” Dullo slowly stepped into the dimly lit space of the city.

Ivy and sunken trees dipped down into the dilapidated wooden homes. As if the city itself was a decomposing body. The houses creaked and the sounds of the falls pierced the air. The emptiness of that space sent an eerie rush through Viyala.

She turned her gaze to Ilteria. Tiliya and Rilen both nervously stepped in to see the city. To Pentaus’ credit, he helped the two Vileborn over the broken door. Viyala observed him, a man so hardened and potentially dumb, now proffering himself a gentleman. Perhaps it was helping him calm his nerves to assist.

The rest of the ship’s crew and the Crier all stepped in with a similar shared shock. The Crier seemed the least nervous, likely having frequented the lower levels of this particular city by way of the jutting stone. How else would he have gotten news from within?

His gaze grew wide as he passed over the iron doors. “This place was far more bustling last time I was here.”

Dullo turned to the Crier. “You said it’s been over a month? What were the ships you saw leaving? What color were their sails?”

“It was too dark to see in the night. And yes, a month.” The Crier shook his head, his Haltrishar teeth jutting from his lower lip, a patch of red appearing nearly molded into his gray skin in the dim light of the cavern, growing ever brighter with each step upon the creaking wood. Each step closer to the Tree of Dusk. He cleared his throat. “The ships were… a unique shape. Something I’ve never seen.”

Dullo hummed, turning back and scanning the tattered buildings and bridges weaving through and beneath the mountain. He peered to his right, Ilteria and Viyala’s eyes following as the base of the Tree of Dusk dimly lit the cavern. The Weaver’s Shroud rested over the Tree, the daylight outside reflecting off.

A dragging echoed from the walls. Dullo’s head darted to his right, then left as he continued scanning the city for those he suspected were there. Another tsk sounded. Viyala leaped back, stumbling too close to Dullo.

A yelp from the Crier. A Vileborn boy leapt from the inner, creaking darkness of Kaneretta’s caverns. Ilteria caught Viyala as she fell back.

“Fucking mercy, boy,” Dullo said, his hand flying to his heart. “What’s happened?” He breathed a strong sigh of relief in seeing what must have been the familiar face of the child.

The boy ran up and hugged Dullo, the two the same height. “They left a month ago. Sailed.”

“Who’s they?”

“They came from below, their ships came from the mountain walls below,” the boy said. He was Haltrishari, so shared their thick accent. But he was marred by the crimson Blight. “The bad ones.”

A silence followed.

“They were always there, they said.” The boy wiped his nose. “A blind woman came here, planted her blade into the base of the redstone. The redstone broke. They came from the redstone.”

Dullo turned his gaze to the mountain walls. “Which stone, son?” Viyala had no idea who the boy was talking about. The bad ones.

“The stone that ended it all. The one with the man in it. It shattered open. Or… somebody shattered it open. Their ships were long, the sails low. They left over a month ago. They came from the redstone.”

Dullo spun back to the boy. “Where’s everyone else?”

The boy started to weep. “They ran. Some swam, others took the treadway down into the water and left through the Jut. Others went and sailed with the bad ones.”

The way the boy kept saying the bad ones sent a chill through Viyala. She felt Ilteria’s arm shake. The dampness of the air around them seemed to grow heavier, the mist clinging to Viyala’s clothes. The scent of death rode through that long-dead city.

“You’re saying they went with the bad ones?”

The boy nodded fast.

“And they left you here?”

The boy nodded again, his eyes full of tears, but he chose to hold on to them now as if they were all he had. He wiped away the others.

“Fuck,” Dullo said, stepping away from the boy. “What of the other kids?”

“Some of the boys went with the men, others went with those who had been their mothers. I had none, but I stayed.”

“They left you here alone, Fabiel?”

Fabiel nodded again. “To suffer, I think. One time, I made a mean joke about Teahues dropping a fish he carried up from below on the treadway.” The boy’s eyes drifted to look at the water below. “We used to throw them all the time. See how fast they would fall.”

Dullo squeezed Fabiel’s shoulder. “Can you tell me how many you saw?”

The boy shrugged. “I lost count of the ships at thirty.”

Viyala peered down to the base of the Tree, where a dim red glow emanated out of the chamber from the far side of the Trunk. Another giant gaping rock protruding from around its bend. Her hands clutched the rope railing, the leaves under her palm shifting. The wood beneath her feet creaked as she turned back to Dullo. “What now?”

Dullo stared blankly into the depths of the cavern. “It may be too late,” he said. “I just don’t know.”

After a while, they opted to take the dial-turn-long trek back outside the mountain.

The cavern city within was far too ominous.

“If it’s what I think it was, I’m shocked they didn’t storm the city. Why would they just leave?” Dullo shook his head, seated upon a stone in one of the city’s three town squares. “And for them to sail? Warships? It doesn’t make sense.”

Tiliya and the young boy, Fabiel, were getting on fine. The two were around the same age, and fine qualified the childish flirtations that came with the young. Fabiel threw a stone back toward the mountain wall as hard as he could to impress her. Viyala could have sworn the girl blushed.

Instinctively, Viyala’s hand rose to her stomach.

“Did you eat something wrong?” Pentaus asked, scratching behind his ear, his thin hair appearing somehow thinner as the light of the sun peaked overhead. “You keep rubbing your belly.”

“I did, yes. And I fear I may pass gas.” She leaned toward him to whisper. “It’s worse than even you could imagine.”

The privateer’s eyes widened and he cleared his throat. A few awkward heartbeats passed, then he clicked his tongue and took a large step toward the rest of the crew, some already tossing dice.

Ilteria laughed from over Viyala’s shoulder.

The two children inevitably reminded her of her childhood with Erevayn. And roughly, Viyala would guess, the two’s ages were similar to that of her and her baby’s father when they first started to show interest in one another.

But if he killed her father—was it something that could be forgiven?

Erevayn had a gentle heart, and perhaps, if he did truly kill Ilanudin, there was a sort of defense involved. That had to be it. But no, how could it? Her father was too measured a man to pick a fight while his political back was against a wall. But it was indeed against a wall. Or surrounded by the walls of Sen Tok.

Why is it that now she suffered the choices of those she loved dearly? Suffered as Fabiel did. For what if Viyala, when she was young, had stepped up and said something to her father in order to help the Vileborn mother and her Uldonai daughter along the road? Then perhaps she was paying for it now. Or one of her other many wrongs. Perhaps it was her love for Erevayn, in spite of his connection with her cousin, that was causing the suffering.

Viyala turned back to see Dullo contemplating. He looked up. “I feel I must go back to Taldreas. Something isn’t right. I have to warn Galigus.”

“Warn him?” Viyala stood, her voice rising.

“Aye,” Dullo said, near snarling as he looked to his shipwrights. “We must sail to the Witesands. If the Stained hold Sen Tok, no foolish army, prepared or not, would sail against such a fortress.” His hand rose to his chin then, rubbing furiously at the gray fuzz which had started to grow longer than a fingernail about his face. “I need you to scribe Shrinale back, Ilteria.”

Ilteria nodded, pulling out her journal. “What do you want me to say?”


It had taken the better part of the day to wait for a reply.

But word came back that Shrinale had joined with the Hardranians and the Stained. And he had already made it to the Witesands. And so too, was Viyala’s sister now a part of their alliance, still holding Oberran.

“So what do we do, Dullo?” Viyala asked, turning to the Gnomlin.

Dullo sighed. “A war rages to the east. A war far greater than what those of the Isles told me. A small uprising, they said. But this is no small uprising.”

“We must leave now, then.”

“You must stay here,” Dullo said.

“And why’s that?”

“This continent is the safest place to be. And…” Dullo bit at his lower lip, his nose scrunching. “Your… state.”

Viyala’s head twisted, her eyes narrowing. “Excuse me?”

Ilteria too turned, as surprised as Viyala.

“You’re with child,” Dullo said. “A responsibility far greater than war.”

Viyala’s head snapped back. “What if war finds its way here? Besides, it’s my responsibility to get to my sister and my people. It’s my responsibility that I be with my sister since my father’s death. It’s custom. Which means I must return to Oberran where you say his body has been delivered.”

“The entire continent is at war. Your nieces and nephews fight together on the front lines of Ossilith as we speak.”

That was likely true, as her sister would have sent at least two of her four children to represent the Amrinil interests on the front lines. Funnier still, was how they were each at least a hundred years older than Viyala. Funnier still was how they managed to live through the Reckoning, fighting and protecting Oberran.

“You carry a child. You bring life into a world riddled with death. After the Reckoning, people were scared, but we had a need. We will always have the need.” Dullo gently shook his head side to side, his gaze still locked on Viyala’s. “I have a dark feeling that the need is about to grow once more. The ability to bring life into this world is a far more dangerous and powerful responsibility than taking it.”

“Nothing more is to be said,” Viyala said. “We will land on the Witesands and move to either Oberran or Edelvin… depending on the state of the north.”

Dullo sighed. “The Dawn City is supposedly a powerful stronghold, defensible against even a force we saw during the Reckoning. If you are coming with me to the Witesands, we will ride straight for Edelvin when we arrive.”

“As long as my sister and my father’s body will arrive there.” She didn’t know why she cared so much for her father. How those feelings were starting to roil within her worried her. What is grief but boiling love with nothing to receive it? And why is it I am starting to feel such pain for a horrid man’s death?

“I cannot promise that. I cannot even promise that your father’s body has not already been burnt.”

“The death of an Amrinil Consular is always commemorated at the Dawn Tree.”

Dullo took in a deep breath, slowly releasing it. “Ilteria, I need you to send one more scribe. Let’s get official word on where our former Consular’s body is.”

Viyala glanced around the square, looking for a small alley she could retreat down, suddenly overwhelmed with emotion. Ilteria watched her bolt past. Viyala leaned against a brick wall with her hands to her face as she let tears fall from her eyes.

Ilteria ran over, the Crier following.

“What saddens y—”

“Quiet,” Viyala said. The overwhelming feeling of loss struck her as if any power she had was gone. Was Erevayn now lost, too? Was he lost to her due to the guilt he must carry for her father’s death?

“It’s your father, isn’t it?” the Crier said.

Viyala and Ilteria turned to him, both silent.

He looked between them, and understanding struck his face as he stepped forward, his hand heavy and warm on Viyala’s shoulder. A cordial hand.

“I understand that loss,” he continued. “My parents are both gone.” His eyes started to water. “It won’t ever leave you. That feeling of all of the things you wished you had said to him. And so we continue to suffer it. You’ll punish yourself forever. But we are strong enough to bear that. All of us are.”

What of my mother? Viyala wondered. She too was in Oberran, but held a greater disdain for the man that was her father than anyone else. He had opted to keep himself separate from her mother, for to Ilanudin she was simply a vessel to create Viyala. She had overheard her father speak those despicable words during an argument.

Was Viyala now only a vessel for Erevayn’s child? How could she have been so careless? Or was it his heart that told her, in her forever trust of it, that he would never do such a thing?

The Crier stood with her in silence, Ilteria holding in tears.


They received word that they would travel to the Witesands.

Ilanudin’s body had already been delivered to Oberran—a sign of good faith—and her sister would have surely turned him to ash. But to not take him to the Dawn Tree for the ceremony would be senseless, as such was the way of the Amrinil.

Vilsera, I hope you made the right choice. Evil his heart might have been, but our father and a Consular he was nonetheless.

As they strode into the port town south of Kaneretta, a newfound silence lingered.

The streets were quiet, the protectors of the small port gone again from their stations. The watch rotations must have turned to shit since the withdrawal of all gray-skin armies sailing east. If armies are what they would be called.

Nightfall had taken the town, the Shroud of the Tree of Dusk now risen. The white gloom of the evening star Tree glittered dimly throughout most of southern Anvia.

The Light on the Land.

A shutter slammed closed, creaking hinges echoing as fear rose in Viyala’s chest.

Dullo held his hand up to bring the party to a halt, rolling his shoulders back as he rode through the city’s front portcullis.

“You have to come with us,” a dark, raspy voice said.

The man with one arm from Se’l Tobahn.

Viyala clenched her stomach, the overwhelming need to throw up seized her, and so she keeled over to drop from her horse, and threw up onto the dirt and broken cobbles. Ilteria edged her horse over, and shielded the girl from the sight of the one-armed man and his crew.

“I am afraid she is under political asylum, my dear fellow.” Dullo smiled, pulling his horse forward as his three crewmen flanked him.

The man smirked, his white teeth showing. “No more talking.” And his blade rang from its scabbard. The double-handed grip was dwarfed by the man’s height. He dropped the blade to one side, letting the tip ring on the cobbles.

And then it lit crimson, the Runic steel still shimmering blue as the red rode up to the tip of the blade. A hum of black magicks, that of the Omens, also rose up. A color of blade Viyala had never seen. It looked as if tens of smaller black blades rode the lines of the inner red, the softstone held near the tip of the wide blade in the middle still shimmering white as the rest of the magicks hummed around it.

For a blade to do such a thing, the Runestone within the hilt would have had to be attuned to two Forms. She had never seen a red Form, only heard they existed.

“A Bloünine,” Ilteria said. Viyala was close enough to see the woman’s hardstone radiate a glimmering blue, the powers of Dusk rising between the vambraces and the user. The rest of her hardstones glimmered from wristlets on either hand.

“A Weaver.” The Bloünine spat.

Another stepped up beside the Blood Knight. A woman. Tall and lean, her white plate armor shone ornate with red trim. She too pulled a greatblade from her baldric, and it too lit that beaming stream of red.

Dullo let out a sigh and saddled down off his horse.

Viyala wiped her mouth. Dullo stepped up by Ilteria’s side then, the woman still on horseback, and Viyala worried he might be forced to Turn. Viyala rose from the cobbles.

Pentaus and the other two crewmates stared, taking a moment to realize they were in a fight. Across from them, the Bloünine’s crew had already drawn their blades, fifteen or sixteen rough-looking men.

Viyala had seen Dullo in his form tear apart five bandits at once, but this felt entirely different. Each of the men wore Unity armor. Most of them had green-on-green eyes, of Ver’Skyi blood, but the rest appeared scattered amongst the races. Several gray-skins, and a single Kalatari, wearing their version of the Unity armor with far less iron and far more leather.

It was then Dullo Turned, his form transforming in a blink. His fur was crimson, different from the orangish of the previous occasion. His mouth extended, his sideburns now blood-red and running along his snout. His missing canine grew, though still unsharp. He must have grown to a near eight feet tall, from his rather short three. Again, his shirt had wrapped around his waist, though slightly more revealing than the last time he had turned, his manhood peeking out. It seemed there was only so much control the man had when changing into his form.

“What the fuck?” Viyala heard Pentaus say. Fortunately, the crew of Dullo’s ship still sat horseback.

Rilen stepped up, the two Vileborn children lost to sight—they must have fled into one of the nearby buildings.

Ilteria’s eyes were wide and locked on the female Blood Knight. Dusk hummed from her vambraces.

A Weaver’s combat experience was typically limited, as they mostly only learned defensive tactics, integrated after the Reckoning. Even defensive tactics ended up taking away from their ability to weave together the progress of Maetlynd, which had been their initial design during the Dawn of Runestone.

The Cloth of Vil’Synth was their primary Form. Though when it came to combat, their vambraces were typically deployed with a different Form of their choosing. Most opted to touch the Tree of Dusk, as the proximity of the Uldonai to the Tree made it easy.

“I get the wolf,” the man said to his junior.

Viyala glared at the bigger Bloünine. Ilteria reined her horse farther from the transformed Dullo, who in the light of the moon, and that of the Tree of Dusk, appeared to spasm at every moment, his attention fastened on the Bloünine and his crew. Any other fighter may have faltered, but the Bloünine had a history of hunting monsters. There was no doubt neither felt any fear toward Dullo.

Viyala wished to see the one-armed man flinch, but instead, he charged.

Viyala’s short and longblades rang from their scabbards, the hardstones still unattuned. The Runic Silver would be strong enough to withstand several blows from any of the Forms—but only for a time. Without magicks coursing through the blades, they wouldn’t last long.

Ilteria let out a wave of Dusk, focused in the direction of the smaller Blood Knight. A white wave of blistering cold rose from the cobbles and mud, searing into those who charged first. The Bloünine leader halted in seeing that, but the soldiers continued forward.

Those fighters, struck by the cold, froze in place. But the Bloünine’s red and black blade slashed the opaque white wall as he charged through Ilteria’s initial wave of Dusk; that blue and white dusting riven by blood magicks. The soldiers attempted to crack what appeared to be a thin layer of ice around them. The other Blood Knight threw her blade up in deflection, a shield of sorts radiating from the metal of her now humming red blade. The wall of cold wrapped around the warrior.

Viyala watched, pulling her hilt to her stomach. Fear held her still.

Dullo met the man and his blade, his grip strong enough to hold the Bloünine’s initial swipe. He had evaded most of the swing, taking only a burning slash to the right side of his chest as he caught the wrist on the backswing.

Viyala’s breath came faster. She needed to do something.

The other Blood Knight’s shield, which poured from her greatblade, dissipated. She advanced, pounding into the mud and cobbles.

A Daerikal soldier recovered enough to stab Dullo in his side. Ilteria shot a more focused strike center mass, a humming beam of blue light powering through her vambraces, and the soldier dropped from the projectile. She immediately fired another bolt to slow the progress of the encroaching Blood Knight, her blade again deflecting with vigor.

Viyala pressed forward, even though Ilteria tried to keep her horse in front of her.

“You can’t!” Ilteria said. “You can’t!” She turned forward again, striking out with another wave of cold, moonlit frost. The Weaver was sweating, even with such a cold emanating from her source of power.

Pentaus and the other crew members charged forward to effortlessly cut down five of the enemy who stood locked in Ilteria’s ice, frozen midstride to the ground beneath them. Their bodies slowly fell limp until the magicks broke in an audible shatter, blood then seeping from their mortal wounds.

A few then charged the woman with her red glowing blade. She cut through the metal of one crewmember’s blade and his torso, peeling him from his horse. Pulling her sword back, she deflected a strike from another, the metal of his weapon falling clean to the dirt, the hum of the red greatblade resonating.

Viyala dodged Ilteria, and ran faster than the Weaver could stop her. She had Runic steel. She could deflect a few strikes from Will before her weapons broke, and that would buy the crew time to take down the Blood Knight.

The one-armed Bloünine scored a slice on Dullo’s left side, Ilteria’s wave missing him by a breath the second time, the spell smaller and more measured so as not to affect the Gnomlin. The beast.

An arrow clipped Viyala, the shot skimming her left arm. That instant fear rose again, from the first time she’d seen Dullo Turn in the woods. As if those bandits had her beneath their feet.

Her grip, though on the hilt of her shortblade, rose instantly to her stomach again, protecting her baby as she slowed her pace. But then something more fierce fought over that fear. Something beyond reproach. She needed to protect the child.

And so she swung.

She swung with all her strength as her world turned black. Straight into the fray against one of the charging soldiers.

Two ringing swords, three clashes. The resistance of blade on steel, blade on chain mail. Blade through leather. She swung, pierced, and slashed with every ounce of her training.

Her blades moved, each of her steps patterned with footwork taught by the sharpest sword of the Reckoning. By Salasmir himself.

A few more hums of Dusk rang out behind her, crewmates of the Bloünine cut down in fast succession. Her blades finally locked with that woman and her piercing red-on-red eyes. The eyes of a dragon-kin.

Viyala’s Runic steel was cracking by the pure power that was the blood magick on her enemy’s blade. The hum of the Bloünine sword resounded as the two women pressed into one another.

Crack. Clang. Pieces of Viyala’s blade falling to the cobbles.

A cone of blistering cold swept in—the blades separating. Viyala struck forward, despite her weapon’s condition. The Daerikal Bloünine raised her sword in a parry. Viyala’s blade fractured into pieces upon the two blades clashing.

But Ilteria stormed forward in time, dismounting. Dusk then radiated from her vambraces and hands, overwhelming the trapped Blood Knight still on her heels. The Daerikal woman fell and so too did Viyala stumble as Ilteria caught her, stopping her ever-flowing Dusk.

The surviving crew was upon the Bloünine fast, one wielding a net from a nearby batch of shipping crates. Wrapping the Daerikal up was quick work with Ilteria separating her from her weapon, the red dissipating from around the sword as the Blood Knight shivered with cold.

A touch of the Omen magicks from Ilteria, and the Daerikal drifted to sleep.

It seemed they sent these Bloünine along thinking they would face no resistance, as the mates in his crew weren’t trained to the standard of any Kaledar, let alone a Knight from the Orders of the Nine.

Viyala looked around at the carnage.

It had been a relatively swift victory, though the fight wasn’t over.

Dullo was still caught in his duel with the Bloünine. And two of his crew members had fallen, Pentaus being one of them. A different privateer careened back and then dragged himself forward, his horse riding deeper into the town ahead.

The Bloünine raised his single arm overhead as Dullo reached for both wrists, only finding the one. The other arm, cut at the elbow lashed forward, forcing Dullo back a step. The blade was long enough to slash Dullo’s thigh, bringing the Turner down to one knee in pain. Viyala rushed forward.

“No!” Dullo’s voice rang out, his eyes darting to Viyala.

The male Bloünine’s face flickered.

Ilteria shot a missile of blue light in that moment of hesitation, striking the Bloünine. If he had both arms, he likely would have been able to deflect the magick, but with his blade held downwards and his focus on Dullo, the bolt of cold tore through the man’s side. A hardstone fell from him to the sodden ground of the port town. The blade’s bloody color faded as the light dimmed from the hardstone.

The one-armed man wallowed in the mud. He tried pulling the blade from the soft dirt, but the blade was dark—he must have lost hold of the Omens in his weakness. Instead, he released the hilt, hand reaching to the wound at his side. Crystals of white and red dripped from the bottom right of his torso.

“Fuck!” the Bloünine shouted, pawing through the muck for his hardstone. It was too late.

Dullo bolted forward on all fours, leaped, and snapped his jaw down on the man’s head.

The Bloünine didn’t scream, nor did Dullo howl. But the Turner continued to crunch the Blood Knight’s head between his jaw, both his hands gripping what was left of the bastard’s shoulders.

Another disgusting sight, and so Viyala turned away. But the echoes of the mashing brain, skull, and sinew disturbed her stomach once more, and she threw up on one of the dead bodies of the Blood Knight’s soldiers.

Dullo’s bestial breathing pattern slowed into that of his Gnomlin form, and so Viyala turned around. Ilteria raced forward as the Gnomlin fell. Viyala grabbed at him, holding him in her arms as she raised him up, the body of the Bloünine lurching beside her, gushing matter still.

A patch of dark blood dripped from her arm where Dullo’s leg had been cut, and as he turned back, it must have reopened the wound. The blade he had been stabbed with had worked its own way out too. That puncture in his side gushed blood even faster in his smaller form.

“I can close them,” Ilteria said as Dullo drifted to unconsciousness.

He breathed—slowly, and enough for Viyala to smell death on his breath.

“Quick—please,” Viyala stammered, laying Dullo down in front of the Weaver.

“You,” Ilteria said, pointing to the crewmember lingering over the unconscious Blood Knight. “Stay there.” Her vambraces lit again with Dusk, the blistering cold sealing the flowing blood from Dullo’s leg. The frost bit beyond the flesh, freezing a portion of his shirt to his leg.

“Fuck,” Ilteria said.

She moved to Dullo’s side, his face still, his chest pressing air in and out. His head jolted up as she leashed another pattern of instant cold upon the puncture, sealing it shut. The wound nearly turned black, and it felt again she held it slightly too long.

Viyala saw the Weaver’s eyes flicker shut. “Ilteria?”

“I’m fine,” Ilteria snapped. “It’s only pain.”

The two rose, Viyala hoisting Dullo in her arms.

Pentaus lurched and stumbled his way over, leaning on his cutlass. His face was bruised and battered. “Can you take care of this?” he said, pointing to blood beginning to cake near his left eye.

“I’m no healer. So I prefer not to attempt such a thing on your face. Carry on till we get to the boat.”

Pentaus nodded, hard of breath. “I need a pipe, and a silver ale.”

“Aye,” the other surviving crew members said.

“We wouldn’t have stood a chance if you didn’t slow them down like that. They had armor and all. Better trained fighters than us.”

“Rilen!” Viyala shouted back.

It was then the Vileborn woman peered out from behind one of the buildings, the two children leaning out with her. A crowd started forming around the square, people coming along to try and check the bodies, no doubt. They weren’t flush with coin, the people of the port town, and whatever they could scavenge from the enemies they would take.

Most had just seen a Turner for the first time, as well.

Viyala examined the faces of the men and women who emerged from the tavern, the smaller homes and stone hovels circling the street. Rising fear circled among them, focused more on Viyala and the man in her arms than the woman in the net.

“We have to get Dullo to the boat and out of here now.”

“Where’s the Crier?” Ilteria asked.

“Here,” he said, walking to meet them in the square, his torso stiff. His hands fumbled with his journal and writing instrument, as if he had just finished writing. “I’m going to need some answers as to why, for my history to be accurate.” He peered down to Dullo then.

“We have to get to the boat. You can come as long as you make sure these people leave us alone.”

He nodded, vehemently continuing the nod and heaving in a big breath before turning to the audience. “Nothing to see here folks,” he said. “Just a casual Kannelough… brawl.”

“Tha’s a monster,” a woman said.

“’Ang ’em.” An older man’s voice penetrated some incorrigible outcries from the crowd.

“Are you kidding?” Viyala said. She turned to look at Pentaus.

The privateer shrugged, as he tossed one of his arms over the shoulders of another crewman. “Let’s get going then,” he said.

He must not have known of Dullo’s… condition.

“Please! Go back into your homes,” the Crier said.

And the group started to move, stepping over the corpses, the mangled Blood Knight’s body still the worst among them.

“Bring her or leave her?” Ilteria asked, breathing hard.

“She may know what’s going on in Taldreas.”

Ilteria nodded, then turned to the two least wounded men of their crew. “Grab her and get her aboard.”

Reluctantly, a couple of the crewmembers went to the unconscious woman. The bigger of the two threw her over his shoulders and the other supported from behind as they started toward the ship.

Ilteria leaned over the dead Blood Knight’s sword still stuck in the ground, using her dagger to pull the hardstone out. She froze the grasping mud with her Dusk Will, then pulled a separate hardstone from her wristlet, flame burning around the blade.

The blade came free and she heaved at its mass. “Crier, grab this.” She grunted, thrusting it toward the man.

The Crier came over in time to catch and grip the blade himself, struggling with effort. He reluctantly stepped up to the Bloünine’s mangled corpse and removed the tattered and bitten scabbard from his waist. If he were to ever bear the weapon, he’d have to fashion the belt into a baldric—the Haltrishari man dwarfed the dead Blood Knight.

Ilteria headed to the fallen blade of the other Daerikal knight, calling over her shoulder, “For the softstone.”

Viyala shifted Dullo’s bulk and grabbed the blood-attuned hardstone from the mud before hurrying toward the ship. She nodded at the second blade as the Crier passed by, and he scrambled to snatch it up. The rest of the crewmates slowly made their way behind them, backing from the oncoming crowd that continued to grow.

Ilteria fell in beside Viyala. “What’s your name, by the way?” she asked the Crier.

“It’s Havel,” he said, struggling to breathe under the weight of the sword held across his chest. “Thank you for asking.”


Chapter 25
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The pain simmering in Hayde’s body affected him less and less.

After the battle, they needed time to recover, but were given none. They hadn’t even had time to go back for Kalinuo’s body. To give the man the rest he deserved. Instead, he was to rot on that field of battle the same as Hayde’s men he had led to their deaths. The same as those refugees further behind that had fallen to that mysterious enemy.

Hulin was silent over the next three days, even with Cyril trying to console him.

They rode behind the flock of refugees now. Bryseis held the front ahead with Cyril’s father ensuring those that needed aid got it. All the towns on their passage north were abandoned. Either they had heeded the warnings given by Hayde and Berlik, or they were scooped up along the way by Alevist.

Hopefully—Hayde thought—they weren’t killed by that same savage enemy.

The pace of the flock had slowed down to a point of no picking up. Fear burdened the caravan of Forgotten, in each of the hearts of those who wanted to be away from the Unity. And even more so in those who wanted nothing to do with the wars between factions at all.

No doubt remained in Hayde’s mind after fighting off the demons that came to their shores. If those refugees had stayed in Alfaney, they would have died there to the same enemy.

The Haltrishari that fought alongside those monsters must have left their homes in Anvia a month prior in order to sail around to Taldreas like that. And they had had ships in that distance Hayde had never seen. And the fog. What had been that fucking fog?

It was clear, looking in those terrible red eyes—that the enemy, although from Mercy, followed not those Gods of old, but a single God—a cruel and terrible God of the Outer Wills. And that God was crimson with hate for all life on Maetlynd.

Hayde now found himself lucky Galigus told him to be the primary driver of the flock going north. For if he wasn’t there, he wasn’t sure Steyvin would have been able to do it alone.

The refugees were so akin to Forgotten Gods themselves. Unpraised, untouched, marred and scathed. It was in Hayde’s fight by the lakeshore that he started to believe the Gods existed at all. And so, he bore the weight of the flock’s belief. They believed in him. They believed in him now as only perhaps Neera and Cyril had. Maybe Galigus, as well. For he believed in him enough to send him along to care for the flock.

Hayde felt the weight of his Will now; the weight the Kaledar carried. Even though his use of the Omen Will was so limited. He was able to pour it out in flashes, but that hardly got the job done. Discerning when to use it, that was the challenge. The crimson metal was perfect for it, though. It moved so freely and stayed durable. It even seemed to sharpen itself when he used the Omen Will.


Steyvin brought the Haltrishari prisoner to Bryseis for healing after the battle.

She had limited abilities on that front, so some of the Alfaney women were called on to aid her in the man’s recovery. After three days, he was doing better; up and walking instead of taking up space in a cart. Haltrishari were far too large besides. But the flock had a big enough horse from one of the dead cavalrymen from the mountains. He had insisted on being able to ride, and insisted he had no side, the Unity or otherwise.

He wanted to survive. So he was prepared to offer everything he knew.

It was at their camp that third evening, he had the will and strength to speak about what he knew. And what he had seen.

He perched up on a fallen tree, less frequent as the forest grew more scarce along their path. “No ale then, eh?”

“No, Benedites,” Hayde said to the Haltrishari. “Tell us what you know.”

The man heaved in a large breath, exhaling as he nodded. “We were told to ally ourselves with the Vileborn. Our Consular came to us, saying he got word from the God Emperor six weeks back that the Vileborn were needed in our fight. And so, we went to the Kaneretta cavern, through the Jut and retrieved them. Them and their fucking weird ships. Troop carriers, those things. Well crafted. Reinforced with the same crimson metal your sword is made of.”

Hayde smiled at that, giving the man a half-empty waterskin. Benedites took a sip, then continued. “How does a Kaledar get their hands on a weapon like that?” The Haltrishari wiped at his mouth.

“A long journey, Benedites. And I’m no Kaledar.”

“I disagree, Hayde,” Steyvin said. “I think you’ve proved yourself far more than any young Kaledar in the coliseum.” Hayde turned to look over his shoulder, seeing Steyvin’s sideways smirk. “Give yourself more credit, man.”

Hayde swallowed a gulp from his own waterskin, cuts on his lips still burning. He had used the Omen Will effectively in a fight twice now. It had hurt each time, but less the second. He felt it pull from him when his blade lit black. He felt the piercing, and the dull hum of agony creeping in the longer his blade was lit. He was a conditioned man to begin with, at least that was what he thought. But the pain of it exhausted him. He had been told by Galigus that his ability to endure would grow, and the pain would mean less and less to the point of only a small ache after long fights.

“Go on, Benedites.”

The Haltrishari nodded. “We were sent on the long track along Anvia’s southern border and west beyond. Took us the whole five or six weeks to begin to ride the eastern shores here. We even endured patches of the red storms, losing some of our ships that sailed too far south to that place.

“It was along our sailing that more ships joined, ships we first took as enemies until one of the Vileborn Sentinels—their Kaledar are called Sentinels—spoke up and told us the ships weren’t strangers at all. But allies.” Benedites shook his head, exhaling with a smile. “I wished I looked closer. I only saw their mouths when we got to shore. And I had seen them before when I was a boy. And I will never forget the look. But these enemies were different. Armored, more intelligent. A different breed.”

Hayde had seen them. They had stormed their encampment, looking to kill. A blood hate about their faces. Some were sized akin to Haltrishar, but had horns, fur over their skin. And hardened muscle. All held those crimson markings. Their mouths split and gaping like that of the Traulth Hayde had slain in the mountains.

I should boast about that more, he thought, his eyes turning back to Benedites, who had just finished taking another sip of his waterskin. For the first time in days, Hayde’s hand roamed to his sabretache—to Merin’s stromlyre.

“They appeared as those I had seen in the mountains,” Hayde said, leaning forward a bit more.

“What do you mean?”

“I and several companions were traveling through the Kul mountains a month or so ago. We came across a breeding ground for the Vileborn. Women were strapped upon stone beds, their stomachs feeding from Runestone within the mountains themselves.” Hayde shook his head, his gaze wandering in sudden remembrance of that graphic scene. “Whatever monster is in control of those things you fought beside is more twisted than I thought an enemy could be.”

“Most of the Vileborn we took from under Kaneretta appeared normal, like those of Maetlynd, and others not so much. Lineages I have never seen. No beast in these lands possibly matches those bloodlines.” Benedites shook his head again in some inner disbelief. “Whatever was happening in those mountains, it sounds like something we won’t understand until we find out who’s behind it.”

“And how could we?” Steyvin asked.

“Where did you get your orders from?” Hayde looked back to Benedites.

Benedites glared at Steyvin. “I told you—my Consular.”

“And where was he?”

“He had been heading to the Unity meeting on the Isles. It was right before he left. Said he got word from the Last Artisan that this was the tactic.”

“Stalhom?” Hayde asked.

“Aye,” Benedites said. “He sent the word down. I find it hard to believe he knew what he was doing. It was also far out of the ordinary for the Last Artisan to give orders over King Telvath.”

“Who’s now dead,” Steyvin said. “Something isn’t smelling right here.”

Hayde shook his head. “No… it isn’t. It hasn’t this whole time.”

Benedites cleared his throat. “You think Stalhom was the one breeding them in the mountains?”

“I saw the beast that was doing that. Some woman. My old traveling companion seemed to think it was his wife.”

“Who was your old traveling companion?”

“Alevist,” Hayde said.

“Lightseeker? The Alevist Lightseeker?” Benedites’ eyes were wide.

“Why does everyone refer to him as that?”

“Some believed him a murderer, others a hero. I have a load of questions about him for when we get back on the road.”

“Why does that matter?”

“You said it appeared as his wife. There are legends related to the first daughter of the Dawn. ‘And in her likeness, she shall connect those lost to the land of the Gods.’”

“An old adage? Sounds like bullshit to me.”

“Hear him out, Hayde.”

Hayde huffed, turning his gaze back from Steyvin. “Go on, Benedites.”

The Haltrishari nodded again. “Alevist’s wife was killed after the Unity. A year in, as a matter of fact. I used to follow the teachings of the Book of Nine Runes. Or the supposed teachings. I was fortunate to be one of the earlier Kaledar, and the early interpretations of the lost books were spoken to us frequently. His wife was always known to be the closest thing to the Daughter of the Dawn Father.”

“And that adage was prominent to you?”

“It stood out. Anything related to Mercy did. Then—I believed but never confirmed—they stopped teaching it in our schooling because they thought it would make us too adventurous. Instead, they opted to teach of the Martyrs and their deeds. Their sacrifices new and old and how they came to populate Maetlynd. Taking us away from the teachings related to Mercy.”

“So you think the Last Artisan communicated with beings from Mercy, then?”

“It’s possible. I haven’t seen monsters like that since I was a boy.”

“You spoke to none of their leaders?” Steyvin asked.

“Just some of those Sentinels. The only intelligent ones of the bunch, it seemed. Them and the Malders. When we fought you, in the fields, at the lake,” Benedites said. “Their briared blades… they turned some of my men. So I had to kill them. Their howls… their… screeches.” His jaw clenched. “I had no expectation to live, since those from the ships coming from Mercy turned on us. They had magicians. People who don’t need any hardstone at all for their magicks. Those were the Malders. And they cast that fog upon the battlefield. Somehow, they were able to retrieve some of their dead. And when they saw the battle turning, they decided to flee and leave us gray-skins to die. Like we didn’t have enough to defeat your force.”

Benedites spat into the fire then. It seared, and its heat echoed in his eyes. He sipped at his waterskin once more, the filter sitting on the top. It was near empty, so the pillar within was visible through the skin itself. “May I have more?” he asked, looking to Cyril.

“Am I your fucking waterboy now?”

“You just seem to be benefiting the least from this,” Benedites said.

“Get him water, Cyril,” Hayde said.

Steyvin laughed then, moving close to Hulin as Cyril rose. The Vileborn boy’s eyes were still locked into the fire, cold with an unseen hate.

Cyril threw his journal and pen down, sticking his tongue in his cheek as he stood up. “Hulin, would you—” He paused, looking down at the kid.

The man, Hayde corrected himself. Having witnessed the death of his father.

“Never mind,” Cyril said. “I wouldn’t expect you to continue marking my notes.”

“I got you, boy,” Steyvin said, reaching for the journal.

Cyril smiled then, and turned to Benedites, ripping the waterskin from his hand.

“Thank you,” Benedites said, giving a gracious smile. Cyril hesitated after turning away, then turned back to nod as a squire would. He bolted off, seeming not to trust Steyvin too long with his notes.

Steyvin opened the journal, finding the page where Cyril had left off. He skimmed through the writing, his eyes widening. “The boy has legible handwriting—you taught him this, Hayde?”

“I think it was his father.” Cyril had written in his journal a lot about the events of the prior days. And he wanted to get the recording of events as told through as many sides as possible. The minds of the youth, and what benefit there was from that, Hayde didn’t know. But Cyril liked those things. Maps and writing and such. Hayde had done enough of his own entries over the years.

Steyvin nodded, taking a deep breath. “Go on, Benedites.”

Benedites looked up at him, nodding as he turned back to the fire. “The Merciani managed to get their dead off the battlefield somehow. And here we are. They lost the battle, but I do not see them losing the war.”

“Will they pursue us?”

“If they did, we would have no rest. How many days out are we from where you want to go?”

“Still about a week.”

Benedites shook his head. “Their losses were great. And by what you tell me of the fight along the beachhead, you seem to have killed a lot of gray-skins.” He looked up to the night sky then. “Gods—and here I am telling all I know.”

“Why,” Steyvin began, loosening his grip around the pen. “Are you telling us?”

Benedites sighed. “That was evil I fought alongside. And you kept me alive. You kept some of my men alive. Those that stayed.”

“We managed to pick up another near thousand refugees.”

“We’re fighters.”

“Your men are mostly wounded, Benedites.”

“Half can fight. You just need to give them weapons.”

Hayde shook his head. “I can’t do that. The Omen Riders wouldn’t have it.”

“Fuck what they would have. I imagine they’d want their lives—Hayde, is it?”

“Aye, know your savior.”

“He was my savior,” Benedites said, pointing to Steyvin. “You seem to just be the guy pointing his fingers.”

It wasn’t the Haltrishari’s fault he wasn’t on the northern lakeshore, taking on the mass of Vileborn and his own brethren in a battle of wills. He was busy raiding the camps of the refugees.

“How many refugees did you kill?” Hayde asked, narrowing his eyes.

“My men were instructed to kill none. The Vileborn turned against us when we had to pull them off from eating those without weapons near alive.”

Hayde nodded then.

“Give me and my men weapons.”

“You can’t fight—yet. We have some time before we reach Edelvin. If you recover fast enough, you can have ’em. You and your men.”

“It may be too late. At least my men.”

“Without their leader? You’re the only Kaledar we saved. The others died.”

“All four?” Benedites asked, sorrow in his raised eyebrows.

“Aye. We have their stones for you when you heal up.”

Benedites nodded once more, slower this time. “To make us fight after such a long trip… I thought better of my men. But those demons… they didn’t need rest. That’s what frightens me.”

Steyvin looked at Hayde, then over to Hulin, the boy’s eyes now attentive to the conversation. “If we’re fighting a war against Merciani and a Demigod, I think we’re going to need to give them weapons.”

Cyril came back, thrusting a waterskin into Benedites’ chest, then bolted over to Steyvin to retrieve his journal and pen. “Thank you,” he said, glancing over the notes. “I didn’t miss much then?”

The Silder shook his head, smiling. “Nope.”

Hayde addressed those around the fire. “So to get things straight—we’re running from an enemy, sent by Gods from Mercy and our very own Last Artisan.”

“God Emperor, now,” Cyril corrected.

Hayde’s eyebrows rose, tilting his head to the boy.

“What? History is being recorded day by day, Hayde.”

“History is written by who wins. And if the Last Artisan is our enemy, he has only named himself a God Emperor. More than likely, at the very least.”

Cyril rolled his eyes at that.

“Let’s get some rest,” Steyvin said, patting Hulin on the shoulder.
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Cyril had been doing his best to cheer Hulin up over the course of the week.

But his efforts seemed to have failed.

They were two more days further north since the talk at the fire, and still, Hulin couldn’t find a smile.

Perhaps violence would cheer him up. “We’ll likely get to kill more of those bastards soon,” Cyril said.

Hulin looked to him, riding by his side, the stream of refugees in front moving along in columns and rows all through the open plains and hills. They had gotten a nice patch of weather, avoiding any rainstorms since the fight at the lake, but the refugees still carried on too slowly.

By Hayde’s estimation, they were a few days out from Edelvin, but the slog was almost over.

Cyril wanted nothing more than to be on those battlements, looking out at the field as those red bastards tried to overthrow it. He had never taken part in a siege before. And a battle along a wall sounded like something he could deem the greatest part of his journaling. A story of heroes against villains.

Just days away, he thought. And Galigus will return to reinforce the city even more.

He wondered then, how the siege on Ossilith was going. Had the Stained King taken that sky city yet? Or was he still waiting for submission from the Verdant Consular?

Time will tell, Cyril thought.

The threat of the crimson devils might be over. And perhaps, Hulin would have time to properly mourn his father.


Chapter 26
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Alevist’s eyes peeled open to the sun radiating into the room.

An Amrinil woman. He blinked. Her hair was dark and silky, brushing against her fair skin. Her eyes—the brightest brown. He blinked again.

Linera? He battled with the fatigue from the fight. He turned over in a bed he couldn’t recall crawling into. But what fight? I was just taking Erevayn to the Dawn Tree.

Erevayn had received his powers. Finally, the apprentice was no longer. He blinked again. Now the woman before him shone more clearly. Her hair was mottled and blonde, her eyes a piercing gold. Erevayn’s mother.

Rhenya.

“It’s about time you’re awake. I was beginning to think you weren’t coming back.”

Her voice—soft, but sure. But hadn’t she lost her mind?

“I know—It’s likely I did. The secret I was carrying.”

Did she hear my thoughts? “Secret?” he queried, doing his best to sit up. His arms pressed against the mattress and frame. Rhenya reached out to help; his mind still caught in a daze. Was Rhenya even real? Or was it still just another dream?

“Your son,” she said.

And as he tried to prop himself back up, his head grew light, and he fell back into slumber.

The second time he awoke, she was scrambling throughout the house.

She turned over dishes and stumbled over to his bedside. Her once soft and true eyes appeared now overtly… mad.

“Here, you have to drink.”

She ladled brackish water into his mouth. And he drank. He drank out of fear of death from thirst. It felt like days since he had his last and his head hurt as if bashed in by a club.

A new fear rose within as he kept taking gulps. Had the water been filtered?

His eyes wide, Rhenya saw his fear. She smiled then. “The water’s clean. I filtered it myself.” She spoke faster now. Sure and measured, but still with unhidden madness.

“You’re here now. You’re alive. We thought you died. And Merin told me you did. He told me you did but you wanted to stay away. Away from us.”

Alevist tilted his head, shaking it. “Where’s Erevayn?”

Erevayn.

It had been Erevayn who struck him. Erevayn who had fought with the demon that occupied his soul and killed Ilanudin.

Erevayn who lost.

Before Rhenya could answer, her face twisted with sadness, then a sort of recognition.

Alevist shot up. “We have to get him. Find him and tie him up. Chain him.” But he was too weak. He fell to the wood floors, forcing Rhenya to back away.

“And they say I’m mad.” She shook her head, and the ladle with it. “Erevayn brought you back, they said. Saved your life—they said.”

“They?”

“The girl. And that young soldier with the messed-up face. They said he brought you back from the Tree. Fighting off the Red Gods, they said.” Her brows furrowed. “Well—I call them the Red Gods anyways. You came back to life by that red crystal. That’s how Merin said it happened.”

“What do you mean? What are you saying?” Alevist huffed, his eyes heavy with anger. He turned and saw his blade standing at the end of his bed. What happened in that forest? “Are you real, Rhenya?”

“That depends on what you mean by reality. You and Artorious were real. I loved you both. I loved Artorious more—obviously. And differently than the way I loved you—obviously. But I am real. The way that love was real. Is real. Like the love you had for my husband—” her fist shot to her mouth then, choking on the last word. She paused, putting the ladle and bowl of water down on the side table. “I have told you. I have it off my chest. And now I go.” She leaned down, poking her finger in his chest. “It’s in there—Merin said it’s in there.” Tilting her head, she gave that soft Rhenya smile.

“You told me what? What’s in here?” Alevist’s gaze darted between her face and her finger.

“I told you what drove me fucking mad.”

She scowled then, her eyes returning to madness. “Jani doesn’t know I’m here. Aulder doesn’t know I’m here. I must go. I don’t want them to see me like this.” She hesitated, standing by the door as Alevist rolled to perch on the side of the bed. “Both of our children. We both lost babies, but one survived. He is your son, Alevist.”

And then she stormed out into what appeared to be the afternoon sun.

“What the fuck?” Alevist said.

Alevist had dipped back into a deep slumber when he heard the sounds of the forest outside.

The Sacred Woods lingered on in the distant winds. His eyes peeled open once more. Crickets and frogs gulped at the night sky. Neera first came in to see him, lying on the floor.

“My goodness.” She bolted over, leaning down to help pull him up. “I thought Tellen checked on you. He’s not going to hear the end of it.”

“Did you see her?”

“See who?” Neera lifted Alevist by his arm, getting him onto the bed.

He cleared his throat, scanning the room. The ladle and the bowl of water sat idly at the end table. Then his gaze found his arms. The cuts he remembered from before were healed over, somewhere between red and white.

“Never mind,” he said.

“You bled silver, you know,” Neera said.

His head shot up, brows furrowed. “Silver? What the fuck do you mean?”

“When Erevayn had you on his back, your cuts—they bled silver.”

Alevist shook his head. “Where is he?”

“Erevayn? He went to clean up the Vile bastards. We got attacked—seems like you slept through the whole thing.” She elbowed him with a chortle and he winced. “Fuck—I’m sorry.”

He rubbed at his side. “It’s fine. Erevayn was the one who clubbed me.”

Neera shook her head. “No, Alevist. The crimson bastards did it.”

He reached for the ladle and bowl. “I saw ’em. But there were others. Races I’ve never seen. Some monsters, like in the mountains—from what I could tell at least.” He leaned back in bed, tipping the bowl in his mouth. “It was Erevayn.”

“You ought to thank him for getting you out of the woods.”

His eyes widened then. “The Tree. Fuck—the Tree.”

Neera’s gaze drifted to the wood floor and she stood, crossing her arms. “It’s still burning. We can’t stop it.”

“How far along?”

“It’s slow, but the Shroud seems to be coming apart. Whatever the Weavers came up with, it seems it wasn’t enough.” Neera turned around. “Asmodil says there’s no way to stop it. He went into the Sacred Woods, following the path you and Erevayn took. Erevayn took him along, actuall—”

“We have to go. Asmodil isn’t safe.” Alevist shot upright, lurching to find his feet.

Neera caught him. “What is this nonsense, Alevist? Erevayn saved you for all the times you saved him.”

“That demon. It took him.”

Silence grew between them.

“Why didn’t he just kill you then?”

Alevist shook his head. “I’m not sure.”

“It doesn’t add up is all.”

“I have to go in, Neera.”

“Asmodil and Erevayn think they can put the fire out. Stop the Tree from burning.”

“The Tree was some kind of door,” Alevist began. “It spat out the ones from Mercy. And only after Erevayn had touched it. After he fought that demon. Then, it opened up. And those monsters came out. His arm—his arm was missing. It was growing as crimson stone.” He shook his head. “How many were there?”

Neera turned around, pulling a chair out from the table. “There weren’t that many. We handled those that came out of the woods first. The rest of the city fought off the others. Must have been only one to two thousand in total.” She shivered then, understanding the significance of the number. “We only fought about thirty firsthand.”

Alevist’s gaze wandered the wood floors. He saw—in patches of the dust-marred floor—footsteps patterned with the madness of Rhenya that had been in his dreams.

He straightened his back, fighting the stiffness coursing through his body; it felt like the soreness after healing.

“Where’s Jani?” Alevist asked.

“She’s rotating on the watch we have set for you. I still need to find fucking Tellen.”

Footsteps stormed up the gravel path outside.

“I couldn’t find no plant—” It was Tellen, he stopped cold in the doorway as he looked between Neera and Alevist. “You’re not supposed to be here.”

“Where the fuck did you go?”

Tellen looked beat to shit himself, his whole face bruised. He threw his hands up in defense as Neera stormed up to him, but he stood his ground.

“Some woman came, said she was a doc and needed me to go hunt down a plant.”

Alevist perked up then, turning to face Tellen entirely. He flinched at the pain flaring in his head and neck from the movement.

“She was Amrinil?”

“Aye,” Tellen said, Neera still glaring at him. The glare she usually reserved for Hayde.

“It’s alright, Neera. It was Rhenya. Erevayn and Jani’s mom.”

Alevist didn’t so much as believe himself then. Was Erevayn her son? She made it sound otherwise. She made it sound like Erevayn was Alevist’s child. Like he was Aulder.

“They’ve been looking for her,” Neera said. “Asmodil said there’s no trace—”

“There isn’t going to be, either. She’s gone.”
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Erevayn fixed his eyes on the burn marking the Trunk, where his arm stood frozen in red stone.

All that… pain. He had felt it in a sudden jolt. The suffering of an entire race. Their entire people’s anguish. I am one of them now. I have to be.

His new arm was fully grown now, made wholly of the crimson stone. A blessing among the Merciani people. A curse to those of Maetlynd. Salvation for the damned. And for the damned their curse.

They had no home. They needed him. He was the chosen one. The one to bring them peace. It cost him a limb, but it was so small a cost to what that civilization had paid. To the price they still paid. He needed to give them a home. He needed to give them refuge.

And in his acceptance of his burden, he had now been shown the truth. Shown who he really was through the eyes of the being that had tried to dominate him. Tried and failed.

It had only been a day’s ride back through the Sacred Woods, the horses moving much quicker through the forest. Asmodil was keen to get to the Tree—to see the source of the burning.

They were with a group of five other riders, a single Kaledar and four more city guards. The single Kaledar had been trained through the Will of the Dusk, so perhaps his ability to counter the heat the Dawn brought would stop the burning of the Tree itself.

He understood what now had to be done, but still it had all been a blur.

After Erevayn’s ritual at the Tree, he awoke to the golden wolf nudging him. The creature pulled him on its back, dragging Alevist across his waist so he’d be as secure as one could be going along for a ride on a wolf.

The beast had been able to evade the thirty or so crimson-born that poured out from the Tree. But even dodging them, it felt like the Merciani were looking to Erevayn for guidance as they came through that radiating, humming door emanating from the cursed crystal vein.

And they truly had sought him.

Sought Aulder.

He remembered attempting to fend off the demon—it made a dark attempt to win the war that waged within him. And he remembered getting knocked back from the Tree, unsure of the victor. Alevist had a wide gash on his skull, bleeding a silver unlike anything Erevayn—not Erevayn, Aulder, Alevist’s son—had ever witnessed.

The demon said Aulder would have to kill Alevist. But why? What had Alevist done to deserve such a fate? And it was an ill fate—a master training the cause of his demise, a father raising the son that caused his downfall.

But Aulder still saw no reason to. Saving the Merciani people didn’t require it. Not yet. But their pain. Far worse than that of any he himself had ever felt. The demon lied to him. Aulder earned back his Will and control of the Dawn. And he did it all without having to murder his master. For what the world demanded of him, he could now give it. He could be the one to rise up and bring peace to all Maetlynd. To save the Merciani.

‘You know what you’ve done.’

The voice was back. Dominus.

‘You’re ready to hear it now.’

‘Just be gone. I defeated you. I am to save the Merciani. And you will no longer control me.’ Aulder spoke within, glancing over to see if Asmodil heard him. It grew ever harder to determine if the voice was coming from within instead of without. Perhaps it was an echo in the distance. Perhaps he wasn’t alone.

‘You aren’t alone,’ the being said. And this time, it was she. It was the voice of the woman from the mountains. ‘I won’t leave you again. I can’t leave you since we are bound now. And it is your fate to be bound to me, as you always have been. My son.’

He hesitated then, for the truth between he and the demon had been shared once again. The being that marked him in the mountains had indeed been his mother. Her body had been, at the least. ‘My lineage doesn’t change what’s demanded of me.’

‘As your mother I would disagree.’

‘And why is it I should trust you?’

‘Because you are alone and have been alone ever since they took it all from you. They took what belonged to you because they feared your rise. We defeated Ilanudin. We held him accountable. And now, the world is yours to lead. As it was meant to be from the beginning.’

Aulder stepped forward with the group toward the Tree. ‘The world?’

‘The Crimson God rises. And you are his deliverer. His messenger. His prophet.’

Asmodil and the others stared up at the Tree. The horses were tied up by the gate, away from the dry heat of the area close to the Trunk.

Horses in the Sacred Woods had never happened—not ever. No mount was permitted within the boundaries, especially so close to the Tree itself. But with it burning, all things were changing. He needed to put it out. He needed to stop this part of what he started. He could save the Merciani without the destruction of the Dawn Tree.

‘Why must you burn the Dawn Tree? Why must you take the Will of these people?’

Asmodil approached the base of the Tree, the Kaledar slowly following behind. The branches above burned from within. A burning he himself felt.

The voice huffed out in arrogance. A clear arrogance that Aulder disdained. ‘You are the leader of a people chased away by genocide. A people who need a leader to tame them. To show them the way. You must understand—hard choices must be made.’

‘You want me to murder the land I hold dear.’ Anger rose within Aulder.

‘It is liberation.’ A man’s voice.

‘And why should I help you?’ He felt as if he had had the same conversation before. ‘This is my burden alone.’

‘Your bloodline is that of the Artisans. Who are indeed the children of the Gods. The Crimson God was cursed so as never to have children, and so bore no Artisan himself. But as a son of the Dawn, as a son of Aalen, you have blood as close to the Crimson God as any that exists. For he was the brother that forbade the Crimson God lineage.’ The voice changed then—at times to that of a man. It was Dominus. Yet somehow too, it was his mother.

‘So I am a… liberator?’ The weight of those words sat heavier on his shoulder. The same weight borne by Merin’s death. The weight he felt called to carry, no matter the cost. Something within him was driving him. Something out of his control.

‘You are the liberator. For your father cannot be.’

‘My father is innocent.’

‘Your father kept my people from salvation.’ A bout of anger from the man—from Dominus. ‘But he lives—he lives because you bade it at this very Tree days ago. When my children came to Maetlynd to find hearth and home. Let me guide you now. Through the pain you have just endured. Through my people’s pain.’

Heartbeats. And many more. He had felt the pain of those Merciani people. Of all they suffer. It was his now to bear. And slowly the madness of those Vile would be taken from them. He would take it from them. If he needed to agree to give up a part of himself to this radicalized patron of the Crimson God, then it was a price he would have to at least consider paying. For that pain… ‘If I submit to your will—'

‘That’s where you are mistaken. You are not submitting to the will of any. It is your will which shall be imposed. I am unable to inhabit Maetlynd. It is a world forbidden to me. That is why I must communicate through you. But there are those who desire to live and prosper there. The leaders of your world forbade it for so long.’

‘It was your red clouds that stopped it.’

‘Aye,’ the voice—his mother’s voice—agreed. ‘There are indeed those Malders that wish to prevent your people from coming to Mersianei. From anyone of Maetlynd to do so, since they are so cursed. But the Malders of our lands have long ignored the potential of Maetlynd. Although a cursed land, it is rich in resources. Rich in wisdom. Those Artisans banished from Mercy were only banished for their desire to limit the use of power. And the Malders did not like that. None of any Will desired that.’

Aulder stared up at the Tree, Asmodil and the rest still working around it. He swore they said a thing or two to him, but he just ignored their voices. And in hearing Dominus—hearing the voice of his mother—Aulder came to recognize how the Artisans had limited the use of Will. ‘So it is the separate Wills that desire an attachment to Maetlynd, as it is a land worth redeeming. That is likely why they have been so attached to it. Why their artifacts linger.’

‘The artifacts are all an illusion. A hardstone can be harnessed through any force of Will that touches water so blessed by that Will. And of that, your land has plenty of. Each city has vats of it. And it is a gift of Will that keeps on giving. Only your Artisans and their precious construction have limited your people’s access.’

‘So everything I was taught was a lie?’

‘Everything everyone in Maetlynd was taught was a lie.’

‘What of Valdus, then? He came from Mercy.’

‘Valdus Bruud believes in the All Will. He believes in limiting the powers under that one God. That God that so abandoned his children. An evil God. The Will he truly follows is that of his own.’

‘But he says you are an oppressor.’

‘Do I sound as such? Do I sound as one who wants to bring people down?’

‘You praise the madness. The Will of the Crimson God is madness still. I aim to show your people truth. To show them a life after pain.’

‘Are we not all to endure suffering? Why then must we wait? Should we not endure it young so as to avoid it later?’

The man was speaking truths. But Aulder was inclined to disagree. To not let the man fully in. To fight his influence and his perspective. ‘Young? People of Maetlynd suffered it young and old.’

‘Are we not so young now as we have ever been?’

‘Dominus Bruud is a philosopher then?’

‘I am no philosopher. I see the world for what it is. And suffering we must all endure. I choose to let my subjects endure the worst of it young. And for that, I have been thanked many times over. No more do my people suffer the small things.’

‘Is it not the small things that make us? The Enduring of those small things?’

‘We are stronger when we endure them against the weight of our worst suffering. But I wish not for my people to push their suffering on yours. I need you to stop it from permeating through ages.’

Aulder agreed with the being on that. ‘Why do you occupy me? Why do you occupy my true mother?’

‘She was my pathway back. A window was opened by one of your worst. By the Last Artisan. And I stepped through. He desired my attention for selfish reasons. For he wants to explore Mercy and open trade between our lands.’

‘And she needed to be used?’

‘She was all I had. Her soul was already on its way here, to the gates of the dead. She still lives within this body with me. Only, though, as a distant memory.’ The voice came out as his and hers then. His mother attempting to speak over Dominus.

‘How do we speak so clearly now?’

‘When I saw you in those mountains, you answered my call. You were the only one who did because it seems that is a part of who you are. You aid the weak.’

‘What you were doing to those women in the mountains was a crime. Of the most heinous of acts. Far worse a suffering. Far more ill a fate.’

‘Those strong enough to endure ultimately desired to give their bodies to our cause. My warriors and Malders did nothing against their will. But the madness does indeed do different things to different people.’

‘What of the savages you raised? They seemed mindless.’

‘They are trained well in their pursuits. War is what they were made for. So they may lead those who are incapable of war to your lands to prosper alongside those who wish to follow the Crimson God. Maetlynd can be that. Maetlynd can be the land of the Red God. The Outer Will fits no better a place.’

‘It sounds to me the Outer Will has nowhere else to go.’

Aulder felt a snarl then. ‘Mercy needs to be restructured. But one step at a time. The lands here to the north and east have been conquered by Dragons. And the Calevahn Empire aims to vanquish my peoples. Even those who don’t serve the Crimson God will need protecting. But he has for so long been chained, in need of release. In need of a land where he can heal from all the wrong done to him. From being cast out as those of the Artisans were.’

‘This all sounds like justification for evil.’

‘Do we all not justify our misdoings? Has your master not? Have your friends not? This is not a misdoing. This is right by those doing.’

A part of Aulder sympathized. He himself had been cast out. Thrown away as a man to linger. To suffer. But he wasn’t a fool. ‘I want no part in your influence. I have taken the pain of your people. I will show them the way.’

‘You don’t understand. Willing or not, you are the Liberator. It has been decided now. Whether you choose to agree or not is lost to your Will. You must suffer my wisdom. And my pain. Choice was lost to you when doubt filled you. When you chose to let your suffering rule you.’

‘It is I who will save the Merciani. I won’t let you defeat me.’ Aulder felt the struggle now. He heard Asmodil call out to him. Seeing if he was okay.

‘I already have—my son.’


THE BEFORE; INTERLUDE
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0001 EoU (Epoch of Unity)

Merin burnt his tongue on the first sip of the hot tea.

Rhenya was usually good about serving it out hot, so he knew he shouldn’t have been surprised. But it had been a while since he enjoyed a cup of tea prepared in Rhenya and Artorious’ house in eastern Thonn.

The early spring spread its redolent scent of the open woods beyond. Cool wind breached the open window by the door.

“He should be right down,” Rhenya said, smiling at him. She moved around the living room with her usual grace, though shuffled utensils in her anxiousness. She held the quiet between them, stopping herself to take a breath.

Her eyes closed for a brief moment. “What brings you this far north? I haven’t seen you since the baby was born.”

“Ah yes… I am dearly sorry I haven’t been around,” Merin said, placing the tea down. “Just something I think Artorious may like to get in on. I’m off to see Alevist after this, actually.”

She forced a smile, her mouth shut and gaze narrowing. “You’re not going to take my husband away from me again, are you?”

Merin sifted through his words carefully. He sat not long, but too long in silence, for Rhenya turned toward him then, her fist nervously sitting upon her hip.

“No! Not at all,” Merin said. “Maybe a trip to a city down south here and there. A bit of an adventure.” She frowned. “Every old warrior needs an adventure now and again. It won’t take him away for too long. A month at a time—at most.” He grabbed his tea, but smiled at her as he lifted it back to his lips.

Rhenya nodded her head, uneasy. Finally, she sighed in acceptance. “Like a hunting trip?”

“Precisely. A good hunting trip.”

Jani’s unmistakable pattering footsteps scampered toward him. “Uncle Merin!”

Merin nearly hadn’t gotten to his feet to receive her hug. He pushed his weapons to the side so she wouldn’t strike them.

“I missed you! Are you here to play us a song?”

He bellowed a laugh. “Unfortunately, we haven’t time right now, dear. Perhaps after your father and I talk?”

Jani pouted. “Fine.” Her eyes narrowed, then she glanced to her mother and forced a smile. “Fine,” she repeated. “Either way, I’m happy to see you. Wish you’d be here more often.”

Merin huffed. “I will be sure to. I have a lot more time now that things have settled down.” A part of him felt embarrassed; she was right. He should have visited more than every so often.

Right behind her, footsteps echoed off the wooden walls. Artorious peeked his head out from the back room, carrying a baby boy. He held him in a way that looked uncomfortable for Artorious but like a small heaven for the baby.

“Let me see the lad, Artorious,” Merin said. “It’s been far too long.”

“Alright—Erety’il: this is your uncle Merin,” he said gently, placing the baby down into Merin’s chest. “Be careful now. I know if you drop him that gets rid of the excuse of him getting his brains from me, but I want my boy to have a fair shot—Ouch!”

Rhenya smacked Artorious on the shoulder, stifling a laugh. She picked up a couple of empty dishes from the finely crafted wooden table and headed into the kitchen. As Merin peered down, locking eyes with the now awake baby, warmth filled him from top to bottom. The golden hue surrounding the pupil didn’t glow bright, but the sunlight struck it in such a way that made them seem far less innocent than they were. Still though, in his hands he held the first son of his best friend.

“I heard a little of why you’re here, old friend,” Artorious said, crossing his arms and taking a seat across from Merin. “So what is it really? Our days of journeying are over.”

“Maybe.” Merin kept his gaze on the baby. “But this one will want adventure someday. Maybe he and I will go on a few.” Jani crossed her arms, mirroring her dad as she turned from helping Rhenya in the kitchen. Merin caught her glance as he looked up, losing his smile. “And Jani will be coming with me as well. Guiding most of the trip—more than likely.” Jani raised her arms in triumph. “Though it’s my understanding you’re supposed to be heading to Kaledar schooling within the next couple of years. So hopefully they’ll give you time to spend with me.”

“What are you really doing here?” Artorious said. The last time they connected about any sort of adventure, it spiraled into a long career for Artorious.

Merin understood the doubt. “There is something you and I can do, Artorious. You have retired now; you took an honorable Omen Mark. But there is still good you and I could do in this world that would take no longer than the length of a hunting trip.” He couldn’t help but peer over into the kitchen, noticing Rhenya looking over her shoulder as she scrubbed at dishes in the sink.

Artorious looked over to his wife. “Sweetheart, could you give us the room?”

She glared toward Merin and slammed a plate down into the slop. “Of course, darling. Come, baby, let’s go for a walk.” She nudged Jani toward the door to put on her shoes. Rhenya kissed her husband’s forehead for too long a moment, shutting her eyes before resting her chin on top of his head. He reached his hand to meet hers on his shoulder. She straightened and walked out the door with Jani.

“You’ll be here when we get back, right Uncle Merin?” Jani’s sweet voice raced through the opening. Merin nodded with a wide smile, still cradling the baby in his arms.

Artorious got up and took a sip of Merin’s tea.

“That’s my tea,” Merin said.

“Yeah, but it’s in my cup.” Artorious smiled, gulping it down. “What do you really need?” He reached down to grab Erety’il from Merin’s hands.

Merin swallowed. “The Vileborn, Artorious.”

“Not this again,” he said, rolling his eyes. He rocked the boy gently.

“It’s important. There is still evil in this world. We didn’t get rid of all of it. You know how it was for the Stained when people started recognizing their mixed bloodlines. People hated them. They’ve only recently been considered for the Unity,” Merin said. “The Vileborn were unlucky, just like you and me.”

Artorious sighed. “I hear you. But my days of fighting are behind me—”

“That’s the best part,” Merin interrupted. “You wouldn’t have to. You remember Dullo?”

Artorious nodded.

“He gets info from Consulars and city guards all over Maetlynd. He meets with Weavers and they inform him of highly affected areas. Then we meet and he gives me the info; him and I switch off on moving them around to settlements which are already established by people who fought the Blight firsthand. Most of the Vileborn now weren’t even really born that way and you know it.”

Artorious walked around the kitchen table, avoiding eye contact with his friend. “Mhm.”

“We want to establish a safe settlement out here, in Thonn. Give them a place to stay away from the Amrinil and the Verdant, closer to the Stained who understand the dangers of hatred.”

“And why?”

“They have something to offer. They have a connection with the crimson stones unlike Dullo or I have ever seen. Unlike you or Alevist has ever seen.”

Artorious sat back down. “Okay, I’m listening.” He looked down and gave Erety’il a big, proud smile. The baby chirped.

“The crimson stone, there’s something important about it. Something I don’t think I can fully comprehend. The world sees it as they see the Vileborn, a curse. But the Weavers, they saw it as a way to advance us technologically during the Blight,” Merin said. He grew more excited as he spoke. “They ground it up and combined it with softstone and enchanted parchment to create the filters you use to this day. There have to be more practical applications for it. We’ve tried forging weapons with them, but they break or are far too heavy. No one can perfect it. But my brother, Ewilen, has found something in the mountains near the Dark Gate. Something we missed. There was an ancient anvil there, made wholly of Runestone.”

Artorious glanced up from Erety’il. “I thought your brother died with the rest of the Kul?”

Merin’s gaze met the floor then. He remembered seeing his brother dead. He remembered the cold touch of his arms, then of his chest as he brought him back. He brought him back with a power he didn’t know he had. The power of suffering combined with whatever Kal’duun himself had given Merin. It gave life to his brother. And though he was with Ewilen as he endured the madness, Ewilen had become the better for it. And he had developed a way to forge the weapons, the skilled Cleaver he was. “My brother lives. And he has a connection with the crimson stone now.”

Artorious leaned in, peering then to the mantle over his fireplace. Merin turned to see what his gaze caught. Those longing eyes found his old gunhildr, the tribarrelled weapon that lost all function as soon as Alevist planted the Tears. “I miss them,” Artorious said. “Do you think we can have your brother look at those?”

“Of course we can,” Merin replied. “I could see him grinding and forging something with crimson stone that could assuredly get those working again.”

“If my old gunhildr fires again, we have a deal. I can work with Alevist on establishing a settlement within a few miles of here. We can help them learn the area and teach them how to provide for themselves.” Artorious hesitated, then, “Can I ask why?”

“I told you, they deserve a chance—”

“No, really. Why?”

Merin took a deep breath. “Things I don’t even fully understand yet.”

Artorious’ eyes widened. “I’ve done dumber things knowing less.” He rocked Erety’il in his arms. “I suppose I have no other choice.”

Merin smiled. “Getting the Redborn on our side is more important than isolating them. If they serve us, we stand a chance against whatever is to come.” He stood in excitement. “I will return in two months. Probably sooner. Now, I have to go get your buddy on board.”

Artorious returned the smile. “He may prove a bit harder than me.”

Merin winked as he grabbed his satchel from the chair. He pulled back at the hilt of his dagger to make way for the satchel and tugged on his belt. Both of the handles on his axes were held firmly in place, his Runestone shining upon the base of each blade. “As you can see, I can be rather convincing.”

Artorious shook his head and gave a playful huff. “See you soon, my friend.” And then baby Erety’il chirped, his hands reaching toward his father’s face.

Merin gently stepped out into the late morning. He turned to his right, where a dusting of black smoke rose over the tree line. His eyes narrowed, the smoke billowing blacker in the light of the day. Someone setting fire in a hearth?

He untied Plasit from outside and mounted. Turning to his left—east toward Edelvin—he started up the trail after Rhenya and Jani. He couldn’t totally leave without saying goodbye to Jani, promising her another great song when he returned.

After about a quarter dial-turn, he came upon the two sitting on a fallen tree stump. Beyond the crest of a hill up ahead, the Dawn Tree loomed in that great distance. And the Shroud above lingered as it drifted.

Jani kicked her feet against the wood. She smiled and pointed at the trees and the birds and critters roaming around. She turned as she heard Merin approach. “Uncle Merin!”

Merin quickly dismounted, laughing as she ran at him again. He moved his weapons more carefully out of the way in time as she nearly tackled him to the ground. “I have to be going to Uncle Alevist. I wanted to say goodbye and I didn’t know how long you two would be.”

Rhenya looked at him, eyebrows raised. “What did he say?”

Merin held the hug a little while longer as he found his feet. “He’s not going to have to go anywhere for now, Rhenya. And if he does, it will be within a few miles of your home.”

Rhenya breathed a sigh of relief as tears welled in her eyes. “Okay.” She mirrored his smile.

As he still had his arm wrapped around Jani, his ears perked up to the quiet of the forest surrounding him. The sounds of ringing blades echoed up the trail in his wake.

His gaze snapped back over his shoulder, before he turned to Rhenya with wide eyes. She too had heard it. She took a step forward before Merin stopped her, looking down to Jani. Other than the silence, the girl fortunately hadn’t heard the sounds of violence just yet.

“Stay here,” Merin said, pushing Jani toward her mother.

“What’s going on?”

“Come here, sweetheart,” Rhenya said; shakiness riddled her speech.

“What’s wrong?” Jani started to breathe heavily as the sounds came more clearly. For in the dense quietude of the forest, the resonance of death rode the air. Men falling to arrows, or falling to steel.

Rhenya’s body was frozen, facing the direction of their home. “You need to stay here,” Merin said. “You two need to find a place to hide. I will call out, and you will know it’s me. If I am not back within a half turn, you must head for the city. Get the guard.”

It was a shame most of the settlements were further south, as Thonn was more remote.

Rhenya held back the fright and tears in her eyes and nodded.

Merin leapt onto his horse and raced toward steel on steel.


His breath heavy, he’d made it halfway back.

He pressed Plasit hard, for if she wasn’t quick enough, that could mean Artorious’ death. Smoke loomed ahead. He urged Plasit harder and harder.

No. NO. He kept repeating it in his head. Adrenaline pumped into his body as Artorious’ home came into view, smoldering with flames. At least fifteen bodies were strewn out in the front of his house. Six masked men finished tossing torches inside, the flames continuing to soar. The heat trickled to Merin as he watched on from the tree line. He dismounted a sweat-streaked Plasit and started toward the house, fire welling within him with each step.

The villains patted and wiped their hands upon their clothes. Black garments, hooded figures. Something shiny gleamed from around their necks.

These were no allies of the Unity. Mostly Daerikal fighters, their red eyes apparent through the open lines of their hoods. Though warriors of the Daerikal weren’t permitted to leave the Isles. And there was no way for them to have made it to Thonn without having gone through the Witesands and Ilanudin first.

If the Daerikal were there, it meant there must have been a revolt. Perhaps they had been trained to sneak ashore, for there could be no other way but through Amrinil territories. But with the slim forces defending each city and settlement, perhaps it was possible. But how. Why?

Merin stormed out of the brush, emboldening himself with Will as he reached behind his back for his dagger. The blade came out smooth, the man twenty strides from him clawing to get it out of his neck as his body fell to the floor. The dagger returned to Merin’s hand as quickly as it had left. Another man charged toward him with a primal yell. The dagger found the center of his forehead next.

It felt strange to use the Will without harnessing the stone. But there was no time for illusory tactics here. He needed to kill these assassins, and he couldn’t waste time through the stones.

He pulled his two hand axes from his leather belt. His chainmail jingled and shone as the sun broke through the shadows of the trees and the smoke. The next enemy charged, and Merin took advantage of the killer’s overswing, diving between the attacker’s knees to cut both, forcing him into the hard dirt.

The man screamed, his weapon falling. Merin silenced the assassin in black, the red-on-red eyes going dim as the Kul twisted the head of his axe into the back of his attacker’s head. Blood flew from the man’s skull. Instead of pulling his axe from the man’s head, he lit the blades using the Primordial Will, the burning of the Form dropping the man’s body without effort.

The next Daerikal ran at him now. The man’s massive maul struck dirt as Merin dodged to the right. His riposte sliced clean through the back and out the side of the next enemy.

Merin read the surprise in the dead man’s face, the body keeling over as he spun.

A man can fight one hundred men as if they were one. The Book of Nine Runes had said it.

Another swing from the maul crashed down fast and hard. Merin pushed the Will of Force through his hands into the blade of his offhanded ax and the maul deflected off it with near enough force to send the attacker flying, but he was a strong one. Another attacker charged; it seemed Merin should have taken the time to count. But he didn’t have the luxury when Artorious could still be alive.

This next attacker was tall enough for Merin to move under, but he didn’t have a wide enough berth to clear his legs. So he clamped down hard on his ax handle and slammed it into the man’s thigh, dropping him to the floor as Merin leaped back to the left, his ax remaining in the man’s leg.

Blood Will emboldened Merin now. A Will reserved for the Traitors of the Nine. A Will that elevated one’s own strength and vitality, one that had the strong potential to corrupt. But he needed these men dead. Whatever the cost.

Ash and char sprinkled the air, sticking to Merin’s leather garment. He threw his only ax then, finishing the man with the maul as his face split open by the Will of Dawn coursing through the ax blade. The ax flew back into Merin’s hand as fast as he had loosed it.

As the man with the ax in his thigh scrambled to grab for a weapon, Merin called that weapon back to him out of the grip of the attacker. The man’s blood spurted from his leg as he writhed in an instant of pain. Merin charged. A final sweep of his axes cut the man from either shoulder to the center of his chest, both arms falling to the floor an instant before the man himself.

All Merin felt was pain. The physical pain of using the Will, though dampened by his status as an Artisan, was still a part of it. But as a man so used to pain, of all kinds, he brushed it off by steadying his breathing, taking in his surroundings.

One man remained. Merin heard horses behind him scattering back into the tree line, away from Artorious’ home. The flames crackled behind the last capable enemy. Merin looked at him, the man breathing heavily from fear. Merin loved that smell.

He scanned over the bodies with his vision, ensuring none of the dead would rise and attack him once more. A habit he continued after the Blight, to his shame. Arrows were impaled in many of the dead. Blade cuts too. Artorious’ shortblade sat inside the chest of one of the dead Daerikal. Possibly the last body Artorious had left from the attack.

Merin started to circle, mirroring the man in front of him.

The last fighter was more patient than his companions, understanding he wasn’t fighting just any Kul. “He said we wouldn’t need another Runeborn.” The man’s voice cracked through the air.

Another Runeborn?

“He said Artorious wasn’t as good a blade as Alevist.”

“Who’s he?” Merin asked. The anger in his voice should have been enough to make the man flinch. He didn’t.

“Doesn’t matter now,” the man said.

Merin closed his eyes then in that silence, still circling the man. He continued until he was aligned with the body of the Haltrishari corpse he had thrown his dagger into. He called on his Will, summoning the blade toward him and then shooting away, the blade rising and falling until it shattered through the back of the last enemy’s skull. The man dropped like all the others.

Another man was still crawling into the forest, blood trailing from both legs. Rhenya leaped from the brush, grabbing the man’s own weapon and dealing a mortal strike. Merin looked at the house, and tears filled his eyes.

Plasit whinnied and backed up further into the tree line.

Rhenya dropped that blood-soaked blade and fell back onto the dirt. For a moment, tears seemed unable to find her eyes. Only anger. Merin’s mind was muddled. The Daerikal wouldn’t have burned the house that way unless Artorious was dead inside of it.

Unless Erety’il was dead.

Pain unleashed inside of Merin as he stormed up to the house, the Will of Dusk then driving through his hands. It hurt worse than the use of Will had ever before, but that was the answer. Pain was the answer.

He forced it out and part of the house sizzled in a chill, the wave of cold pouring from Merin with all he could muster. But it was too late. The dead men in front of the home were burned in a forever ice, parts of the house crumbling as wood and stone crashed in on each other. Flames still simmered from within, and pieces of burnt wood had turned white along with the stone.

There was no surviving that. No amount of Will, even that which he used on his brother, would bring Artorious’ charred and crushed body back.

He fought every instinct to run into the debris and start tearing at it. He turned to Rhenya and Jani. Both were crying. Movement on the tree line caught his eye and he readied for another attacker. Instead, a dog limped into view. A dog he knew. Ubbe made his way through the brush from the west, panting hard. The pup carried a red cloak in his mouth. And something writhed within.

The dog limped up to Merin, gently placing what he held on the ground beside the kneeling man. Ash fell around them, swirling around the burning flames and frozen wood and stone.

It was Aulder.

Alevist. Another kind of pain seeped in. One he was all too familiar with. But each time, it felt new, as if never experienced before. One could endure and adapt to the pain of the Will. But there was no getting used to the pain of loss.

The dog’s face told it all. An open wound on Ubbe’s side cracked wet and dry. A clean slice that had caused the dog’s limp. Merin couldn’t hold back the tears anymore, and they poured from him.

He knelt over the child, pausing before grabbing him. He didn’t want to hurt Aulder, since he heard the baby’s cries through the ringing in his ears. He forced a deep breath, then picked up Aulder. He couldn’t be selfish. His selfishness might have been the reason his friends perished.

So he stood, the dirt under his feet seeming to spin away from him.

Doing his best to pull himself together, he walked back over to Rhenya and Jani, both in tears. “We need to move.”

Ubbe limped behind him. Rhenya’s eyes widened at the baby in his arms. He sensed the hope in her face. But, she knew Aulder wasn’t hers. He was Alevist’s child. Nevertheless, she grabbed Aulder from Merin’s arms and turned to Jani. Merin whistled Plasit over, getting Rhenya and Jani to mount as they pressed into the forest.

Merin led the way, avoiding the path. A piece of him couldn’t help but continue to guide them toward Edelvin, toward the plains and forests that led there. A place beckoning for him to return.

If Alevist’s body remains… he thought. First, he had to find a safe place for his best friend’s wife and the children. He would let his mind wander later to what could be.

War would never stop. There was a way to control the sides of good and evil. He knew it, and as he breathed heavily, tears flowing down his cheeks, he silently led his new family. He must ensure good became so dominant, evil wouldn’t stand a chance.
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Chapter 27
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There was only so much Salasmir could take.

He was shocked at the speed at which Harglon desired to travel. His pace was almost unmatched, other than by the likes of Stalhom.

After Galigus’ surrender, the Vileblooded demons gave the prisoners to Stalhom to transport and ran on ahead. It was then Salasmir realized how quickly Stalhom would quash this Stained rebellion.

But Salasmir was getting the feeling, perhaps after seeing the look in Galigus’ eyes, that he himself might have been in over his head.

Maybe Salasmir was only the warrior at the Tree of Dusk. And that was all he was meant for. Maybe he wasn’t meant to be a father, since Ilteria had gone, and the forces of the All Will took his children before they even drew breath.

“The Merciani will be on the trail of the Forgotten?”

“They have already slowed them down. They will take those refugees and the innocent will survive. But the guilty shall be prosecuted.”

Salasmir had no idea what made one guilty, for Galigus had survived and been shown mercy by the red demons. And by all Salasmir’s accounts, the Vile forces in the field were the same enemies as those from the Reckoning. Everything about them. The differences were moot; men and women of different races than he had ever seen before, combinations of different bloodlines he hadn’t ever thought of. It was disgusting.

But they moved at a violent pace, for it seemed fatigue wasn’t of concern to them. As a man of war himself, Salasmir saw them for what they were.

“You can’t possibly think you’ll win this,” Galigus said, his hands bound behind his back as he sat within the iron cage. Three horses pulled the carriage holding the Stained King’s prison. Just ahead and to the carriage’s flanks rode Stalhom, Harglon, and Salasmir.

Salasmir looked askance at the Stained man with pity he hadn’t felt before. Not ever.

“You can’t possibly think winning has been my chief desire,” Stalhom began.

“And what is your chief desire?”

“It is for all of us to come together—to finally be United. Both Mersianei and Maetlynd. Each of our worlds brought together as one.”

“You’re a fool to think that’s what they want. Your father was exiled from Mercy along with the other—”

“My father was a fool. As were the rest of the Artisans. They thought they could ignore the issue of the Malders—of Mersianei—and get on with life. Their short-sightedness, their vendetta against Mercy, is the reason we suffered the way we did during the Reckoning.”

Galigus huffed a bit at that, a smile crossing his dirt-marred face. He peered to the ground then, shaking off a chill. “It was the Gods of Mercy they worshiped. Exiled or not—you know that firsthand.”

“And they were fools to do so,” Stalhom snapped. “They worshiped a Will that had long forsaken them. They worshiped something that never gave back. The Crimson God, on the other hand, has felt the pain that the Artisans once did. The Crimson God has felt my pain.”

Crimson God?

“I see it in your face, Salasmir, for you must have assumed my faith rested upon the Martyrs—or to some semblance of the All Will that once was. But it was that All Will—and its Inner children—that brought me here to Maetlynd. And it is them who kept me from the lands of Mercy and all of its prosperity.”

“What is this Crimson God you speak of, Lord?” Salasmir tried to make his face appear less skeptical, but considering the way the God Emperor was speaking, that grew harder.

But it was too late for doubts. He had already chosen sides. Salasmir had taken the man as a mentor. Learned from him. Owed him for the gift he had given Salasmir. What was he to do but ask questions and listen? Perhaps hope to gain some sort of wisdom that before he had been close-minded to. He had never thought he would be in the position of an Artisan, and there was so much of the world he didn’t know.

“The Crimson God is the Wills not of this land. The Wills banished at the beginning of time because they dared to question the motivations of those that rose within, those of the All Will’s children who restrained themselves to the Inner Wills. There is only one other power of the Outer Will, one other God, that was ever introduced to Maetlynd before the Reckoning. And that was the Will of Blood.”

“The Bloünine.” Salasmir turned his eyes to Harglon.

“Correct. They were given that power because it aided in the destruction of the monsters left over in the early ages of the Dawn. And at that time, our world invited it. It was introduced by my father, in fact. After his rise to tyranny and ultimate demise, it only then became frowned upon.”

“It helped in the Reckoning as well,” Harglon said, his voice hardened, if not by the still air, then by the violence of his past.

“Aye,” Stalhom said, turning over his shoulder to look at Harglon. “And we rewarded these heroes who helped aid in the security of Maetlynd against the Vilegaur by exiling them, and the Will that empowered them.” Stalhom shook his head. “I should have said something sooner. It is my fault Telvath got away with it, and those like Alevist.”

“The Bloünine tried to take Edelvin and turn the Dawn Tree to their Will,” Galigus said. “Of course we stopped them. That would have destroyed the very land around the Tree, the Shroud, all of it. We would have been under eternal light. The crops of an entire continent would be spoiled and cursed.”

“It was necessary to weather the Crimson Storms,” Harglon continued. “The Tear of Aranor was placed within that Tree, I now know that for certain. Aranor gave the Merciani a way to our land and he didn’t even know it. It was my job, and the job of the Bloünine, to prevent them from coming to our world.” Harglon’s eyes drifted to the dirt as his horse's hooves pattered on the path to Edelvin. “If Stalhom didn’t come to an agreement with the Crimson God, we wouldn’t have stood a chance of survival.”

“We survived the Reckoning,” Salasmir said, shaking his head.

“We only survived the first wave,” Stalhom said, his voice level. “They were always to come again. For they are a people like us that desire peace. And they are being thrown from their land such as my father and the Artisans were. Only now they face genocide, the original race of our very world. And because we save Dominus’ people from such a fate, he offers us peace. He offers us a catalyst that will force his people to bow down.”

“This—Dominus… He desires to come here?” Salasmir said.

“He cannot. He can only send a part of him. And that part of him has been here since after the Reckoning. He has been making a home for his people, and an army to fight against a monstrous empire killing all he holds dear. For he believes the Calevahn Empire will follow him from Mercy, and we must be prepared.”

Silence held. The wheels of the carriage creaked and the horses huffed against the cold air.

Salasmir took it all in. He was now to become a savior against a genocide? The undertaking so unlike those of the Artisans from Epochs past, an undertaking far more grueling. For all knew that the suffering of one could permeate through ages. And now, he needed to hold a whole empire at bay. As he had in Kaneretta. But instead of with a sword, with the mighty fist of his Will.

“There is more, Salasmir.”

He turned his head to the God Emperor, his eyebrows cocked.

Stalhom licked his lips, his eyes forward. “We may have to fight off the army bred for us by Dominus.”

Salasmir laughed then, unbelieving. The back and forth of his Liege threw him. “We’re going to fight back against Dominus?”

“If we must,” Harglon answered, snarling. “If this is a temporary alliance, the worst thing that comes from it is access to Mercy. Which we haven’t had since the Artisans' exile.”

“What of the Blight? And all the death they bring?”

“A temporary cost we might indeed need to pay. But you are right, it must be dealt with if it extends too far, if what Dominus says about his catalyst is false. If we can’t temper his force, we will annihilate them. And take this world as ours to build wholly anew.”

And what was the world? Salasmir wondered. What had it become since the turn of the age? Was Mercy a part of the same world as Maetlynd? Or was Maetlynd just some damnable hell created by the Artisans as a place to feel power? A power lost to them by the Wills of Mercy.

Had Mercy changed throughout time as Maetlynd did? Through Epochs of time spanning great lengths? Did Callosai truly slam his hammer into the dirt when his wife perished by the Dragon Mother?

There was so much Salasmir felt he didn’t know, so much he desired to know.

As the unfolding world tugged at his heart, so did his morals.

How long, he wondered, can I follow a man who wrought death on the land he so wanted to grow? Can I truly serve such a man and be the villain to so many—when I have spent so much time as a hero? I want a land of my own creation. One of peace—one where the fear of the Vilegaur need not run rampant.

Working with the enemy was beginning to chew Salasmir’s conscience. And he wanted to come up with a solution to bring Stalhom to his side. But Stalhom was the all-wise. The God Emperor.

Salasmir peered at the hilt of his blade as it cradled against his leg, rattling back and forth in the scabbard attached to the saddle of his horse. Could Duliath’s Bane be the solution? Could a blade imbued with a Tear of the Fallen truly kill a God?


Chapter 28
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The sails rippled peacefully in the night breeze.

With the moon high above, it had been so long since Viyala last felt peace on a night such as this.

Dullo had mostly recovered over the course of the prior two days, but ensuring they had rations for the trip came at great risk. A lot of the crew aboard Dullo’s ship had no idea who to listen to when they arrived back. But Pentaus started spouting orders, Ilteria reinforcing the need to get a move on and collect rations from the town.

For a good several dial-turns, Viyala was worried the townspeople would board the ship to try to abduct and execute Dullo. He had been at his weakest. But the threat of a combat-proven Weaver and the Amrinil blade of Viyala was enough to keep them at bay. They stood at the end of the docks, the people of Kannelough, and the faces of those unfit to sail east to war were riddled with insecurities. The women, the crippled and older men—their desire for action was a lust like she had never seen. And for Viyala, that felt like saying quite a bit.

After they had enough rations, and the horses were aboard, they had sailed out of the port. The goal was to head to the Witesands, to meet with Shrinale as originally discussed.

The Blood Knight they had captured was being held below deck. Fortunately, a small iron cage was fitted to the ship—a perfect place to put her. And well out of reach of her stones. The stones they had pulled from her body. Ones that had been embedded in her own flesh. Three extra hardstones, in fact.

“You’re not worried?” Ilteria began, the two comfortably sitting in Dullo’s humble quarters below deck. “You don’t think we’ll encounter a ship that can overtake this one? We have no warriors. No true fighters—”

“We fly the tradesman banner. We shall be fine as long as everything above looks normal.” Ilteria nodded, her shoulders relaxing. “She’ll awaken eventually.”

“Then we’ll question her,” Ilteria said.

Dullo rustled and turned over in his makeshift bed, the chill of the air seeping in through the crack in the back window likely stirring him. His eyes fumbled open for an instant, a look of sudden fear riddling his face, before he returned to unconsciousness.

In the stillness, Viyala put her hand on her belly. She felt closer and closer to Erevayn as time passed. Though he was far away, she still felt his presence, like he was there with her. Like a part of him warmed her still.

She knew he felt the same. She knew he cradled her necklace close to his chest when he lay to rest at night. She was getting the inkling that she would hear from him soon, for he surely would have reached the Dawn Tree by then.

It would be two more weeks till they would make it to the Witesands. Viyala sank down in the chair, sighing as Ilteria placed her hand on her friend’s shoulder. In due time, they would join the fight, and she would be able to confirm the proper burial of her father.

In due time. But until then, she let herself feel the calm of the water, allowing it to rock her to sleep.
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Ilteria had been waiting for the right moment to talk; it had taken until now for her to realize that moment would never come.

She brushed Viyala’s hair away from her cheek.

Should I wake her?

Ilteria’s eyelids drifted, so she pulled herself into a sitting position. Cold seeped through the carpeted floor, sending a chill up her spine. The effects of the Will still coursed through her. A powerful ache dragged upon her shoulders. The salty sea air only added to her nausea. This tight little cabin made her feel trapped; the recovery had never taken this long before.

Though the guilt coiling in her stomach felt far more the burden. A pain so intense, she wasn’t sure she could go on without releasing it. But to do that would mean telling Viyala the truth. And somehow holding onto the secret and feeling it burn felt far more the desired choice over revealing it all and losing everything.

I can’t lose it again.

She looked to her friend peacefully sleeping. She wanted to wake Viyala. All she had to do was tell her, and that weight would be gone.

Ilteria looked over to her own sleeping rack, with plump pillows and a perfectly feathered mattress; the sheer sight of it repulsed her. Comfort was a lie, for this was the place where the nightmares took hold.

How can I live with what I’ve done? With the secret I carry?

Dark clouds gathered in the sky outside the porthole. A storm was brewing, akin to the day her mother died. When everybody had left her, only the rain had hid her tears.

Vengeance for her mother seemed such a small thing after all she had gone through with Viyala. She wanted to forgive herself; to tell Viyala the truth about who really sent that assassin. But could she really face all of that again?

No.

She would carry that secret with her to her grave. If an eternity of bad dreams was the toll for holding on to Viyala, then it was a price she was willing to pay.

She would not be left behind again.

I just can’t be alone.


Chapter 29
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It had taken far longer than Steyvin had thought it would.

But most of the time on the road to Edelvin, he had spent with Bryseis—getting to know more about her upbringing. He had grown to treasure their moments together as the week and a half waned on.

She was introduced to the Cloth at a young age, shown the way of the ancient Weave itself. It had shaped her mind into what it had become—her use of the Will was so intricate and unlike anything he could ever have imagined. And he would never be able to match her ingenuity with it when it came to creating. She did it in a matter of moments, making sure the filters were squared away along the road, and therefore, the water safe to drink.

And creating was something he so desired to do. Until he’d been tasked with leading the line of Forgotten refugees, it seemed that there wasn’t anything left for him in the world.

And astride his horse, staring down the hill as the gates of Edelvin opened in the far distance, he felt the glory of that treasured passage. Hayde, Hulin, Cyril, and Bryseis were by his side. A group he had thought he shared nothing in common with. He had thought the refugees were going to be harder to get along with, but in that, he was also mistaken.

He had seen the fear in each of their eyes. And considering the enemy they fought at the lake, he was proud to say he was partially responsible for getting them to safety. Something Hayde had deserved the most credit for. For when Galigus had told him to guide the Forgotten, he reluctantly listened. But when it came down to it, it was Hayde who led his former people to that city.

To the great Tree.

The field before them held columns of the Forgotten blazing along the unstructured dirt path leading to Edelvin’s gates. Ash dusted the verdant field and above that slow-falling gray continued. In the midst of the steppes, a lone tree, the Unfalling, stood as a harbinger of the past. One that replicated the much larger Dawn Tree stretching out over the fields and the northeastern portion of Taldreas. The Unfalling, though, appeared dead. It held no foliage or sign of life, only dark wood as its branches reached a thousandth the size of the Dawn Tree.

Steyvin grasped the Tear in his hand, the one Halvayne and his father had entrusted to him. He wondered what would become of it. What life it would yield in the new world? The lines of refugees, the innocent people downtrodden by policy of the Unity, began to enter that city of light.

But above that beautiful city, the Dawn Tree burned. Those in the caravan had asked questions for a long while as to what was happening in Edelvin, having seen the Tree from far ahead of their arrival. The extent of the burning hadn’t become truly apparent until they crested the final hill. Slowly—as large branches spread out over the land caught tiny flames in the far distance, the Shroud too burned raging hot. Steyvin felt a power of Will growing within him. It burned as the Tree did. And he had never even trained with the magicks of the Dawn.

Hayde looked over his shoulder, and must have seen Steyvin pondering. “You surprised we made it?”

“I’m surprised they didn’t pursue,” Steyvin said.

Bryseis pointed up to the flames riding the branches of the Tree, like arms pocked with scars. “We’re sure that it’s okay to continue? How long until we get them all into the city?”

“Well, Bryseis, I think up to this point, we’ve done all we can,” Hayde said, hesitating. “As far as the burning Tree, let’s just hope it’s a symptom that our friend has reached it.”

He must have been referring to Erevayn.

The boy Hulin had grown a lot less shy in recent days. “Something doesn’t feel right.”

Hayde shifted in his saddle. “What do you mean?”

“I mean—something doesn’t feel right.”

Cyril was drawing the city before him in his book, certainly a sight he had never laid eyes on. Steyvin leaned over to see his drawing of the great Tree. A beautiful sketch. “It’ll take you a while to finish that one yet.”

Cyril looked surprised. “It will. But it will be worth it.”

Hayde pulled at his reins. “Bryseis, take the boys to the front of the line and ride fast.”

“What’s wrong?” Steyvin asked.

“I trust Hulin’s instinct. You should go too. Marshall any riders that remain within Edelvin. We have to set a perimeter.”

“The last scribe said that Asmodil will be receiving us.”

“Fine—get him to bring troops out.”

Steyvin nodded and Hayde rushed away. Hulin tried following, but Steyvin grabbed his reins. He gestured toward the city. “That’s where you’re going.”

Hulin’s head darted between Hayde and the distant city. He swallowed. “Alright. I will follow you, gray-skin.”

Cyril tugged on the bow haft, the string hanging loose over his cloaked shoulder. “Let’s go. Seems we’re safe enough.”

Steyvin and Bryseis looked to each other, then back over their shoulders to see where Hayde had ridden off to. He seemed to be gathering whatever fighters he could along the pathway of the columns of the Forgotten.
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His horse’s hooves hammered the ground.

There was something in that feeling. Something in the ride before a fight that made Hayde feel powerful. To control such a fantastic beast.

He could cover the influx of refugees making it into the city, but there were still so many that needed to actually get into Edelvin. He began to get troops formed up, Berlik taking charge as a Lieutenant.

He was riding on a hunch, and he had done his best to conceal his concern, though a damn horrible job at that he did. Surely Steyvin would understand. And Bryseis perhaps read the truth on Hayde’s face. But there had been no time to communicate anything else. If he lingered, Hulin or Cyril would have come. And he could trust Steyvin to bring out reinforcements.

Besides, after that week and a half of travel, they had grown to trust Benedites, the Haltrishari, who now walked toward the city. Benedites had taken back his ax, ready to lead the men in his charge.

Hayde pulled his horse in front of the man, slowing as his sister neighed. “We are going to form a line behind the last of the refugees to cover as they filter into the city.”

“Seems sound enough strategy. But why? We’ve made it the last week without any resistance.”

“And not a word from Galigus.” Hayde had only told Steyvin that fact, for what need was there to worry the refugees or Cyril?

Benedites glanced over his men. “I’ll lead the ground troops, then?”

“You and Berlik. He’ll organize the non-riders of the Forgotten.”

“Let’s get these people to safety,” Benedites said. Before Hayde turned to ride off, the Haltrishari’s heavy hand landed on his forearm. “Thank you.”

“For what?”

“For trusting us.” Benedites shook his head. “I didn’t know what else to do as a loyal soldier. But that is why they made us Kaledar, because we think freely.”

“It was the risk they ran when they empowered you.” Hayde smiled.

“I was a true Runeborn such as yourself.” Benedites frowned. “I wish I realized sooner. With my experience of the Reckoning, I should have known better.”

Hayde nodded then, and kneed his sister to ride on.

It took the better part of a dial-turn to reel the troops into a line; a vast improvement from the last defense at the lake near the ocean.

The rustling of old boots through mud and plains. The bitter sniffles of the chill riding the breeze through each of the riders. The whispers of fear and the unknown hiding in the hearts of Hayde’s men.

He looked to the crest of the hill as the sun finished its rise. The Tree above his head burned high above, the heat of that burning Tree and its Shroud dusting bits of ash across the land like the first layer of winter snow. But the Forgotten still needed to get within the walls of Edelvin. Asmodil said it was safe enough, besides a small bout with the enemy they faced within and on the shores.

Hayde turned his eyes forward again, his riders’ light armor and weapons clinking together. A dense weight of metal on metal, metal on leather, metal in hand.

And then he saw them.

The enemy sat on a hill near a league south. Their gaze bore down on Hayde and his four thousand troops, his half a thousand riders.

Their crimson gaze.

Even from that distance, Hayde knew them. The bastards from the mountains. Finally here to try and stop what he and his four thousand had worked so hard to do. It was truly time to protect the Forgotten.

He turned to his riders, then to the ranks of men on foot, locking eyes with both Berlik and Benedites. “Men—fighters of worlds torn apart.” He cleared his throat, swallowing as his mouth dried too fast. He took a swig from his waterskin, though there was barely a drop left.

All eyes held on him, waiting to hear his rousing speech. But Hayde wasn’t one for speeches.

“You have been forgotten.” He inhaled, feeling their anticipation, their nervousness as each of their eyes veered to the enemies on the hill. Exhaling, he said, “And not only forgotten in name, or needs—or cause. But forgotten wholly. As I myself was as a boy, when I was thrown away. There are those of you among us like me—born true to the Marks of the Gods that came before, those that have been forgotten since the Martyrs took their place in a heaven only the Unity believes in. But I stand before you today to tell you the Will isn’t worth shit without the man or woman behind it. And so you today must stand too and harness a Will the world has never seen. Or else you will be truly forgotten.”

That felt a bit crass to say, but he had the attention of the warriors.

“If you die today, know that I never forgot you. And that is why I am here. Why I came back. That enemy up there,” he shot his arm toward the crimson death, “cares not for you. They think you are parasites on dirt that doesn’t belong to them. But it does belong to you. And you are not parasites. You are warriors.”

The ground rumbled then, as the low hill was covered in red and black, the ashes from above raining down faster. Clusters of white dusted out over the silent enemy. Theirs was the only stomping, the only growling on that distant hill.

Hayde figured he would have heard screeches, as he had in the mountains. But this enemy came in silently, other than the clattering of their crimson cut blades and axes, their clubs and mauls.

“Archers, you know what to do,” Hayde said. “Just don’t fucking shoot me.” He turned to Benedites, nodding and getting a nod in return.

“Riders, with me. For remembrance!”

He pulled the riders west, hoping that flanking would alleviate the pressure from the ground forces.

It was all he could think to do, even though the enemy could see the movement. With their momentum downhill, Benedites and Berlik would take the brunt of the charging force, but then Hayde would ride in and sweep through the lines of the enemy attackers.

The enemy responded to his riders, a separate force breaking off to face them. Hayde hadn’t expected them to follow such a strategy, seeing how small their force truly was cresting over the hill. Perhaps only four thousand. But this made their attacking force less likely to succeed against Benedites and the Haltrishari.

The sea of black and red was spreading out, giving the ground forces a chance to stop them. Though as they grew closer, Hayde saw their true ferocity.

Gnarled screeches echoed, the Vilegaur coming within a thousand paces. Hayde signaled a halt, the line behind him slowing. The enemy charging toward the riders had made it to even ground far sooner than those riding the downhill momentum into the ground forces. So Hayde signaled for a new line to form up in preparation for a sortie against the oncoming charge. A sortie was what his master called it, so Hayde carried that word with him. Sounded right.

Four hundred against a thousand at least. The odds weren’t great, but the horses would serve as an advantage. “Prepare to charge!” he shouted, the men behind him falling in.

Hayde drew his blade, pointing it forward. “Charge!”

He breathed in sync with his sister, feeling every stride in unison. The huffs around him rose louder in the fray. Aggressive riders pressed forward at his flanks. He closed his eyes, leaning forward in his saddle as the enemy grew far closer.

Two hundred paces.

And the enemy was on foot. But they moved with such speed, such ferocity, with a speed Hayde had never seen a man achieve. The ranks clashed and he swept his blade. He hadn’t yet lit the blade black—he was still getting used to it—and yet swung still. The single, long-extended red blade crashed against enemy armor, enemy blade, enemy skull.

His blade rang off parrying strikes, the quickness of their defense beyond his expectations. The riders around him were succeeding, controlling steed and weaponry with sheer will. Dominating because there was no other choice. But as he made it beyond the crest of that one thousand crimson enemies, he turned around to see the damage.

His ears rang, his hands stung, his shoulders burned. At least a hundred horses lay dead in the field behind him, the scent of blood and shit filling the air. The ashes around him still fell. The shouts of anguish poured in over the ringing. A few of his other outriders around him reared to charge again. And they sent a counterattack against those enemies pouring over Hayde’s comrades. Powerful sweeps of blade from spear and sword and axe and hammer crashed against that enemy. And the enemy started to dwindle in number, though they gave no indication from formation or posture that they were on the edge of defeat.

One of his outriders spun, striking with downward sweeps against a fast, overwhelming squad of Vile. Hayde charged in, his blade humming black. The man’s screams sent a chill up Hayde’s hot spine. From either side, his outrider was torn from his mount, the horse collapsing. His horse reared, Hayde’s gaze wide at the terrifying sight. The echoing cries for help halted in the dirt where the man now lay.

One of the Vile held up a severed arm—the outrider’s arm. Blood and sinew spewed through the air as the Vile beat whatever remained of the outrider.

Another of his riders was pulled to the ground, not ten paces from the other.

He was losing.

The ground troops were fairing only marginally better. The Haltrishari soldiers penetrated the lines of the attack sent from the Vile enemy. He spun only once more, knowing he had no time as the enemy was nearly finished ripping his men apart. He’d led them to their death.

A small group of the enemy fixed their eyes on him, so he speared his mount away. The Omen Riders, now all perished, had succeeded in taking down many of the enemy. He yawed and twisted away from the Vile, their eyes following his every move. The heat of the burning Tree above started to overwhelm him.

The enemy's speed was great, far greater somehow than his tired horse. He rode hard but it wouldn’t be fast enough. The ground forces pressed toward him, so he needed to buy time. In that moment of indecision, an arrow flew in over his shoulder, striking his sister in the neck. The next instant, his world turned black.

He coughed against the mud and dirt and ash, his face bitten by the cold ground.

His arm ached, his back ached, his head ached. But he rose to his feet, seeing no other choice. The sounds of his sister’s suffering turned his stomach and he threw up whatever had remained there.

He wiped his mouth and turned to where he last remembered seeing his sister’s silhouette in his daze. He staggered forward as quick as he could, kneeling down with what time he had, seeing the four arrows in his sister’s rear and neck. She continued to buck and screech. Hayde waited no longer, pulling his dagger from his rear sheath, placing his forehead against his sister’s snout, and then cutting her throat as she struggled and whimpered to her final death throes. Her warm blood stained his hands, and stained the ash-white dirt around him the deep crimson of horse’s blood.

He peered over her large corpse—the enemies that kept their sight fixed on him were still fast on his trail. The larger force behind seemed too distracted as they continued to tear apart his Riders.

He reached into the saddle for his bow and what unbroken arrows he could find. In the quiver on his horse’s upturned side, it appeared most had fortunately remained intact. Their fletching was white, but the blood of his sister had stained them. So he fired on the first of the charging enemy, the man’s body falling limp.

He fired again, striking true once more as the second of the demons fell. By his count, six or eight remained. His head wrung in agony, his side shouting with pain with each draw of his bow.

They moved so fast, Hayde couldn’t calculate how long it would take for their strides to meet him. So he loosed again and nocked the next arrow, this time missing his mark. The successive shot connected; the shot landed in the enemy’s thigh, dropping it limp. It staggered to stand through the mere inconvenience of that piercing shot.

Around Hayde, the field lay bare. His breath heavy in his chest, each one laborious. Over the fallen Vilegaur, the rest of the enemies had finished tearing apart his friends, and started their own charge toward him. Four enemies close by, others coming fast—he fired and took one down. The next enemy took two shots, now within seventy paces.

They cared not for finding cover, nor zagging in order to avoid Hayde’s shots. On his next one, the enemy actually deflected the shot with its blade, the red stone piercing into the plain dirt.

Three more enemies moved fast enough to catch him and with two more shots, he wounded two—though it appeared to have almost no effect on slowing them down. Hayde yanked his hilt from his sister’s saddle, the force he used causing him to stumble back into the mud and ash. The pain of the Omens lingered in his chest as he lit either side of his twinblade. Crimson metal pierced through either end of the haft, humming black as the crimson blade became enshrouded.

He swept forward, pressing through the pain as two of the demons attacked. The first fell fast, the body limp as it had overcommitted on a horizontal slash. The second enemy nearly caught Hayde on the riposte, but his black blade was raised vertically, stopping the briared blade from striking his face as the Omen Will burned into the enemy’s hand.

It reached for him, gargling and growling, its hands melting as its skin withered, the Omen sucking the life from the Vile beast.

He pressed harder, the creature’s arm withering too. The pressure of the enemy’s grip loosed as Hayde deflected another sweep from the hand bearing a briared sword. Hayde cut the demon from shoulder to mid-chest, the red stone at the center of either side of the enemy’s leather chest piece stopping the blade from cutting through.

One final screech bellowed out from that disgusting four-sided mouth, and Hayde pulled his blade free to cut the head from the beast’s shoulder. The next enemy lurched toward Hayde with two arrows in its thigh.

It was an easy kill, a number he had lost track of in the mountains, and given up on caring long before.

The rest of the charging force poured through the falling ash not a hundred paces away. Hope fled from his heart as he felt the pressure building up in his chest. His breath came in gasps, as if only remembering he needed to do so to live at the last second.

He leaned back, his shoulders sagging as the Will of the Omen faded from his blades. He pressed the hardstone in again, letting one side of the blade get the better of the length. His bow was split at his feet, several arrows still remaining in the quiver.

Spitting blood, he closed his eyes before peeling them open to face that charging foe.

Enemy screeches and roars echoed out over the open plains, and with one last breath, Hayde felt death coming over him. Turning back toward the crest of the hill that led to Edelvin, he saw the rest of the Forgotten had gone. And he hoped and prayed to those Forgotten Gods of Epochs past that they had made it within the walls. And he had completed his mission.

Neera’s face flashed before his eyes. Cyril’s then, too. His mother’s; the memories of saving his sister from their awful stepfather. The dirty streets and settlements they survived in before Galigus had found them. Before Merin had found them.

That memory came as a shock. For was it now in only his final moments that he would remember having met the Kul as a youth? Was it Merin who introduced the children to Galigus?

The enemy force descended on him, but not before the shouts from the Haltrishari behind poured over and met the blades of those attackers as the two ranks clashed.

His awareness flashed once more and he found himself blade locked with one of the enemy. He swept the Vile’s weapon into the dirt to drive his shoulder into it, the pain of it dull in comparison to that of the Will bearing from him into his blade, now humming black. He spun, falling to one knee, sweeping with a single hand, his blade still alight.

The next enemy locked eyes with him, though in the quarrel, it seemed he was given time by the chaos—by the fog of war.

He struggled to pull his blade from where it pierced the dirt, but he couldn’t. His knee and blade were both dug in.

The Vilegaur lifted its blade into the sky with what appeared to be a smile coursing its face. And then its head was lifted from its shoulders.

A heavy hand fell on Hayde’s shoulder and spun him; Benedites, standing next to his mount. Both blades of his greataxe were lit the bluish-white of Dusk.

The Haltrishari and Berlik’s forces poured in, cutting down the enemy.

Benedites held out a hand. “Get up, you grimy bastard!” He cut, swinging the heft of his axe against another charging enemy.

Hayde reached up for his hand, barely able to pull himself to stand before Benedites’ strength tore him from the ground.

“There’s a fight to win,” Benedites said.

They peered back up the hill to the south. And the sight of more Merciani flushed all hope from Hayde’s heart once more.

His gaze shot to Benedites. “You don’t have an obligation,” Hayde said, catching his breath. “I need you to return to the city.”

The rest of the enemy force around them began to fall, faster and faster still. But Benedites’ gaze was still locked to the top of the hill. A second wave of Vilegaur waited silently, spreading out wider along the road than the previous wave had.

“You have to go back. Warn them to send the innocent north of the Ardent Wall.”

“Why won’t you?” Benedites turned to Hayde, his hard gaze looking down on the Stained ranger.

“I told Galigus I would protect the Forgotten. It’s my duty.”

“You can’t hold them off alone—”

“Offer your men the opportunity to return with you, but do it now.”

Benedites snarled then, shouting at his soldiers. They had fared well against the initial wave, taking what seemed to be minimal casualties.

Berlik galloped up, awaiting orders. The unmistakable look of defeat and fear rode every inch of his face. Say what one would about the man, he had fought hard to survive up to that point. Hayde surveyed the rest of the Omen Riders, the ground troops that lasted during the quarrel thanks to the help of the Haltrishari and Benedites.

“I am not going—”

Hayde’s eyes snapped back to Benedites. “You must. You must deliver the message.”

“What type of leader leaves his men—”

“How many want to stay?”

“All of them—they have seen enough of what this enemy has wrought on this land. They fear Anvia is next.”

A loud roar bellowed out over the field then. One familiar to Hayde.

A traulth.

He spun back to Benedites. “You have to go back. For I cannot. And my sister won’t get the message. I did you a favor—we spared your life in the field and gave you back your weapons. We fed your men along the road with us when we had no reason to.”

Benedites was at a loss for words then. His eyes flicked between the rest of his men, Hayde, and the trail to the city. The ash above had slowed in its fall, pockets of the smoldering wounds along the Tree dimming.

The sound of enemy footsteps started. And so that southern hill turned black and red once more. This time, the wave was larger. Much larger.

“If you run into Steyvin, get him to turn around—no man should have to fight this.”

“If I do this, I’ll look like a traitor to him.”

“Berlik,” Hayde said, the Stained man facing the northern hill. “Go with him. And tell Steyvin what I am having you do.” He turned to the rest of the troops, moving between them and the Vilegaur. “You all can go back, if you so choose. But I have an obligation for Galigus. And I have the Will to guide me.”

The troop grunted in response, and the looks of fear began to dissipate. It seemed three quarters of the force was still with him. No riders, but a proper formation could likely hold the enemy long enough to prepare whatever siege tactics were needed.

“Good,” Hayde said to himself. He looked back to Benedites and Berlik. “If you see my sister, tell her I love her and that I’m sorry. You’ll recognize her.” He was breathing heavily, but pointed to either of his eyes. “She has these, but in reverse order.”

Benedites remounted, his mouth still agape. Berlik looked on in shock. But he too reined his horse around, ready to return.

“Get on with it, motherfuckers,” Hayde said.

And he turned to face the rest of the second wave with the Haltrishari and his Omen Riders who chose to stay. And he felt the overwhelming collapse of his heart into his stomach. Pain took hold of him, and his crimson blade lit black. And fear rode through him too. And facing that fear, he rolled his shoulders back.

But he knew. He knew he wouldn’t survive.

Regret tore through him for leaving Neera before they met once more. He wished to reunite with her, but that time had passed and there was none left. He needed to ensure the rest of the refugees made it into the city. And so, he turned to face that enemy.

I should probably say something to them. But they’ll all be dead anyway. So what memory can I pass on now?

He looked over his shoulder at the men, their fear somehow all gone, replaced with vigor. I will carry you all with me in death. For this will be a fight worth remembering. And so it’s a damn shame to know I’m going to lose it. His neck twinged as he found the man nearest him with the cleanest shirt.

That’s what Cyril would do.
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Steyvin was only able to muster a thousand or so riders in the short time he had.

So he cantered out, the clashing of blades echoing out over the hill. The lone tree, in the middle of the field below, made him uneasy, as did the steadily rising disquiet of the silence following the battle.

The refugees had poured around that lone tree all morning as they entered into Edelvin.

As he rode past with the Stained riders behind him, two more riders galloped back over the crest of the hill ahead. His eyes narrowed. It was Berlik and Benedites; the Haltrishari rode front as they moved fast toward Edelvin, Hayde nowhere in sight.

His first instinct was to think the men deserters, and Berlik’s face told that story, a story of inner turmoil for leaving his men and Hayde behind.

“What the fuck are you doing back here?” Steyvin shouted.

A loud roar echoed out over the hill.

Benedites and Berlik pulled up in front of him. Benedites began to instantly shake his head in disbelief. “Hayde sent me back.”

“And you listened?”

“We fought off a single wave, but another stood on the hill on the other side of that valley. He told us to come tell you to turn around, and he sent me with a message for his sister and for whoever is in charge of the innocents in the city.”

Steyvin nodded toward Berlik, the man’s eyes peering over his shoulder in obvious fright. “And why’s he here?”

“Proof from Hayde that I’m not lying.”

Steyvin dipped his eyes to catch Berlik’s gaze.

Berlik’s head snapped back and he swallowed fast. “He’s telling the truth, Runeborn. Hayde’s fucking insane.”

“‘Get on with it, motherfuckers.’ Those were his words.” Benedites’ impression of Hayde was rather good.

Steyvin nodded then, the sounds of weapons still ringing in the distance over the ever-distant hill. He knew Hayde was a bastard of all sorts, but not a hero. Never would he do such a stupid fucking thing for anyone other than himself. But the Hayde Steyvin knew had come from those mountains, with a look on his face Steyvin would never forget. The disdain he had for failure. For having been captured. For having to submit.

Hayde, you fucking idiot.

“He said to turn us around? And what’s your assessment?”

“It was a good judgment call.”

The rest of the refugees were making their way into the city, only several hundred left outside the walls beginning to panic—those that had been slowed down by Steyvin’s riders passing through them.

“We don’t even need that long,” Steyvin said.

“We won’t have it, even with him out there.”

“So he just dies then?”

Benedites nodded, tears surprisingly beginning to well in his eyes. But he held onto them. As most men did.

Steyvin felt the man’s sorrow. He felt sorrow for Hulin and for Cyril. For the man’s sister he had yet to meet. The people he affected on the ride back to Edelvin and everyone he was responsible for saving.

A part of him saved me. Knowing it or not. His Enduring brought me to my senses again, realizing my purpose after Ilatu died. After Ilatu suffered the curse of our great enemy. And our enemy is indeed great.

“We have to get into the city and close the gates. I was told there’s pyres in front of the walls within those ditches. Lighting those will give us time to hold them off until my father and Halvayne arrive.”

“They’re to come?”

“I’ll send word. It may be a week, and we have the means to withstand a siege within the city, though I admit to not knowing how long those flames will hold.” Steyvin looked up then, at the speckles of embers emanating from the Tree. “I have a feeling that will help us.”

“Let me take the riders.”

It was Berlik’s voice, shaking with fear.

Steyvin turned to him, cocking his head, then to his riders. “Ask them.”

Berlik cleared his throat, tilting his chin high, then said, “Who is with me to save those that saved us?”

A rally of ayes rang out, though not all.

Berlik turned to Benedites. “You’ll know his sister when you see her, if we don’t get him back.”

Benedites gave a stiff nod, his horse moving toward those formed up to head back to the city.

Berlik rallied the riders who had decided to charge. “With me!”


“How were you received?” Benedites asked as he rode beside Steyvin.

The charging force was just making it over the hill into the valley where Hayde fought. Where Hayde, more likely, fought to survive.

“I was greeted by a Captain and Galigus’ wife. Asmodil, the Stained King’s brother, is at the base of the Tree seeing to its redemption. He has the ability to utilize the Dusk.”

“As do I. Perhaps I can help.”

“They left days ago.” Steyvin shook his head. “You’re better suited near the gates. We must wait till we see my father’s forces arrive. And when that happens, we ride out to fight these fuckers.”

They made it to the gates then, the Stained riders going on ahead to Bryseis with Hayde’s orders. To send the innocent north of the Ardent Wall through the passages of Edelvin. The passages only the Stained seemed to know.

Benedites’ eyes grew wide as they watched the riders go through. The clop of hooves on the cobbles resounded as their path to the city shortened, some refugees still piling in through the gate.

“What’s the matter?” Steyvin asked.

“The number of Vile—”

“Surely that was no problem for the rest of the Stained forces—” Steyvin remembered then. Galigus had been south. And that was where the enemy had come from.

Benedites must have seen that realization on his face, for he said, “I’m not sure if what we have will be enough.”

Steyvin’s eyes dipped as the riders before him slowed to a shuffle behind the Forgotten. He remembered something worth hope then. “It’s my understanding Alevist Lightseeker is within these walls.”

Relief crossed Benedites’ face. “That is good news. But one man can’t stop what I saw.”

Steyvin smiled. “He has once before.”

Silence stretched between them, broken only by the stomping of feet and hooves, the echoing of orders being pushed along the line of refugees from the city guard at the gate. He felt Hayde’s presence. He felt him fighting on. The Will within him strong as perhaps that of the Artisans had once been. It emanated through that valley.

But then that same feeling quelled.

Perhaps he’d made it out, for he was a shifty bastard. The chill up Steyvin’s spine belied his hope.

Pain provided a clarity only a Runeborn could understand. Only one Marked by the blood of the Inner Will and their Gods. Fear had no place in his heart, so he breathed in, and breathed it out.

Hayde might have sacrificed himself. But it was not in vain.
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Berlik took to the hill, the riders behind him.

He needed to redeem himself. It was the only way. There would be no way to live with himself if Hayde died and Berlik didn’t give him better than a fighting chance.

The moment they crested the hill, the enemy was already in a full charge. Hayde’s small force pressed against the Merciani enemy. Hayde’s red twinblade glowed black with his magicks. But the wave of Merciani wrapped around Hayde’s quickly depleting warriors.

“Charge!” Berlik shouted. And the roars of the riders behind him howled out into that distance.

They pressed through the initial line of the wrapping enemy, only so far as for Berlik to drive through. He slashed down with his two longblades, cutting down foes on either side of his steed. Breaking through the madness, the fog of war came tenfold.

The fear in that circle rose like black smoke from a dying fire. Men were retreating, or trying. Only to be held back by their own allies. The Merciani, on the other hand, pressed relentlessly into the ranks. Some slashed with impunity, others forced the Stained to submit.

Berlik turned to see his closest outrider leapt upon by a Vile foe, torn and ripped and gashed by the animal ferocity of the demon.

His breath heaved, the blood pulsing behind his eyes disorienting.

He turned and turned, listening for the hum of Hayde’s blade. It came through the death throes and wails, and Berlik urged his horse toward it.

Deeper into the circle of surrounding enemies, Berlik dove. He cut and slashed, fighting to stay alive. To survive. To save Hayde.

Just as he broke through a clearing in the chaos, he was jolted from his horse.

He opened his eyes to the golden hued gaze of one of his allies. Someone from the Omen Riders. Stilt, was it?

Sitting up in all that madness, he found himself atop a pile of dead bodies. Merciani and Stained alike—but mostly his allies. The unmistakable humming of Hayde’s twin blade resounded through that disquiet. And Berlik pressed into the pile of slippery dead to force himself to rise. In doing so, he saw his leader—his friend. Hayde slashed with efficiency. He had always been the best among the Omen Riders, but never before had Berlik seen the man in such an element.

Bodies surrounded him, and now he stood alone. The enemy was trying to fool with him, each one coming at him one at a time, sometimes in twos. But he cut them down nonetheless.

Berlik attempted to press forward, falling down over one of the bodies. The screeches of the Vile tore through the air and he was tackled, then raised to his knees with a blade to his throat. Forced to watch his friend fend off countless enemies.

In one of his many swirling swipes, Hayde’s gaze locked with Berlik’s. That moment marked the end of the regular Merciani approaching him.

A humming red greatblade, wielded by a warrior of the Kaledar surely, came from the ranks of Merciani. He had the same crimson-hued scaly skin of the Daerikal, though the armor belied the traditions of that warrior race. Instead, this man wore plate armor, colored by chromatic reds and pearlescent white.

He approached Hayde slowly, but then in his moment of heavy breathing, they charged one another.

Hayde put up a fight, but it was over too fast. The charging blood warrior whittled down Hayde’s defenses as he battered away the heaving strikes. But in the end, to no avail.

He was now held at blade point, down on both knees. “Do it,” Hayde said, gasping for air.

One man came from the ranks of Merciani. Dressed in similar gleaming white plate with ornate red pauldrons, the God Emperor himself shone. Berlik had heard the stories of the Last Artisan’s ascension. But now it was on full display.

“Kill those who refuse the madness willingly.” The God Emperor’s voice bellowed out in a deep, guttural tone.

“Do you submit?”

Berlik struggled to turn his head to the red-eyed demon holding him by his hair. The man looked not so different from Berlik, only his skin was charcoal and marred with the red lines of the Merciani.

Berlik cleared his throat, turning his gaze back to Hayde.

The God Emperor tilted his chin up at Berlik’s friend. “This one—he is important. He must die within sight of those on the walls. And he must endure suffering. He must feel the pain and rage of all the death he caused in this field. All the death his Artisans forced upon Maetlynd. All the death he is now responsible for.”

“Lord, I fail to see your meaning,” said one by the God Emperor’s side. A taller Aranari man. Dressed in similar garb, but aged by the gray highlights in his otherwise bright hair.

The God Emperor’s attention snapped to his subordinate. “There are those to whom the Artisans wrongly bestowed the gift I gave you. And they must pay.”

“Do you submit?” It was the Merciani, louder this time as his firm grip forced Berlik to look up at him.

All Berlik could do was shake his hand against that demon’s resistance.

“Then may your Forgotten Gods catch you in their embrace.”

The cold steel brushed against his neck, and a warmth followed. Released, he fell forward into the pile of bodies.

Berlik choked on the taste of iron and bile. And his life left him, Forgotten—like all those before.
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Chapter 30
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Neera heard Steyvin speaking, but her chest sank into her stomach as ringing took over.

Emptiness stormed through her like the rage of thunder in the clouds above. Her eyes swam, but she held in the tears.

Other things were yet of importance; Alevist had grown strong again. He planned to pursue Erevayn into the Sacred Woods, but they needed his guidance against the enemy outside the walls.

But as she stared out along the battlements, she saw the enemy for what they were. And it was a pure sort of evil.

Their snarls echoed over the plains between the walls and the hill they stood on, the ash from the Tree above settling down. She felt Cyril’s disbelieving eyes on her, and she felt the sorrow he too felt. For they had shared a brother.

She watched the top of that hill, the roaring traulth banging its chest in an inner anguish none could understand. The beast bellowed, and she was sure it was the same traulth from the mountains.

“You can’t leave now,” Steyvin said to Alevist, snapping Neera back into the conversation. “We just got here.”

“You don’t understand, boy,” Alevist said, ready to move down the battlements and ride for the Tree. “If I don’t do this, all these people will die.” Alevist tore his gaze over the distraught peoples in Edelvin, those Forgotten. Those people in need of a place to rest.

Benedites stood by awaiting orders. Cyril glared toward the Haltrishari, but then his eyes drifted to the stone, guilt seeming to come over him.

“Valdus will aid you, as will Neera. She knows these walls about as well as any of you.”

“Alevist, you can’t leave me here,” Neera said, blinking back the heat in her eyes. She licked numb lips.

“I have no choice.”

“Let me go with you.”

“None can. What I aim to do—”

“Galigus isn’t coming back,” she said. And nor is Hayde.

“Aye.” His eyes darted to the enemy on the hill, still as stone in the distance. “From where they came from, it’s likely he’s dead too. Or they could have come from Oberran, or the west where Halvayne and Shrinale are. But we can assume we are on our own either way.” Alevist turned to Steyvin. “Have you heard from your father?”

Steyvin shook his head. “Not since yesterday. I sent a scribe and he’s normally quick to respond, but nothing as of yet.”

“Halvayne or his witch?” Alevist said.

“You know them?” Steyvin said, his head snapping back.

“They received your father, correct?”

“Aye—”

“See if you can reach out to them. We need reinforcements here. What I’m setting off to do isn’t guaranteed to work, but it worked once before.”

Tellen stormed up, his chin rising. “I can go with you, Lord.”

“You’re not hearing me, Tellen. I go alone.”

Tellen swallowed. His face was still slightly swollen.

“Tellen,” Steyvin said, grabbing the Stained man’s attention. “Go and ride to the front. Meet with a Weaver named Bryseis and protect her. You want responsibility? Now is the time to prove it.”

Tellen nodded, shoulders back and proud, and moved down the battlements.

“If you’re to do this, Alevist,” Valdus said, “I’m not sure how long we can give you.”

Alevist gripped Valdus’ shoulder with a smile. “Then let’s hope your prophecies are correct.”

Valdus shook his head. “If what you say is true, my brother has not only taken your wife’s body, but now he has taken your son.” In his posture, he desired to go with Alevist. The Merciani man was ever the loyal servant—Neera had borne witness to that over the last month. But he stood tall for his leader. Though, his reluctance wore plain on his face. To stay and not to follow.

Hulin perked up. “So you are father and son. And the prophecy is true. Not all is lost!”

“Hulin,” Alevist began, walking over to place his hands upon his shoulder. “I haven’t told you yet that I am sorry about your father. You are a warrior—a true one at that—to handle such loss.”

Hulin’s gaze drifted to the same stone Cyril’s did. “It hurts unlike anything I have felt.”

“Thus is grief. But it is yet so close to love. Hayde is gone,” Alevist looked to Cyril then, “but our fathers are still truly with us.” Cyril’s oddly wasn’t, for he had ridden to the front with Bryseis. Reluctantly, but nonetheless.

Neera felt the pain in Alevist’s words. The pain in his delivery of them and the pain of what they meant. Her brother was gone. The one who had her back. And the one whose back she had had her whole life. The one who saved them from their stepfather when he was beating her and her mother. The one who stood for what was just—who chose to be with the Forgotten when Neera wanted to leave to pursue a better life within the Unity, operating under their laws. She felt foolish for ever thinking such a thing. For ever feeling so righteous to believe that truth. But now she could see it clearly. And as she looked out at the still enemy on the plains, her heart rose within her as a certain heat did. One of such desire as she had never felt. One she had surrounded herself with—Erevayn and Alevist’s desires. Vengeance.

“I may not return, but what I aim to do will ensure you can all rebuild once more.” Alevist spoke louder now.

“What are they waiting for?” Cyril said, his sight locked to the plains.

“I can’t say.”

Jani raced up then, climbing the long staircase to reach the top of the battlements. “The docks!” she shouted. “Ships back near port.”

Alevist looked east. Trebuchet missiles launched in the distance, firing down upon whatever ships started to surround the city.

Jani’s breath was heavy. “They’re surrounding us.”

Alevist turned back to Steyvin. “You have to get your father to sail through the Gait—we have to hope the enemy hasn’t attacked Ar’dor.”

Steyvin nodded, grabbing the hardstone he used for scribing as he stepped away.

“Benedites, what of the rest of the Haltrishari?”

He bowed his head. “I haven’t heard anything, Lord.”

“No need for formalities. I haven’t been one of the Nine in over thirty years.”

“Yet the stories linger on.”

Alevist faced the Haltrishari. “Try to reach them again. If they’re attacking as you did along the shore, then you can warn them of the real enemy.”

“I don’t know who would be in charge—”

“Scribe all.”

Benedites’ eyes widened, but he nodded in understanding. “I make my leave.”

Neera still felt that emptiness. Even as she drifted toward Cyril and saw the look on his face. But she needed to be strong.

So she began to bark orders, telling those along the wall to light the pyres below, as she was instructed by Asmodil’s wife before she joined the line of Forgotten.

The enemy stared back at them, stone-faced, but the fires she would raise in the ditches would keep them at bay longer. It would slow the traulth too, for even that beast couldn’t clamber over high flames.

A single enemy walked out into the plains.

“Hold your fire!” she shouted.

Alevist looked at her, then the enemy in the field. “Good luck,” he said. “I will do my best to ensure our survival.”

The single enemy continued their stroll, taking a moment to stare at the tree in the field.

Neera readied her bow and loosed.

Fuck them.

The enemy was within her range, the tree itself close enough. And so the arrow did strike, and the enemy fell limp.

Neera smiled, looking back to Jani. “Steyvin and I here—Benedites and you take the force coming from the port?”

Jani nodded. “I have a force already mustered. Haltrishar—with me.”

Benedites began to jog toward the staircase. He turned back to get a look at Neera, his eyes soft with grief for her.

“Come on, Benedites.”

“Hold on, Jani.” He steered back to Neera. “If we need it, I will create a way to escape.”

Neera snarled. “What of the people my brother died for?”

Benedites’ gaze drifted to the stones, empty. “We may have no choice.”

“My brother did—he died!”

“You heard what I told you. He fulfilled his duty. Your duty is to survive. As is all of ours if we are to ever fight another day.”

She swallowed, her own eyes softening.

“Come on now, you fucking chump!” Jani called up the stairs.

“Jani.” Benedites paced away. “I swear if I had never known you in the schooling days, I would have kicked your ass.”

Jani smiled, nodding one last time at Neera before disappearing from view.

Neera turned to Cyril. “You still know how to shoot?”

Cyril nodded.

“I can too,” Hulin said. “I just need a bow.”

“I’m sure there’s one lying around. Go hunting and come back. We have Vile to kill.”

Another day had gone by with no activity. No movement from the enemy at all.

And that gave time for Bryseis to start leading the tens of thousands of innocents toward the Ardent Wall. She had sent word to Steyvin from the front that the evacuation was going as planned and the man Tellen had made it to her.

Neera’s eyes started to drift shut. Cyril had opted to stay awake, seeming sharper than she. That motivated her to try to stay awake as long as she could. Hulin had gotten his hands on a bow, though Runic silver arrows were hard to come by, so he had a couple of quivers full of standard steel quarrels ready to fire.

A horn blared from the field, the enemy beginning to march forward. Slowly but surely, they moved down the knoll toward the walls of Edelvin, the fires in the ditches below burning low.

“Feed them!” she shouted, her words repeated back along the line of the battlement.

Refilled oil vats lining the wall started to dump at her call. Some of the refugees opted to aid in the lighting of the fire, dumping dead wood over the edges into the depths below. The iron door was shut; no one was getting in or out of the city.

Ash rained from above and below, embers rising as the buckling flames soared higher.

The group of oil runners began their hardy work, more refugees chipping in to help along the wall. Archers prepared to fire.

“Are they just going to walk into the flames?” Steyvin said.

Neera peered out over those plains, the lone tree sitting in the light of dusk as the afternoon sun sank lower and lower. The Tree behind her burned fiercely, its wounds searing and gaping across the branches. But some of those flames had started to wither. So perhaps what Asmodil had done was working.

“I’m not sure.”

A hole opened in the lines before them. Three men abreast on horseback wandered into the field as the Vile marched around them, a force of Kalatari and Verdant soldiers growing large along the knoll.

Three horses dragged a cart behind them, holding two men. And the unmistakable glow of off-colored eyes raised a hope within Neera.

She stared at Galigus and Hayde—prisoners to the enemy.

The Vile began a rhythmic chant. The Anvian and Taldrean soldiers behind appeared obviously quiet and uncomfortable. But with the vastness of the crimson force, that chant echoed through that small valley over the sounds of the burning flames in the ditches below.

One of the men astride a horse; Neera held only a vague remembrance of his face. The second was Erevayn’s uncle, Salasmir. The third was one she had never seen. His Daerikal skin apparent, he wasn’t wearing much armor, but bore a blade akin to Alevist’s, other than that the cross guard were claws facing downward. Only a fool would bear such a blade, as it would cut the top hand on a haft so long.

They stood in ranks, just out of firing range as the lead man stared up at the dead tree in the center of the field, his gaze thinking and uncaring as his horse came to a halt.

He pointed to it and several Vile pulled both Galigus and Hayde from the cage.

They were tugged along by ropes, each appearing to Neera as they never had before. Never had either appeared so weak.

They idled by the tree as the line of Vile halted. Several of Neera’s archers fired, her gaze too affected by seeing her brother alive to nock an arrow. Cyril too seemed to have been affected in the same way. Hulin, on the other hand, aimed and loosed.

Several bodies fell from the front of the lines, but most of the arrows landed before the enemy. Archers who struck must have continued to fire, for more enemies fell, but ultimately, the unpaced shots ceased as the red-eyed leader pulled both Hayde and Galigus to a thick branch on the side of the tree.

The leader nodded, and the other Daerikal approached with two ropes black as night. A Weaver tool, if Neera had to guess. The ropes were flung over the branches, each striking Hayde and Galigus at their shoulders, both flinching from the weight of it.

A Vile came up, untying both Hayde and Galigus, who, in an attempt to fight back, struck the bastards that held them. Both fell, Hayde and Galigus fought to run toward the city, and Neera nocked her bow as they got closer. They were being chased down, and Neera was too scared to fire, for what if the arrow accidentally struck her brother?

“Hold!” she shouted.

Cyril fired, taking down one of the Vile in pursuit, giving Hayde a few extra steps. Neera and Cyril exchanged looks, but she turned back to see the madness that ensued. Ultimately, her brother was tackled and wrangled back. Two Vile held them firm, tying their hands behind their backs in order to keep them from continuing to fight.

She fired then.

The arrow sailed, striking the man holding her brother in his shoulder. He didn’t even turn around—he just continued toward the lone tree.

Her brows softened, her breath shaky.

Erevayn’s uncle wore an expression of disgust. A look of defeat marked his face as it must have hers. Something about him reeked of witnessing injustice.

Neera stood there on the battlements, hoping there would be a trial—an offer of some kind—that would yield her brother’s life.

She sent a pleading look to Steyvin. But he shook his head. He appeared familiar with her anguish. Some things couldn’t be prevented. And that was the quickest way about it.

Hayde’s head dipped down to the dirt, his chin to his chest, and then he lifted it. The Daerikal stood before the two doomed men, a noose in either hand.
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The one they called Stalhom looked back at Hayde.

There was a sense of familiarity there. One which Hayde couldn’t place. It was the man’s gaze.

The man spoke no words and held his hands behind his back as the other Daerikal stepped up with the two ropes. Hayde knew it was his death that waited, the hope of an offer diminishing with each moment.

Stalhom’s eyes remained locked onto Hayde. The Stained ranger turned to Galigus, the former Stained King’s eyes angry with defeat. Not self-pity, but defeat. As if he would have the opportunity to rise again and fight another day.

“They told me I would know my kin when I came across them,” Stalhom said, his face still as his eyes lingered on Hayde. And the red within them reminded him of Neera. Reminded him of his sister. “Your mother was properly submissive to me, as she was ordered. As were most of the subjects who sought asylum on my Isles. Your father, on the other hand, was quite the opposite. Though, I wouldn’t want to raise a bastard, either.” Stalhom shrugged.

“You’re fucking kidding me,” Hayde said. “That about seals it then, just put the rope around my neck and hang me.”

Stalhom laughed at that. “Oh, you’re not going to die, my bastard child. You’re going to serve.” He turned to look at the city walls. “Is she inside? Your sister?”

“You’re fucking with me.”

Stalhom took a deep breath. “I kept track of each of my bastards. Ensured they all took Omen Marks of the Exile, too. Wouldn’t want them too close to their throne of Runestone, now, would we?”

Hayde was silent then, his wit betraying him. After the silence lingered, he found hope. “Just fucking get on with it.”

“Shut up, Hayde,” Galigus said.

Hayde looked at the rope, then back at Galigus. “First time?” Hayde’s brows flickered in empathy.

Galigus huffed a laugh then, taking a while to blink.

Stalhom put a rope about each of their necks. “This is going to hurt. But we must do it, you see.” He finished tightening Galigus’ and then moved to Hayde. The rope felt heavy upon his shoulders, growing taut around his throat as his airways became more restricted. He could still breathe. “If we show mercy to Runeborn—if I show mercy to my own son—then what sort of message will I be sending to the Crimson God?”

“Ah, motherfucker. You zealots and your causes. Just pull the fucking rope.”

“Know—my child—that if they ever called you a Forgotten God, you and your sister were likely the closest thing to it.” Stalhom smiled, then looked over Hayde’s shoulder and nodded at whoever was behind him. He saw Galigus go up first, struggling for air. Hayde’s first thought went to not ever wanting to be the man pulling on that rope, for the weight of it would be a fucking strain.

Then he felt his tug, and the ground beneath him fell away.

The rope collapsed on his throat. His heart raced for an eternity, he suffered, and then dropped to the ground in a hard slam. The pain of the fall did not outweigh that of the rope, which began to loosen around his neck, whoever had held it giving slack.

Stalhom leaned down and an arrow struck behind him, plunging into the dirt. He turned around to acknowledge it, pivoted back and smiled at Hayde, and then signaled for the bastards to lug him up once more.

[image: ]

“Again!”

Neera loosed another arrow, aiming for the leader, Hulin firing along with her. Cyril stood frozen then, witnessing Hayde hang from the lone tree once more, only to fall back into the dirt.

Fear welled within her, Steyvin yelling something, but nothing registered. “Why don’t they offer us something?” she shouted.

She paused, her next arrow waiting.

“You have to kill him.”

Steyvin’s words hung in the air. His hand was placed gently on her shoulder, and the weight of it provided a sense of relief.

Cyril looked up at Steyvin in a sort of disbelief. She looked back to the tree, her brother back in the dirt again. The next time he went up, the Daerikal with no armor stepped forward with a briared shortblade and began to cut into Galigus’ chest, hewing it open as he hung.

Galigus fell into the dirt then, the chant of the Vile still ringing out along in the field. Galigus’ body remained unmoving, the Daerikal still carving into him. Galigus screamed, and they pulled his body back up into the tree as his entrails slowly leaked from his stomach, his face blue and his golden eyes beginning to dim.

She tightened her next shot, watching the Daerikal with the bloodied blade walk over to her brother. She fired, and as she did, the Daerikal glanced toward the wall and signaled for those holding her brother up to drop him. Her arrow sang through where he would have been had they kept him high in the tree.

The Daerikal stepped forward, handed a longer blade of briar now.

“Hit him!” Steyvin shouted, tears welling in his own eyes as he stepped forward, pointing. “They’re going to turn him!”

Neera shook and nocked her bow again. “Fuck!” Tears welled in her eyes and began to pour down her cheek. She couldn’t hold them back any longer.

She fired again, this time trying to time it with Hayde’s rise on the branch, his struggle with breathing growing longer and longer. They dropped him as soon as they brought him up. The red-eyed bastard was having fun then, his smile apparent as Neera prepared to fire once more.

He signaled for the Vile to pull him up again, their struggle evident as others substituted in to continue. They were toying with them, making them lose arrows. And the other archers on the wall continued to fire, but Neera paid them no mind.

She fired a third time, this time the arrow landing before Hayde’s feet the heartbeat before they brought him up.

“I can’t!” she shouted. And in a moment’s hesitation, Hayde’s body dropped to the dirt again. She caught him looking up to the battlements, a dark smile coursing his face. She saw him mouth empty words. And then an arrow sang over her shoulder that was true when it left the battlements.

They raised Hayde up once again.

And on his rise, that arrow struck between his eyes.

His head snapped back, his neck still taut in the noose. Blood dripped from the wound as they left his dead body hanging in that lone tree.

The traulth roared again as a burst of flame rose up from the ditches before the white city walls.

Neera turned to see Cyril standing there with his empty bow.

And tears poured from his blank eyes; his chest shook and he dropped his bow to the stone of the battlements.
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Thirty-two.

Thirty-two, and I no longer wish to count.


Chapter 31
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The city grew quiet; the flames lining the walls burned high.

Alevist rode through the Sacred Woods alone, moving closer and closer to Erevayn. Who Rhenya said was his son. That realization of Erevayn being Aulder hadn’t quite set in, and a hint of fear welled within him. The fear of facing his son’s judgment for having failed his mother and sister all those years ago. At a time when he should have been a paragon still.

He rode for the Tree for a greater purpose than stopping Erevayn, though that was a primary concern. It might have already been too late, since he had not heard from Asmodil or from any men returning from the Trunk. He rode for the base of that Tree to get the Tear he bestowed to Erevayn and to place it back within.

As he rode, he turned his gaze to the flames and falling ashes.

In stopping whatever demon held Erevayn’s soul, he could stop the Tree from burning wholly to ash. And perhaps there lived a hope that Linera’s body could be saved. For if he could defeat whatever lingered within Erevayn, he could send his wife’s soul to its final resting place.

But where is that exactly? Is it Mercy, as I was taught growing up? Or is it some unseen haven—an unseen dream of a place?

He was happy he had told Valdus and Tellen to stay behind. He needed to fight this himself, for if he succeeded, it would likely mean his death and the death of those around him. The first time he placed Aranor’s Tear within the Tree, it was only by some miracle that he had survived. Whatever pulse that launched Alevist away had instead pulled in the warrior at the Trunk of the Tree of Dusk, locking that savior forever in crimson stone.

Aranor, if you were to see me now. Alevist shook his head. If you were to see what we accomplished, I wonder if the outcome met your desires. For we ended up back here again. Who is to say this suffering will yield a different result? Or is it all endless? His horse’s hooves beat into the ashen floor along the trail. And should I go on without my vengeance, I hope you see I didn’t forget my desire for it, but quelled it for the sake of Maetlynd. For the sake of my son, and my wife’s rest. For that’s more important to me than anything, I am sorry to say to you, Lord Artisan.

The day passed, and he came upon the Tree, clambering footsteps resounding from its base.

The Shroud above yet burned, as did the sacred white-golden wood beneath it. The moon held high in the eastern distance, its luminescence nearly blocked out by the falling ash. Though the ash had begun to slow, granting Alevist hope.

Where he had originally planted Aranor’s Tear, a door led to some unknown place. It radiated red, its phosphorescent glow illuminated with reflected light. That door flowed as a small river would, only enclosed by the red stone still.

The Tear was of course gone, another mystery left for him to discover. But there stood Erevayn, Asmodil and his men’s bodies lying around him upon the small, natural dais leading up to the base of that Tree. The tip of Erevayn’s blade sat idle in the dirt as the man leaned upon it.

Vile gathered around Erevayn. A select few held briared weapons and more polished armor. Others bore gnarled bronzes and irons. Eroded swords and shields and armor of an unknown ilk. Some knelt at the base of the dais, others guided the rushing fleet of soldiers still pouring from that luminescent gate.

Hidden in the brush, Alevist dismounted, ready to face his apprentice. With a hiss and a slap to his horse’s ass, he sent him off on a lope back to the city. A fate perhaps worse than the one Alevist was about to face. His hand went to the Tear around his neck—the only hope he now had to end this invasion.

“It’s no use,” Erevayn said, though it wasn’t wholly his voice.

Alevist stepped forward out of the copse, pulling his baldric from around his shoulder, his blade ringing from it. He dropped his scabbard to the dirt. “You can still come back, Erevayn.”

“It’s Aulder now, Father.”

Alevist swallowed in those heartbeats of lingering silence. “You know you haven’t fully taken him.”

“It’s your fault he’s gone. You couldn’t train the self-loathing out of him. You were too fraught with it yourself.”

“He’s in there. But where is my wife?”

“Her body, though I adore it, is far less valuable than this one.”

“Your claim to this land is false. You played the Last Artisan like a stromlyre.”

Aulder smiled then, his eyes softening.

He truly is still in there. To remember Merin’s instrument.

“Do you think we can end this in some duel?” Aulder held his hands out to the Vile surrounding him. “Aulder doesn’t quite share my ability with a blade.”

Alevist quieted then, for his speech wouldn’t win the day. Pain was now the only thing coursing through him. He hadn’t lit his blade since the cavern where he faced his wife. The moment of truth awaited him.

Aulder must have seen the recognition in his face. “So you finally see what they haven’t told you this whole time?”

“What?”

“The stone isn’t the source of your power. It emanates from you. Which is what I was trying to show you by taking it away. Well—by having my Sentinel take it away.” Aulder’s red-rimmed eyes narrowed, and he tucked his chin. “Though something about you has changed. Perhaps you bear so much strength that my Sentinel’s magicks haven’t held.”

Alevist felt the truth in the words. He looked at his hands, both gripping the haft of his greatblade. “I don’t care.”

Aulder smiled then. “You don’t wish to hear more about how your precious Martyrs lied to you? Then I won’t bore you with details.” He looked to the Vile below the dais, placing his hand into a fist over his head. The hundred or so enemies responded, standing tall in ranks, their boots clashing in the soft ash in a single, resounding bellow. An intelligence lingered on their faces.

Alevist scanned between them and his apprentice.

Aulder smirked as the two locked eyes, then his hand darted forward, and his minions charged.

Alevist stormed forward in response, his offhand emanating the cold fury of the Dusk as he slowed the first wave of attackers. A second bash of Dusk powered through as four more made space to attack.

Alevist dodged a few strikes, heaving his blade in a horizontal swing, slicing through the torsos of those before him. The light of the Dawn hummed and singed between bone and sinew. He tore through the enemies as if through parchment. None who had strode toward him bore briared blades, nor crimson stone in any of their armor. Some deflected flashes of Alevist’s strikes with red stone weapons, but those who defended with iron and steel he easily cut through, the metal melting against Alevist’s force of Will.

“Stop!”

It was Aulder and Aulder true.

As Alevist cut through the last onrushing attacker, the rest of the driving force halted, turning back to their commander.

Alevist’s hand brushed against the dagger sheathed at his lower back. Still there. He then followed Aulder’s own gaze to a cut on his arm. And a splash of silver blood. Alevist had bled only red since his return. Since his death and rebirth by Merin’s hand.

The silver in the wound reminded him of Aranor, and the rumors of the color of Artisans' blood.

It can’t be.

The pain from the cut was meager in comparison to what he had pulled forth to strike down the charging enemies. He peered to the ground at their mangled bodies, all eight of them. He had only felt the effort of a single sword slash, but must have granted them several to create the mess he had.

A power rose within him he had never felt before. A confidence that was wholly diminished after losing his family. He looked back up to Aulder and shook his head.

I will not lose you again.

Aulder’s eyes flashed in a moment of recognition, whatever evil inside of him seemingly stunned. His trembling hands gripped the hilt of his blade. He tried to press forward, but something stopped him.

“Good job, my son,” she said.

Linera had come from the gate. She floated to the base of the dais, her gaze turned up to Aulder. Alevist’s son bowed in reverence as she drifted to a halt.

Her wings—as they had been in the mountain cavern—were spread wide. Her peerless eyes were still covered in that bloody bandage. Her wings furled as she stepped up the rocks to where their child stood. She placed a hand on Aulder’s shoulder.

Her head dipped, Aulder’s matching.

The Vile all turned and bowed their heads, backing away from her radiance. A crimson gold of insanity and beauty.

“Do not waver, my son,” Linera said. “I shall fight this one.”

Aulder’s soft gaze turned up at those final words.

Linera faced Alevist. “I cannot use my ability with a blade to fight you,” she said, her elongated swords stretched out, appearing ever so as an extension of her figure. Neither sword bore a traditional cross guard of any kind, the metal slightly curved and blunted on one side. “But Linera was quite the sword in her own right, isn’t that correct, Alevist?”

Alevist sneered. “Aye, she was.”

Linera had been one of the best blades the Amrinil ever produced. She herself was rising amongst the ranks of the Elunine before she had become pregnant with Yilera.

“Then you will face her, as it seems the Merciani I have before you—although capable—lack experience.”

All of the words leaving her mouth sounded strange, not her own. Alevist knew his wife. To watch this being in control of two bodies in a single instant was admittedly hard, considering that both held Alevist’s heart. Aranor had trusted him to endure. But to endure the death of those he loved—to do it again—felt too heavy a task.

“Dominus,” Aulder said. “Let this body do your bidding. Let the pain of our people that I have endured be answer to this man.”

Son? Alevist thought. Could there be some disconnection between the two at the top of the dais?

Linera descended the steps, her eyes appearing to narrow beneath the bloody bandages over them. Next to the trunk, Aulder stood, watching.

“Let us begin,” Linera said. Alevist as he held his blade aloft, the haft lighter than it had ever felt.

The ash exuded a musky redolence, and a whiff of loam rushed through the air with a hot breeze from the Tree. The Vile before him made an arena of sorts around the pair. The two warriors began to circle.

The wound on his arm stung, the silver blood still dripping from it. If what Dominus had admitted was true, Alevist held a sort of power he revered. The silver blood being some sort of indicator to such a thing sounded preposterous. It seemed more akin to a poison or disease. As if his faith in seeing the Dawn Tree again had begun a different curse than the one he had been carrying for all of those years.

The floating demon brandished her blades. Her weapons appeared to be made of stone itself, with a shine and a sharpness akin to the Runic Silver he was accustomed to.

Linera’s blades lit crimson in the same instant she strode toward Alevist. Before he could blink, he had parried seven different blows with the radiating Dawn of his blade. On his back foot, he moved with a swiftness he never had before in order to respond to the harrying strikes.

Linera backed up, circling Alevist once again. The hum of their weapons sizzled against the still floating ash. The tips of Linera’s curved blades brushed the ground as she spun them, searing that white-dusted forest floor. She was goading him. Her hovering slowed as her measured look held on Alevist. That charcoal scent now rode the air. He breathed heavily, recovering.

She charged before Alevist could think to go on the offense. “Linera!” he shouted between strikes. The second harry of humming and crashing blows came slower than the first, as even Linera’s body must have been out of practice.

With no relenting from his wife, he dove forward to riposte. Linera clashed away his first strike with a smile, the gold and white and red of the crashing blades echoing into the powdered forest. His heart raced as her covered eyes stared into his. She spun with a slash, a graceful flurry of strikes, forcing him to pedal his feet through the dried dirt and ash as he backed away.

She appeared to analyze him, hesitating as they moved in lockstep. Her chest heaved, but she too quickly recovered.

If his blade hadn’t been lit, he had no idea how long the metal would hold against any Form of Will—for he had yet to test the pure metal. If it were like the Runic Silver of his old blade, unlit it would only hold for a few strikes, depending on the Cleaver that made it.

He shot a burst of Dusk Will from his offhand, in hopes of slowing her next charge. 
Linera crashed through the wall of cold, her own beam of Dawn radiating from her and her blades as the wave of cold Dusk fell around her.

He feigned a vertical slash and caught her next sweep, a single blow with enough strength to force him back. He countered, and she dropped to the ground. finding her feet as her wings seemed to grow tired.

He pressed forward with two quick thrusts, the weight of his greatblade so light against the hum of Will radiating red with each crash of his blade on hers.

After this flurry, her blades’ Will seemed to fade. Red came to the fore of each hum, clashing over the beaming whites of Dusk as they hadn’t before. She backed away and parried until she spun, rising off the ground, her flapping wings resembling those of a dove.

She panted, neither exchanging words in that cold disquiet. Her body—the body of the woman he loved, the woman he lost—Alevist knew was beyond saving.

But her soul. The soft look in her eyes drifted to Aulder as he shouted, “Do not quit!”

Alevist stepped through, Linera shifting just in time to aim a slash at him as he spun. He ripped his dagger from its sheath on his lower back, radiating Dawn through it as it punctured up and into her upper back, slicing off a single wing. A stream of blood poured from her as she drifted to the ground. The weighty wing itself crashed into the dirt and ash. Alevist froze, eyes locked on the blood streaming down her right side.

As she turned, he saw her forehead soften and he saw his wife through that bloodied bandage. The woman he had let down those years ago. The woman he had let Harglon kill.

Something pulled her flickering weapons back—as if the Linera he knew took control once more—before she sent forth another, weaker flurry.

Alevist charged forward in the opening, driving his humming blade through her chest. Silence. He held the golden Dawn to a simmer buried in his wife’s chest, then unlit the Dawn altogether. He spun the blade, driving it up and into where her heart should have been. The pulse of it thrummed through the hilt.

Her lips curled as a black fluid started to drip from her mouth. She grabbed his shoulder, ripping and clawing with such ferocity that her nails cut through the leather and cloth. Her blade fell from her other hand, and she reached for the Tear at his neck.

Alevist winced, taking the pain from her clawing, as he knew her body would fall. The light was going out and that thrum of her heart began to slow. He pulled back on his blade, but her hand raced to grip the base of his cross guard—the hand that held his Tear. Her thumb pressed it into the hardstone at the center of his hilt as the three prongs there pierced her deeper. The hardstone within the hilt began to crack in place of that Tear. And the gem shook before settling into that crevice.

The power of his Will dampened as Omen Will emanated from her hands. The bandage around her head fell away. A smile spread across her face as they locked eyes. Hazel and glowing, as if they had never been stabbed from her sockets.

Her face flickered between Linera and the being that had taken her over. Linera had always been a fighter, and in seeing her, he held onto his blade with the same strength that she chose. Around him, the Vile stirred, but he paid them no mind.

He chose to fight for his wife’s soul.

Against the force of the Omens emanating from the demon holding onto whatever remained of Linera, Alevist lit his blade with the Dawn once more.

Linera cried a single tear herself, and that tear fell onto the hilt of his blade—to the gemstone now imbuing it. He felt wet drip to his hand, his own tears rolling down to meet hers upon the stone. He then ripped the sword from her chest, falling back into the powdered ash of the forest floor.

He scrambled toward his bleeding wife, catching her body as it fell.

Her hazel eyes glistened up to his. “Thank you.” And it was Linera then.

In shock, all his emotion faded. But hers shone through.

“Thank you,” she repeated.

And she had finally died, her gaze blank, her final breath leaving her.

A sense tore through him that her soul had drifted away to wherever it was she had wanted to be all of those years. “I love you,” Alevist said. He put his forehead to hers. But the hands of the Vile started to pull at him from behind.

Alevist’s ears rang and his world went silent. He gripped his forever love in one hand and his blade in the other, feeling the weight of his son’s fury above him. Sound faded back in, the rasping screeches of the surrounding minions almost deafening.

In order to survive—in order to have a chance to save his son’s soul—he needed to fight.

With one last squeeze of his wife’s hand, he released it, lighting his greatblade with Dawn once more. He broke free from grasping hands in that moment of strength, slicing at the Vile holding onto him.

Through the crowd of hundreds trying to tear at him, Alevist set his gaze upon Dominus’ face overlaid on Aulder’s. Welcoming an anger he knew well. An anger riddled with the desire for vengeance. He killed two more Vile with sweeping slashes before he was thrown to the ground, and his world went dark once more.

A strange comfort came in the darkness. For he had lived in it after Linera died. He felt the warmth of his blade held to his chest, Linera’s dark blood and tears still upon it.

A faint whisper rose in the din. ‘He’s going to take you to him,’ she said. ‘You have to let go.’

And so he did, and as the pain from kicks and blows riddled his side, he let himself be taken away into that darkness where Dominus desired to fight. But he was alone no longer.
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Valdus held his chest, keeping his breath steady as he peered through the copse.

Alevist had just defeated his own kin. A kin whose soul Valdus’ brother had held imprisoned for years. The pressure to turn back rose within him, to ride and warn Neera that Erevayn—Aulder—had now sided with Dominus. Which meant that he had turned to the Crimson God.

Perhaps he had kept his word to Merin for far too long. If he had told Aulder the truth, there was a chance Aulder would have fought harder to preserve the world which he was bound to create. But without knowing, and with so much pain and suffering bestowed on him at too early an age, he had grown susceptible to the influence of the Crimson God. The influence of those Outer Gods that Valdus despised, but that his brother revered.

A true believer, Valdus had always been loyal to blood. But his belief was in the All Will. It was with the one Will above all others. And that singular belief, admittedly, made him susceptible himself. In many ways—and at many times—Valdus should have succumbed to the Will of the Crimson God, for it was what he was born into.

His father had forced that belief on him and told him of the gifts the Crimson God bestowed. The gift of suffering. He had raided villages in Mersianei proper as a teenager, his younger brother Dominus by his side. Together they had taken control of nearly a whole continent, with hopes to expand beyond. But in doing that, he saw the cost of violence. The cost of forcing those to endure the madness that came with bowing down to the Crimson God. And it had taken far too much from far too many people who wanted to live in peace. It was Valdus’ travels, Valdus’ own enduring that led him to the All Will.

And as he watched now, his brother dominating the soul of a suffering man, a surge of emotions unmatched rode through him. One far worse than when he was forced to leave his wife behind because of his stand against the Outer Will. His brother had made sure he became an Exile, and all that did was further Valdus’ belief in the All Will, for throughout his life, he was shown many times the strength of that God—if the All Will could be called a God.

He peered down through the crest of the brush, taking in a deep breath as the horde that had overcome Alevist backed away. Not a drop of Alevist’s silver blood was spilled. The man lay unconscious, his body still as his head shook with one final jolt. The body of his wife lay by his side.

One of Aulder’s soldiers pulled Alevist’s blade from his hands, walking over to the body possessed by Dominus as the Merciani foe started a chant. The Song of Life. The hymn sung in worship of the Crimson God. The primal hymn the Crimson God had sung to curse the Artisans to the lands below, to Maetlynd. The lands, ironically, Dominus wished now to control.

Dominus must have conquered all of Mersianei in order to come to Maetlynd. To have enough pull to ally with the Last Artisan and spread his influence to these lands below. The Reckoning must have been his first attempt, and now in his second, he was succeeding.

And yet, here Dominus was, in all but body. Perhaps it was his true desire to end the reign of clouds between the two lands all together. To allow those of Mercy access to Maetlynd in a way of his own choosing. Perhaps their population had grown so vast, the lands couldn’t bear to handle them any longer. Or perhaps his brother had only the strongest desire for total domination.

As Valdus watched the enemy pour from the shattered crimson rock embedded in the Tree, he saw how slowly they were coming from the Ahlsweith—the gate between worlds. That must have been where Dominus placed the gate in order to transport his armies to Maetlynd. First forging them in the mountains, and then getting them through those vast portals with the use of the crimson stone. The army of Merciani started to organize in ranks as the Sentinel commanders directed their Gaur—or as they had been called in Valdus’ day, the Lost.

They followed willingly, though forever cursed by the Blight’s side effects. Their mouths were all violently splayed open, teeth filling every corner, taking away their ability to speak. But they screeched, they chanted, and in battle—they raged.

Valdus wanted to bolt in and get Alevist to safety. But the pursuers would outrun him and his horse with two riders. And they wouldn’t tire in the time Valdus would have. Not those holding the mutations of the Blight.

He saw the look on Aulder’s face, a look of sadness fighting something much more sinister. The boy’s head snapped back and forth, twitching. The enemy with Alevist’s blade was kneeling before him, part of Aulder seeming unwilling to take up the weapon, the other, wanting so badly to pull it close.

Perhaps the Artisan was still in that body, fighting off the influence of Dominus. But Dominus was powerful. The only reason his body hadn’t come to the continent—Valdus assumed—was that it made him too vulnerable. The powers of the Inner Will roamed Maetlynd, likely much more than Mersianei, and would target scions of the Crimson God. Overtaking the body of a morally weakened vessel was far more in Dominus’ favor, with the added benefit of some unfettered, untested belief in the cause of the Crimson God.

There was only so much Valdus knew. Only so much he could decipher from just watching. He was of better use turning around to the main city, away from that Tree. That Tree which continued to burn—though at a much slower rate.

Aulder struggled with the choice only a moment longer before picking up the blade. He walked it over to the Tree, as ceremonially as he could, and leaned it against the Trunk beside the jutting crimson stone. The same jutting crimson stone Merin had pulled Aranor’s Tear from. The same Tear he embedded within Alevist over three decades ago.

The Artisans who still roamed Maetlynd would have to answer the call much sooner than Merin had anticipated. For his death had come sooner than he thought it could. Merin’s foresight, though, was far more spot-on than he could have imagined. An Outer Will had come sooner than anticipated, but it indeed had come.

Valdus pulled his hammer jutting from his baldric and slid it into his saddle. His horse stirred.

He shushed the beast, tempering it with a gentle touch. He turned once in the direction his brother held Aulder and Alevist captive, then mounted the steed. He set off quietly at first, and when he deemed himself far enough away from the enemy ranks, he broke into a canter.

Neither the beast nor he would be getting rest over the coming days. For there was no time for that. He needed to ensure everyone evacuated the city beyond the Ardent Wall. It was their only hope. And hopefully they had already come to the same conclusion.

He squeezed hard at his horse’s sides, feeling the weight of the choice tailing him. Feeling the weight of the brother he had likely led to Maetlynd in one way or another. For perhaps Dominus wanted to sway Valdus back to his side. Or maybe, Dominus wanted him dead. Maybe Dominus wanted to rub in his victory and total dominance over Mersianei.

Anything was possible, but Valdus still had cards to play. Merin’s plan would come to fruition. And the remaining Artisans would survive if he had anything to say on the matter. For perhaps he didn’t ride only for the future of Anvia and Taldreas, this small corner of Maetlynd. Perhaps it was for all of the earth, all of Maetlynd and the lands people and beasts alike roamed.

He would ensure the Artisans survived, for it was the Artisans who would liberate all.


Chapter 32
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Viyala looked out over the edge of the ship.

The light of the morning sky had dissipated into the curdling fog.

Dullo had taken up his rightful place at the helm of the ship, guiding the crew about as well as anyone could lead the blind. And as they dove deeper into the sea of fog, her confidence faded with the light.

Ilteria was still by her side, providing as much vision as she could as she harnessed whatever Dusk Will she could to help them gain visibility. By their travel time, they should have been through to the Witesands, or at least within sight of it. But with the dense, wet air wrapping around them, they could have been anywhere.

It was then Viyala saw a shape form in the light of Dusk rolling off of Ilteria. The dark, ominous shape was still in the water as no ship could be, but as they grew closer, Viyala saw that it was indeed that: a ship split in two along what must have been a sandbar. The banner of that broken ship had been burned. No ashes or embers remained, the ship itself seeming to sink even deeper in the current tide.

What sort of monster or force could possibly tear a ship apart like that?

Ahead more shapes grew, and then more still. The dissipating scent of burnt wood and salt spray sang through the air. Dullo carefully directed the shipwright through the wreckage, each vessel having been split down the middle or having punctures through the bow.

As they finished cresting the mass of what appeared to be a graveyard, Viyala sank back toward the center of the ship. There had been no bodies floating on their approach, but as the Witesands finally came within view, they became apparent.

What had to be a thousand bodies or more made up their own mound in the shallower water between them and the shore.

“Slow to reverse! Reverse to stop!” Dullo shouted, the ship jolting as the crew below sank their oars and held firm to stop the ship from drifting forward. She heard the grunts and curses from well below deck, the effort streaming through the wooden planks.

“What the fuck—” The Crier approached Viyala from aft, the ship slowing to a halt before the pile of bodies.

Most bodies appeared to be decomposing. Those further from the water must have lingered in the light of the sun longer.

As she stared up toward the knoll overseeing the Witesands, a massive fire streamed out over Sen Tok. The entirety of the citadel burned. And above that, much deeper in the distance, vision faded. An uncommon sight on the Witesands, for the visibility was never so diminished.
Viyala snapped a look to Ilteria; the shores Viyala grew up on appeared lost in a way she had never thought possible.

“What is happening?” she said to herself. “Shrinale—we haven’t heard from him…”

“We hadn’t reached out,” Ilteria interrupted Viyala. “Certainly, he’s okay.”

“Do you think whoever did this got their hands on his stone?”

“No—he’s too competent. He’s fine, I know it,” Ilteria said, voice frantic.

Dullo came down, favoring his left leg. “It seems they moved much faster than we thought they could.” He shook his head, his eyes struck by the light of the land before him. The far hills and plains seemed to grow whiter by the moment.

“I’ve never seen it snow like this down here,” Viyala said.

“That’s not snow.”

Dullo’s eyes narrowed. “It’s ash.”

She turned back to the land where she had fallen in love with Erevayn. And in the fleeting distance, orange embers burned black.

Movement along the sands. She studied the mound of bodies lying idly on that bloodied white shore. Behind them, somebody waved their arms.

Rough shouts broke out over that distance—five hundred paces. “Help!” She heard the cries across the dead water as the man repeated them over and over again. The sands of a brilliant white lay dusted with scarlet.

“We have to help him,” Viyala said, leaning over the gunnels.

Ilteria tapped her, then pointed for her to look closer. Screeches raged from those same sands, the bodies along it awakening in a red fury as they leaped up. The man tried running into the water.

His limbs were torn from his body before them, still five hundred paces away. The enemy in that cluster showed no mercy. And when they were done, their red eyes locked on the drifting ship.

“Pull!” Dullo shouted, limping back toward the helm. “Pull fucking harder!”

The boat floated back, picking up speed. All they had was the Strait to get through, and who knew the state of that? Or whether the Hardranian fortress on its shores would allow them to pass? A merchant ship sailing through the end of ends seemed about as dangerous in concept as the Vile demons along that beach.

Mangled and red-eyed heads bobbed in the water as they started toward the ship at a swim—a blazingly fast swim. Rilen, Tiliya, and the other Vileborn boy watched in fear as that enemy approached.

“Pull!” Dullo yelled over the din of screeches. The cadence of those below increased, the shouts of their effort pouring out of the portholes. “Aim for the Strait, I want to be near land in case we get fucked on this one.”

The privateer nodded, his bad eye swollen over. The man had still not fully recovered from the fight back in Kannelough.

They pulled. Ilteria shot bolts of Dusk Will from her vambraces and hands, striking at moving shapes in the water. None slowed.

And then came the sound of metal crashing into the hull below. The Crier looked at Viyala wide-eyed, his hands going to the haft about his waist. He had opted to arm himself, training with Viyala and some of the other crew members on how to fight after the incident in the port town, but that training would do almost naught for him in their current circumstance.

He pulled out his longblade, which he had taken from one of the bodies of the soldiers from the port.

The first of the screechers arrived starboard side, two of its comrades’ arms gripping hard at the wood as the massive demons began to board.

“Haltars!” one of the crewmembers yelled.

Two of the crew stormed it, its mass nearly twice the height of either one of them. Beads of crimson stone cracked together over its bare chest. The gray-skin bore marks of crimson, each appearing as ink lining both its arms and its entire torso in an unusual but sequential pattern.

The crewmates didn’t stand a chance. The red blade the Haltar bore parried the first strike. The second it wholly ignored as the blade stuck in its skin. The head of the second crewman flew in the air first, and the first one was spitting blood as the beast’s offhand shoved a dagger through the unlucky bastard’s face. A dagger wrapped in thorny vines.

Ilteria slung another Dusk bolt forward, what had taken a chunk from the soldiers and the Blood Knight’s side only skimming the monster’s arm. The next two of the Haltars finished boarding, and leaped into the fight.

Viyala bolted forward, but stopped, turning around in fear the baby would get hurt. She felt the overwhelming desire to protect it, and then she turned just as quick to see crewmates cut down faster than she could process them. Some even awoke in that next instant, the bodies shaking on the deck before rising, becoming screechers themselves.

She couldn’t hesitate. All aboard Dullo’s ship had to be protected. She stormed forward.

Ilteria moved with her, firing a wave of Dusk that seemed to slow the Haltars and risen crewmates enough for most of the other shipwrights to gain a small advantage, pushing blades through their chests and cutting off legs to get the bastards closer to the ground.

An enemy’s heavy backhand cracked across Viyala’s face, snapping her head to the side and bringing a wave of throbbing pain. Shattering ice, then a resonant thud of metal to the wooden deck behind her. The hand that grabbed her hair went limp as the body of the attacking Haltar fell. In the water, a larger group of Haltars swam closer.

Then Viyala heard it. A horn blowing a single steady line through the onrushing north winds.

The Haltars’ eyes all turned and they tried to swim back for the Witesands, but a Hardranian boarding ship bolted through, the speed of it unlike anything Viyala had ever seen. It crashed over the Haltars, some attempting to dive under.

As the ship rode over the enemy, a torrent of blood rose in those depths; shattered and mangled bodies rose to the surface.

Viyala turned back to the center of her ship. A handful of Haltars still stood, fighting like the savage beasts they were. Their screeches and visceral howls filled the air. She charged past the body of the Haltar that had slapped her, its chest penetrated by the largest of Ilteria’s bolts she had seen, and she stormed for the strongest-looking bastard in the center of the ship.

Two crewmates fought against it, and she leaped in, hopping up onto a nearby container, and stabbed her shortblade through the top of the monster’s skull. She rode the body, her hand firm on the haft of her blade. She yanked free, and cut at the legs of another Haltar, sending the man to a knee as a crewman slit its throat. Standing, she scanned the deck of the ship—the bodies of the other Haltars had been finished off.

“Who was that?” Ilteria said, her voice shaky as she tried to gasp for air.

Viyala stood, gripping the base of her not-so-large stomach. “I’m not sure.” She too struggled to recover her breath.

The Crier stood near the port side of the ship, yanking his longblade from one of the demon’s stomachs. Other crewmembers limped around, rushing to their fallen comrades or aiding others who seemed wounded. All were checking for unseen cuts or slashes, any marks made by the blades of the Haltars.

Dullo stood on a banister at the helm, peering down, his eyes holding an obvious sorrow. He held his own shortblade at his side, blood dripping from it.

Viyala ran back over to the starboard side of the ship, her hands marking the wood with sweat and blood. The boarding ship turned back, slowing.

It pulled up beside their vessel, a wooden ladder hitting the gunnels. “Friend!” a deep voice shouted from below. As Viyala leaned over to identify the newfound allies, she caught sight of a woman covered in blood and bruises resting in the arms of a very large, dark-skinned man. She was inked in all sorts of tattoos, her chest moving but her breathing weak. The man bore snow-white hair, tied in sloppy locks.

“Shrinale of the Sunken Crown!” Dullo shouted, limping again down the stairs. The Silderai climbed over the banister, breathing heavily, his face caked with blood. “What happened?”

Shrinale shook his head, catching his breath. “They came from the base of the mountains. Halvayne said he’d fought them recently. Then, more ships came from the sea. They moved north and east, but we lost track of them.”

“You didn’t message us,” Ilteria said.

Shrinale turned to her. “Quite a few people require my messaging, and I’ve been a bit occupied.”

“You didn’t want to warn us?” Viyala said, holding her hand over her belly. “What of Oberran?”

“What of it? I have no fucking clue what happened there. And warning you wasn’t at the forefront of my mind. They took Sen Tok in a single rush. Our eight thousand couldn’t hold them off. Nor, as you can see, could our fleet.”

“What in the Omens are we facing?”

Shrinale stopped straddling the banister, getting his feet on the deck of the ship, and peered down to his companions. Fifteen or so were still alive on the boarding ship below, including a couple of Kul, their skin mostly hidden by cloaks. The Silder looked to Dullo. “This is worse than the Reckoning. They kill with the same impunity, but are much more skilled in combat. These aren’t a mindless enemy, but one acting on a single purpose.”

“And the Vilegaur weren’t?”

“The Vilegaur were mindless, soulless creatures who only sought to feed. This is much worse. This is a thoughtful enemy. The Merciani who came ashore this time were more prepared somehow. And the ones from the mountains…” Shrinale breathed heavily through his nose.

“Shrinale?”

“Sorry, Dullo. The ones in the mountains were… different. More intelligent.”

Dullo nodded toward the burning fortress. “Are there any Merciani left alive?”

“Those that swam out to you, some likely camped outside Sen Tok.” Shrinale pointed back to the citadel. “That’s the bodies of their dead they burn, as well as those of ours. A cleansing.”

“How did you escape?” the Crier asked.

Shrinale raised a brow at the Crier. “You asking for some sort of recording? Put your fucking notebook away, boy.”

The Crier shifted, nervously looking to the deck.

Shrinale sighed, his eyes drifting to Viyala. “We were able to fight our way out of the back exit your father used to escape. I am sorry for your loss, though I do not pretend to have been an admirer of your father.” He looked back to Dullo, then wandered back over to look down at the boarding ship. “That Seeress helped us conceal ourselves to board that vessel, and we sailed west and south, veering close to the mountains for a time. Without her, you guys would be fighting a few more Haltars, I promise you that.

“Halvayne and I mustered a few men but ultimately decided the fight was lost not long after it began. They overwhelmed us. No parley, and those left alive were taken east as prisoners. I assume to Edelvin.

“My son messaged me this morning, but we were still fighting off small squads of scramblers sent to find us. I also haven’t had a fucking moment or any parchment to place his scribe.”

The Crier ripped a piece from his journal, holding it out. Viyala then felt a pulsing radiate from her side pocket, so she snapped her hand out for the parchment first. She pulled out her own scribing hardstone, the softstone within the vial glowing and circulating its own ink. She ripped the journal from the Crier’s hand and held her stone to the paper.

“You’ve the Will of Cloth?” Shrinale asked.

“I—” Viyala shook her head. Ilteria had given her the hardstone. During the three-week journey to Witesands, Ilteria had helped Viyala hone it to her Runemark. It didn’t have any use for any Will alone, but it did have the ability to receive and send scribes.

She held the softstone up to the paper, but nothing happened.

“Here,” Ilteria said. She took both stone and parchment from Viyala.

Ilteria held up the parchment not an instant later. Viyala watched her allow a glimmer of the softstone to leak onto the parchment. “Help,” she said.

“What?”

“No—it says help. From E.” Ilteria shot her gaze to Viyala. “That’s Erevayn!”
Viyala took the single stride toward her, ripping the parchment from her hand.

It said: Help—E.

Shrinale grabbed the journal from Viyala, her grip weak around it. He opened it up and held his own stone up to it, taking a moment to read the scribe that came through.

Viyala wondered what Erevayn meant. She wanted to tell him of their child. She wanted to tell him about her journey, tell him of her forgiveness for felling her father. But he wanted her help?

“My son says Edelvin is under siege. It’s a multi-pronged attack, from the eastern port and from the wall. They’re sending Bryseis, my former Weaver, with tens of thousands of refugees north to the Ardent Wall. To the tunnels there. Halvayne!” Shrinale shouted down. “You still have men coming down from the Ar’den?”

“Aye,” the man called.

“You already told them to head to Edelvin?”

“Aye. They know what to expect.”

Shrinale turned back to Dullo. “What of your promises? Of the Vile you said could serve us?”

Dullo shook his head, looking back over his shoulder at two Vileborn still aboard the ship. “No luck. I’ve heard nothing from Merin.”

Shrinale was quiet then. He kneeled down, putting a hand on Dullo’s shoulder. “Merin died, Dullo. In the mountains. Halvayne met with the crew he was with. They said he sacrificed himself fighting a traulth.”

“What the fu—” Dullo reeled back. “We have to tell them all, Shrinale.”

“He didn’t say a word to anyone; why must we?”

“It’s now or never.”

Shrinale sighed as he stood then, his eyes drifting to the sky. “The future rests in the hands of the Chosen. The Artisans of Exile born anew.” He paused then, looking back to Dullo. “They… have to survive.”

“What the fuck are you talking about?” Viyala said, stepping forward.

“The Chosen I spoke of back on Anvia, outside Kaneretta. They were literally Chosen. And some have already been gifted what was required to become said Chosen.”

“What do you mean?”

“The Tears, girl.” Dullo’s voice rose angry with sorrow. “Erevayn, you, Steyvin,” he said, pointing to Shrinale. “Ilatu, one of the Forgotten twins—can’t remember which—the girl, I think. Then Merin had the rest of the Tears to place within those who we felt were going to be worthy.”

“Place within? What are you saying?” Ilteria asked.

Dullo smiled at her. “Your prior counterpart was also one of the Chosen, but she was too close to the King, and that was our fault for marking her for such a task.” He shook his head. “And of course, we lost Merin.”

“That means we give it to his brother.”

“His brother was marked. We can try, but he may die if we do. We don’t even know where he is; he could be dead.”

“Ewilen is with us,” Shrinale said, nodding his head to the boat below. “He too is recovering. We found him with a bunch of refugees along the western edge of the mountains, trying to come back here to find stragglers.”

“What in the All Will’s name is going on?” Viyala asked, her heart heavy.

“You’re an Artisan, girl. You, Alevist, Erevayn, my sons, all Artisans. Halvayne will likely become one now, but he doesn’t deem any of his followers worthy of the title just yet.”

Viyala huffed. “You’re not serious.”

“We didn’t choose your sister since she had a better relationship with your father. And nearly four hundred years raised by that man didn’t exactly endear her to Merin.”

“How did—”

“Merin did it. He is an Artisan—was an Artisan. We wanted each lineage represented. We were working to get another Uldonai but they are so tight knit, no pun intended, within the fucking Weavers,” Shrinale said, looking at Ilteria. “The Haltrishari, well—they have a few Kaledar we have had our eyes on, but their royal lines were far too scarce considering how many died defending Kaneretta.”

“What of the Kalatari and the Ver’Skyi?”

“Scillia—she was one.”

“But she died, I saw her bleed out. It’s said Artisans can’t be killed, that they have silver blood…”

“She was cut by a force of Will influenced by the Crimson God. A blade conjured by the hand of a man who worshiped and was well-practiced in a source of Outer Will. It seems the Outer Wills are the only things that can kill Artisans. As far as the blood,” Shrinale said, shaking his head. “I’m unsure as to how that happens. Whether it's time or some greater cause that leads that to happen.”

“Here we are with these fucking Outer Wills again.”

Shrinale smiled. “Believe us or not, girl, it’s true. You likely have a memory of when you were very young with Merin… you probably incurred an injury of some sort, and he healed you?”

Dullo turned to her. “Yes, Merin told me. In the very early days of your childhood. You were out playing and fell from some tree—”

“No—there’s no way.”

“Deal with it, girl. You have some responsibilities now.”

Viyala’s gaze shot to Ilteria.

“Are you okay?” Ilteria asked, stepping forward as she tried to wrap her arms around Viyala.

“I’m—fin—” And Viyala felt herself weaken but she pulled away from Ilteria’s embrace. A burst of panic ran through her. “What of my baby?”

“Congratulations,” Shrinale said, a tad in jest. “You’re not showing. I reckon a couple months?”

“You knew?”

“I had no idea till just now.”

Viyala regathered herself, taking in a deep breath.

“Unfortunately,” Dullo began, “none of us has any idea how that will turn out. But it’s safe to assume it should go as normal.”

“Will my child be immortal—besides to these fucking Outer Wills?”

“You know, they say a baby can hear their mother very clearly at surprisingly young ages. I used to curse like a shipwright and both my boys swear like I did.” Shrinale’s voice had grown quieter at the end of his sentence, trailing off into some distant thought.

“We know nothing of this,” Dullo said. “Stalhom was the only son of an Artisan we knew. And he is said to be immortal, as the Last Artisan.”

“God Emperor,” the Crier reminded him.

Ilteria, Dullo, and Viyala all tilted their gaze toward him, their eyes narrowing.

The Crier put his hands up in defense.

“So we shall see, is what I’m telling you, Viyala,” Dullo said.

Viyala nodded, Ilteria leaning in one final time. And Viyala melted into her friend’s arms. She wouldn’t usually care for physical touch in such a circumstance, in front of so many important people. But she didn’t care. All she wanted was comfort.

Her father was dead, her sister’s fate unknown, her baby would be born into a life it hadn’t chosen, she herself was in a life she hadn’t chosen. And at the end of it all, her young love needed her help.

The weight of that love paled in comparison to the burden and responsibility bearing down on her. Protecting her child was her priority. But getting the father of that child to safety now sat on her, a weight heavy enough on its own.

I may be bearing an Artisan, she thought. And I myself am one.

“Time to get moving,” Shrinale said. “We need to pick up the rest of the refugee Vileborn from the mountains.”

“Crimson-marked,” Dullo corrected.

“Sorry—a habit I need to break. They’re not a few dials south. Then what?”

“We head to Edelvin,” Viyala said.

All eyes aboard shot to her, wide and full of reluctance.

“If what you say is true, Erevayn is one we need to save, right?”

Dullo grimaced. “I don’t know how we can get them out of there. The port may be overrun by the Merciani by now.”

“We can figure it out when we get there. We have a Hardranian boarding ship now. That thing moves fast, does it not?”

Shrinale nodded. “Aye, but that was with the Seeress.”

“How long till she recovers?”

“Fuck if I know. But my son is in Edelvin. I can scribe him to prioritize a clearing of the port for him and the select few. He’s with a Haltrishari Kaledar he’s gotten on with and that girl Neera you mentioned. He said Alevist and Erevayn went to the Dawn Tree to try and solve whatever was going on with it burning.”

Dullo looked to the east then, the cloudy mist still disrupting the view. “I didn’t think it was possible.”

“Aye—it is,” Shrinale answered.

“Let’s coordinate with your son and get going.”

Shrinale nodded at Viyala’s words. “Aye.”

“It feels like we lost,” Dullo said.

“It felt like we lost thirty-some-odd years ago, too,” Shrinale said.

“Rebuilding again,” Dullo said, his head shaking.

“And we don’t even know where to begin,” Viyala said. It was going to be at least a week of travel through the Strait, cutting across the inlet splitting part of Ar’den with the prison island held by the Hardranians—so there was going to be plenty of time to contemplate that.

With the crimson clouds still raging over the Lost Sea to the north, supposedly between Mercy and Maetlynd, Viyala’s hope waned.

It felt like all Maetlynd was becoming off limits. And it didn’t seem negotiating a place to settle was going to be on the table with their current enemy. She saw the look in Stalhom’s eye when he bestowed an Artisanship upon Salasmir. She saw the power he held and the judgment he chose to enact.

There would only be one place they could sail. A place nobody had ever gone and returned from. A place drowned in mystery and stories she had only heard the tales of the Gods and the All Will from. But if she were truly an Artisan, she wasn’t one of those Exiled at the Sundering. So perhaps there was hope for an Artisan’s return to Mercy. And with all the choices weighing on her, there was an inkling growing within that seemed to indicate the easiest choice she could make.

They would sail north. They would sail to Mercy.
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The creaking bodies lingered in Salasmir’s mind.

He had asked Stalhom why they needed to die, and in such a way.

Murder is what it was. Evil at its peak. But Stalhom insisted it was for the greater cause the Merciani desired. What Dominus desired. What the Crimson God desired.

Things beyond seeing for a man of Salasmir’s station, even as the Artisan he had become.

The Stained King Galigus—he needed to be made an example of. Salasmir could understand that. But the boy. He had only been a young Kaledar. A great warrior with that blade he had carried. The blade now in Salasmir’s possession. Salasmir, for the life of him, couldn’t figure out why Stalhom had singled the boy out, and murdered him in such a way.

The Vile army had set up camp quickly, not needing any tents, for the elements seemed not to bother them. Those who had opted to serve the God Emperor after the defeat outside Ossilith were given equipment to make do, for a siege was a hefty thing.

The surviving Ver’Skyi, with no Consular to follow, opted to join in the march north after seeing the damage the Vile army did to their city. Some even claimed to have seen more acts of mercy than atrocity.

Half, Stalhom had said.

That was what the Crimson God wanted. Half had to be bestowed the gift of madness. Enduring it however Stalhom saw fit. And if that meant locked away in cages as wild animals, then so be it. He had discussed that along the road, actually asking for Salasmir’s advice on the matter, for it seemed the man was truly dealing with the difficulty of the choice.

Stalhom had witnessed countless atrocities. The Epochs he had seen were full of their share of them. Stalhom had endured killing his own father, who in turn had killed and enslaved the Daerikal people. In order for Stalhom to save his own people, he had made the hard choice.

And now he stood with more than his own people at stake, with the entirety of Maetlynd. And Salasmir was getting the inkling that history was repeating itself, but he hadn’t seen the atrocities of Talimonus, Stalhom’s father. How could Salasmir then speak to such atrocity? Was it by scale better for half of Maetlynd to endure the madness? In order for the people to come out on the other side Vile? They would survive. And the whole process was mere months at most, weeks at best. Then they would be set free upon the land to live and repopulate as is. Those who survived.

Some would die, or be lost to the madness. But to endure was something Salasmir had grown so familiar with. Perhaps it was a good way to weed out the weak. And based on Stalhom’s description of the true enemy given to him by Dominus—the enemies of Mercy—they were going to need those who were strong.

The information Stalhom gave Salasmir was rather vague. Word was an entire Empire had taken over the other continent, committing genocide against the Merciani. Attempting to wipe them from Mercy whole. To the east of the Empire, Dragons reigned like Gods over a damned people. The cities of ages past had been brought down, the entire southeastern portion of Mercy, called Dus’Lyn, had been torched and destroyed in the Dragons’ war for supremacy. The same beasts had grown quiet in the prior years as the Calevahn Empire took over.

Whatever arrangement Dominus had had with the Dragons was irrelevant under the new Empire.

But Salasmir had no place to speak about such matters. He was only a simple warrior, a man good with a blade. A man who couldn’t get his wife properly pregnant. And what sort of man would he be to give advice on things of such a great scale? He needed to learn for once, instead of making himself the teacher. Accept that perhaps the unknown could lead to the positive. It led him to become an Artisan, and that was a far greater seat than Salasmir deserved.

Dominus and Stalhom had been alive cumulatively as long as recorded history. That had to be worth something. Though Salasmir’s waning faith was leading his heart away from the destruction he had witnessed. And as he sat under the ash raining slowly from above, his heart’s belief pulled at him. He didn’t know how many more orders he could take that would lead to so much death and pain. For he was the one selected to endure that pain. An Aranari, born of the bloodlines stemming back to Aranor himself: their primary tenet was to endure suffering against all Will outside oneself.

We have the tendency to think the worst of ourselves, the tenet had taught. Instead, we must endure that suffering. It must not outwardly show in the rest of our lives. We mustn't put it onto others. And in that great purpose, all that is done to us is in our control.

But now, the literal Will of an Outer God was being laid upon an entire civilization. It seemed more a crime, just as it had been during the Reckoning.

Salasmir stared in a sort of disbelief toward his God Emperor, who was taking a moment to discuss the siege with Harglon. The fact that the man, or God, had done something so cruel felt brash, though it was far too premeditated to be such.

“It will make them understand,” he had said. “We need them to know that not just any man can proclaim themselves King.”

Salasmir looked back at the tree, the bodies still hanging. The arrow that had killed the boy protruded from his lulling head, and Galigus’ intestines tangled in the dirt below. Salasmir had asked why Harglon needed to cut them with a briared blade.

“The boy was a heathen, Salasmir,” Stalhom said. “He was tainted by the Inner Will.”

Stalhom wasn’t referring to Hayde being Stained, but that the boy had something in him that was innately against the Crimson God.

The costs were adding up far too high for Salasmir. Hayde’s body spun in the wind, his dead eyes locking with Salasmir before it halted and reversed.

“The Dawn Tree must be burnt to the ground,” Stalhom said, the sound of his footsteps dampened by the ash that lay on the ground as snow. The massive traulth sat atop the hill, steam pouring from its flattened snout.

“What?” Salasmir said, forgoing all decorum, keeping his seat as his eyes turned back to the God Emperor.

“We need you to finish burning the Tree.”

“And how would that solve anything? It’s the Tree of my people; I can’t burn it down.”

“Are you contesting your God Emperor?”

“Are you my God? Or am I following one that you speak to?”

Stalhom’s hard eyes softened as he kneeled beside Salasmir. He wore metallic white plate armor, cut in its lightest slip fashion, ornamented with the symbol of the Daerikal house rather than the sign of the Unity. Crimson slashes cut deeply into the armor, displaying the unity they now had with the Crimson God.

The God Emperor tilted his head, his own gaze in a sort of wonderment. It was perhaps the first time Salasmir had seen the man look utterly human. “Dominus deems it necessary, and he cannot finish the burning himself.”

“I can’t just—”

“Allow me to finish, and perhaps you will understand.” Stalhom rose, taking a step away from Salasmir. “The burning of the Tree will allow those remaining of his warriors and people from Mercy to escape here, to Maetlynd. They intend to help rebuild. And in doing so, we do not need our people to suffer. If we burn the Tree, Dominus agrees that only a quarter must endure the madness.” Stalhom stuck his tongue to his lip. “By doing this, you would be saving more than just your own people, who would have to endure the Will of this Outer God, but you would save an entire people from another place. Just consider that. By doing this, we put ourselves one step closer to clearing the clouds between us and Mercy. And once it’s all over, as we discussed, we plan to wipe the Merciani out besides. Consider the Tree a cost of progress.”

“How does burning our Tree get them here?”

“It eradicates a barrier that lies within it. One that has kept Maetlynd and Mercy from ever cohabitating, trading, and so on. Supposedly, our dear Aranor himself had cast a ward on the Tree, imbuing the Shroud with the same, so that those from Mercy could never come here.”

“Then how did they come during the Reckoning? And why must I be the one to burn it down?”

“The Merciani’s desperation led them to try tainted magicks of their lands. Which led them to a narrow path here. To your second question, I have given you the sword. Bound to you and only you, making you an Artisan. It is the only blade with enough power to break the ward. I cannot do it, for I would burn too close to the Tree—the curse within it targets my blood. Aranor desired none of my father’s line to be able to touch it.”

Salasmir gazed blankly at the burning walls of Edelvin.

“I see your faith is waning. What can I do to restore it?”

“It’s the destruction. All we must do to get to that Tree. All those that need to die in order for it to happen.”

“The burning of the Tree will probably kill many within the city. But the Vile we have can work on driving them out to safety. I have word that the innocent are already moving north of the Ardent Wall.”

Salasmir sighed, his eyes veering to the creaking Weaver’s rope in the light of the evening sun. A cold chill swept through him as Hayde’s still gaze spun back to meet his.

“If we burn the Tree, this war ends?”

Stalhom sighed, his features softening. “Aye, Salasmir. It will end.”

“And how many within those walls must die? Can we not negotiate to enter?”

“They won’t understand. Besides, we just hanged their King. A cost of the message sent. You’re a warrior. You know they won’t back down. Those who fight against us, pray the Vile deem them worthy: they shall be the chosen to endure. Not the innocent of the Kalatari, who already gave in, or the rest of the Anvians who aren’t in this fight. Nor the Hardranians who are here now. We need to move into the city. Especially while our traulth is still hungry.”

Salasmir stood then, perching a hand on his knees to rise against his years. “But the flames—”

“I can take care of that,” Stalhom said with a smile.

Salasmir looked at the city, the flames along the edges of the walls in the ditches before it lit high, reaching a quarter of the way up the wall. “And the door?” Salasmir asked.

“It’s iron, the fire before it is warming it. Galigus was admittedly smart when constructing the defenses, but if I can get close with Harglon and you—and the traulth—we can melt it with Will of the Dawn and Dusk and have our large friend slam it down.”

“The sun and the moon,” Salasmir said, standing. “I suppose it’s time then.”
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The docks had sat idle for some time.

The siege weapons had taken severe hits, which meant they weren’t firing out on the fleet that had stormed the port of Edelvin.

Benedites stared out over the wooden standing shields, planted in the ground. A patch of fog began to roll in, as it had three times since he had come to the port to fight. And each time, the enemy sent a wave.

Benedites and Jani had fought hard, leading the soldiers of the city on the eastern beaches of Edelvin, rallying them to their King’s Call. The word of Galigus’ death came from the walls, and now the highly trained Stained army was ready to fight angry.

Most of the enemy ships were carrying vessels, holding vast numbers of the Vileblooded foe ready for battle. It had been a whole day since the last attack, but the Vile ships moved fast, some strange magick propelling them to the port faster than a blink.

The first three waves had come in fast succession. Some of the Vile ships had been responsible for destroying the siege weapons, likely making way for a larger attack with even bigger ships. Overcoming that strike could mean an open port in case the survivors needed to flee—those Kaledar and special among them. The issue was going to be securing and properly operating a vessel on which to flee. Many of the Mersianei ships had been rendered useless by the iron hedgehogs that lined that beach.

“It seems we got ourselves another wave,” Jani said, leaning against the weight of the massive standing shield.

“Aye.”

Jani peeked over the standing wall as her feet shifted in the sand. Benedites felt his own mass digging deeper and deeper into the same sands. Fighting here had been tiresome work. But it was all he had now, for most of his Haltrishar had died in the fields with Hayde.

He looked around at the Stained soldiers assigned to him and Jani. Some four thousand, another ten within the walls ready to fight under Neera and Steyvin. It seemed since the Tree above had started burning, at least to Benedites’ knowledge, things within the city had begun to fall apart.

And now Galigus and Hayde had died. Hayde had been the only hope Benedites had seen those refugees have. Hayde and the Forgotten Gods. The exiles of the Unity.

It all seemed wrong now in hindsight. For all Benedites had thought of those innocent people was their disdain for order. He had felt if they couldn’t submit to rule, to follow the laws laid out by the Artisans of ages past, then why offer them any support? They killed, stole, and fought against those within the protectorate. They stole filters from caravans as ordered by the King and murdered soldiers granted rule over those filters. The hard work of the Uldonai Weavers was wasted on those who gave nothing back to the Unity, all while those under the Unity rule suffered. The Forgotten were why they suffered. Not a lack of attention.

But then he saw those villages within the Unity. Just how poor they had been. Benedites was in awe of how they made do.

Even after all the Artisans fought together against the Blight and the Vile enemies that raided the shores of Maetlynd, those of the Forgotten rejected the rule of a non-voted King. A King appointed by an Artisan. A King who agreed to take away the abilities of those who committed petty crimes, who had no control of their powers due to the lack of teaching. And then the same King who anointed non-trueborn to Kaledar and Weaver ranks.

All of it made sense now.

Fighting side by side with the Vileblooded and seeing their ferocity validated his shifting opinion. By orders of his own Consular, he was to ally with those monsters. The same enemy his father had died fighting from the shores of Anvia. The same man who fought at the siege of Kaneretta with Salasmir himself.

The fog continued to roll in, trebuchets firing at will over the waters. Only the sound of empty splashes echoed throughout the open shoreline.

Benedites tasted the moisture growing in the air. But fear held no place in his mind. He didn’t look over the shields. Not just yet. Jani had her eyes on the shores. She saw what needed seeing. And the fog grew so thick, Benedites couldn’t make out ten paces in front of him.

The sound of rowing grew in the distance and Benedites peered over. The enemy seemed to move with such precision and synchronization that it felt they were one with the water. But after three enemy waves, he was able to pick up the sound in the silence.

Shouts came from Stained soldiers to Benedites’ right and left flanks. Likely Seconds or Thirds ensuring their warriors were ready for the embrace of the enemy. The enemy fought close. It seemed their desire to fire from range was near non-existent. These were a fast enemy, and so closing distance worked in their favor.

Benedites felt the wash of moisture overhead as the sound of fletching caught air and spun, a volley of arrows striking out to the waters. The quarrels came down, slamming into iron and wood. Enemy screeches coursed through the empty air.

The chanting hum of the Vile sounded over the crashing of quiet waves.

They stormed the beaches. Jani didn’t bother to give the order, for the seven or eight behind the shield knew. Benedites followed fast, ensuring that they did not leave a fellow Kaledar without someone on their back.

The two spun, their direction true. Greataxe blazed with Dusk Will as it sliced through bare enemy skin. Jani’s hatchet emblazoned with Dawn Will hummed gold, her longblade lighting the same. She freed her hatchet and reached the base around the neck of one of her enemies, pulling it in as she gave a back-handed slash with the lit longblade, cutting the enemy’s head from its body.

Benedites had learned early on not to duck due to his size. Instead, he deflected a horizontal slash by chopping through it. The Dusk seared through the old iron of his enemy’s blade and into the top of his skull, down through his entire centerline. The cold of it froze the gore shut, so none escaped.

The rest of the Stained poured through the fog behind Benedites as the visibility on the beach improved. The enemy wave was the smallest yet, for only seven or eight more boats had found purchase on the sand. Bodies of the Vile washed ashore, their corpses littered with arrows.

In the rush of silence following the onslaught, he pressed forward beside Jani, who advanced toward the billowing waves. Benedites reached down to one of the bodies, turning it over. It had armor he had never seen before. Lines of crimson inlaid into white plate.

He put his axe at the base of the enemy’s helm and released the buckles, flicking it off the dead man’s head.

“Daerikal?” Jani said.

“Aye,” replied Benedites. “Seems they’re allowed to leave their Isles now.”

Jani’s breath still heaved, the Dawn of her blade dimming. Benedites followed suit.

“Just sent to their deaths.” She shook her head. “I’m not sure we’re fighting a very strong enemy.”

“Not here at least. But you saw them out over the wall. And it isn’t just the Vile.”

Jani hesitated, looking at the rest of the beach, roughly a hundred bodies of Daerikal felled upon it, another hundred of the Vileblooded by their side. A wave of only two hundred fighters on eight to ten troop carriers.

“The rest of the Daerikal—perhaps this was a force supposed to report back.” Jani looked back out on the water as the fog continued to dissipate.

A single boat rowed out on the edge of their range. It likely held five or ten at most. The light of the sun reflected the red skin of the Daerikal in the distance.

“Stalhom sacrificed a hundred of his own for information? That’s stupid, Jani.”

“It tells us that perhaps his communication with the Vileblooded isn’t as strong as we may have thought.”

Benedites looked out over the horizon. His heart dropped at the sight of larger carrying vessels in the distance.

He turned to see Jani’s own wide eyes. “Fuck. What did they last scribe about the enemy siege outside the wall?”

“No movement whatsoever.”

“Scribe them,” she said. “We can stand four thousand along the beachhead but I don’t know how long they’ll hold against that force.” She tilted her blade toward the oncoming enemy.

Benedites pulled out a vial of softstone for scribing. “We have a long day on our hands.”
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The enemy’s silence lingered over that field for two days.

The sun went down as Steyvin stared out over the still hanging bodies. He missed Bryseis, and he trusted that she was properly leading the refugees north of the wall, but wanted to be beside her as she did it. But his responsibility lay on the walls and supporting the retreat.

He had finally received a scribe from his father. Sen Tok had been overrun, and more enemies were coming from the west. Even more, somehow, than those that lay siege to Edelvin.

The hilt of his longblade rested on his shoulder, his leg perched up against one of the bricks along the battlements. He felt the weight of not being clean, of having witnessed Hayde and Galigus die in the way that they did.

As Steyvin stared out over the battlements, he continued to watch the enemy bring wood to the lone tree. Above, the Dawn Tree rained ash, still burning slowly. Though as the prior two days had gone by, the flames’ ferocity waned, the falling ash ever slowing.

With Sen Tok gone, Shrinale was making way along the northern strait, crossing through Ar’den with Halvayne and a crew including some refugees from a place called Milanteus. Shrinale did his best to highlight the importance of saving those Runeborn within Edelvin, including Erevayn, Jani, Alevist, and Neera particularly. Valdus had disappeared briefly after Alevist left, before Hayde was shot. But he too would be valuable to bring along too. Hopefully he hadn’t fled.

Jani and Benedites were doing well enough along the Port of Edelvin, keeping the enemy there at bay. Runners on the daily would make it with reports, including Jani’s firsthand account through some scribing by Benedites.

The enemy remained persistent, but the port and beach itself were starting to clear. Steyvin delivered messages to Jani, communicating the importance of securing that beach entirely, leaving a path for evacuation. From Bryseis’ last scribe, she and most of the refugees had made it close to the Ardent Wall. Only soldiers and sailors remained in the walls of Edelvin.

And by reported headcounts, there were only ten thousand in total.

The ditches below were still aflame, but the fire began to dampen—and they were fast running out of materials to keep them going.

Neera hadn’t quite been the same since Cyril shot Hayde. Hulin had switched to doing his best to console Cyril after he had fired the killing blow. But Cyril held the same firmness in his posture as Neera did.

It felt strange to be a part of a siege where no offers of peace nor demands were being given. The enemy seemed only to wait for something. Something unknown.

And that admittedly wrought a fear within Steyvin, for as another day had gone by, the enemy hadn’t moved. Something awfully human about the Vile disturbed Steyvin. The way they strode about their encampment. The way they stared up at the tree with hanging bodies as they laid wood around it, presumably to burn it down. And others of Maetlynd walked amongst them: Ver’Skyi, the Kalatari, and Amrinil warriors still wearing their armor from the Unity. Gray-skins of the Uldonai and the Haltrishari. Aranari—and even Daerikal. Jani’s report was confirmed by those he saw roaming the fields. Their helms off as they would bow to their God Emperor whenever he would show his face. A taunt of some sort to those in Edelvin, showing them just who to aim for. For it mattered naught if the God Emperor were struck—he couldn’t be killed. Not by their mortal weapons.

Neera was sleeping on straw, wrapped beneath a hemp sack. She twisted and turned, her groaning near disturbing the sleep of others around. Steyvin opted to leave her be, for although it wasn’t rest she was truly getting, it was far better for her to live outside reality for just a little while longer.

Cyril too leaned against full hemp sacks nearby, his head resting on the haft of his longblade, almost mirroring Steyvin. Hulin was the only one awake by Steyvin’s side.

“Do you miss him?” Steyvin asked.

“I do,” Hulin said, his accent thick.

“What was he like?”

“My father?”

Steyvin nodded.

“He was loyal to his blood and to our village. He was loyal to Merin and Ewilen. He always held hope. Even after he had lost my brother and found me. He held onto hope.” Hulin spoke in his harsh tone, seemingly not forgiving himself.

Steyvin looked back out over the wall, fires below and torches along it burning bright as those on watch stayed awake, waiting for the enemy to move. He let out a sigh as he turned his head back down to Hulin. “My father is very similar. I too lost a brother.”

“Really?” Hulin’s eyebrows rose, his gaze softening in the comfort of shared loss. The weight of his suffering, in his eyes, was now being carried aloft by more than just his own soul.

“Aye. And not too long ago either.”

“You didn’t say anything—”

“I find it in poor taste so close to the death of a loved one to mention I too shared that experience. It is best to let those moments find us.” Steyvin nodded toward both Cyril and Neera, Cyril’s head bobbing as he stayed asleep. “As you experienced the moment he dropped that bow. You knew his hurt. And hers. And you comforted them.”

“Aye,” Hulin said, his eyes drifting to the fields before Edelvin, where Hayde’s body still swayed. “It is wrong to say there is comfort in a shared loss. But it is true that it exists. A familiarity between us.”

“Between more than just us,” Steyvin said. He peered at some of the Stained soldiers. “They lost their King. And surely members of their family before that. We all share that loss. Even our enemy, as much as I hate to say it, has likely experienced that loss and suffering in some way. And so we can bind to that as much as we’d like.”

“Then what are we protecting—if we all suffer?”

“We’re fighting to put an end to suffering as they are, only their means require much—much more suffering.”

Hulin’s eyes sank, hardening in thought. “Isn’t all of life just enduring?”

Steyvin tilted his head toward the boy.

“Aren’t we cursed to endure? Cursed to suffer? It just depends on what it is called in truth. But I was raised that the two can be interchanged.” Hulin scratched at his chest, his shoulders slowly rising. “At least I think that’s the word.”

Steyvin huffed. “I suppose they can be. I suppose we endure our suffering, whereas others crumble under it.”

Hulin smiled with some pride. And Steyvin was glad to see some joy in a world growing continually darker by each day. His gaze veered back out to the field, immediately locking on the bloating body of Hayde, the wound at his front dark in the light of the fires before it.

He wondered how he died. What were his final words, if he had any? What had that moment felt like?

Steyvin imagined a sort of relief. He imagined the snarky comment Hayde had made to the tall bastard who put the rope around his and Galigus’ neck. The man died well, for Steyvin had seen his smile through gritted teeth before the last tug of the rope. Before Cyril’s arrow pierced him between the eyes.

Steyvin turned back to Hulin. “You know I—” he said, but the boy was asleep. Torches along the wall burned. The rush of wind took their oily scent over the small encampment upon the battlements.

Steyvin looked at the three resting companions. Neera stirred the most it seemed. And the more Steyvin examined her, the more he felt it would be a mercy for him to wake her. For him to give her a definitive plan instead of waiting as the enemy watched and likely maneuvered. Perhaps getting into the fight along the beachhead.

But Jani and Benedites seemed to have gotten it under control. Steyvin sighed and turned up to the Dawn Tree. His eyes followed a branch directly above him, its golden-hued glow glimmering down toward the massive Trunk in the center of the Sacred Woods.

Something tried to crawl out from within the Trunk, in the middle of the woods. A force previously unseen. Something waiting, as was the enemy in front of the city. Could it have been Alevist’s mysterious magicks working from within the Tree that slowed the burning? Could that have been all he had set out to do? Or was there something more?

Uncertainty grew within Steyvin. For if Alevist had succeeded, he could be dead—or he should have been back. Either way, the loss of the prior few days had laid heavy on his shoulders, compounding with the death of his brother months before.

He felt the burden of his responsibility, for he should have been the one to kill Ilatu. That is what Ilatu trusted him to do. His gaze drifted to the stone beneath him, the weight of the city bearing down on him and up through the bottoms of his feet.

Neera was a capable leader, but she was hurting. And through their shared suffering, it was now Steyvin’s turn to bear the weight. He slid his blade back into the scabbard, readjusting his dagger as he tied it back around his waist and shifted it behind him.

He walked over to Neera. “Wake up,” he said. “We have to start planning for their assault.”

Neera mumbled something, shrugging her shoulders. Then her eyes shot open. “Assault?”

Steyvin held his arm out, resting it to her shoulder. “Not now—but more enemies are approaching from the west. We need to be ready to leave this fucking place.”

“Run? Run after all that?”

Steyvin shook his head. “It may be all we can do. Alevist hasn’t come back.”

“He said he might not. He said it might have been the end.”

“He didn’t say goodbye to you like he wasn’t coming back.”

“He holds onto hope.” Neera shifted on the stone, stretching her neck as she tried to hold onto the warmth of whatever rest she had gotten. “That’s what he does. He hopes.”

“He also does,” Steyvin said, smiling. “And the Tree is burning less. I think whatever he did worked, but perhaps not to his full intention.”

She stood, looking out over the battlements; the enemy was still organized in ranks—some of the non-Vile were set along in small camps and tents, getting their own rest. “If what he did worked, they would be dead.” She turned her head to see Hulin sleeping near Cyril.

“Aye,” Steyvin said. “That is what I heard too.”

“The fucking Tear didn’t work then.”

“No—it didn’t.”

“And all we have is ten thousand?”

“Aye.”

Neera shrugged, her eyebrows rising. “It seems we could have used those refugees’ help after all.”

“It’s our job to protect the weak.”

“Aye.” Her face softened.

“They are safe now. Moving beyond the Ardent Wall grants them time at least. We can rendezvous with them after we catch a ship out of here.”

“The port was empty when we were there last. There’s no way—”

“I may have found us a ride, Neera,” Steyvin said.

“A ride that can fit ten thousand?”

Steyvin’s eyes veered from her a moment. He shook his head.

She laid clenched fists upon the walls. “We have to start getting the soldiers within these walls to start moving behind the refugees.”

“That we do.”

Footsteps pattering up the stone stairs. Valdus clambered up the crest of the wall then, his breath heavy.

“What is it, Valdus?”

The Merciani shook his head. “Alevist,” he said, still catching his breath.

“What do you mean?”

“He was taken. Erevayn—he’s…” Valdus couldn’t seem to bear the next words.

“Go on,” Neera said, turning to face him.

“It’s my brother. He’s taken the body of an Artisan.”
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Alevist’s eyes creaked open, Linera’s voice still lingering in his mind.

When they ripped his blade away, he felt his connection to her diminished. As if she was now gone forever. Released into whatever mercy she sought before her death. Alevist had done that. He had let her go. He had given her peace.

In his heart, he felt her still. He felt her presence so firmly as if she were before him once more, those hazel eyes blinding his own as they radiated a beautiful glow.

Am I dead? Am I in Mercy?

“No,” Erevayn said.

Aulder. Son.

The howls and droning screeches lingered. His shoulder trembled as he tried to spring up but failed. No pain, for all of that seemed gone other than that pain of losing Linera for good once again.

His head still in the dirt, he scanned his surroundings and looked down at his bound hands. The first thing he saw clearly was a crimson-stone-marred hand bracing against the ground. Black, charcoal skin surrounded by that radiating crimson sheen. The face of a Merciani enemy peered down at him, his lips straight and emotionless. A warrior from Mersianei. A warrior like Valdus.

“You are very much alive.”

Alevist forced his head up, Aulder walking to him. The surrounding force of Vileblooded swarmed and lined up in ranks behind their new God. Most seemed to have persevered through the madness, their mouths having only two lips, their eyes flashing with intelligence. Others must have succumbed to that very madness, subservient to some unseen entity, something that they followed by almost no will of their own.

The others, who had survived the madness, appeared willingly behind their God. The leader, Alevist had to deduce, was Aulder. The leader who was indeed his son.

“Why—” Alevist was having a hard time forcing out words. It felt as if his chest had been crushed by the weight of an anvil, like his head had been pounded on Runestone, and his heart had dropped entirely to his stomach.

“You’re alive because your son willed it,” Aulder said, but the voice sounded as if it belonged to another being. The entity that Alevist had faced earlier. “That’s twice now. It seems he still admires you, though I’m not sure he’d save you a third time.”

“You’re—” Alevist coughed against his dry throat, his heart beating fast as the warmth of blood rushed back to his head. With the weight of it, he fell back to the dirt, his hands feeling the ichor of the blood still upon them. The scent of death lingered around him, and the sweat of warriors at camp riddled the loamy air.

Around him, ranks of enemies continued to grow. They waited for something.

He turned to see the dead body of his wife, her eyes covered by the bandage that had once enshrouded them. He remembered seeing them back to their hazel hue, the beauty that reached out to him as he held his wife’s body at the base of his blade, the claws of his hilt twisting where her heart should have been.

“I’m trying to figure out what it is inside you that let you kill my vessel,” Aulder said. He was kneeling now, his crimson arm over the inside of his knee, favoring his left side. His eyes, which had had the golden hue of the Aranari, now bore the madness of the Blight. The red-on-red glow was so similar to the Daerikal glow, yet the fierce dragon-like appearance of the children of dragons did not linger there.

“I don’t know what you mean.”

“You killed a vessel of mine. Which means you bear a true power I thought only one of your kind had. An Artisan. And he is on our side, Alevist.”

“True power?”

Aulder smiled, confidently. “A power of the Inner Will. But truly touched by it in such a way that you can dominate that of the Outer. Both affect each other in unique ways. It seems you were able to release the soul I held for over thirty years with your power. Which means—you are more than you appear.” He stood up. He stared out into the brush back toward the entrance into Edelvin. “Here—eat this,” he said, tossing some dried meat at Alevist. “I’m not sure how much longer we have to wait.”

Alevist propped himself up on his elbows as the Merciani enemy beside him scowled. “What are we waiting for?”

“Your vengeance.”
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Neera shook her head, turning to Valdus. “You think this is going to work? What if they chase us through?”

“They’ll take the wall either way. Better to have the Tree at our backs. And even better still to defend it,” the Merciani said.

Neera and Steyvin both refused to leave Erevayn and Alevist behind. So a charging force of the warriors they could muster into the Sacred Woods would not only profane that forest, but it would supposedly save Taldreas; the desecration was a cost worth incurring. Half of the warriors they brought with them, the other half they sent behind Bryseis, Tellen, and the citizens they led. It was crucial that every man abandon the walls of Edelvin, one last pour of oil onto the flames below to deter the besieging force for a time.

They also had sent word to Jani and Benedites to either start organizing a retreat, or to get on a ship and set out further north closer to the Tree. There was said to be a route in the forest leading out to the Sunfall Cliffs. Less than a half day’s run from the base of the Trunk.

“We have to get Alevist out.”

“What of Erevayn?” Steyvin asked.

“Erevayn may be gone to us forever. There is, at the very least, nothing we can do for him.”

“Explain yourself,” Steyvin said.

“My brother was always obsessed with aspects of magick as the Malders are. He wanted to control the Wills.” Valdus shook his head. “He tied himself to the Crimson God in a way my father never could have foreseen. Worship to the madness and enduring bestowed by the Blight was one thing, but direct contact with that Outer Will was a whole other.”

“So your brother desires to control each of the Wills?” Neera asked, knowing so little about the use of Will altogether.

“He is an adept wielder. Studied and proven many times over. He now has the Will of an Outer God somehow, and that has given him more control,” Valdus said. “You saw Alevist’s wife in the mountains, yes?”

Neera nodded.

“My brother had domain over her body and soul.” Valdus’ eyes widened as if it was the first time he heard himself speak the words aloud. “I saw him use her ability to duel Alevist. Alevist came out on top, but he could’ve been killed by my brother’s simple influence. Whatever Dominus’ belief in the Crimson God, it has granted him this ability—this control—over a body here in the lands below. The first one was a dead one—Alevist’s wife—but Erevayn,” Valdus huffed, his eyes empty, “Erevayn was taken alive. And somehow and for some reason, Erevayn has succumbed to that Will and that influence.”

Neera sighed. “Fuck.”

“And he calls himself Aulder now.” Valdus shook his head. “He’s Alevist’s true son. On top of that, there’s another thing you two in particular need to understand.”

“And what’s that, Valdus?” Steyvin said, his attention split between Hulin and Cyril walking by his side. It was kind the way he kept checking on them, marking when Cyril would write things down as a historian would.

“You two are Artisans.”

Steyvin began to laugh, to the point where he nearly stopped marching. His hand rose to his belly, as if trying to pull the laughter down. “You’ve got to be fucking kidding me.”

Neera’s gaze narrowed, Valdus’ tone was… serious. “You’re kidding, right Valdus?”

Valdus inhaled, then exhaled as he spoke. “No.”

Steyvin’s eyes shot back to the Merciani. “How is that even possible?”

“Merin.”

“Who the fuck is Merin?”

“You, Steyvin, would know him only as a Kul who had been in your father’s company. But he was a King to me. A Demigod in actuality. He was an Artisan.”

“Merin—”

“You know this Merin?” Steyvin leaned back to lock eyes with Neera as they continued through the foliage and brush.

“I do,” Neera said. “I—did.”

“Artisans don’t die,” Steyvin said.

“Your brother was one,” Valdus said. “And when you told me the manner of his death, I figured it to be true. Artisans can only be killed by powers of the Outer Will. Just as the immortals powerful in the Outer Wills would suffer the same fate at the hands of one truly tied to the Inner Wills.”

“My brother—he…”

“Was marked for death as soon as he was struck by the blade bearing the briar. Halvayne gave him mercy by taking his life. Artisans cannot endure madness as a normal life can. For if they were to survive it, their service is to the Outer Will forever on. And an Artisan with such power is more deadly than anything Maetlynd has ever seen.”

“Including the dragons from the stories?”

“Dragons are a Form of an Outer Will—though those of Maetlynd were exiled with the Artisans. Khal’jrousax, the final dragon Alevist slayed, had succumbed to the madness, and so that fight cost him dearly.”

Steyvin’s eyes grew wider and wider, veering to the forest floor of the Sacred Woods. “So what—Merin just tapped us with his finger and we became Artisans?”

“Not quite that simple. And I can’t speak to it for I was never truly there. But he entrusted myself, your father, and Halvayne with the knowledge. I was Halvayne’s Trusted for a while, as his people and my own went back for thousands of years.” Valdus hesitated, taking in another careful breath. “It’s my understanding that Tears of the former Artisans were used to bestow your bodies with the gift of eternal life, and an access to the Inner Wills as no regular Kaledar or Weaver, or even Knights of the Nine had ever held. Though I will admit, the Knights of the Nine got close with their practicing of the Forms. But in a single lifespan of a Maetlyndian, not a single person would have the time it would take to meet such an attachment to any Forms of the Will.”

“So we have access to all these Forms? How come I’ve never stumbled upon using them then?”

“As a Kaledar you should be able to answer that yourself. You must practice, and study as any other Form. You must learn where to draw it from, how to temper it. But your innate talent for each Form was within you well before you were bestowed the gift, as it is with anyone of Maetlynd.”

“Any Runeborn,” Neera corrected.

“No—” Valdus continued. “Anyone.”

“So what makes us special?” Steyvin asked.

“For one, you can live throughout all courses of time. Which is by some sinister design. To suffer eternity in order to bring it to order. And as Artisans, your control over the Forms of Inner Will is more readily available and you’ll have all the time you need to master them—being that you will live forever. Unless of course, one of these crimson demons kill you.”

Neera slid her blade from her scabbard, the red glow simmering in the light of the portions of the Dawn Tree uncovered by the Shroud, even as night loomed above. “You’re saying—”

“Yes—the briar-wrapped crimson stone can cut and kill you if influenced by the Will itself. Though—that is something I am only so certain of.”

Neera brandished her blade, her feet stumbling through the ash and fallen leaves.

“Halt,” Valdus said.

Steyvin turned over his shoulder, Neera stopping in her tracks. “Halt,” Steyvin howled at a whisper, the word echoing throughout the trees and brush.

They had brought enough soldiers to overwhelm those pouring from the Tree as Valdus had described it, while sending some to reinforce the port and escape while the others headed to the Ardent Wall.

If the enemy forces led by Stalhom made it through the wall before they defeated the force protecting the Dawn Tree, then they would need to find a way to escape.

Steyvin turned to Valdus. “What is it?”

“Prepare a charge.”

Through the rustling of armor and steel and stone and iron beyond the dense brush, Neera heard someone giving orders.

That halting quiet lingered a heartbeat more. A second. A third.

“This is what we came to do,” Valdus said.
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Nearly three days had gone by and Alevist spent that time recovering, watching his son command the ever-growing force of Merciani.

On that third day, his strength felt returned—renewed. For his will had waned in being taken, and watching his son be taken. In having his blade pulled from his hands along with his very connection to the woman he had loved.

Without his blade, it made no sense to try to fight off the growing thousands now surrounding the Tree. He could only wait, eating the dried meat Aulder and the Merciani soldiers gave him, and hope a clear plan would surface.

Aulder hadn’t spoken any more to him the last few days. But he said Alevist’s vengeance was on the way. Which could only mean one thing.

Dominus knew, by way of Aulder or Harglon himself, that Alevist desired to kill the old Blood Knight. And though he knew Dominus was surely intending to distract Alevist—to pull his attention away from saving his son—it made no difference. Alevist wanted Harglon to pay.

It was his fault Alevist had to thrust a blade into his already dead wife. His fault she had suffered over three decades with her soul trapped without agency. It was Harglon’s fault. And now Alevist was going to take back everything ever taken from him.

Aulder still controlled enough of his body to spare Alevist’s life, awareness Linera had not had. And that gave Alevist hope that Aulder could be saved. Perhaps it was even he who was preparing to deliver the vengeance Alevist desired.

Alevist leaned against an iron post, an old fragment of the defenses surrounding the base of the Tree. Aulder loomed over his retinue. The two of them were at the top of the stone dais leading to the crimson-stoned gate below. That glimmering and sinuous door that still slowly delivered Merciani warriors from Mersianei itself.

“They’re here,” Aulder said, his head turned to the tree line.

Alevist followed his son’s gaze. And through the shade of the brush beyond, he saw figures—ranks of warriors—coming through the shadows. A chorus of Stained voices ready for war.

A chant of their own ensued, the crashing of iron and steel and wood and stone with a droning of deep, visceral hums.

The ranks of Merciani below formed up from their strangely fragmented encampment. At the head of the forming ranks, stood those like the man Alevist had dueled in the mountains: their helmets adorned with crimson wings at each side, their weapons bearing the briar, wrapped around crimson steel like that of Alevist’s blade—though more transparent still. The foot soldiers bore iron and steel—a mix of unorganized, screeching warriors.

Those who appeared more sentient organized the Vilegaur in line. Commands shouted out—what had to be lower ranking warriors whipping their weapons into the sides of the Vile to get them in order. They all wore the sigil of the briared greatblade along tattered tabards and amongst their armor and shields. Some were painted on, others beautifully embossed.

The clattering sound of their armor and their haunting howls echoed into the forest against the forward marching rank of warriors readying to fight the Merciani.

More battle cries came from the deeper brush. Aulder’s eyes narrowed to the distance, and then the red-on-red eyes turned to Alevist.

An angry scowl marred his former apprentice’s face. A glance given by Dominus. “Prepare!” Aulder shouted. The order rang out in some foreign tongue as the commanders of the forces firmed up their lines.

If Alevist were to guess at the Merciani numbers, they couldn’t be any more than five thousand. Each rank spread out, surrounding the Trunk of the Tree and creating a wall Alevist was only used to seeing in Hardranians and Kalatari formations—shield on shield, spears in front, a rank of swordsmen spread behind. Each successive rank laid a hand on the shoulder of the warrior in front of them.

The screeches and howls of the Merciani grew louder, the grumbling core of the charging force within the forest bellowing louder still.

Alevist stood, looking back to where Aulder loomed. Alevist’s greatblade still leaned against the jutting red stone. And in that shift of focus, Dominus stared back at him, shaking his head with a demeaning smile.

Alevist turned tired eyes forward again as the wave of the Stained poured out of the woods and onto the ranks of the red enemy.

Swords clashed on shields, spears pierced through hides and burnt orange armor bearing the torch of the Stained.

Alevist couldn’t watch any longer. He needed to do something. He hadn’t his hardstones. He hadn’t his blade. His Tear was now in the hilt of that blade and still too far away. He felt powerless. Useless.

But within him, since seeing the great Tree and accepting the meaning of his silver blood, he felt an urge. A power he could wring forth.

He shot his hands forward toward the waves of Merciani holding back the Stained. And power coursed through him as it never had before. Without his stones. Dawn started to pour from his hands, but his efforts were quickly snuffed out. He turned to see Aulder, thrusting his own hands toward Alevist, a shock of unseen Will washing around Alevist. His heart sank. His knee crashed into the dried dirt and ash.

He felt so weak; perhaps whatever remnants of the Omen Will his wife had used on him still held a bitter edge on the control of his own. If he was to make a difference in the fight, he needed his blade and the rest of his hardstones.

Aulder stomped over, glaring down at his former master. “You will stay still!”

Alevist looked up, panting, feeling the pain of his effort as he turned to look back at the ranks of Vile. They held firm, but waves continued to pour out of the brush and one by one, the Vile started to fall.

Another onrush of Merciani troops came from the left flank, their howls bellowing over the bashing of iron and steel. One of the briar-pointed spears tore through one and then another Stained soldier, their bodies falling limp before convulsing as the curse of the Blight roared through them.

Aulder huffed a laugh. “It was only a matter of time.”

Alevist turned back to the gaps at the feet in the shield walls. He saw bodies of the Stained begin to rise, the Blight taking them over. The commanders were slashing down at dead bodies with their briared weapons. Bringing back those dead as now sickened, Vile creatures.

Not again, Alevist thought.

“No—again,” Dominus said, smiling.

The dead began to grab at the feet of the Stained who stood against the shields and weapons of the Vile. The more that fell, the more that began to turn. For some it was slow and for others, near instant. After their bodies fell to the dirt, they convulsed once, maybe jolting a second time. Their eyes opened and they bit and ripped at their old friends’ ankles and legs.

Dominus took a step forward, half his lip curling upward in what appeared to be pure joy.

Alevist took a deep breath, reaching his hand out to grab at Aulder’s ankle, emanating a force of Omen Will that brought the man to his knees. In that instant, Alevist rushed toward the Tree and grabbed his blade, the Tear within the hilt glowing as the blade lit. The golden hum rang out in the air, the red blade turning the color to something even fiercer.

Enemies still marched from the gate of the jutting stone, so Alevist cut one and then another down. He dodged around the Tree as a bolt of Dusk and fire bashed into the golden-white bark, the Will having come from Aulder’s hands.

Alevist cut down another unsuspecting Vile who had just popped through the portal door, then deflected another bolt of Dusk, this one wrapped in a line of chaos. He had never seen such a proficient use of Will. To combine two into a single blast. But the force wasn’t as powerful as others he had deflected, like from the Ordained at the wedding back in Ossilith. It was a weakened strike, the Omen either still lingering within Aulder’s body, or Aulder himself not proficient enough to send forth a powerful strike.

An isolated howl rang out from the ranks of the Vile lines. Valdus had torn through the forces, his maul hammering into Aulder’s back. Aulder rolled away, avoiding a downward swing that shook the earth as it struck.

“Brother,” Dominus said, snarling.

Alevist took the respite and cut away at the back of the nearest rank, the tide shifting as Blighted enemies fell dead to the forces of the Stained. Galigus trained them well enough to deal with such a force, the heads of their former friends crashing to the dirt with each swing of the forward ranks’ blades.

“Alevist!” It was Neera’s voice crying out, her face flecked with dirt and ash. She fought alongside Steyvin, two hundred paces away.

Alevist cut down a couple more striking Vile, then attacked a commander shouting out orders in their Vile tongue. The commander’s blade clashed with his, the humming of Alevist’s crimson Dawn emanating a force of Will too strong for the Vile commander to deflect.

The Daemonine went to a single-handed grip, pushing a wave of force into the edge of his blade as he swung across his body. Alevist’s blade cut through an opening in the commander’s armor with no effort. The man’s body fell in half, his face opening into a four-split lip as each limp part dropped into the muck of blood and ash.

Valdus and Aulder exchanged strikes while a rushing force tore through the Vile ranks. Some of the maddened chased blindly and were cut down by a successful push of the Stained.

Alevist rushed Aulder, seeing a chance to end all of it. By forcing his Will into his body, he could release Aulder. He would die, but his soul could still be saved.

Aulder darted around as he deflected a hammer blow from Valdus with a single hand on his greatblade’s haft, his off-hand shooting out toward Alevist, the force of Will pushing him back and down to the ashen forest floor. The move was so quick, it caught Alevist off guard.

He heard Aulder’s voice echo, “Capture that one alive,” as Alevist turned over.

He coughed, dust and dirt kicked up in his face. The pulsing of Omen and Force radiated through his body. Alevist reached out a hand, trying to send a force of Will through it, but to no avail. He was far too weakened. Far too much of the pain he had grown accustomed to came to the fore of his body and soul.

Neera fought her way through and then Valdus was shoved back. Whatever power poured through Aulder was being strengthened by whatever Dominus enlivened it with.

Neera and Steyvin caught Valdus as the three watched their Stained ranks rush forward. Aulder swiped through them, carving each man and woman as if he were tearing through grain in an unharvested field.

Alevist’s eyes widened, sitting up as he heard the voice whisper to him once more.

‘Get them out of here,’ she said.

Linera.

He looked down to his hand, the hilt of his blade firmly in his grip, the Tear itself holding a cloudier hue than the Runestone it replaced. He turned over just in time and swung the blade into a charging Vile commander, the man howling as his body fell limp. He tried radiating his Dawn through the blade, but it wasn’t working.

He forced the body of the enemy off him as he shuffled his arms back in the dirt, his blade sliding and grinding against bone as he yanked it from the commander’s torso. The body turned over in one last gargle of defeat, a black flood dripping from the enemy’s mouth.

It was then he felt the urge to peer toward the jutting stone—enemies still came through, charging into the fray. The momentum of the battle was shifting. And not in the Stained’s favor.

'Get them out of here,' she said again. He looked into his hand as a response, his blade’s weight feeling like nothing but everything all at once.

What felt like instinct urged him to look toward Neera, Steyvin, and Valdus, swinging smoothly. Hulin and Cyril were by their sides, their rage vibrant.

Hulin was struck by a briared spear, Cyril pulling him away as he cut down the same enemy. A small portion of the Stained force began to settle, wrapping themselves in a formation as they were surrounded.

Alevist looked back at the jutting stone. “Neera! Valdus!” Steyvin, still recovering from killing one of the Vile commanders, pulled Hulin and Cyril back. “The stone!” Alevist shouted.

Valdus acknowledged him through the madness, and Alevist followed his eyes to Aulder still cutting through Stained forces. Valdus reeled in Neera, grabbing Steyvin’s attention. Cyril stormed forward beside them as Steyvin lifted the weakened Hulin.

Alevist felt the urge again, and he turned a single hand to the jutting stone as he had in the mountains. Valdus, Neera, and Cyril cut through unsuspecting foes. Neera turned back, heading toward Alevist in a singular moment of respite, but Valdus held her back. Valdus knew what needed to be done.

Neera’s eyes softened, Valdus pulling her back again toward the door embedded in the Tree. Valdus threw her. He gave one last look toward Alevist, letting Cyril through last. Then it was Valdus’ turn.

Alevist, the former Daemonine, reached out both hands to the jutting crimson stone, the piercing hum radiating in the air. It grew louder and louder still. Even a hundred paces from the stone, he still jolted back at the concussive shock wave that came next.

The resounding sound shattered the rest, silencing all the crashing of metal on metal, metal on sinew and skin and blood. Alevist ducked his head, taking one final look toward Aulder who had finally broken through enough of the overwhelming ranks. Most of the Stained continued to fight, but the rest began to flee.

The Aranari’s ears rang, but the clattering of greaves and the shouting of retreat echoed through that disquieted forest. Aulder had fallen to the ground with the crash and boom of the jutting stone.

Alevist turned toward where the door had been, the hum of it as silent as the forest. The white and gold of the Trunk behind where the door used to be was marked by red dust and the black burn of wood from a long put-out flame. He pulled in a deep breath, the howls of the Merciani surrounding the Tree growing loud in confusion.

He heard—and nearly felt—Aulder’s footsteps race toward him. The ringing in Alevist’s ears dampened as Aulder shouted at him.

“What have you done?” And it was Aulder’s voice—not Dominus’—who spoke to him.

Alevist peered up, his blade still firmly gripped in his hand. He swiped out and Aulder dodged the strike, pressing back in as Alevist went to pierce at Aulder’s heart. Aulder’s crimson vambraces parried the humming blade; he grabbed at Alevist’s wrists and pulled him upright.

The strength in Alevist’s arm weakened in an instant and the blade dropped to the ash and blood of the forest floor. He fell back to his knees as he was thrown to the ground, both wrists now controlled by Aulder. Whatever Will he had emanated into Alevist; it had weakened his whole body.

Aulder picked up the red blade, quickly tossing it behind him. The Vile were roused in excitement at the victory, the leaders commanding their soldiers in their foreign tongue to celebrate. Those who could shout coherent words were saying something. ‘Valhery,’ it sounded like. The others—those who were turned and mangled by the madness forever—howled and screeched as Alevist felt the weight of defeat.

He could have fled into whatever door was opened in that jutting rock. He could have run with them. Whatever called to him… It’s Linera, he thought, as his eyes veered back to his blade, and she was telling him to help them escape. Linera knew Alevist desired vengeance. And perhaps she did too. Perhaps she wanted her justice through him. Harglon would get what he deserved. And so would whoever else damned his family. Be it Stalhom, be it Salasmir, be it Dominus himself.

Alevist would have his vengeance. But it started in Maetlynd. And perhaps it ended there. But he would draw breath until that day came. And in accordance with Aulder’s proclamation from days before, his vengeance now marched toward him.


Chapter 39
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The gate buckled beneath Merciani feet and the city lay silent as they tore through the portcullis.

The disquiet of pattering footsteps of plate and chainmail and iron and steel upon ashen ground rang out into those city streets. Edelvin’s gate had come down across the embankment easily enough. Just as the flames before the wall were doused by Stalhom’s Will, so too was the iron and gold of the door run through by the traulth.

Its roars and bellowing howls boomed through the empty causeways as the force of Merciani poured through. Behind them came misguided and coerced Ver’Skyi and Kalatari, Aranari and Haltrishar warriors.

Stalhom and Harglon delivered instructions to the divided forces, sending some Merciani with the Ver’Skyi northwest to the lanes leading to the Ardent Wall. They and the traulth were to track down the citizens who had sheltered within the walls of Edelvin. And a quarter of them would pay homage to the crimson God.

The forces of Oberran were said to be holding against the Merciani, though Stalhom insisted they would succumb soon enough. Sen Tok was overrun and destroyed, giving the western part of Taldreas even more stability as they took steps toward peace.

What came next weighed on Salasmir as he staggered through Edelvin. It felt a relief he needn’t have killed any of the Stained within the walls upon his arrival at the gate. Even more a relief that nobody else had fought back against him and his forces in the field. Though it was unfortunate that if they had fought, they would have faced their demise against the soulless Vile.

And though they appeared soulless, Stalhom assured Salasmir of their sentience. Some of the Merciani commanders spoke the common tongue as well as any on Maetlynd, though still bearing a hard and unfamiliar accent. And though Salasmir feared their briared and crimson weapons, he suppressed that fear with hope of what was to come. Hope for peace finally on Maetlynd. And peace for a tortured and shamed populace from Mersianei.

“Where have they all gone?” Salasmir asked, turning to Stalhom. The two were astride horses, as was Harglon.

Stalhom pointed forward, his eyes narrowing in expectation. Through the city streets, the empty houses creaked in the wind; the ashes swirling over rooftops.

A resounding blast punctured through the city then. A concussive reverberation shook the ground beneath Salasmir’s feet. “What was that?”

Stalhom kneed his horse forward into a leisurely pace. “Your faith is waning then.”

Salasmir’s head dipped. “Negative, Lord God.”

Stalhom smiled. “At least we can count on you being a soldier. But the Gods call you to a greater purpose. They demanded you be raised to the rank of Artisan. Not because they need a man like you to live forever. But because what you wield will bring us and the Gods together.”

Salasmir’s eyes veered to his saddle, the rose-shaped hilt of his blade protruding over his right thigh. He bowed, doing his best to hide his dismay. “Aye, Lord God.”

“As I am one—you are two.” The horse’s hooves clattered on the ashen cobbles, the Vile soldiers behind roaming through Edelvin’s formerly staunch and now broken gates. Stalhom had opted to keep most of those who had previously served the Unity in the rear, protecting from a surprise attack or ambush as the rest flowed through the city.

“As you are one, I am two.”

“We are the future of Maetlynd. We are the builders of its future. I understand the weight of that, for I have borne it through an endless void of time. I have seen ideas put into the wind, some good, others not so much.” Stalhom flicked his hand to the side, their horses still moving toward the old entrance to the Sacred Woods. A billowing smoke broke out in the distance, near the base of the great Tree’s Trunk. “Too many minds before have vied for what is right,” Stalhom continued, spitting out the last of his words with disdain. “And so often, the road to turmoil is paved with the intentions of right. We suffer enough ourselves. It is time to bear that weight so our people can thrive. It is a sacrifice we must make so they can finally see peace in these torn and fragmented continents. This will take us to Mercy when we are ready. It will grant us their technologies, it will grant us a fight against a greater, more evil enemy who seeks domination here. That is why Dominus has come.”

“And you can assure me,” Salasmir said, speaking loud enough over the clamor of soldiers’ steps behind him, through the veil of Harglon’s hating eyes burning a hole into the back of Salasmir’s head. “Burning the Dawn Tree is the most necessary step?”

Salasmir wished he had known better. He wished he had the wisdom of Epochs; of a hundred thousand or more years behind him to grant him those answers. He wanted to make the right choice. And perhaps it wasn’t the right choice that needed making. Perhaps the choice being given to him was the one he needed to follow.

He was to decide the future of Maetlynd. He was going to rage in a war against the purest of evils. He looked around, seeing the charcoal skin, tattered with crimson markings riding up each of the Vile’s shoulders like vines.

Even if I must stand by the side of evil in order to reach that greatest evil, Salasmir thought. He looked at Stalhom, hiding the hatred he now bore for his master.

Stalhom didn’t look back. “It is the only way.”

Salasmir bowed his head once more as they approached the torn-down entrance to the Sacred Woods. What had once been untouched iron enlivened with filigree now lay mangled and shattered.

The iron door itself had fallen to the dirt, bodies of Vile—even bodies of creatures he had never seen, still covered in the red Blight—lay along the cobbles of that old entrance. The walls that had surrounded it were shattered too, the stones around the door appearing so old that the iron could have fallen to a gust of wind.

The vast entrance was one of the many leading into the forest before them. Smoke and the sounds of war echoed in that distance. Toward the sea, the Vile fought against those protecting the beach near the port. Stalhom’s multi-pronged design. It prevented sorties from striking out from the beachhead leading into the Sacred Woods. It bought his Vile time.

“Harglon,” Stalhom said. “Send half our force with your most trusted to the port to end the fight. Add additional reinforcements to those going northwest to the Ardent Wall.”

“But Lord, what if we need—”

“Send them,” Stalhom said. “We have to pursue the Forgotten. For what would we be if not a refuge of peace for them during this new dawn?”

Harglon nodded, whispering to one of his Daerikal and another of the Vile commanders.

“We’re only taking three thousand Vile in?” Salasmir asked.

“We don’t need much.”

“What if it’s all a trap? They could have fit their entire force into the Sacred Woods with miles left over for—”

“Have faith once more, Salasmir. We are making headway.”

Salasmir stifled his sigh as he turned his eyes to the gaping opening into the forest.

The pungent aroma of death latched onto each tree.

The same screeching chant echoed on the sweat, fire, and ashen breeze after their day and a half march to meet the force near the base of the Tree.

Salasmir stayed vigilant as time passed. Some Kaledar or Vile witch scribed that the Hardranians marching south would be dealt with by a western force, the same force that had successfully taken Sen Tok. Edelvin’s port should be under the control of the Vile, with the Unity forces outside the city moving in to temper the hostilities. But it seemed, other than those in the settlements along their way north who opted not to join the Forgotten, that no citizens remained on Taldreas. Only the refugees who went north were left unconquered. Them and whatever Stained soldiers they captured who were fleeing through the woods.

The account given by one of those deserters was taken warmly by Stalhom, and he offered the man mercy, giving him a place under his rule if he were to submit to the madness. The man had nodded in a reluctant agreement, death being his only other option. It was strange to see someone choose the uncertainty of madness over the mystery of death. Suffering, while hoping to persevere over the all-encompassing aftermath of either nothingness or one’s God’s embrace.

The man was taken back by one of the Vile Lieutenants. Back in with the rest of those who had opted for the madness. Fewer chose death, and so a thousand Stained were spared and marched back to the city of Edelvin.

By the time they had made it to the Tree, only half the three thousand Vile soldiers who went into the forest remained, the rest used as staggering escorts and executioners. There was no telling how many Stained escaped east or wholly west. But it was said there had been ten thousand within the walls.

As they continued their slow approach, the howls of the Vile near the Tree grew louder. The once sacred arches leading into the entrance by the looming golden branch were torn down, the ivory charred black and stained gray by fallen ash.

Salasmir’s eyes veered to one man standing taller than most of the Vile.

Erevayn. Only—he seemed so different. Either holding a renewed sense of vigor, or the pain of burden Salasmir had grown even more familiar with since becoming an Artisan.

Erevayn slowly turned to face his uncle, his eyes shot red with the glow the Vile bore. His bare chest bore no marking of the Blight itself; his skin was white, shading toward an almost golden hue, as the Aranari typically had. Only it was now darker, in the shadow of the Shroud above. Maybe being so close to the Tree had tinted his skin more deeply. And his nephew’s left forearm was wholly of translucent crimson stone.

“Dominus,” Stalhom said, his arms outstretched as his horse continued forward.

“You’re late,” Erevayn said. Only it didn’t sound wholly as Salasmir remembered.

“Some small things along the way we had to deal with. Are you ready?”

Erevayn convulsed a moment, his head twitching to the side. “Is this the one that brought me to you?” he said, his fingers pointing out past Salasmir to Harglon.

Stalhom stopped his horse, dismounting. “Aye.”

“What sort of madness is this?” Salasmir said, his mouth agape, his head tilted as he looked to his nephew and the God Emperor. “Nephew—what are you doing here?”

Salasmir watched Erevayn’s eyes soften, before his head twitched and his face returned to a blank stare. “Bring forward the Blood Knight. I am grateful that the Lord of Blood himself has such loyal acolytes in the Outer Wills. Therefore, I would like for him to be rewarded.”

Harglon dismounted and stepped forward.

“What are you doing?” Stalhom said. He held his arm out, impeding Harglon. He signaled for Salasmir to move toward the Tree. “We have things that need taking care of. And Salasmir is our vessel for that ceremony.”

Erevayn looked to Salasmir finally, his eyes hard with ill intent. He nodded. “Of course,” he said, stepping out of the way of the Tree, beckoning his uncle over with his arm out in waiting. “Come and begin Maetlynd’s future.”

What on Maetlynd?

But it was too late to turn around now. He had made it so far, had been raised up and bestowed the role of Artisan. He needed to see it through. And perhaps burning the Dawn Tree was to be the end of that.

Salasmir stepped forward, unsheathing his ivory blade. The power emanating from its natural glowing hue burned into his hand as he gripped the haft. It radiated with the essence of Dawn.

“No, Salasmir,” Stalhom said. “Find yourself the Form of Chaos. Emanate it into your blade. You are one of the Marked. You have control over it.”

Salasmir looked to his hilt, the center of it bearing a hardstone with the symbol of the Dawn. The golden Tree burned heavy and glowed its deep color. But as he listened to his master, he felt his hand pulsing. The stone began to turn right in front of him. The once golden symbol shone then a bluish, deep purple. The flow of Chaos tearing into the stone began to shift the symbol. And as he was about to do to the Tree, the symbol of the Dawn burned into that of Chaos. The amorphous flow of vines weaving into a three-taloned hand.

“Good,” Stalhom said.

The Aranari looked to the Tree, the hum pooling in his ivory blade now colored that same gargling purple. Vines clawed and reached toward the tip of the straight blade, the length of it near the height of Salasmir himself. In his grip, what had once been heavy felt so light. He climbed the stone stairs that led to the base of the Tree, the billowing smoke to his right piercing from a former crimson stone, shattered and burned.

He passed Erevayn, feeling a heat radiating from him. Something felt wrong. It wasn’t his nephew any longer—not that Salasmir saw at least. Erevayn’s eyes nearly didn’t look toward his uncle until he had already walked past. Salasmir himself felt the glare over his shoulders. He felt a sort of plea coming from his nephew that didn’t show on his hardened face. He read only anger upon it. A disdain for Salasmir that perhaps couldn’t be explained or justified. Maybe, Salasmir thought, he should have treated his nephew with more grace. Maybe he had truly fallen and needed a mentor other than that cheeky Kul.

Salasmir hesitated, gripping his blade in two hands. “Are you still the Erevayn I knew?”

Erevayn turned then, locking his gaze with his uncle’s. Where his nephew stood, it appeared he was on a hill of his own. A cut above those staring up at them. And those below cheered in their Vile tongue. Lost words to Salasmir, but words with meaning nonetheless, for their eyes radiated a hope he had never seen. A hope, perhaps, he had never himself once felt.

“Get on with it, Salasmir!” Stalhom shouted from a hundred paces away.

“I am Aulder and have always been,” Erevayn—Aulder—said in his own voice. “I am not the drunkard or the gambler. I am not the lustful dear nephew you once knew. I am made new. Dominus has given me—has given us all—a new hope.”

Was Aulder not the name of Alevist’s son?

Dismissing the thought, Salasmir nodded then, both his hands upon the haft of his downturned blade. He felt the Will of the Chaos bearing through him into that sword. He felt all it offered. The temptation of it as it pulled the point of the blade toward the Tree. It was now, as it was when he was made an Artisan, his time to rise to his calling.

He kneeled and thrust the blade into the base of the Tree, his fingers and hands and arms seared as the vines of Chaos reached out to grasp the ivory and turn ashen, then a near black. A purple flame tore up the Tree and it began to burn once more.

It wasn’t going to collapse, though it almost turned into a cloud of dust above him. It sparkled, the embers burning purple as vines overtook the Tree. It was as if a layer had been hiding along the outside of the Tree beside the Shroud, which also fell to the same decrepit color of death.

Salasmir’s eyes softened as he peered upward, seeing the vines coruscate around the Tree that he used to look at as a guide, as a home. And then, Aulder came up behind him, Salasmir’s blade still in the Tree. He laid the weight of that crimson hand on his uncle’s shoulder and Salasmir fell still.

All Salasmir could see was the stone in his hilt. The symbol of the taloned purple vines now shone red, the symbol once again burning into that of an upturned blade wrapped in briars.

Black clouds rose overhead. And through the Tree branches above—as Salasmir’s shoulder burned with agony—he saw red crashes of lightning burning into the Tree and the land surrounding Taldreas.

The vines upon the Tree emanated that evil crimson then, the color of the Blight as the Tree fully turned. Salasmir tried pulling his hands from his haft, but to no avail. He tried yanking the blade from the Tree, the hum of his blade now turned fully crimson over that ivory metal. Nothing happened. The sword instead stayed within. He turned to see his nephew’s dark smile. Only now, Salasmir knew, it wasn’t his nephew. What remained of his nephew was only a glimmer in the man that had his hand on his shoulder.

His chest burned with self-loathing, with shame. Salasmir tried to pull free as the Tree above him began to rain ash. Falling at a rate that appeared as if it would cover all of northern Taldreas in heaps. Perhaps the Ardent Wall would be impacted, certainly the port of the city a day back. The cliffs to the east within the Sacred Woods, its brush that sees the sea, would also be covered.

“This wasn’t the agreement!” Stalhom yelled, charging Aulder. “This isn’t—”

Aulder reached out his other hand, the one still truly remaining, and gripped Stalhom by the throat. He emanated a pulse of Omen Will, and it torched into the Artisan.

The God Emperor choked and trampled and tripped over his feet. Aulder raised Stalhom then from the cobble stairs. Aulder—keeping his crimson hand upon Salasmir’s back, ensuring both Stalhom and he were in his grasp—lashed out with a crimson Will at Stalhom’s throat. His body at the neck dropping to and down the dais.

As Salasmir felt his hand radiate one final pulse, the blade in his grasp simmered. Aulder pulled his grip away, Salasmir taking a deep breath before heaving his blade from the roots.

Salasmir wished to leap forward, to stab through the back of his nephew, but his guilt and some unseen force held him rooted next to his fallen ivory greatblade and the Tree itself.

Stalhom’s head still remained in Aulder’s hand, a crimson glow still humming from his grasp. Salasmir would have almost thought the red Will itself the most beautiful thing he had ever seen, if it hadn’t spelled the death of his God Emperor.

“You are free of your oppressor,” Aulder said, his grip’s hum silencing before he turned to face Salasmir. “I will never have you do what he has asked of you. For you are true kin. He was a fraud.”

Salasmir’s mouth was agape, his eyes upturned to Aulder’s crimson eyes. Stalhom’s silver blood pocked with red sinew leaked from his severed neck. Aulder lifted the head and drank the blood.

The silver drenched his lips. Aulder mumbled, his words growing more clear as he spoke. “You drink the silver blood of a true believer, of one of those of the Inner Will, and you become immune to that which they believed so fiercely in.” He smiled then, throwing Stalhom’s head down the cobbles leading to the field of grass and ash, the Vile soldiers all surrounding it. As if creating an arena of their own, they began to gather in a circle toward the base of the Tree.

Aulder leaned over. Salasmir was frozen on his knees, his forearms falling to his thighs in a somehow heavier defeat. Aulder’s bones cracked, his bare back mottled and torn.

Wings pierced from his center spine, covered in sinew, bone and blood dripping to the ashen floor.

What have I done?

“You have delivered my ascension,” Aulder said with a measured voice, turning back to Salasmir. “We can now truly prevent evil from coming to your sacred plane of existence. This home those Inner Gods have damned you and yours to. The Calevahn Empire will try to come from Mercy—and we will fight it.”

Salasmir’s brows furrowed, his head shaking out of his control.

“I do not need any more of the citizens of Maetlynd bestowed with madness, so we must gather them back from the north and south—from Anvia as well. All those who still live on the Isles. We must prepare them for war. You now have a fighting force amongst you, and land to defend. The Empire took that from me, from my bloodline and my people. You, Salasmir—you are one of the strong. You are meant to live and lead. And so you must.”

Salasmir stared, unseeing. “But Stalhom told me…”

“He fed you lies. For the most part. He had his own ambitions. He desired to be a God amongst men and declare himself as such. He cared not for saving my people, only for going to Mercy. But he couldn’t understand that going there wasn’t an option. We have to stay here. We have to hold the land we have. We have time before the Empire arrives, something we did not have on Mercy.”

“Why not? I thought you ruled Mercy.”

Aulder shook his head; Salasmir felt himself speaking to some other essence. “My body is there, yes. But it is sick. It is weak. This body has unfounded powers. Combining that of the Inner and Outer Wills was only possible here. And that is what we will use to face the Calevahn Empire. No being has ever been able to combine those forces of Will as I just have. And now I can protect my people from the genocide they face there.”

Salasmir took several heartbeats to stare at his nephew’s wings, their appearance more and more visceral as they sprouted and stretched.

“Now,” Aulder continued. “Blood Knight, step forward and earn your place to lead your lineage of the dragon kin.”

Harglon had been watching from below. Now his jaw clenched and he stepped forward, chin tilting up. Less in anger and more in a sort of pity. Perhaps that was exactly how Salasmir had looked.

The Bloünine pulled his blade from his scabbard in the circle of Vile below. Harglon looked around, his face hard and angry, guarded.

Aulder waved his hand out over the crowd, those below creating a hole to the west. And then Salasmir couldn’t believe his eyes.

Alevist.

It was true then. The Daemonine lived. His dark hair had grown much longer, dirty and matted with sweat and ash as it draped over his face down toward his shoulders. His beard had grown scruffy, and beneath that veil of hair, Salasmir noticed one glazed-over eye, the golden hue nearly fully drained from it; it now shone a piercing ivory.

Aulder smiled at Harglon. “You must kill an Artisan to take his place.” Aulder gestured toward Salasmir. “We already have our Aranari representation, so your old opponent is obsolete. The Daerikal, on the other hand, need a new leader to follow. Someone who can truly take them from the Isles of their fears. It is time we see who will stand as victor between you two once and for all.”

Alevist looked up, his hands bound, past Aulder to Salasmir. The howls and chants of the Vile had grown silent. His eyes finally then veered upward to the Tree. The crimson vines clung to it, the purple flame extinguished. Clouds still lingered above, though without their strikes of red lightning.

“Fuck,” Alevist said, his head shaking as he locked his gaze with Salasmir. One of the Vile stretched forward, cutting Alevist’s bonds.

“Bring him his blade.”
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Since he had been brought into the fighting circle, the heat of Alevist’s fury hadn’t left his veins.

He slowed his breathing, keeping his mouth closed, inhaling twice deeply before releasing. The air around him rippled. The stinging scent of fire from above lingered in the air beneath that layer of soft ash. His single pauldron had been returned to him, the red cloak still attached to it. The same cloak Aulder had been wrapped in as a babe. The only piece of Aulder he’d had after surviving Harglon’s rage.

His son was alive, but he had been taken from him once again. And Harglon was responsible for that too. He was responsible for bringing Dominus to Maetlynd once more.

The last time he’d met Harglon in the Sacred Woods, Alevist had defeated the Daerikal Blood Knight and taken his Runestones from his skin. He thought that was a fate worse than death. He thought that, in stopping the Blood Knight from imbuing cursed Will into the Tree, he had prevented a worse outcome.

Only what Alevist had done was perhaps worse. Maybe the fall of Maetlynd would have been better suited to happen thirty-four years ago instead of now.

Here he was once again, staring across at his enemy. This time, much closer to the Dawn Tree. And the Dawn Tree was now wholly taken by the Blight.

Aranor should have foreseen this second coming, with all of his wisdom. But it seemed to Alevist now just how human the Artisans had been. Just as liable to make mistakes as anyone else, only with thousands of years of preconceived ideas behind them to consider.

Harglon stood still and silent as the ash fell. It felt as if a fire raged all around them, the heat of that burned Tree pulsing through the evening. Or was it still evening?

“This is what you have wanted,” Aulder said, speaking down to both of the contenders within the ring of enemies, his eyes lingering an extra moment on Alevist.

My son? Alevist beckoned from within. Is that you? Are you in there?

There was to be no escape for Alevist. The only escape was before him. His only escape was to go to his grave, damned to Mercy, with Harglon’s blood on his hands. The Bloünine’s life would be ripped from the dirt. There would be no mercy as there was all those years ago.

Alevist needn’t ask Aulder what was in store for him if he survived. Perhaps Aulder would keep him alive, or maybe he would sic the thousands of Vile around upon him. He’d be able to kill quite a few before he fell. Now that he had a handle on his powers.

One of the Vile commanders walked slowly down the steps, Alevist’s blade in his hands like some ceremonial bouquet of flowers. The Aranari looked beyond that Vile to see Salasmir rise to his feet, the fear in the warrior’s eyes stirring a darker feeling in Alevist.

Salasmir’s naked desire for power had led him to his moment, his blade piercing into that Trunk, burning the Tree with the Blight. It was something he heavily regretted now, written clearly across his face, only moments after. Once the two warriors locked eyes, Salasmir’s face steeled in resolve.

“Take your blade.” Aulder’s voice radiated through the ash and wood and fire.

Alevist looked down at his sword and the Tear within, then once more to his son, gripping the hilt with an uncontrollable snarl on his lips as the Vile commander walked away.

‘It seems this may be our real end, my love,’ she said.

Alevist felt her through the weapon, as if he had his hands on her once more. As if they were lying in their bed before it all ended.

A cool chill rushed through him.

‘But we will not go without taking the man who took our baby girl and our son from us. First, this Harglon. Then, we must free Aulder from his body.’

Alevist’s stare locked on his blade as he brandished it. ‘I will not fail you again,’ he said to her.

Her impassioned agreement shone within him then, and so he bore the blade upward, staggering to his feet. That same urge turned his gaze to Harglon. He lit the blade with the Will of the Dawn, the golden-hue made crimson by the steel itself, and redder still by the soul within it.

Harglon dipped the tip of his blade across the ashen forest floor. The massive greatblade borne in a single hand.

The Daerikal ripped the top of his undershirt open. “Remember these?” he said. Three Runestones shaped a triangle on the man’s upper left chest, the Runemark of Blood distinctly branded behind them. “You took them from me.” And Harglon ripped the rest of his shirt open, the long sleeves dipping to each side. He wore no armor, nor chain shirt. Instead, his body was covered in the Runestones.

“I went and found more.”

As Dominus had told him, one needn’t be Marked in order to use the magicks. But one with the affinity for the stones bore a stronger power if he had access to them. Alevist stepped forward, his sword humming in his two-handed grip.

Harglon smiled and pulled his weapon up, a plume of ash dusting the windy air. Still single-handed, he turned the straight blade before his nose. The blood red sword’s hum emanated then, the stones on his torso glowing with a similar hate. The broken shield of the Blood God was upon his chest, the symbol as a whole made larger by its connection between stones. “Viyl proth ni.”

The shield protects me.

Harglon rushed forward, his lightning-like speed making his attacks nearly impossible to parry. Their blades clashed, their hums and magicks pouring out red and gold embers onto the white floor around them.
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Salasmir stood wide-eyed.

Harglon moved as swiftly as he had in the arena. The number of stones the man bore on his body rendered him an abomination. Ten to fifteen, all imbued with that symbol of the Outer Will.

It seemed to Salasmir, as he had not noticed before, that all of the Outer Wills worked as one. The Crimson God and that of the Blood both seemed to want the same thing: a place of their own.

Salasmir stepped away from his ivory sword, the steel still molded into that burned and vine-wrapped trunk. He stopped by his nephew’s side, Aulder smiling along as he watched the two warriors clash.

The Vile weren’t cheering, only ensuring that within the circle around the Dawn Tree, the Daemonine and Bloünine had the space to fight.

The two were still blade locked, Harglon bearing down onto what looked to be a weakened Alevist. Salasmir couldn’t believe that a single arm was still strong enough to hold such a greatblade aloft, and to force Alevist back was an even greater feat.

Harglon reached out, trying to emanate some Omen through his hand, but Alevist jumped back, swiping with a riposte, forcing Harglon to pull his hand back. Salasmir watched the Daerikal’s dark smile cross his face as he stepped away, circling Alevist once more.

He moved in with another strike, coming down on Alevist single-handed. Alevist parried, forcing the blade back in a crash of light. It appeared Alevist had borne the use of the Force Will within his blade at the same time the Dawn radiated through it. And the Dawn within him was somehow still connected, even though Salasmir had burnt the Tree to the ground.

Alevist stormed forward, swinging fervently, Harglon reacting in time to do the same. They grabbed each other at the wrist, but Alevist was faster. Omen tore through Harglon as his blade slashed out, the bare Runic steel shining in the fading light above the Tree.

Alevist spun. Harglon used his strength to pull away, but not before Alevist landed a cut, three of the Runestones falling into the ash. Harglon leaned over, holding his side as he stumbled back.

The Vile were silent, watching to see who would die. With the Form of Outer Will Harglon bore, and such immense power running through those stones in his body, Alevist could very well die from a single piercing strike.

Salasmir turned to look at his own blade. If Alevist were to win, Aulder would still kill him. Who else could stand against Aulder and whatever demon occupied his body?

Salasmir was going to have to do something.

He was going to have to kill his nephew.

His focus shifted as he slowly took one step away, clearing his thoughts as he had when cutting away at the Vilegaur under the Tree of Dusk all those years ago. Before he watched Beladahn dive from the city of Kaneretta’s bridge and swim to the Trunk. And then that pulse rushed out and Salasmir lived, crimson stone filling those spaces where the enemy had been before him.

Alevist stormed forward, Harglon’s attachment to the Wills temporarily quelled by Alevist’s proclivity for the Omen Form. Harglon bashed away angry strikes from the Daemonine as his Runic steel began to crack.

Harglon dodged once more, trying to conserve his blade. But after his second roll, he had to fend off one last strike. His blade radiated a pulse of Blood Will as the swords clashed again. The sigil borne in Harglon’s chest relit red instead of the clouded black, with pieces of the shield symbol now cut away. He charged forward with a surge of strength, two hands on his blade. Alevist slid the edges of their swords together, trapping the base of Harglon’s sword into two of the three rising prongs of Alevist’s hilt.

He spun into Harglon’s backward momentum, the Daerikal still reserving his strength as he bore his blade two-handed. The Daemonine released his haft with his weak hand, twisting the crimson-edged claws of his blade as it continued its surge of humming Will, gold darkening the blood red light pulsing in Harglon’s blade. The golden sword’s edge swayed past Harglon’s face, the blades still locked at Alevist’s hilt.

The Aranari was close enough to grab Harglon’s elbow, but as Alevist gripped it, Harglon unlit his blade, allowing it to snap in Alevist’s hilt. If the remaining portion of the Daerikal’s blade lit with the light of Blood Will, Alevist would be a dead man.

Alevist fell forward with the sudden jolt, Harglon pulling away from Alevist’s grip. And Harglon sent a riposte into Alevist’s side. Salasmir couldn’t see if the stones in the Daerikal’s chest had turned the Omen black.

Silver blood began to leak from Alevist’s side, and Salasmir’s mouth fell open. Alevist coughed. Harglon twisted the blade in Alevist’s side and whispered something in the Daemonine’s ear. The Vile around were still eerily silent.

Harglon’s smile dipped as he pulled his blade from Alevist.

No Will coursed through it.

Alevist had stunted the Will of Blood with that of the Omen.

Salasmir finally turned around to grab his blade, his hand on the haft as he spun back fast enough to watch Alevist pull away. Alevist’s blade was still alight as he cut high toward Harglon’s neck.
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Alevist pulled away far enough that the tip of his blade caught Harglon at the neck.

It seemed only a superficial layer, but it forced Harglon to reach for his throat, the man starting to cough blood.

Harglon dropped his blade, the stones in his chest lighting red as the black smoke upon them began to fade. It seemed he was trying to heal himself. So Alevist closed the distance, this time bearing his hand down on the man’s shoulder, emanating the Omen Will once more; the pain in Alevist’s side was a mere inconvenience in comparison to that which wrought through him from the use of Will.

The savage was forced to his knees, his eyes wide with fear. An involuntary snarl left Alevist’s mouth, his wife’s instruction during the fight still ringing in his head.

‘Take his eyes,’ she said again, her desire for vengeance stronger than Alevist’s.

The Daemonine pulled away enough to watch Harglon clutch his throat, unable to heal himself through the Will of the God he prayed to. There was something to watching a man bleed who believed blood was the path to strength. Considering it was all falling out of the man’s own body.

Harglon choked as Alevist reversed his grip. He slowly stabbed one of the Daerikal’s eyes, ridding his blade of the Dawn so he could feel it slide in. Feel the resistance of the soft tissue inside Harglon’s head.

Harglon’s hands shot up to grip at the blade, holding it firmly and pressing away with enough strength to stall Alevist. Harglon’s hand tore and blood drenched the edges of the sword. He coughed against the leaking wound at his neck, all while strong enough to keep Alevist’s weapon from killing him.

Against that strength, Alevist bore his weight down on his haft. Harglon’s eyes punctured deep into the rest of his skull, bone cracking as both sockets and his nose were sliced with the blade’s entry.

Harglon’s hands fell, Alevist pushing his blade through Harglon’s head and into the ground as he keeled backwards. Alevist left one hand on the haft so he could feel his wife’s presence. He looked at Harglon’s body, his blood pouring into the ash beneath him, his head pierced through with the three prongs of Alevist’s hilt. Alevist felt the weight of his knee on the ashen ground, the sense of space coming back to him.

The growls began around him. The chant from the Vile grew louder and louder as if responding to some command.

Alevist pulled his attention from his path of vengeance, to the surrounding Vile now circling toward him. Behind Aulder, Salasmir’s ivory blade lit gold with Dawn, crashing down on Alevist’s son. But Aulder was too fast. He turned to grab at the man, tossing him down the dais with a use of Force into the circle by Alevist’s side.

Aulder snarled as he stared down at the two Aranari.

‘You must continue to fight,’ Linera said.

Alevist looked to his hilt in response, Harglon’s destroyed face at the base of it.

Salasmir stood and brushed himself off, Alevist then standing against his fatigue—against his agony. He lit the Dawn and watched Harglon’s dead face melt at the edges of his blade. He then pulled it free from the dirt and blood and ash.

The two warriors slammed their backs together. “I never thought this day would come,” Salasmir said. “But I am honored to die beside you.”

Alevist had always felt a disdain emanating from the man. A jealousy. A hatred.

The Vile continued their slow approach. ‘One hundred paces,’ Linera warned.

He felt Salasmir’s head nodding behind him, the weight of his armor holding Alevist up. “I always looked up to you. I hope you know that.”

Alevist glanced over his shoulder and sighed. “This is an end neither of us truly wanted, yet we receive.”

Alevist sensed something, and for a heartbeat, he thought it was another urge from Linera and his blade. In the next instant, he realized the energy pulsing around him emanated from Salasmir. Something unfathomably powerful. Untamable, even.

‘Fifty paces,’ Linera reminded Alevist.

The power from Salasmir, the sword of Reckoning, was unlike anything Alevist had ever felt. Perhaps having their backs together let Salasmir’s energy pour into him. But more likely the unknown was just that.

The horde charged the two warriors. Alevist’s greatblade hummed with Dawn as the Will poured through it, forcing back the first three attackers in a single strike, cutting two at their necks, the third only mangled at the arm.

He turned with the weight of his swing. And it was then he watched the single most impressive feat he had ever seen.

Salasmir cut with fierce flashes of Dawn, shining so brightly against the enemy that they began to waver. It seemed with a single strike, twenty were cut back. Salasmir jolted forward, seemingly not expecting that his slashes could bear so much power. But bodies fell and seared before him, some instantly burning to black ash and golden ember.

He swung again and the Vile in front of him stepped back, three or four then pressing forward.

‘If you can fight one, you can fight many,’ Linera said, quoting the Book of Nine Runes.

Alevist parried the first strike from the frontmost enemy, ducking as he grazed that Vile’s blade along his hilt in order to redirect it into its comrade. His Dawn lit as he pulled back, striking downward at the last remaining attacker before another wave began their approach.

Salasmir stepped before him, his strikes wild and wide, so unlike the methodical warrior. He cut away as enemy after enemy fell to ash, giving Alevist time to see Aulder’s face at the top of the stairs. He bore an expression of utter shock, his own eyes wide and impressed.

Aulder’s mouth muttered the word, “Impossible.” Then, Alevist turned back to watch Salasmir tearing through ranks of the enemy before halting, the tip of his blade falling as the hum of Dawn diminished. The old warrior heaved a breath in, shaking his head and clearing his throat.

He appeared much older then, somehow. A being given eternal life appeared as such, but it seemed the blade was taking more from him than it was giving. Life after life of the Vile fell, but Salasmir’s own life force seemed to diminish.

Salasmir plunged back into battle, and it was then Alevist saw an opening in the ranks of the Vile, a golden wolf shooting through the enemy Merciani.

It halted before Alevist.

Salasmir stopped once more, parrying then a few normal strikes after the enemy Vile seemed to grow more confident in the man’s weakness. The warrior panted as he stood staring out against the circle of Merciani. And their gaze met one final time.

“Run!” Salasmir howled, Linera’s voice from his blade coalescing as one.

The golden wolf halted before him, its mass almost that of a horse. It looked at him in expectation. Alevist gripped at the fur about its nape, pulling himself onto its back as he slung his blade over his shoulder. The softstone at the center of the crimson steel connected through the straps, the baldric firmly molding to his form.

He took a moment to stare back at Aulder. His son fired a wave of Dusk toward Alevist. The wave raised ash from the ground, freezing and killing Vile and Merciani alike in its path as the wolf tore and jumped over ranks—over the tops of shields, bursting away from the frosty shadow in pursuit. The wave picked up speed and continued to peel into the ground as the wolf crashed onto the dirt before him, turning, nearly throwing Alevist from its back as a golden pulse emanated from the wolf’s maw. The Wave of Dusk shattered against that of the Dawn, crashing over Alevist.

The wolf bolted through the brush, driving east. Alevist was growing tired, his blood still pooling in his hand at his side. He felt his grip tighten onto the beast, almost against his own will, his sweat glistening on the golden fur he held his head against.

The ground rumbled beneath him and the wolf. He felt more pain as he radiated Dawn through the hand into the piercing wound, sealing it. It was tender to touch, but the dull pain he felt throughout his body was more tender still. It was as if his mind hunched over in dejection, but he pulled his shoulders back through that pain and suffering as he felt his victory. The seeds of his revenge now sown.

The wolf tore through the woods, howls of the Vile behind growing louder as they made ground finding a path. A path leading out to the Sunrise Cliffs, ever protected by some unseen barrier. That sacred place where only the Artisans had ever set foot.

A dial-turn had gone by, the wolf’s endurance not slipping at all.

The heaving breaths of the beast were only matched in volume by the crashes of its paws into the dirt, bramble, and ash of the forest and its floor.

Alevist wished to stop, but he knew the wolf had his best interests at heart. The dim golden fur of the beast shone through the darkness of the brush, lighting their way.

It must have been half a day before they drew near the cliffs, and a barrier never pushed them back. Instead, Alevist felt the wave of it pulse through him as he and the wolf dashed cleanly through, finally reaching the cliffs. The wolf stopped at the edge—the howls of the Vile behind them had slowed, the beast’s pace unmatched through the forest. Seagulls rode the air over the cliff’s edge and crows alike the forest behind. The looming trees cast their shadow from the setting sun. The Vile must have been far enough in their wake, but time was running short. Only a hundred paces separated them from the trees and the edge to the depths below.

Water crashed fifty or more feet below. He turned over, breathing more heavily than the beast. As he stared at the creature, he sensed a familiarity. The stare and the protective nature of it reminded him of that of an old friend.

It approached and its hot breath warmed Alevist’s face. The wolf nudged its snout against Alevist, urging him toward the cliff’s edge.

Merin, Alevist thought, his eyes tearing up. The wolf’s heavy panting continued as it sat on its hind quarters. “You’re—”

The wolf sat and stared. It was him. Alevist knew it was Merin. The beast’s eyes held the same lingering sadness and hope. Its posture and mannerisms were more Merin-like still. An apologetic look crossed the beast’s face. Pity for the damned. As Merin had always held.

The golden fur bore a slight crimson hue, a symbol of the curse upon the beast’s skin.

“How?” Alevist asked, not expecting an answer.

But after all that Alevist had seen, perhaps Merin having the spirit of a wolf in him wasn’t unlikely. Maybe this was the outcome of a Turner becoming an Artisan. Though, Alevist never thought Merin a Turner until that night in Milanteus. When they laid Merin to rest on the pyre.

What he thought was a dream had been real. Merin’s animal spirit escaped the flames and rode to the Dawn Tree. A Protector of the Sacred Woods.

Alevist stood and reached out to the beast’s snout, grazing it between both eyes down to the cold wet nose. The wolf’s gaze turned over in satisfaction, but the howls of the enemy echoed now in the western brush.

Merin’s head snapped and turned back to look at the trees, then spun to Alevist as he nudged him closer to the edge.

The wolf barked, akin to a dog’s, but deeper.

Alevist looked over the edge, the water below calmer than it had been when they approached. The sound of the Merciani stormed closer, so Alevist didn’t have very long.

And before Alevist could turn to see Merin one last time, he felt the push of the animal’s snout against the center of his back, the water below approaching fast as he pulled himself tight and prepared to meet the ocean below. His hands reached out beneath him as he tried to radiate a thrust of Force to break his fall, but the pain still struck fast.

A wet burn through his clothes and the hot sting of salt water on his wounds.

Then, the relief of that pain passing. And he felt his world dim as he willed himself to consciousness.

He broke the surface, his arms flailing as the weight of his armor and cloak started to drag him down.

His first instinct was to rid himself of the pauldron, but that would mean he’d lose his cloak, and his cloak was the last piece of Aulder he held onto. Instead, he struggled, swimming to a nearby boulder, pounded by waves, but dry on top.

He grabbed at it, his hand slipping. On his second try he managed to grip at a wet jutting portion of the rock, radiating Dawn through his hand so as to dry it, pulling himself up on the now heated surface.

He looked up as Merin peered down at him, the echoes of the Merciani drowned out by the ocean around him. The cliff above was unassailable. He couldn’t go back to save Merin or Salasmir.

He shivered on the rock under the light of the moon.

He felt every beat of his heart as he held himself wrapped in the wet cloak, attempting to dry it with periodic blasts of Dawn. The blade on his back called to him, urged him to hold it. He wanted to be with Linera, but the blade was only a voice in his head. It wasn’t real. It had to be fake.

He felt the same urge to look over his shoulder out to the ocean, so he obeyed; he saw a piece of driftwood from the hull of a ship glowing under the moonlight. It sat still on the glassy waters, and so Alevist decided to struggle and swim toward it.

He heaved through the water with an incalculable effort, but he made it to the piece of wood, pulling himself up to lay flat upon it, taking a moment to look up at the stars. He needed sleep. It called to him as nothing ever had before. The use of Will had tired him so, pouring Omen out into Harglon taking an effort he hadn’t trained through in years. And so he slept as he felt his light dimming, the pain throughout his body taking him into that waiting darkness.


Chapter 40
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Viyala had grown tired of being on ships.

But fortunately, they grew closer to the beaches of Edelvin.

The lands they passed by were mostly barren, with the exception of the Hardranian tribes scattered along the ravines. Halvayne had stopped once or twice, restocking food for the ship, then tending to his people’s wants and fears.

Most of what he told them was about steering clear south of the Ardent Wall and the new enemy that held those territories. Shrinale’s son had sent one final scribe the day they began bearing south. He told them of their pursuit into the Sacred Woods and their goal to stop the Dawn Tree from its burning.

They abandoned Edelvin though, a city Viyala had grown fond of on her one or two visits. Oh, how even the mightiest fall.

Steyvin had written of Galigus’ demise, the man who was partially responsible for her father’s death. If he had never captured her father, then Erevayn wouldn’t have been able to kill him.

Shrinale wrote back, warning Steyvin of his need to survive, of the Stained siblings he was with and their need to survive. But it all seemed so far-fetched to Viyala. Chosen during the flood of Vile to bring the world anew, then hidden away for decades.

Halvayne stated that they would sail north, back to his people to take in those Forgotten, pulling them back over the bridges to Hardrada themselves. For the Vile would come, but it would take them time to settle, at least by his reckoning.

Viyala had another thought all together: what would be stopping them at all? If they were to find the passages in the Ardent Wall, they could walk right into Ar’den, pursuing the Forgotten endlessly. So what faith was there to be had that he could even save his people?

Perhaps it was Viyala who had grown more a cynic through all the suffering and turmoil. Perhaps it was finding out the man she loved, the father of her child, killed her very own father. If that was the truth of it, then her reconvening with Erevayn was going to be strange for him. She had to forgive him. Her father had it coming. And though it saddened her that one of her bloodline was gone, the grief of it felt more like proper decorum than anything else.

But by all the news that was coming from Taldreas—from the sacking of Sen Tok to the flames at the walls of Edelvin—it seemed Maetlynd had fallen. All that remained to take was Anvia. And with their forces already working with the Last Artisan, it was only a matter of time before they succumbed to what it was the Vile and their God wanted.

Viyala worried for Vilsera, who didn’t know she could scribe Viyala, with whom she had no established scribe connection to speak through. What had come of Oberran? And the others still in their villages on Taldreas?

And so Viyala, though silent the prior week, thought that taking up the mantle as an Artisan could be a possibility—a burden she would bear once this was all through. Though the execution of that hinged on her survival, and that of the other unknown Artisans, Erevayn being one.

Along their journey through the Ar’den Rise Strait, clouds overhead thundered, shooting red lightning down to a specific spot below. The black clouds lingered for only a brief time before they started to recede back north.

It was while they came out the eastern side of Ar’den that Viyala noticed the red and black clouds above shift and then totally dissipate in that northern distance. It was then she tore her gaze south to the gaping Tree over the edge of the continent, burning purple and black, and then red all over. Crimson vines shredded the Shroud, crawling up the Tree like the dead crawling from beneath the dirt. The once golden leaves were few and hued redder still. The ashes that fell over the land fell in steady droves, the windswept and dead world of Maetlynd on display for all to see.

The Tree of Dusk was next, Viyala was sure of it. And so Anvia would see the same reign of ash upon the world she once loved. If she was to birth it anew, it would take more than some gift of eternal life, though it felt that was the length of time it would take to perform such a feat. It would take overcoming that secret enemy of the crimson death. And to kill them seemed only to lead to more undeath.

For the first time in her life, it felt she had nowhere to go. She was on a ship with strangers and friends. Ewilen, Merin’s brother, she didn’t even know. So it was only Ilteria and Dullo, and those of Dullo’s ship that fought by her side in the weeks prior. It was then she started feeling the pressure of what the world put on her now. The pressure of needing to make it anew with nothing but a few friends. Rilen and Tiliya, the boy Fabiel, Merin’s brother, and then a young Vileborn boy named Toulin were all aboard as well. A whole bunch of those who faced the Blight and survived the madness. Another woman as well had made it from the mountains.

Ewilen told the story of their survival. Of how they had fled their mountain village of Milanteus after a Vile army stormed through it. And how they had come across Erevayn and Alevist and the twins with Merin’s body over a month before—before they went to some dark gate where evil became unleashed.

Viyala gazed around the ship in her introspection, then noticed some of the crew taking commands from Halvayne. Some began lowering themselves over the side. Shrinale had been the first to go.

“Slow the ship to a stop!” Dullo shouted out.

Cliffs ranged in that western distance, the sun cresting out over the top of them as it set over Taldreas. And further south, battle was ensuing. Stained soldiers clashed with those of the Vile.

“What’s going on?” Viyala asked, Ilteria walking by her side.

Halvayne continued to help his crew get down to their ship lashed to Dullo’s larger ship. “We’re getting on the boarder,” he said, heaving as he held one man dangling over the side.

“I’m going with you.”

Halvayne shook his head. “Stay. We’ll be back.”

Viyala backed up from that iron gaze, Ilteria with her. “We need to stay,” the Weaver said, grabbing at her friend’s arm.

Most of the armed crew had made it below. The larger ship had floated to a stop.

“Steel yourselves,” Halvayne shouted, making his way below. He stood with his arms upon his Seeress’ shoulders as she sat atop one of the iron-pleated wood benches along the interior of the long boarding ship. They whispered something to one another.

“Unhook!” Halvayne once again shouted. And his men did as he commanded. “Bear swords over the sides.” He paused, then looked back up to Viyala. “We’re going to crush some of these fancy blackwood ships the bastards got with iron and hatred.”

The Hardranians aboard that ship cheered as they floated away from Dullo’s galleon.

Dullo stared down at Viyala and Ilteria, though Ilteria’s gaze was still locked on the vessel full of warriors heading toward the violence along the shoreline in the distance.

The spiked contraption at the front of the boarding ship began to lower, and then Viyala shifted her gaze back to Dullo.

The Haftel nodded down to her. And she nodded back. It seemed saving Erevayn was now out of her hands. And she had submitted so easily to Halvayne’s command to stay. Somehow, the weight of it forced her to step back.

But as she watched the overwhelming force on the beach overcome what Stained there seemed to be holding it, she felt even better about that choice. That and the burning Tree above. The ash simmering over the mainland. The death that lay there.

As she thought on the scribe that went unanswered by Erevayn, her hand went to her stomach, and she had to do something she hadn’t in quite some time. She had to hope Erevayn was going to make it out alive.
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Blood and fire and death raged on the shoreline.

The scent of hot wrath poured in through the ever-dissipating fog as the sun beat down behind them.

Benedites fought for every inch, but the enemy kept pace against the Stained.

The reinforcements had helped, but not to the extent he and Jani needed. He had hoped they would receive more than the number they’d gotten, but with the state of Edelvin and the current siege, his expectations quickly fell. Many more Merciani breaching ships had come ashore, and now, the fight was being lost on two fronts.

He cut and slashed against the charging foe. He held the line with his axe, waves of Dusk humming out with each lethal swipe. Though those efforts seemed to be of no avail as they were pushed back.

He separated himself in a moment’s reprieve. “Jani,” he said, doing his best to catch his breath. His Stained line launched a sortie, their second-in-command leading the way forward. “North or south?”

Jani’s eyes tore north, the setting sun bearing her shadow on the sand before them. Another line of Stained fought those charging the beachfront.

“We have to make a call,” Benedites said. The fight was lost, and no others were coming to save them. They hadn’t received a scribe from Steyvin since their party went into the Sacred Woods. Nearly a whole day of fighting and holding off had left them stranded.

“We can’t leave them!” Jani replied, her slashing blade lighting gold with the Dawn, the Runestone in the hilt radiating that same piercing hum.

Benedites didn’t want to, either. That would be twice in one week that he ran from a fight to the death. But as Runeborn, they needed to survive. The end of Maetlynd as they knew it was now upon them, and no fool needed any sense to see that.

He scanned the Stained warriors fighting for every inch themselves, forming up in organized shield walls, pressing up against enemy waves that seemed to rush ever forward.

“The west!” a soldier shouted over the fray. “The west! They’re charging from Edelvin!”

More screams and war cries and throes of death echoed. His gaze locked with Jani’s as more lines of Stained formed up to protect their rear flank.

Benedites glanced north, the cliff under the light of the dusk edging out over the Sacred Woods' wall.

He turned back to the water, Jani holding back a charging pair of Merciani. He scanned the coastline leading to the port, the smaller docks bearing boats they could row out to sea.

In that looming distance, as all hope seemed to fade, a Hardranian boarding ship tore through a rank of Merciani ships. The day’s ending light shone on the iron and wood beast’s mouth at the front of their ship. The black Merciani troop carriers crumpled from the force of its maw.

“Jani!” They didn’t have much time. And so he made a call, then stormed up to grab her. Her rage flared and he held her wrist to ensure she couldn’t swipe at him with her humming Dawn blade. “We’re going,” he said over her protest.

They both watched the falling lines behind them for an instant. She held a sadness upon her face, her features softening as her blade unlit. “Go.” And he put her down beside him.

Her eyes veered back to the beachhead and Edelvin. “We can’t…”

“There’s no other choice, Jani. We have to move.”

Her gaze shifted to the sands, and at last she started forward. “We can swim out to that Hardranian ship,” she said, tilting her head out to sea. “Seems they’re with us.”

Benedites huffed an agreement and they continued north, trying to get clear of any incoming Merciani troop ships. “Another fifty paces and we should make it. The sun is almost down.”


They paddled out to sea.

The lone Hardranian boarding ship still tore through and overtop most of the carrying vessels. The speed at which the boarding ship moved appeared unfathomable.

Soldiers sliced down over the side of it, cutting into the wooden carriers it split.

Benedites and Jani swam. Benedites’ ears were full of the sounds of the onrushing wake and his splashing arms. If the Hardranian ship was friendly, they would be safe. If it wasn’t, then they would die at the hands of an enemy and see the afterlife. Instead of being turned by the weapons their enemy bore.

Shouts raged over the coming waters. Those on the ship seemed to see them.

“Friendlies!” Benedites stopped to shout. “Friendlies swimming!”

The ship slowed as it turned. They and the several soldiers that followed them off the beach paddled and paddled, Benedites’ armor starting to weigh him down. He was a proficient swimmer, and he wasn’t about to die swimming away from his other death.

The ship pulled up beside them and members of its crew grabbed Jani first, hefting her aboard. Benedites grabbed onto the siding of it, launching himself up as arms reached to grab at his leather armor and baldric.

“What’s happened?” a Hardranian man said, his hair a fierce white and his skin dark.

“Edelvin’s lost,” Jani said, sucking in air. “The whole fucking place is lost.”

The man stood near to Benedites’ height, the scar about his left cheek rising to his ear. He looked tired and worn. “Fuck,” he said, his cheek twitching.

A diverse group of different races and lineages filled the benches of the boarding ship. A familiar-looking Silderai man stared out at the shoreline as their crew started to row away from the violence.

“Where’d you come from?”

“Sen Tok,” the Hardranian said. “I’m Halvayne,” he pointed at the Silder, “and that’s Shrinale.”

Benedites turned to bow. “Consular.”

Shrinale waved him to stand. “Consular no longer. Nor it seems, is the Unity.”

Benedites looked between he and the hulking man. “I’m Benedites. Kaledar of the Haltrishari, and this is Jani.” He held his arm out to her.

“Kaledar of the Aranari,” she said, refraining from any decorum. She then pointed up at a large ship halted in the ocean further north. “That one yours?”

Other soldiers that followed Jani and Benedites were now being brought aboard.

Halvayne’s brows rose, his lips curling upward. “It is.”

A woman at the back of the ship keeled over, her energy spent. Halvayne rushed over to grab her. She was inked from what seemed head to toe, her hair loose down her mid-back.

“This is all that remains?” Shrinale asked, stepping into Halvayne’s place. The ocean water did its best in washing the blood off of the Stained soldiers coming aboard, but not entirely. “What of my son? You were with my son.”

Benedites’ eyes grew wide. And he shook his head. “We haven’t gotten a scribe since late yesterday. Before that Tree burned red and purple. They went after Alevist Lightseeker and a man called Erevayn. To stop the burning of the Tree.”

Shrinale’s eyes gazed over the Sunrise Cliffs to the north and west. The Tree loomed above, wrapped wholly in red vines. The Blight had taken it as its own. “Hell of a fucking job they did.”

Shrinale had been silent the rest of their time as they sailed back to the larger ship.

They hadn’t set sail yet, holding out hope for anyone who might’ve escaped. They picked up more stragglers, near a dozen who must have seen Jani and Benedites swim out. But no Steyvin, and no Neera.

The sun was fully gone now, and the glow of the moon lit the sea—they had stayed far enough off shore to steer clear of the outreaching remnants of the Dawn Tree above. Seemed a mere suspicion more than anything else; keeping their distance.

Benedites turned east to the luminescent horizon, wanting an escape in that moment. But it was in that shifting flow of moonlight over the ocean, in that cold breeze, dampened by the heat from the land where the Tree burned, that he saw a figure floating on a piece of driftwood.

“A man!”

Halvayne’s heavy stride rushed to the gunnels, and he too followed Benedites’ gaze. Shrinale came to the edge, and then dove overboard.

“Ropes! Bring ropes!” Halvayne turned to shout. The crew tied knots to the center mast. They tied another, more open, knot on the end that they threw over the starboard side, and lined up along the rope, waiting to heave.

The rope tugged.

“I’m ready!” Shrinale shouted.

Halvayne turned from the gunwales to grab the rope. “Heave,” he commanded. And Benedites and Halvayne’s men answered.

Several women came from below deck. Two, Benedites had met earlier: Viyala and Ilteria. The other two were Vileblooded. But it seemed they were familiar with the rest of the crew, so Benedites continued to pull at the rope while only feeling a small urge to grab for his axe.

Halvayne jumped forward as Shrinale came into vision, a man with a large blade sheathed over his shoulders tied in the loop of rope.

They adjusted the man’s baldric as they heaved him fully aboard. The man still wore a red cloak and bore a single pauldron similar to the one Benedites had seen Alevist wearing.

Lightseeker!

The man’s scar over his left eye was covered only by the strands of salted dark hair in front of it. Color seemed mostly drained from his skin, the bags beneath the man’s eyes sinking deeper into the otherwise chiseled portions of his face. The tabard the man wore bore the same strange sigil Benedites had seen him wear back in Edelvin: the inverted wings behind the single golden eye.

“Is he breathing?” the inked woman, Ceranna, said.

“Aye,” Shrinale said.

They were silent for a time, staring down at the man. Viyala came over, her friend, the Uldonai Ilteria, helping her climb over the benches. “This is Alevist,” Viyala said.

“Aye,” Halvayne and Shrinale said almost synchronously.

Halvayne tried smacking the man awake, but Alevist only whimpered in some forgotten memory of pain. He remained unconscious, his face holding a disquiet only a man who had seen death could have.

Shrinale slumped, slowly shaking his head side to side as he peered at the Hardranian. “The Tree’s burned, Halvayne.”

Halvayne gave him a knowing look.

“It’s been burned since we veered south,” Viyala said, brows furrowing. “What does that change?”

“We must sail north and keep sailing.” Halvayne turned to look at Ceranna, the tired witch struggling to stay awake. “There is no stopping in Ar’den.”

“And so it is we must,” she said, her head seeming to be too heavy for her neck.

“What does that mean?” Benedites said. “Mustn’t we stop? For your people? Shrinale—what of your son?”

“It means,” Halvayne said, his eyes veering north. The once-red clouds in that direction were gray in the light of the moon. “We sail to Mercy.”


Chapter 41
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Salasmir’s breath came heavy as he looked back at his nephew.

The power of the ivory blade still coursed through his body, though his muscles whimpered with exhaustion. His arms shook, the weight of the sword near unbearable in his hands.

Ill is the fate of a thousand deaths, he thought, for he had no energy to speak. And it was but a thousand turned to ash before him. A thousand struck down in waves of ten or twenty as the Dawn emanated from that ivory blade. The blade of tears. Duliath’s Bane.

The Vile around him stopped pressing him not long after the golden wolf pulled Alevist away, most storming off to pursue the Daemonine. But Salasmir had seen enough death of those he loved. Of those he trusted.

He gasped for air, his head pounding with agony. His blade dipped and he willed it upright in his grip, arms still shaking, neck straining.

“You can release it, Salasmir,” Aulder said.

Salasmir spun to face his nephew, though as he did—as if on command—the tip of his blade fell into the blood, the dirt, the ash. He leaned on it and sank to one knee. His breath wheezed as a thousand years bore on his shoulders. Something within him curdled as a cold hand touched his face. The hand tilted Salasmir’s chin upward, to Aulder.

“You did so well,” Aulder said, sucking his teeth. “And you so willingly kneel before me and the rest of your kin.”

Salasmir peered up, dejected. But it was worth it for Alevist to escape. He would pay his price now—the warriors’ price. He glared back at Aulder’s smile, at the evil within it. And yet a mercy shone deep in those hardened eyes. The eyes of the man he exiled. And it was then, as many times earlier that same evening, he thought again of how he should have taken better care of his nephew. He was blood. How the boy had ended up as a vessel for Dominus was lost to him.

“There are fates worse than death,” Aulder said, forcing Salasmir’s head to rise even higher. He held out his hand, beckoning some unseen foot soldier.

In his peripheral vision, Salasmir saw the outstretched arms, a man kneeling in worship lifting his briared blade toward Aulder.

Aulder hefted the sword, the vines and thorns imbued within the hilt rising and covering the crimson of the blade. “You will serve the Crimson God. You will serve the Cure.”

Aulder released Salasmir’s chin, taking a step back. Hands grasped at Salasmir’s shoulder. Strong hands. Stronger hands than his own.

I just need time, he thought. I feel my body mending. I just need some time.

The Vile hands shifted Salasmir to both knees, tearing his golden chain shirt over his head, his pauldrons and tabard with it. They ripped his dirt and sweat-mottled tunic, exposing the same space in his chest as was pierced by the ivory blade. Salasmir peered at his gleaming blade, sticking from the ground. Its silver hilt rose from the beautiful white steel.

His head fell, tired from staying aloft for so long.

The tip of the briared blade touched his bare chest, the Runemark about the center changed, its symbol charring. Aulder’s sword pierced his flesh.

One fingernail’s length deep. Then two.

Aulder stopped and twisted the blade. Salasmir grew numb, and so no pain rattled him at all. The pool of blood grew silver through the red. And then came facets of an even deeper crimson.

He felt his eyes roll back, his head filling with the cries of those he had killed. Of the souls he had rent from Maetlynd during the Reckoning and before. And even louder those he had burned from his land in order to save Alevist.

His mouth dried, his heart racing, his eyes bleeding pain.

Aulder removed the blade, and those that held Salasmir pulled him taut. He felt his mouth slice at the cheeks, some sort of crystalline stone taking their place. He had no voice, so he couldn’t cry out. He heard his own screams, but they were that of the Vile. A howl amongst those already dead. His control over his body loosened as it was filled with a youthful vigor.

And hunger.
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Aulder watched as the Vile pulled his uncle away.

One of those who helped raise him was now gone forever. His soul was deemed unworthy of peace, so like the Damned. Possessing no voice and no choice as to where he would go, just an everlong hunger. He would follow the Crimson God, the Forever King.

It was Aulder who had demanded mercy. It was Aulder who ensured Alevist got the chance to kill Harglon.

‘You made a mistake in letting him live.’

Aulder smiled, accepting the suffering he had wrought on Maetlynd. The end he had brought.

‘It is not an end,’ Dominus said. ‘It is but a beginning.’

‘You are my vessel, not the other way around,’ Aulder responded.

‘You fool yourself, child.’

‘You fool yourself in thinking that you master my body. I am the master of it.’ Aulder pulled his shoulders back, furthering his point. ‘You are simply my connection to the Will of your Outer God, and to the memory of your home. I sense now that you have met your doom.’

He heard a huff then, a frustrated exhale. ‘And why is it you desire that connection?’

‘I am going to end that Outer God’s reign forever. I will sit upon its throne in order to prevent it from taking any more than what it already has. In order to save your people and all those in Mercy, as I was ordained and chosen to do.’

‘You cannot tame the Outer Wills.’

‘I am one of my own free will. You have seen the evidence. You may have taken my uncle from me. You may have thrown a wall of ice at my father. But I demanded he live. I controlled that fate.’

He felt the inner smile of that demon from Mersianei. He felt the cruelty in that judgment—the doubt.

‘Those who fled shall live,’ Aulder said. ‘They need not endure the madness.’

‘I will send the Merciani after them. There’s nothing you can do.’

‘They will not kill them.’

‘Their pursuit is purely custom—I already ordered that their lives be preserved. What God would want to rule an empty land?’

‘And so we agree.’ Aulder felt a bit of peace in that. He felt the cost of all he had done and now he would wear it to its extreme.

He stood against something he didn’t understand. He had tried to force his way and Maetlynd’s future under his complete control. In doing so, he had opened his body up to the influence of the Crimson God’s vessel and had become one. He would now stare down that inner demon and face it. He would let it follow him around, change his body, change the ground he stepped on. But he would not let it change his mind.

‘You have already faltered so much.’

‘Maetlynd was already dead when the God Emperor had set foot on Taldreas.’

‘But Anvia still lives.’

‘You will try to seize control over Anvia?’

‘We must build here first. We must secure Ar’den and Hardrada. Then we can move our eyes west.’

‘That will take time. And I’m afraid you don’t have the time.’

A silent understanding held between them before Dominus continued, ‘You doubt your army?’

‘I believe in those who will stand against it. And I have felt their pain. The pain of thousands and thousands of lives. The suffering of your people.’ He held his crimson hand before him now, pulling closed his fist before releasing that tension. ‘Of our people. And so I know the Forgotten suffer a similar fate. I must exercise compassion.’

‘Those who fled are nothing but Forgotten. Nothing but tired old men and women and pestering children. Perhaps the Crimson God offers them salvation. Perhaps there is no fight.’

‘It is you then who doubts.’

The twisted smile returned as a vision in his head. The charcoal-skinned, silver-haired face of Dominus was so clear to Aulder as he closed his eyes, hearing the grumbles of the Vile around him. All kneeled before him.

‘Perhaps we will bind the Outer Wills,’ Aulder thought, looking down on Harglon’s body. ‘That may give me even more peace. The Crimson God will bow in time,’ Aulder thought, letting that quiet linger.

‘There can only be one to rule the Outer Will of all. The Crimson God has been the chosen. The unwanted child of the All Will.’

‘They are all unwanted children of He.’

‘You speak truth,’ Dominus said. Aulder heard the man thinking. It seemed his connection to him had grown tenfold since Dominus’ life waned. ‘Perhaps your mind has more to offer. Perhaps driving this body into madness serves no one.’

‘It would close me off to the other Wills. So we should keep that in mind.’

‘Your left arm is enough for them to believe in you.’

Almost a sign of good faith to his now faithful soldiers, those he would use to turn Maetlynd to his Will. Those he would use to fight back against those who forced Dominus to flee his home. Who forced the man to turn his eyes to Aulder’s own.

It was only a matter of time before that which he stood against would fall. He hoped Viyala was safe on Anvia, though she hadn’t responded to his call for help. The same scribe he had managed to send without protest from Dominus.

He hoped she wouldn’t come. Maybe she found out what he had done. She found out he killed her father and that would be the end of it. She would be safe on Anvia for a while. She would be safe where the Vile armies would not go for now. They needed to fight beyond the Ardent Wall. They needed to build in order to live off the land like any civilization would.

But even in thinking of the Ardent Wall, something in Aulder told him it stood no more. Something in the way the ground shook when Salasmir’s blade pierced the Dawn Tree. His connection to the land around him—to its people and their feet upon it—had also gotten more sensitive.

One of the Merciani commanders walked up the dais. “Lord.”

Aulder nodded at him.

“We have something we need to show you.”

Aulder’s brows rose.

“Back in the mountains, Lord.”

Aulder hated the title, but it seemed appropriate. “We must take the rest of Maetlynd first.”

“Lord, this will ensure the rest of Maetlynd is yours. Your body is the final piece.” The commander bowed. “You are the chosen.”

Aulder sighed, his chin rising. “Then we go. But we can no longer delay.”

He started down the dais. It would take time for Maetlynd to fall under total control. And perhaps that would give him time. The time he needed to figure out how to overcome the Crimson God. That devil within.


Chapter 42
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Bryseis strength waned as she guided the Forgotten out into Ar’den.

It took a few days, but they managed to make it to the other side of the Ardent Wall before it fell.

Nearly half a day had passed before it crumbled.

Red brambles and vines covered the golden white stone and tore the Wall to the ground in that vast distance. Bryseis didn’t know if more of the refugees were in the tunnels beneath it. And she didn’t know if it hindered the likely pursuing Merciani. But she needed to focus on carving the path ahead.

The ground shook with the fall. And it reverberated on their continued travels.

She didn’t know yet whether to mourn for Steyvin or his father, whom she had served in her earliest years as a Weaver. And whom she would continue to serve if it meant she had to now lead a group of damned refugees as far north as she could go until they received aid.

They made it to the first river crossing, the smaller mountains to the west bearing down over the ravine that cut even further north through Ar’den.

The land’s beauty was on full display before her. An eastern wind brushed verdant and golden fields. Old cities and settlements appeared as ruins in those riven fields. Some of the ash of the Dawn Tree had blown north; the southeastern hills seemed to catch most of the black and white dusting.

Being on the other side now, the Wall wholly fallen behind them, Bryseis caught a glimpse of the once great Tree.

What was once luscious and gold and beautiful now loomed decrepit and barren. Its glowing hue now smoldered a deep crimson. Its Shroud was totally burned away. The ashes drifted from it as its leaves fell, too.

Peering back at the line of tens of thousands of refugees, Bryseis recognized the ground changing behind them. It too turned red. The golden grass burned into a darkened bronze.

The world behind her was dying. And so too, Steyvin likely died.

She had sent a scribe, but received nothing but a day prior. And due to that long wait, Bryseis’ hope waned.

Another day had gone by, and they were stalled.

People complained of being tired, so she needed to rile them up to move. They complained that no one followed them. As if somehow the ground beneath their feet shifting from its former beauty wasn’t evidence enough. The fallen Wall might stall any pursuit, but it wouldn’t take long for those Merciani to climb over the wreckage or tear through the rubble and ruin. The Forgotten would die tired if they didn’t continue. They would die scared.

“We have to get them moving,” Bryseis said, looking over at Cyril’s father, the man leaning on a stick he had found the day before. He too appeared tired—defeated. His face held a solemn look, as did his wife’s. There was a good chance their son was in a shallow grave with Steyvin.

He grumbled, slapping his ass down on the flattest rock he could find in the clearing they now inhabited. All around, the refugees sat. Some had gathered wood for fire along the way, and so began to light them in order to prepare for a night of rest. Their first full night of rest in days. They took dial-turn breaks here and there. But to lead a line of refugees as long as the one Bryseis now had, she had to send along the strong. Those marching in the rear were able to catch up, but only just in time to escape through the narrow passages under the Wall. The survivors of the Wall’s collapse were obvious by dust and soot still covering them.

Bryseis sighed, the light of the evening sun setting above.

She looked to her vial of softstone. Almost empty. And once more she desired to reach out to Steyvin. She would tell him where they were and he would save the day. Only that seemed a dream far and farther away.

A bellowing roar broke the disquiet of the camp. Screeches echoed in the distance. Vile screeches. The army of the soulless.

Those still trickling into the camp started to trample one another. The echoes of fear raged in that bitter distance. And Bryseis would never forget their screams.

A small canyon sat behind the entrance to the clearing, and most of the refugees had made it out. In the shadows of that valley, the screeches drowned out the cries of fear bursting from the civilians.

Bryseis’ gaze darted around, before she closed her eyes in defeat. When she opened them, her eyes landed on Cyril’s parents holding each other tight. Her ears rang as the surging enemy approached.

Blood pulsed in her head as her eyes tore over the charging enemy. A giant beast towered over them. Its fur was white and red and its eyes were piercing, a fierce violet. Its body was covered in briars and bramble and rubble.

Something caught Bryseis’ gaze on the eastern hilltop. Movement. Movement on the hills of the small canyon. And then more from the opposite side.

A single man leapt down into the enemy formation. An army followed behind.

Hardranians.

They poured from the hill on both sides, striking down on the pursuing Merciani foe. It seemed the enemy thought it was going to be easy. And it was going to be. The fighters could have been outnumbered ten to one and still overpowered all the weak refugees Bryseis led. She, Cyril’s pa, and Tellen were the only three left that would stand a chance, at least that Bryseis knew.

The giant beast swept its arms, attempting to wipe out the charging Hardranians. But they persisted, leaping down on its shoulders. They climbed and climbed as the beast flailed and roared.

Bryseis watched in awe as two Hardranian warriors on either shoulder of the behemoth swung from chains, slashing at its center as they did. In its ferocity, it reared back, its arms reaching up to the sky as if in prayer. Soldiers fell off and were crushed between its joints and limbs. But the Hardranians still pressed on.

The battle below the beast continued, Merciani thrown down and cut back in that small canyon. Above them, the beast writhed with its final throes, two Hardranian warriors on its head and nape cutting into it relentlessly. Surges of Will raged out of blades and chains and axes.

The beast slowly collapsed, crushing all those beneath it.

Bryseis let out a sigh of relief as the Hardranians forced back whatever pursuing force there was. And then she began the hike toward their saviors with Cyril’s pa and Tellen, skirting around the mass of refugees, letting them find their way into that clearing for a moment of peace.

It took the better part of a dial-turn, and the sun had sunk down to the west almost entirely, leaving the small hill-lined valley covered in total shade.

The bodies of the Merciani riddled the valley. Most lay dead on the hill, others still screaming for help.

Bryseis saw now what she hadn’t before. The life they clung to as they begged for mercy. Those who could speak in unfamiliar tongues pleaded with soft, scared eyes.

She hesitated while Cyril’s pa and Tellen halted. The march from Edelvin had worn them all down, not to mention the longer trek from Alfaney.

One man stood tall amongst the others, with dark skin and snow-white hair blazoning his shoulders. He turned, peeling the sharp edge of his ax from the chest of one who had begged for mercy. Which he’d granted. Fear was something Bryseis had grown used to seeing, and so seeing hatred in that man’s gaze felt more of a relief. For she had been surrounded by fear, and it had grown contagious.

“I am Filbren,” he said, dusting off his hand and offering it as he approached. Little good it did—the sweat and blood upon his grip made it slippery, the grime somewhat endearing.

“Bryseis,” she said.

“And you are the leaders of this… band?” His eyes veered to the three before him, taking an extra second to pause on Tellen.

“We are what remains of the leadership, yes,” Bryseis said. A wave of sadness washed over her at the thought of Steyvin. Ilatu.

Filbren peered beyond Bryseis, then back to the valley where the Vile had come from. “We need to move,” he said, cleaning his blade on the cloth at his belt. “We won’t be able to take them head-on yet. We need to regroup, and we can fight them with a new strategy. One my ancestors used in the great age.”

Bryseis stood wide-eyed. “Fight them?”

Filbren looked about, as if what he had said was obvious. “Aye. Halvayne is leaving… or has left. He says we are on our own. He rides with Gods. But while he is gone, and while we await his return, we won’t let the Merciani take these lands. We must fight. But we cannot match that enemy one-to-one. This is a force I have fought before. And the only success we had was when we were the ones who came from under them.”

Bryseis nodded, looking to Tellen and Cyril’s father. “Take us with you.”

Filbren whistled. A crew of three men holding horses’ reins walked up. “We ride to the bridges. We will start there.” He clicked his tongue to direct the horses. “We will get your people to safety first and train the young ones and the women to fight. The old men who used to know the ways will have to endure. They’ll have to overcome their ailments or die.”

“So is the way of the Forgotten,” Tellen said, his fear seeming to fade with every one of Filbren’s words. The man was infectious.

As Filbren walked to his horse, his head snapped to Tellen. “Are your people sorry for themselves? Or just scared? Calling them Forgotten serves nobody.”

“But it’s true. They were Forgotten. They always have been.”

“No God or man is truly forgotten. We only forget ourselves,” Filbren said.

Bryseis’ head lifted at that, her feet finding the stirrups of her new steed. “The All Will guides us all. And the All Will remembers all its children.”

Silence lingered as the horses formed up. Filbren’s men prepared to protect the rear of the line of Forgotten. The Hardranian man moved in front of them. “We’ll guide from the back. You,” he said, pointing to Cyril’s pa. “You will go to the front of the refugees. They are now fighters. Spread the word along the way, and lead them forward. I will send one of my guides with you to get you through these lands unknown to you. But we go north.”

Cyril’s father nodded as Filbren whistled, a woman riding up to his side. He whispered a few words to her. She then went up to Cyril’s pa, saying, “Let’s go.”

They rode north on the golden dirt, the horses chiding. Bryseis’ heart sang with hope, a hope she had thought was lost. Perhaps she would see Steyvin again. That the day would come when he would return to her and save her. But by then, she wouldn’t need saving. By then, they could force the Vile and the Merciani back to whence they came.

“This is a new kind of war,” Filbren said. “And we will win it. It will just take time.”

Time, Bryseis thought. The antithesis of the Vile’s manner. Their mindless bodies roam and strike at will with no foresight. They kill and kill and make mad those around them, forcing them to succumb to what it is they believe. But the Forgotten will not falter, for they are remembered.

And she rode on with Filbren and Tellen. On to gather the first raiding party that would once again oppose the Vile. On to set the trap that would lead them into the new war.


Chapter 43
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“Fuck that fucking hurt.”

Cyril grumbled, Hulin lurching, wounded in his arms.

They had passed through the Tree, within that mottled crimson stone. And it had truly felt like he was made so small. It felt as if his own mind had left his body. Like he could see it from some land beyond. And then they awoke.

The night sky above burned cold against their skin, the snow drifting over them. All around, white frost covered the purple stone ground. Red crystalline veins hummed from the purple shale glowing through that snow. But it was too early for it to snow.

Cyril scanned the blistering white and saw red. Red and black and the shine of the red stone. He saw the dead amongst the purple and white field, the ground beneath the drifting snow showing itself with each periodic gust.

Bodies of the Merciani lay amongst the gaping field. And surrounding them now, along the valley’s edge, was an army of shadows they could not fully see. They wore ornate armor, with a white-silver sheen that glowed in the moonlight through the flow of dusting snow. They bore a sigil on their chest that Cyril could not see. And the banners they held blew in the wind.

In the center of that field a growing red stone imprisoned a body. All veins in the field whispered and reached toward it. That steady radiating pulse as Cyril had only seen on their approach to the Dawn Tree—this one much smaller, and continuous. Like a flow of magicks burning into the ground beneath that red rock.

Valdus stepped forward, scanning the surrounding stones where the passage used to be. “I am Valdus,” he said in the common tongue, “and we come from Maetlynd.”

The soldiers around rustled, whispering to one another. Cyril heard the word Vile repeated in the crowd. It was then, somewhere in the ranks before Cyril, that a rider and one man beside him stepped forward. A line of ten more followed suit. They stayed away from the body within that radiating red stone, as if afraid. The man in front paused to whistle back, and a group rode up, dismounting next to the stone and beginning to examine it.

The rest of the warriors guided their horses over the field of dead, the white-silver armor glowing more deeply now. Cyril finally was able to make out the sigil they bore. A spear pointed upwards, a sun at the tip of the pronounced point; the astral symbols bleeding down as if becoming their own banner.

The man in front removed his helm. His hair was long and blond, but tied back. Musty with sweat, though seeing it and feeling the cold made Cyril’s spine chill. The man’s skin was fair, but he was indeed a man. Aranari? No. He couldn’t be. He was only a man. And his eyes were a dark brown, and only dark brown, the white of them white, and only white.

“I am Talion,” he said. The other riders surrounded Cyril and the rest of the group.

Valdus stepped in front of Neera, his arm outstretched. Neera looked at him with anger, pushing his arm down.

Blades clinked and slid from scabbards, and an unfamiliar clicking sound rode the air, one of the men holding out a weapon, clearly ranged, and pointing it at Neera.

Talion threw a hand up. “Hold.” He dismounted, scanning Valdus. His gaze narrowed at the Merciani, seeing the enemy they had just killed, but with a group of apparently unfamiliar lineages.

Talion looked to Steyvin. “I haven’t seen one such as yourself since I read history books as a child.” The man licked his lips. “Friends to the Empire?”

Cyril couldn’t place the man’s accent. And the way he spoke the common tongue sounded fragmented yet somehow cleaner.

“Aye,” Steyvin nodded. He pointed to his chest. “I am Steyvin. And we are all friendly.”

“And how did you find yourself here?”

Cyril turned to the glimmering gate behind them, following Steyvin’s gaze. The Silder pointed. “The Dawn Tree. Maetlynd.”

There was a chorus of shock and discussion. Talion silenced his men, throwing his arm up once more. His eyes widened then narrowed. “Maetlynd you say?” He turned to one of the men beside him, wearing only robes beneath a large overcoat. “Have you gotten word from the group south?”

The man shook his head, but pulled out a journal as he furled back his coat.

“See?” Cyril said to Steyvin. “I’m not the only one who has one.”

The man raised a vial of softstone over the journal, but in a foreign receptacle. The man’s eyes widened. “Lord Talion, the red clouds—they’re gone.”

The rest of the soldiers muttered another chorus of nervous talk, only Talion let them continue this time. He took in a deep breath, cold misting before his nose and mouth as he breathed out. It was growing colder by the heartbeat, and the unfamiliar dry chill bit at Cyril.

“Get these people furs!” Talion shouted. He looked at Valdus with skepticism in his eyes. “Even the Merciani.”

Dial-turns passed as the fifteen or so troops that had rode down surrounded the red stone in the field.

“Do you know what this is?” Talion asked, looking at Valdus.

Valdus stared at the red rock for a while. The crystalline vein appearance was like those back on Maetlynd.

“Where are we?” Cyril asked. No one answered.

“It’s my brother,” Valdus said, his face blank as he seemed lost within that crimson.

Talion smiled at Valdus, the two level in height. “Your brother—you say.”

Neera pushed forward, bundled in a fur. “What the fuck is going on?”

The group turned back to her, Cyril echoing her desire to know. He stepped back to be by her side. To be by his sister’s side.

“We’ve been eradicating the remnants of the Merciani Empire,” Talion said. He looked back at Valdus. “Which is why our mercy to you should be expressed with more than just a nod.”

Valdus let out a sigh, bowing before he peered up. “Thank you so dearly for your mercy.”

Cyril hadn’t known Valdus long, but to hear his snide remark felt foreign.

Talion licked his lips. “Your brother tormented these lands for thousands of years until our own had enough. The Merciani shrank and shrank in numbers as we grew and grew. We forced him to this northern corner of Mercy where he belonged. This frigid wasteland. Perhaps you remember it, Valdus? For it is the birthplace of your line.”

Valdus nodded, taking in the valley. In a distant field south of where their passage still hummed, there was a ruin of sorts, a mass of stone shattered amongst a field bigger than the one they stood in. “This is Maerklan. It is where I was raised.”

“And your brother for so long expanded his Empire, his madness outstretched. But some got away from it. A hundred years ago, my father started a war that’s taken a hundred to end. I can’t wait to bring him the news.” Talion’s men’s heads bowed, their eyes soft.

Cyril and the group nodded.

The silver clad soldiers simmered with tension and Talion laughed once again. “You wouldn’t get that joke I suppose.” He held his smile. “My father died thirty-five years ago, and I took up his mantle. Right when we broke ground. Right when we had worn them down. Our people don’t have the long lives of Elder races, as it seems you do. Our people let yours live in peace, and we came to their aid when Dominus tried knocking down continent after continent. Though he never made it too far. The Merciani were weak and few.”

Valdus nodded at that, his eyes showing agreement. “We were never a hardy people.”

“No, but yours lived the longest of all. And so they got lazy. Lazy with reproducing. That was why my father saw an opportunity. If we prevented the spread of that curse they held we could supplant them. Force them back. It was methodical, and the undoing took longer than my father would have liked. But that was his commitment. He died with old bones. But those old bones held a blade until his last breath.”

Talion then looked back at the crimson stone that held Dominus’ body. It was mangled and naked and skinny, moving within the red stone as a coin inside a silver ale. “We have waited for this moment for a hundred and fifteen years. And here we are.”

The history lesson seemed to halt. Cyril was able to mark down some in his notes, but likely would need a rerun through most of the information at some point.

The robed man stepped up then, handing Talion a large sword, which must have come from his saddle. “Today, we break the stone with the power of the Gods. Allow the Father Sun to tear this beast from our dirt forever.”

“And let Dawn burn forever,” the men said.

The Runic steel blade lit gold. And Talion pierced down on the red stone as the tip of the blade hummed and stalled at the outside layer. He pushed, straining, but made minimal ground. He grimaced in pain. The blade inched deeper as the outside of the red stone simmered and burned, turning black under the light of the moon above.

He pushed and pushed until it cracked fully. A blinding light, forcing those spectating to cover their eyes. And the stone fell into two halves.

Only the naked body of Valdus’ brother remained. He leaned up, breathing heavy, covered in a steaming liquid. His head and body shook in the frigid air as he peered around.

“No,” he said. “You must keep me there!” He wasn’t addressing anyone, just himself. “You must keep me within!”

“It’s over now, Dominus.” Talion lifted his humming golden blade once more. “Your reign is over.”

Dominus looked up, smiling. “Mine may be. But the Crimson God does no—”

And Talion struck. And the man’s final screams echoed out into the white-dusted wasteland. Behind them, the hum of the gate dampened to silence. The curled rocks that had once created a door shattered and fell where the red glow used to be.

Valdus watched. In Dominus’ last moments, he turned to his brother for support, and none was given.


Chapter 44
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Alevist’s whole body shook with the cold.

The sun above did naught to quell that chill. It bit at him as he pulled his cloak over his shoulders. Only his hands found furs instead.

He shot up. The boat rocked in the water as the crews to the side of him rowed on. “Where is it?” he asked, his eyes finding the nearest person.

Viyala.

She reached out with his crimson cloak. The last piece of the man maybe she loved or had loved at one time.

But she couldn’t know that.

Alevist grabbed the cloak from her, though as his fingers wrapped around the tattered cloth, he softened his grip, pulling it gently in. Viyala released hers.

“It was soaked,” she said. “As were you.”

“I went for a swim.”

Viyala smiled and leaned back. It was then Alevist noticed the slightest hint of a bulge in her stomach. His eyes widened. “It can’t be,” he said, wrapping his cloak around him.

She nodded, her brows lifting. Tears welled then. “He’s gone, isn’t he?”

Jani leaped from the stairs in the center of the vessel coming from the helm. She then shuffled along the row to sit beside Viyala on a crate. Another Uldonai woman was already beside her.

“Is my brother dead?” Jani asked, her gaze narrowed on Alevist.

He took those moments between breaths to absorb the faces on the rest of the ship: the Hardranian, Halvayne, that he had seen last at Sen Tok. His witch, Ceranna. Shrinale—one of Silder’s former Runine. Benedites, the Haltrishari he met back in Edelvin. So many faces—familiar and unfamiliar—old and young. Then he looked above, expecting to see red clouds spewing fiery red lightning. He looked behind him, eyes finding a vague and receding landmass. Taldreas, the world he knew, now locked in his past.

A Haftel made his way down the same stairs from the helm. Dullo!

“Where are we going?” Alevist asked, his eyes glowing, fighting to straighten his face. It was nice to see the man.

“Mercy,” Dullo said.

Alevist hesitated, then released a long breath. “My sword,” he said, “where is she?”

“Is my brother alive?” Jani asked, fury now lighting her posture.

“He’s alive,” Alevist said. “But… he isn’t the brother you remember.” His eyes turned to Viyala. Nor the lover you remember. He debated then whether to tell her the truth of Aulder’s lineage, but opted to delay.

“And what the fuck is that supposed to mean?” Jani said.

“That demon or being from Mercy.” Alevist shrugged. “He took Erevayn’s body like he did my wife’s. Now—where’s my blade?”

Halvayne stepped up over one of the sitting boards, handing over Alevist’s weapon. “Here.” And as he stepped away, the man’s face twitched with a knowing look.

Alevist stared up at the man. “Thank you.” And as he grabbed it, he internally returned to that dream with her. The one where she lay in front of him, the backs of her fingers softly grazing his face. The scent of her and the bedsheets somehow filled the open air around him, as if the sea wasn’t there. He beheld her beauty in the darkness behind his eyes when he shut them.

‘We have to save him,’ she said.

‘He’s lost,’ Alevist replied.

“We can go back and save him,” Viyala said. Her head was shaking, her eyes carrying the same disbelief he had felt. “We have to. He asked for my help. I can’t leave him there. I’m carrying his child, for the Will’s sake—”

“There is no going back.” Halvayne stared at Viyala, eyes soft. “Maetlynd is lost. For now.”

Viyala couldn’t hold back her scowl, but she breathed heavily, her shoulders relaxing. The Uldonai woman wrapped a fur around her.

Alevist shivered. He cricked his neck to the left, relieving some tension.

‘He’s still there. It’s his body.’

“He’s gone!” Alevist shouted at the hilt of his blade.

Viyala jolted up. “I know.” The Uldonai woman helped her over from the crate to get away from him.

“Alevist,” Shrinale said, stepping over them to take her place. “What happened?”

Alevist shook his head, his eyes still on the blade—on that black-clouded Tear embedded in the hilt.

‘He can be saved.’ He put the blade down on the bench in front of him, the sound of Linera’s voice only lingering in his thoughts.

“They burned it.”

“We saw,” Shrinale said.

“I—I thought I could stop it.”

“Alone?”

“If I couldn’t do it alone, then it couldn’t be done.”

“That’s preposterous, even for you,” Shrinale said, smiling. “You always were a self-righteous prick.”

Alevist looked up then, smiling for the first time in what felt like a long time. “There was a passage or—a gate of some kind,” he said. “I saw your son walk through it. I don’t know where it went. I—I’ve never seen anything like it.”

Shrinale’s eyes widened. “He’s alive?”

Alevist nodded. “I think so. He was with a good group. I don’t believe Valdus would have taken them through that passage if he knew it led to their deaths.” He cleared his throat, the dry air biting. Halvayne thrust a water skin into his hands.

“Valdus I trust,” Halvayne said, nodding at Shrinale as the Silder looked up at him. “He’s wise and knows a lot outside of our world.”

Shrinale’s smile returned.

“Merin,” Alevist said, turning over his shoulder to see Dullo. “He’s…”

“Gone, yes,” Dullo was quick and measured in his response. “And I was a fool not to know it. Not to feel it.” His eyes were somber and still, but no tears rose.

“I’m sorry. I should have saved—”

“I’m sure you did everything in your power. At least you know why you live, yes?” Dullo snapped.

Alevist nodded. The weight of that returning to his shoulders. “I don’t deserve it.”

“No, you don’t. I told him that, but it was already too late. I think he knew it too. I think that’s why he left you to your devices.” Dullo spat over the side of the boat, standing atop one of the benches. “Revenge. So small-minded.”

“How many others are there?” Alevist asked, thinking of the revenge he had gotten. His blade cutting into Harglon’s skull and staking it to the hard ground. The smoldering scent of the air and bone as he pulled his blade and stood to fend off that horde. It had been worth it. And he got his wife back. But he had lost a son, this time—most likely for good.

Dullo’s gaze found Viyala. “She’s the only other one here. Shrinale’s son, Steyvin who you were with, he’s another. And those twins. Well—Neera, the one that’s left.”

A pang of sadness struck him at the confirmation of Hayde’s death. A man he had bled with, faced suffering with. A man who needed guidance as much as Alevist himself. And knowing then that he too had been a Chosen, cut even deeper.

“I don’t understand why Aranor never told me what the Tears truly did. Or why Merin kept it all such a secret for as long as he had.”

Dullo shook his head. “And now we’ll never really know. So is the way of death.”

Alevist nodded then. “What about you, Halvayne? Aren’t you the Godkiller? Why not take up the mantle of Artisan?”

Halvayne cleared his throat. “I am afraid that I might have to.” He leaned in. “And you’ll be the one to conduct the ritual then, yes?”

Alevist shook his head. “I won’t know what I’m doing.”

“Merin was given writings from Kal,” Dullo said, shrugging. “Then he watched it happen to himself. He felt every ounce of pain with it.”

“So not much different than any Enduring?”

“Worse. Worse than any Enduring.”

Alevist nodded then, his gaze returning front and then up; the clouds that had once populated the seas this far north were no longer.

“The clouds are gone,” he said.

“That they are,” said Halvayne. “And we sail until we hit shore.”

Days had gone by.

There were enough rations to feed the entire crew for another month, and the waters were ominously calm over the days and their passing.

The ship still held its Hardranian boarding vessel, pulling along in the wake of the galleon if they needed it. But Alevist was still unsure of how their boat would fare on northern waters that still held so much mystery. But the ocean lay as glass and the ship tore through it. He had never seen water so pristine and empty.

At the rising of the sun on Alevist’s second day awake, he had turned back to see if the small bit of land mass of home was there. It was not. Halvayne and Shrinale had a bucket of water and a hardstone they used to navigate, whichever light in the sky above, sun or moon, helping keep them on course.

They sailed on. If it took a month, Alevist thought he would go mad. He had clutched his blade each day but Linera seemed unable to let go of saving their son. But the moments they shared together, Alevist cherished as he had when she was alive.

On the fourth day, he picked up the hilt.

Days of contemplation got him accepting his future. ‘We will return to Maetlynd for our son. When the time is right.’

He felt his wife smile, his hand warming to the touch of the haft. ‘There’s my husband.’

He smiled at that, sitting in silence as he clutched the blade close. There were days where he helped the men with rowing, as the breeze was gentle and most of the mornings they needed to row. The winds seemed to gather at night, the sails of the boat taking them where they needed to go. But the water itself never much turned from glass.

“What am I to do?” Viyala asked, sitting beside Alevist.

She had warmed to him as the days went on. The conversations around the rest of the ship must have grown boring for her. Alevist had mostly kept to himself, feeling no need to socialize or ask questions. For none would truly know the answers.

The second night, Halvayne told stories of the Gods as he discovered them during his youth Rite. His sailing as a lone man around and through Ar’den and Hardrada during the Reckoning. A bad time to be alone out on the waters of the northern lands.

Alevist had pretended not to listen much, but the discussion of prophecy intrigued him. What it meant for him and his future. What it would mean to have the gift of eternal life and to create. He would use that gift—he decided. For any other choice would be unreasonable. And to let the Will of an Outer God into his soul to commit suicide wasn’t an option. He had Linera now. He held her in his hands every day. And she wanted her son back.

So Alevist had to be the one to get Aulder back from the Outer Will.

He looked to Viyala, hearing her plea for advice. Giving advice truly didn’t seem worth a damn considering he had no idea where he was going.

“I can’t tell you what to do. I’ve never given birth.”

“But you’ve had children, yes?” Viyala said. “He’s going to need somebody to look up to. Somebody to learn from.”

“And you’re that person.” Alevist took a heartbeat as his mind finished hearing what she said. “What do you mean he? You couldn’t possibly know that.”

Viyala pointed over her shoulder. Ilteria, the Uldonai woman, slept beneath one of the pullover canopies on the deck. “You’ve been a mentor before. I have no idea what I’m doing. I’ve been a student for so long.”

“You’ll figure it out as you go. And besides,” Alevist continued, his gaze wandering the ship. “You’ll have a village to raise this damn boy. Ewilen could teach him to craft a weapon, and between all us Runeborn, which your son is bound to be, you have enough teachers that you need not worry at all. Let’s just focus on where we’re going first.”

He took note of the few Crimson-marked roaming the ship, but hadn’t spoken much to the woman or what appeared to be her two children. He hadn’t spent much time with Ewilen either—though the two had discussed the village. Discussing Toulin and his mother, who were now also on board the ship with them. The boy’s father, Kalinuo, had died in the fields. And Alevist would soon have to deliver that message. More grief. More sadness. More loss.

And the ship sailed on.

Alevist clutched his blade on the twenty-second day of their journey.

“Land!” Halvayne shouted, his eyes glowing as he moved to the front of the ship. He held the forward mast, his arm waving in the air with a jovial cheer.

Good; their rations were starting to run low.

And Alevist stood to see it. A layer of fog crested the beach ahead of them. The sand was an orangish hue, the color so bright as to almost hurt his eyes. As the ship got closer, the crew’s sense of excitement grew. The water swelled as if their entire trip to these shores was a long-lost past.

A wave nearly sent them vertical, but the weight of the iron in the back kept them balanced. And with Ceranna’s help, they were soon ashore.

‘Here,’ Linera said. The haft in his hand felt as if it couldn’t believe it. As he did. Linera felt the same as he.

The men disembarked, pulling the ship into the sand. The wooden rig they attached to the front of the vessel made getting ashore easier. As it was getting properly beached, Alevist took to the top of the first hill. It was sand all around. Dunes of it mounding across a vast distance. Leagues upon leagues.

The water behind him crashed ashore. He was the only one standing on the hill, his blade still cradled between his two arms. The rest were beginning to make shelter with sails and spare planks on the beach, but not a tree loomed in sight.

It was then Alevist felt the ground rumble beneath him. He turned to look back at the vastness of the desert. And in that forever distance, a cloud of black stone showed itself under a sea of fog. He narrowed his eyes, trying to take in the sight of the massive building.

Ancient stone piled on stone, shattered across that expanse. And the sands shifted beneath and over dunes, spawning new ones.

Where are we? he wondered.

‘I have only seen glimpses through memories of this land. Its name is lost to me. But its city fell a long time ago during the siege of Dragons. And the people who protected its Pillar perished this far south. You need not travel far to be safe, but I highly recommend heading further west before venturing north. Get the boat along the shorelines until you see trees, at the very least.’

‘This is a dead land, then?’

‘It is. And in fact, that is what Dominus called it. The Deadlands.’

‘I fear what these people suffered.’

‘I didn’t know you feared.’

‘After I lost you, it was all I did.’

He dropped down into the sand, feeling it, coarse, between his fingers. He placed the blade down beside him, wrapping the red cloak further around his shoulder. He took a deep breath, feeling the salt of the sea breeze shift in the air around him. In that moment of peace, Linera’s voice away from him, he wept.

He let the tears fall as he missed his son. As he missed his daughter. The vengeance didn’t bring them back. It brought Linera back, but only in his own head, or his blade. He wept for what felt like too long, then stared out over the sandy expanse.

He had to tell the party to not get too comfortable. And he had to explain how he knew.

Through the memory of my wife’s haunted soul, that now lies within my sword.

Even with all that had happened and all that he’d seen, it still felt unbelievable.

He waited several moments before he rose. Footsteps behind him—Halvayne walking up the shallow hill.

“We can’t linger long, can we?”

Alevist shook his head, wiping his eyes.

Halvayne looked about the desert, his gaze locking in the direction where Alevist’s had moments earlier.

“The Deadlands, she calls it.”

“Who?” Halvayne said, his eyes narrowed.

“My wife,” said Alevist.

Halvayne peered down to the blade, Alevist’s hand once more around the hilt. “Aye,” Alevist said.

Halvayne let out an approving grumble. “I sensed as much.”

Alevist continued to pat down his trousers, the sand falling and powdering with each smack. “We have to reboard and sail west until we find trees.”

Halvayne nodded. “Tomorrow.” He turned to see the crew about the beach. “We seem safe enough here for a night on land.”

Halvayne moved back down the hill to the rest. Alevist stayed atop that dune staring out over the expanse once more, the ground beneath his feet rumbling as he watched one of the sandy hills shift in the distance.

He turned then to make way to the beach, feeling that whatever rumbled in the deep—that tattered history of the land he was now on—wanted him to.

He held his wife in his arms, resolving to learn the history of Mercy from whatever lay within his wife’s memory. If he was to make it back to his son, he needed an army from Mercy to do it. He’d seen the foes he left behind. To get his home back, it would take an all-out war. And so war he would seek.


THE AFTER: I
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That first day in Mercy passed at a snail’s pace.

Are the days just longer? Neera thought—but still trudged on.

The cold winds whipped her face under what appeared a forever night. They were given horses to ride, and warmed in what felt like the finest furs. Hulin had been whisked away for medical treatment. As the army finished cleaning up, Valdus was permitted to show them the area. Under watch, but taken to see the area nonetheless. The area where Valdus had grown up.

Valdus placed his hand on the stone of his old city, though it seemed that city had been destroyed for some time.

“It was the most brutal and wonderful place,” he said, his silver gaze moving to the shattered black stone. “It was one of the seven Pillars. The first of them. And it fell.” He spoke the last word in a sort of solemn shock. The tears drifting in his eyes echoed the bitter pain in his voice.

“Your city was inside a pillar?” Steyvin asked, mirroring Neera’s own thoughts. Likely Cyril’s, too.

Valdus huffed out a laugh. “It was the Pillar. That’s how capital cities were built up here. At a time when the threat of demons underground was at its height and Dragons would periodically terrorize people, man built the Pillars. But man was the Merciani. The first of all people. Those who built all seven Pillars with the help of the Collasai.”

Neera eyed the remnants of the stone surrounding the space. It was everywhere. It seemed to span miles and miles of absolute ruin. “What destroyed it?” she asked, stepping around the large stone.

Valdus shook his head. “I’m not sure. It was all one piece when I was here last.”

“Dragons?” Cyril asked, like the boy he was in his heart.

Steyvin and Neera began to laugh, but Valdus nodded. “The boy speaks the most likely cause.”

Neera chose to shut up then.

“Oi!” one of Talion’s men called. “Time to get a move on!”

Valdus pulled his hand from the stone. That feeling of cessation passed through Neera as if she had felt it herself. Valdus cleared his throat and huffed out a sigh, choking down whatever tears had been about to fall. The group began their walk back to the troop.

And they walked on.

Some time had passed, but no sun rose.

Only that strange forever moon in the sky that too seemed unmoving.

“Is it always night here?” Neera asked.

“No,” Valdus began, “I just think we got here in the middle of the longest night.”

“The longest night?” Steyvin asked, his head bucking side to side upon his horse.

Hulin was in one of the troop carts, Cyril riding by its side. The rest of the group opted to stay in front of it. The wooden wheels creaked on the snow frosted ground.

“It is the night when the Merciani people came to life. The night given by the Mother of Dusk to shade them from the war between the Dragons and the Collasai. The First War. Before Callosai himself shattered his hammer in the midlands. Before the great Sundering.”

Steyvin’s eyes grew wide.

It seemed that Valdus spoke of legend in truth. Spoke of the same stories told to them as children. Though the Merciani being the first was a lost detail in the histories of Maetlynd and Mercy.

Talion opted to let one of his commanders lead the caravan of soldiers. Neera and the rest were told they were headed southwest, across the bridge that brought the Calevahn Empire to the land of the Merciani.

The new Emperor rode by their side.

“Where exactly are you taking us?”

“I told you. The Eighth Pillar. The city of Calevaiyh. That which flies.”

There being an eighth Pillar seemed to be a wonder of its own to Valdus. For Talion had admitted no Collasai aided in its building. It seemed these humans were capable of feats few others were.

“But why?” Neera asked.

Talion looked at her, his gaze lingering over his shoulder. “We must prepare for our next enemy.”

“Next enemy? Valdus told you your last one still lives,” Neera said, angry as she thought of Taldreas and the land she had left behind. “The Merciani have overtaken our home.”

Talion blinked fast at that. “Maetlynd is a land we shall explore once all of the Wills are tamed under our Gods.”

“I am one of the blood of the All Will,” Valdus said, his eyes forward.

“Aye. That your blood is.” The Emperor took a moment to look at the Merciani then. Analyzing him as one would study an unknown species. He then surveyed the rest of the troop that had come through the passage, acknowledging even the cart Hulin rode in. “But you all carry knowledge of that land you desire to return to. Though I am afraid it will not be what you once knew.”

Neera’s horse whinnied and huffed, the mist from its hot breath pulverizing as they rode through it.

“You will return there, I swear it. It will just take time. First, the Will of Dragons still remains on Mersianei.”

“Dragons?!” Cyril said, loud and excited. He rode closer as the word dragon left Talion’s mouth.

“Don’t be too excited, boy. They aren’t the playful type. I understand your land had the Protectors?”

“They fell over time. Khal’jrousax, the last Protector, died when the Merciani invaded Maetlynd the first time,” Valdus said, knowing more of the official histories of her home than Neera seemed to remember. The tales of dragons never truly excited her. They seemed more legend and faux. Stories told to comfort children to sleep.

The dragons fly high above us still, her mother would say at night to her and Hayde. And they protect us even though they do not touch the ground.

Neera’s eyes welled at the thought of her brother. The look on his face as Cyril’s arrow struck true. As he was taken from his misery.

“The Dragons hold an entire continent. They have not left since their attack on the Pillars before my birth, as they learned their lesson that my father’s defenses were insurmountable. But they still carry what they call their Hallowed and what we call their Damned.” Talion pointed back over his shoulder and locked eyes with Valdus. “Others weren’t as prepared. And some of the other Pillars on the southeastern continents shared their luck.”

“You speak of the Empire as if it isn’t your own, Lord?” Neera asked, shifting her shoulders.

He glared at her. “To call it mine own is a lie. The people who are in our Empire are what make it so vast and defensible. They believe in our cause. I work to tame all Wills under our Gods. Including those of the Lesser Patrons. That of the red madness is the last one I desired to master,” he said, an orb of simmering red rising from his hands. “I am the first to do so. The first to tame the madness without enduring it. Though endure I have.”

Valdus’ eyes were wide. “You’ve—”

“Done the impossible?” the Emperor chided him, smiling as he locked eyes with the Merciani. “Aye. I have learned to tame the necrosis that is your blood.”

“And you bear no marks of its curse.”

“Your family’s belief, it seems, was rather shortsighted.” Talion tilted his head, his lips curling. “And rather extreme.” He took a long pause then, his hot breath fogging the now still air. “You see, we do not have long lives. Those born of Calev blood live less than a hundred years standard. And so, we have adapted over generations to pass down knowledge. To pursue difficult tasks and achieve what the Demigods of history have achieved, in a modicum of the time they took to achieve it. I aim to be the first human to become as the Patrons who were banished from these lands.”

Neera held her tongue then, as did Valdus and Steyvin. Neera glared at Cyril to ensure he did the same.

“They figured out eternal life,” Talion continued. “And they were damned for it. My Gods seek that power. And they seek it through me.”

Neera ignored this talk of new Gods. As did the rest.

“And the Dragons have to be killed?” Valdus said, shifting the topic.

“Once you see where they live and breed, you will know why we shall aim to end their reign of fire over that merciless continent.”

“It’s a small piece of land,” the robed man proffered. “But we do the Emperor’s Will.”

“It is how I will achieve eternal life under the Gods. And it is how I will ensure that what my father built will live on.”

“You believe the Dragons bear this secret of eternal life?” Valdus asked.

“Or perhaps you bear it,” Talion said, his hard, dark eyes narrowing back toward Valdus’ own. After a brief silence, he smiled. “It seems Maetlynd holds many secrets.”
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Steyvin shivered, though the cold was gradually relenting.

The darkness above waned as they approached a bridge spanning out over an unseen force of water. Men climbed wooden and steel rigs surrounding the bridge, raising more stone and adding to the bridge.

He took in all around him, but he longed for home. Longed for his father.

He had used Cyril’s journal and his own softstone to reach out to both his father and Bryseis but received no response as yet. He wondered when it would come. Or if it would ever. He wondered if he had left his father and friend in a place to die. As he had left Erevayn and Alevist. As he had left Halvayne. And as he had left Hayde to hang in that field alone.

The guilt nearly overcame him. As did his guilt for Ilatu’s death. He should have put his brother out of his misery. For Steyvin was the big brother. And no youngest sibling should have to suffer so long as Ilatu did in fear.

It was out of Steyvin’s control now. What instead was in his control was the fate of those around him. One day, he would get his chance to return to Maetlynd. And he would go back bearing wisdom to those who survived the fight against the Vile. Though with Dominus dead, perhaps it had all ended.

But that was only a hope. A hope he held onto. He had risen when called on to get the Forgotten to safety, aiding Hayde in that endeavor. He endured what Hayde endured to do it, only Hayde got the shit end of the deal. He died and Steyvin lived.

Their horses’ hooves rang across a long, stone bridge. Men all around worked upon its grey stoned surface. Steyvin peered back over his shoulder to Cyril, still riding beside the cart holding Hulin. The boy appeared dejected and excited all at the same time. He hadn’t spoken to him about Hayde’s death since they arrived in Mercy. And it had only been a few days.

He realized then as he looked to Neera, that he hadn’t spoken to her either. He guided his horse closer, as if to speak under the sound of the clattering hooves on stone, the wheels behind still churning loudly over dust and rock.

“I never asked you about Hayde,” Steyvin said.

Neera’s eyes, somber and still, fixed onto the bridge before her, then back to the Silder.

“I too lost my brother.”

“Hulin told me,” Neera said. She smirked, letting out a small laugh. “He tried comforting me with your stories.” She turned her head, sniffling.

Steyvin solemnly smiled. “Did he now?”

“Aye,” she said, continuing. “He said you had a choice to do it yourself or let it be done for you, and you too chose the latter.”

“Aye. Though mine didn’t require me to be a crack shot with the bow.”

She shook her head, her eyes growing mistier as she shifted on her horse. “I couldn’t hit him. It felt like,” she hesitated, clearing her throat, “there was no possible way.”

“At least you took the shots. I couldn’t swing.”

She looked back at Cyril. “I haven’t even told him I forgive him.”

“Do you think he needs it?”

“If it makes him forgive himself. If anything, I need to apologize to him. He shouldn’t have had to take that shot.”

“And if you had, you think he would feel like it was just?” Steyvin shook his head in utter disbelief. “No—I am certain he would have wanted to be the one to take that shot. To take that burden from you as service to Hayde.”

Neera paused then, silent as the horses rode on for several heartbeats. “We suffer for others’ suffering, in hopes that theirs might end.”

Quiet lingered between them for a time after.

The sun shone to the east, illuminating a forested land over the ravine under the bridge. And the lands ahead would lead Steyvin to people of his own. Though they never felt the influence of one of eternal life. Now that weight was on his shoulders. As Silder was banished from the shores of his first home, so was Steyvin. And now Steyvin needed to build, as all Artisans did.

As the caravan got off the bridge and continued its journey, he realized just how close to other builders he was. The people here led short lives compared to the Silder—shorter by two to three hundred years, and yet somehow their civilization was able to build and build as fast as they could.

Perhaps a shorter life yielded more care for each moment. Steyvin knew that to be the case. For if he knew his brother would die at only twenty-some years, he would have appreciated each small moment more.

He held his gaze on the men building the bridge, and thought of just what he could create with such a force. Then his eyes veered to Talion. A formidable man. Perhaps an ally. Or perhaps an enemy. He didn’t know yet. But as time would go by, Bryseis would answer. Shrinale would answer. And Steyvin would aid Maetlynd by Talion’s hand—or so he said.

So Steyvin had to help him. He had no other choice. For perhaps a way home would show itself in time. Perhaps a way back to Maetlynd would be exactly what he would build.

But if what Talion’s priest had said about the red clouds between the two worlds was true, then perhaps Steyvin would be able to sail back across that unexplored sea. Back to Maetlynd. And back to Bryseis.

It was only a matter of time before she responded to him.

Only a matter of time.


THE AFTER: II
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Aulder stared into the depths of the rotten cavern.

The same darkness in which he had met his mother for the first time—in which he had met Dominus.

“Why are we here?” he asked his first general.

The weeks-long trip to arrive back here took too long—there was a continent to sustain—to grow. The pain of his wings’ growth lingered in his back, as did the pain in his arm with every flexion and extension of his crimson-stone fingers. The pain of growth.

He couldn’t use his wings to fly yet, but he was sure he’d eventually be able to.

“To meet your steed.”

A bellow breached out of that echoing darkness.

The men around him quivered, the clattering of their armor as they backed away muddling the silence.

The groaning resounded once more.

Aulder narrowed his gaze. And two, massive red eyes glared back at him.

The ground shook.

One step—a second.

Two battering wings sent a gale toward him and his men. He covered his face as those behind him fell.

“Khal’jrousax.” What had been Dominus in him knew that to be true, for he was a steed Dominus could not mount—nor was prepared to mount.

The wings settled, the beast’s two legs stamping into the shale floor.

The monster reached up to the tops of the cavern ceiling with its gaping jaw, roaring once more.

Its scales shone black, punctured by crystalline patches of red. Even more so, its body seemed crafted wholly by other parts. Made bigger somehow, or imbued with something Aulder was unfamiliar with. Like the beast had been stabbed, sliced apart, and re-made. Dominus had known, but refused to share.

Aulder stepped toward his new steed.

Khal’jrousax roared again, but Aulder held no fear. He reached his crimson hand out and the beast—the dragon—settled in recognition.

Aulder placed that hand on Khal’jrousax’s snout. And the two became one.


THE AFTER: III
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The baby wailed as Viyala panted.

Alevist held the precious soul in his hands, the warmth of the child almost burning him. He held it up as if it were a most prized possession.

Ilteria held Viyala’s head as she began to recover, sitting back up on the vat of hay. “I never thought I’d give birth like a cow.”

“You’ve never even touched a cow,” Alevist said, his eyes still locked on the baby boy.

Viyala swallowed, clearing her throat as Ceranna patted at her forehead with a wet cloth. “Taurin,” she said.

Alevist turned to her. “What?”

“That’s his name. Taurin Lightseeker.”

Pain rushed through him. His son, Aulder, was the father of the child, but no longer sought the light.

“Your family name,” Viyala said. “Over mine.” She swallowed again, solemnity in her eyes.

“Aye. But he had your blood. The blood of an Artisan.”

“The blood of two,” Dullo reminded Alevist.

As Alevist finished wiping off most of what remained on the baby, bits of Viyala’s silver blood shed from its skin. He bore the golden eyes of the Aranari, his hair sable but bright against the light’s reflection.

“Taurin, then,” Alevist said.

The weight of the surrounding jungle bore down on them. The village they had found was predominantly human, with the exception of some of the Amrinil themselves, though that wasn’t what they called themselves. They called themselves Elterian. Thankfully, though, these were still Viyala’s people on Mercy, a place no one knew much about but Valdus and the blade in Alevist’s hands.

Steyvin had messaged Shrinale, but his word was to try and stay away from the path of the Empire he served. Hiding two Artisans amongst them was going to be easier than adding an additional five.

Halvayne had taken a Tear, as did Ewilen, which relieved the symptoms of the Blight that he had suffered for so long. Benedites was the last to take up the mantle, his reluctance a sort of humility. He had felt unworthy for all he had left behind.

Then there was Jani. Jani’s reluctance was more born out of disdain for what it all meant and the self-importance of it all. She would serve the Artisans in her best capacity, but to become one was a choice she was unwilling to make.

It had only been six months since they had landed on Mercy, specifically the Deadlands, and then sailed west until they hit the Feltry Bush. Small settlements were scattered throughout the land, and they were fortunate to meet a guide in one of the more prosperous southern ports, Belstide.

Many a bounty hunter and dreamer would come to Belstide in hope of finding glory in the Deadlands on some pursuit or another. And in doing so, they would come back and make themselves folk heroes to be talked about through the ages.

The land of Mercy shared an awful lot in common with a healthy and prosperous Maetlynd that Alevist remembered before the Blood Rebellion and the Reckoning. The Blight had near no presence in the places they had seen, as Steyvin had said the Empire he now served and most of the settlements they traveled through had eliminated it.

The Emperor had somehow tamed that Form of Outer Will, or as they called it—Lesser Will. And he managed to avoid any of the drawbacks to holding its powers. He was a true force to be reckoned with. And perhaps an ally to take back to Maetlynd, in order to fight off the numbers of dead and depraved that followed Aulder.

Halvayne’s cousin Filbren sent monthly reports, discussing the degradation of the populous and their hope. The Hardranians and those of the Stained Forgotten who had survived the great sieges stood against the Merciani through fighting underground. But it seemed the enemy’s numbers were growing. And they would continue to grow until they took all of Maetlynd.

By the time Alevist would be able to assemble a force to bring back, there was a chance the fight would already be lost. But with the Emperor, perhaps they could gain an advantage.

It was a matter of time Talion found out about their presence. Alevist in the meantime had been putting out feelers as to the capacity of soldiers and mercenary companies. Perhaps that was a way to start. Rumors spread of another Elder race, as many of the Elterian had called Alevist and Shrinale. Those who survived the desert—the Deadlands. Known to be fierce and cunning warriors, true believers, people who desired prosperity in their once prosperous land.

It had been some time since Alevist had been a leader in war, and it would be no easy feat to take it on again. But the more Linera taught him of Mercy and Dominus’ thousands of years of memory, he could perhaps show those of the cumulative continents that made up Mercy just what he was worth. It would take time, but he would garner the force.

He needed to. Linera needed him to. Her choices were stolen from her, and so they became his. It was that simple.

The red clouds that had once walled off the continent were gone, only returning for a brief time once every month. Something Salasmir had done to the Dawn Tree had broken the enchantment that kept them bound. But their memory, and the memory of the Merciani, lingered. It lingered for the people of the southern continents, the memory of an empire torn down by an even greater one.

But even though the Calevahns had expelled the Merciani and their abominations, no Empire was truly good at its core. Perhaps evil, but never truly good.

And as Alevist looked to the red clouds that Taurin was birthed under, he thought of the boy’s future and what he would have to provide for him. Taurin would be the son he never had, and he would support Viyala, who did dearly need it.

Taurin would grow to be an Artisan all on his own. And he too would lead peoples. But the hope was that he would lead them through prosperous times–that Alevist would end the conflicts so the boy could grow old without ever the need to shed blood of his own.

And in that thought, Alevist wondered what sort of suffering the boy would eventually bring on himself. For no man could truly escape war of any kind. For within him war lived, and within him war died. All the same was the suffering after. And war lived on.

So ends the first book of Mercy


AFTERWORD
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From the Archivist

So, Wanderer—you have completed this, the first part of our journey. From the belief that vengeance is the ultimate prize, to the acceptance of a long-forgotten purpose. And what truly is our purpose? Does purpose align with our happiness?

I can tell you, Wanderer, that it ebbs and flows. There are times where we are within our purpose that we smile, and others where we fall short and feel the agony that follows. Or, maybe our purpose is to die entirely—to feel that ultimate pain… that ultimate release.

These, the first two volumes from Mercy, tell a story of a journey from the known to the unknown. Thus ends this story. And you, Wanderer, shall get respite from my voice. Until we return to Mercy, let your thoughts linger on all of the love we hold within ourselves through our grief and suffering. Love for those we’ve lost, love for the lands we’ve left behind. All of that love with no place to go. Give it purpose. And I shall do my best to do the same.


GLOSSARY
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RACES AND ARTISANS/MARTYRS:

Amrinil: Amrine the Martyr

Aranari: Aranor the Martyr

Collasai: No known Artisan

Crimson-marked/Vileborn/Redborn: No known Artisan

Daerikal: Stalhom the Artisan; Talimonus the Artisan (Stalhom’s father)

Dragons: No known Artisan

Gnomlin: No known Artisan

Haftel: No known Artisan

Haltrishari: No known Artisan

Hardranian: Feyrir a Martyr, Stenrir a Martyr (Hardranians had several)

Kalatari: Olapheous the Martyr

Kul: Kal’duun the Martyr

Merciani: No known Artisan

Silderai/Silder: Silderuun the Martyr

Stained: Aranor the Martyr

Uldonai: No known Artisan

MENTIONED ORDERS OF THE NINE AND RUNEBORN TERMS:

Bloünine: Primary belief in the Blood Form

Cleaver: Primary belief in Stone Form

Daemonine: Primary belief in Dawn Form

Drogunine: Primary belief in Primordial Form

Elunine: Primary belief in either Dawn or Dusk Form

Howlunine: Primary belief in Primordial Form

Kaledar: Runeborn Defenders and Generals; formerly a rank beneath each of the Nine Orders

Omunine: Primary belief in Omen Form

Ordained: Religious Order of the Nine; Dawn, Dusk, and Omens among primary Forms

Runine: Primary belief in Force or Stone Form

Stalwart: High King’s Guard; Runeborn

Weaver: Primary belief in the Cloth or Illusion Form

MENTIONED PLACES AND REGIONS:

Aldueen: Origin City of Silderai; Ruins

Alfaney: Stained/Forgotten refugee city in the Badlands

Anvia: Western Continent of Maetlynd

Ar’den: North of the Ardent Wall and Edelvin

Ardent Wall: Wall connected to Edelvin; runs along the northern edge of Taldreas to separate it from Ar’den

Badlands: Southeastern Taldreas

Blackshores: Northernmost beaches on Anvia

Dawn Tree: Ancient Tree in Edelvin

Dul’Vulgo: Capital of Kalatari Lands

Edelvin: Capital of Stained Lands in northeast Taldreas

Elthrin: Central region of Anvia

Faulen: Ruined part of Ossilith

Finstal: Southwestern region of Taldreas; home of Kalatari Peoples

Hardrada: Continent housing Hardranians

Haltar swamps: All over Maetlynd (home to Haltars)

Haltreesh’an: Primary region of the Haltrishari

Harthear estate: Kythos’ estate in Ossilith

Kal’Duun mountains: Mountains occupied by the Kuls, shared with Amrinil and Ver’Skyi Peoples Before Reckoning

Kaneretta: Ruined city on easternmost portion of Anvia; borders Haltreesh’an

Kannelough: Port city south of Kaneretta

Maetlynd: The known world

Merciful Martyr: Pub in Ossilith

Mersianei: Home of the Merciani Peoples (The unknown world)

Milanteus: Vileborn settlement in the mountains above Ossilith

Oberran: Amrinil capital city

Olg’Daleth: Settlement between Ver’Skye and Finstal

Ossilith: Capital city of the Ver’Skyi People

Pieal Strait: Strait between northern Taldreas and Hardrada; drives north beside Ar’den

Se’l Tobahn: One of the Daerikal Isles; home of Stalhom

Sen Tok: Amrinil Stronghold

Silderuun’s Fall: Region in northern Anvia

The Sundered Sea: The ocean between Taldreas and Anvia

Taldreas: Eastern continent of Maetlynd

Tenslyd: Forest southwest of Ossilith, east of Dul’Vulgo

Torlanus: Great Hall in Edelvin

Twin Falls: Northern waterfall in the Kal’duun mountains

Udonsil: Southern region of Anvia (Uldonai home)

Ver’Skye: Central region of Taldreas

Witesands: Amrinil beaches to the west of Sen Tok

MENTIONED GODS/RELIGIONS:

Aalent: God of Dawn

The All Will

Dalius (Old God): God of Death

Denira: Goddess of Dusk

The Empyrean: House/Pantheon of the Gods

The Forgotten: The Old Gods. Also refers to a faction outside of the Unity

Inner/Greater Wills/Forms

Kaladus: The Betrayer

Outer/Lesser Wills/Forms

OUTER RUNE FORMS:

Chaos

Blood

Briar (Crimson Necrosis)

INNER RUNE FORMS:

Arcanum

Cloth

Dawn

Dusk

Force/Hand

Illusion

Omens

Primordial Forms (Nature’s Forms)

Stone

MENTIONED HISTORICAL EVENTS:

The Reckoning/The Blight

The Blood Rebellion

The Old War

OTHER TERMS:

Hardstone: Runestone in hard form; usually imbuing weapons of Kaledar or gear

Icons: Highest form of currency containing softstone vial

Marks: Lowest form of currency containing softstone vial

Runeborn: Magickly Marked individuals from birth

Runestone: Magical stone found in Maetlynd; rare

Softstone: Liquified Runestone; imbued within currency and weapons; used as means to communicate via scribing


THANK YOU, READERS


Thank you, Wanderers! Stay tuned for the next installment in the Mercy universe in 2027. You can find me at chancedillonauthor.com to access my socials and shoot me messages about your experiences with the journey so far. Your reviews greatly increase the visibility of this story, so if you wish to share it with others, I am forever grateful. I should mention I’m grateful you gave this story a chance in the first place.
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A COLLECTION OF POEMS


From, ‘love stories and the Ramblings of a man made mad’ by Chance Dillon

The following 6 poems come from a collection of 20 poems available through my Patreon (https://www.patreon.com/c/ChanceDillonAuthor)

beneath my sleep

There is something that calls and it calls to me beneath my sleep

A voice of a past I have not lived

A heart in a chest that isn’t mine

A love and a feeling that wasn’t the time


There is only so much love we have

Persevere as if that’s all

As if it’s the only thing

Calling to our hearts

To fight and endure, endure

Even when our dreams turn into nightmares


Be not the villain of your own soul

Be the hero of a truth that’s told

Of a searing cold

Of a bitter, bitter sweetness

Of fear and of weakness


Give love when you can’t

Take grief and supplant

Every cold, cold feeling you ever had

Allow yourself the rush

The miss of their touch

Every warm, warm touch


Tell the story worth telling

And don’t stop

Fight until it’s out

Or until your heart drops

Until it drops, drops out of your chest

Your voices don’t always know best

Time will tell all

Let it fall

And yell against its small, small heartbeat


There is something that calls and it calls me beneath my sleep

And it doesn’t go away

Some love I never had

Some hole beneath my very soul

Let it call me, I say

I’m going to yell against it anyway


There is something that calls and it calls me beneath my sleep

Something beneath my sleep

to be alone

To be alone

It’s strange

To be surrounded

It’s strange

We need both


We need solitude to grow

We need people to push against us

Resistance so we can overcome

Obstacles to climb and enhance us

Counter thoughts to our thoughts and their thoughts


I can sit down

And disagree with myself a hundred times

And it still wouldn’t be enough

I need more

I need more of this stuff

So I can escape my own


I wonder where I’ll be in five years

I set goals

I have dreams

Yet I still wonder

It’s strange to wonder

When I know

I claim that I’ll sunder

Because I know


I’ll be in love

I’ll have my hand resting

It’ll be on my pregnant wife’s belly

The other will be on my keys

As I type away

And write my stories


I’ll be there for them

For everyone I love

I’ll be there for them

And it’ll be strange

Just how far I’ve come

the fool

It feels to me I’m a fool to love

To give something

Unexpecting of a return of that feeling

It feels to me I’m just a plain fool


And why do we love

Do we love so we feel loved

Or do we love because it’s what we feel

I love because it’s what I feel


So let me be a fool

And let you be a fools desire

For a fool I am and I desire you


One day perhaps

One day maybe

One day you may tell me the same

And then I’ll still be a fool


Because it is a fool who loves

And even more foolish to be unaccepting of it

And you are no fool

You just love one

everything’s gone

I want to go having given everything

Every breath

Every touch

My whole heart to this world


I want to leave behind something great

Something others can follow

Or belong to

Or create in


I want to go having given it all

Having crossed every t and dotted every i

I want to give my love

I want one person who can receive it


I want not a breath left

Not an ounce of blood to drip

Not a drop of water on my lips

Not an organ able to pump that no-blood to wherever it won’t go


I want nothing left

Because I want everything I have out in this world

Because this world has too much

And at the same time, too little


I have loved

I have been loved

I have hated

I have been hated


In all that

I still want nothing left

I want to give it all

it stares back at me

There’s this past life I see

It sits behind me

It sits over the water

I stare at it every morning when I wake

And every night before I sleep


There is love there

And I walk to it every morning

But it’s gone

I chose to leave it

But it stands there and stares back

As I walk toward it

I never reach it

I’m never quite there

I no longer wish to be


But before me now

Is a light I had seen

A sun shining over me

and over the crest of a faraway hill

Only the hill isn’t so far

Not anymore

There’s thanks to be given

Love to be shared

Life is before me and I’m scared

And I have laid out the pieces and run back

So that I can pick them all up now, simply stack


Love is behind me

It is before me

But that love behind me still matters

That love behind me has its own story

Of mundanity

Of joy through small things

Of pleasure through a bite

Of sadness in the dark


And it stares back at me

I see it everyday

loss brings love

Loss brings you love

It brings you a power to hold

Something to give since that love’s got no place to go

It burns inside of you

Like a fire that cannot dim

Like a cold that cannot be quelled


Loss brings you love

It gives it to you to give away

Yet we hold onto it

We hold onto it out of fear

Who are we without our losses?

Who are we without that love still burning inside of us?

Give it away and you will see

That love that burns inside of you has no place else to go

But it is a force for good

A force to be used with the same ferocity

As a charge into a field of battle


Grief is that love

And grief we cannot let go

Our hearts break and stay broken

Those pieces cannot be replaced

But we can try.

We can try.
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— MERCY SMACKS YOU IN THE FACE OUT OF THE GATE.” - PHILIP CHASE, AUTHOR OF THE EDAN TRILOGY
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“Shadows rise and fall with the sun; the fickle will crumble,

thinking the heat of that light will be all that keeps them in view of the
i world. They fall when unprepared, then they refuse to stand until their
own lingering shadow is gone.” —The Book of Nine Runes
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“It was not the fact that he died that spelled their doom. It was how.” —

The Histories of Maetlynd, written Before the Great Surge
(Year 33; AR)
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BOOK THREE
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“The Tree—the greatest instrument to receive the Will’s desires—

burned. And it took Maetlynd’s will with it.” —The Histories of
Maetlynd, written After the Great Surge (Year 35; AR)
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