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Betrayed by friends and abandoned by his goddess …

Back from the dead and hellbent on saving his beloved.




In life, Knight Champion Breskaro Varenni zealously served the bright goddess Seshalla. He was a hero and a legend, the greatest knight of the age. But his most trusted friends betrayed him to the swords of infidels, and his goddess abandoned him, denying him Paradise.

In death Breskaro refused to fade into Oblivion, like lesser lost souls.

Instead he wandered the Shadowland for seven years until the dark goddess Harmulkot offered him the one thing only she could give, the one thing that still mattered to him... 

A chance to save his precious Orisala from a fate worse than his own.

Returned as a wreck of embalmed flesh animated by sorcery, with a host of the desperate and the undead under his command, Breskaro will do whatever it takes to save Orisala, no matter the odds and no matter the consequences.

David Alastair Hayden returns to the exotic land of Pawan Kor, first seen in Wrath of the White Tigress, with this seductive epic of swords and sorcery in the tradition of Brent Weeks, Robin Hobb, Michael Moorcock, and David Gemmell.
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“The evil that men do lives after them; The good is oft interred with their bones.”




— William Shakespeare, Julius Caesar


Chapter 1




The desolate ravine lay deathly quiet in the perpetual twilight of the mist-draped Shadowland, seemingly empty of the demons that preyed on the lost souls trapped there. A man shambled into the gorge. Listless eddies of dust trailed his feet. Head drooping and shoulders hunched, he moved like a sleepwalker, unaware of his surroundings. Once-fine armor hung on his tall frame limply — its bright shine lost to the teeth and claws of countless demons. The sword he drug carelessly behind him bore the nicks and scars of many pointless battles.

A scaly shadow slithered into place behind a basalt outcrop. It flexed razor talons and flicked a ropy tongue over its rows of jagged teeth. With a hopeful spark dancing in its giant black eyes, it pounced — swift, silent, unseen...

Expected.

The man raised his battered shield a heartbeat before the demon landed on top of him. He twisted and deflected the blow, tossing the startled fiend onto the rocks. It scrambled to get back up. It was too slow. With a swift lunge and one smooth motion, the man sliced his blade through the creature’s corded neck. 

The demon faded into Oblivion.

The man’s clouded eyes cleared as they stared at the spot where the demon had been. He could do that ... let go ... fade into Oblivion. 

No. He shook his head, trying to remember. He was waiting. He had been promised something. He had been promised ... Paradise. 

Sighing, he scanned the charred, mist-draped landscape. His eyes turned ashen and cold again like the dead sky above. His body lost its fighting stance and he wandered deeper into the ravine.

Hours, maybe days, passed. Time had no meaning in the Shadowland, not to him, not to anyone trapped there. A terrified scream shattered the silence. The man ambled forward without urgency. He rounded a bend and spotted the attack. 

A young woman cowered at the back of a shallow crevice. She would have been beautiful in life. Now she was as washed out and grey as everything else here. Only her fear tied her to what she had once been.

A demon with the body of a huge, decaying leper and the head of a wasp loomed over her. By the patterns left in the settling dust he could tell it had herded her there, playing with its prey. 

He charged. The monster was so intent on its victim that it didn’t even notice him coming. But she did, and her eyes filled with hope. That the fiend did notice. It turned to face the man just in time for him to sink his blade deep into its chest. The demon pawed uselessly at the hilt as it faded.

The woman scrambled to her feet and threw herself into his arms with a sob. “Oh, thank you. Thank you. It was so awful. You saved me. Thank you, thank—”

Her hysterical muttering ended with a surprised gasp as his sword slid into her side.

“This is better,” he said in a distant, monotone voice. “You don’t belong here.”

She jerked free and staggered back a step before slumping to the ground and fading away. 

He rubbed at the dull ache in his chest and sat on a nearby boulder. The young woman reminded him of something ... someone. A terrible, nightmarish reminder. His eyes glazed back over, and the pain faded. He stood and started down the ravine.

“Breskaro Varenni!”

He spun, his sword already poised to strike. A woman unlike any other stood several paces away. She smiled at his slow-witted surprise. Even here, in this impossible place beyond death, he had never seen anything like her. She reached one hand towards him and took a swaggering step closer, her anklets of bone clicking. Silver winged-snake tattoos slithered against the unnatural jet-black of her skin, seeming to dance up her arms in a starless night. Her amber eyes trapped his and looked through them into all he had ever been. The alizarin-orange gem embedded in her forehead, her qavra stone, flickered as if filled with torchlight.

Mesmerized by her, he didn’t even react as she walked right up to him and touched him between the eyes. 

“Awake, champion, your services are needed.”

He stumbled back and shook his head. All the gray numbness and mental exhaustion slipped off him. His eyes cleared. He sheathed his blade and ran his hands over his battered breastplate, until he reached the deep hole over his heart. Not all these scars and punctures were the work of demons. 

His jaw clenched and his eyes narrowed as he remembered — infidels looming over his broken body, their bloody swords flashing in the sun ... pain ... death ... then this. 

“I remember. How — how long have I...” He gestured weakly at the dead land around him.

“Seven years.”

“I have wandered this — this hell for seven years? Why?!”

Her voice was sibilant, seductive. “Those who do not pass into either Paradise or Torment roam the Shadowland until they fade into Oblivion. Most last no more than a few weeks, if they do not fall to demons first.” He nodded as the knowledge came back to him. “But not you, Breskaro. You are not done with life.”

He fingered the rose-stamped Eternal Sun medallion still attached to his remaining shoulder guard. A symbol of Seshalla, goddess of love and wisdom. His Goddess. He had been her Knight Champion. He had died crusading for her. But she had refused him Paradise. Even the lowliest recruit steeped in a lifetime of sin earned Paradise if they perished fighting for her. She should have given him a drink from the Cup of Eternity with her own hand as the Matriarch had promised.

“I dedicated my whole life to Seshalla. I died in her name and this — this is how she honors me?” Throwing back his head, he clenched his hands into fists and roared. “Seshalla!” 

He crumpled to the ground. “Why?” The plea was soft but his voice quickly hardened with slow, cold hatred. “How could you abandon me?”

“She cannot hear you.” The exotic woman gave another secretive smile when he glared up at her. “Perhaps Seshalla abandoned you, and perhaps she did not. Wiser men than you have placed their faith in lies.”

“Who are you, witch, and what do you want with me?”

Her smile only deepened as she touched the telltale qavra. “I am Nalsyrra, of the Ojaka’ari. I have come to take you back.”

“Back? Back to the land of the living? Why? How?”

“I represent a goddess, one who still has power. Though not enough to save her people. For that she needs you. As to how, I can lead you to the Keeper of Death who guards the Way of Return. But you must face him and defeat him alone.”

Breskaro laughed bitterly and climbed to his feet. “I am done serving fickle goddesses, Nalsyrra of the Ojaka’ari. I have learned my lesson through pain. Tell her to choose another warrior to fight her battles.”

“If all she needed were a warrior, do you think we would have gone to the trouble to raise you from the dead? You were the Knight Champion of Seshalla and the commander of the legendary Valiants. You were a mighty warrior, a brilliant tactician, and an inspiration to every man in Issalia’s army. You struck fear into the hearts of your enemies. You survived impossible quests. You are the one we need.”

“I am no hero, not anymore. That man died seven years ago. I am nothing but a shadow now.” 

He turned his back on her.

“Reborn you would have the strength and vitality of several men. A shadow? Perhaps. But one with powers you have never even imagined.” 

He shook his head and started to walk away.

“You could see Orisala again.”

Breskaro stopped. 

“Orisala.” The name rolled off his tongue like a caress. He said it again, with more strength, as if simply hearing it brought him closer to life. “Could I hold her?”

“You could.”

His hand strayed to his war-ravaged face. “And would I be whole again? Would I look like myself?”

“Your body was well preserved and most of your wounds mended, but it has been dead seven years. I cannot undo that damage.”

“Orisala.” He whispered her name to himself as his brow furrowed in thought. “No. A walking corpse can bring no comfort to the living.”

“Comfort? Perhaps not. But what about salvation? Orisala needs you, Breskaro.”

“What do you mean?” He spun around to face her. “I made certain she would be taken care of, surrounded by loved ones. My squire, Kedimius, pledged his life to protect her. What has happened?”

“She is alive, but barely. The priests who pulled her from the River Ayre saved her life. She cannot move or speak, though her mind is intact and alert. They have no idea who she is. They care for her out of religious duty but can do no more to heal her. She is all alone and trapped inside a broken body.”

“How could this happen?!”

“That is a tale only she can tell. But if you come back and serve her, Harmulkot can heal her.”

“Harmulkot? You expect me to trust Harmulkot? You expect me to serve that wicked old goddess?”

“You have no choice. And neither does she. You are her only hope, Breskaro Varenni. Just as she is your only hope of saving Orisala.”

Breskaro straightened his back. “No deceptions. If I return, I will see Orisala healed, and if Harmulkot betrays me, she will regret it.” He ripped the Eternal Sun medallion from his breastplate and tossed it away. “I will serve Harmulkot, for Orisala’s sake. Now take me back.”

“It is not so simple a task.” Nalsyrra drew her sword and handed it to Breskaro. The hilt was onyx, the blade long and thin. “The Sword of Shadowed Light. It is the only other help we can give you.”

“We? Is anyone else involved besides you and Harmulkot?”

“There is one other. A benefactor who wishes to remain anonymous is performing the spell to prepare your body for your spirit’s return. It is a demanding ritual and she has made a tremendous sacrifice to get you back.”

“Even though I could have said no?” Breskaro asked. “There was no guarantee that I would return with you.”

“Your benefactor never doubted that you would return to save Orisala. See that her faith is not in vain. Everything depends on you. Come. Follow me.”


Chapter 2




Nalsyrra crooned an archaic song. The mists parted, revealing a circle of tall, adjoining standing stones. A single archway led inside. 

“The Way of Return,” Nalsyrra announced. 

Breskaro nodded and readied the sword Nalsyrra had given him. 

“You will meet the Keeper of Death within,” she told him. “Defeating him is said to be nearly impossible.”

“I’ll find a way.”

“I will see you on the other side then.”

Breskaro walked inside the circle of standing stones. In their midst, a column of black smoke shot up from the ground. The smoke dissipated, revealing a seven-foot tall being with lean muscles, expansive multicolored wings, and the head of a falcon. He wore only a loincloth and a choker of gold. In one hand he held a book, in the other a curved dagger.

The being said, in a hollow, stilted voice, “I am the Keeper of Death. You are not welcome here.”

Breskaro’s face was a blank mask. “I am Breskaro Varenni. I would return to the world of the living. Let me pass.”

“It is not good for the dead to return to life, friend Breskaro Varenni. I urge you to turn back. Embrace Oblivion and pass on from this bleak place.”

“I must return.”

“You would be a wraith with no a physical form.”

“A friend has repaired my body through sorcery and can return me to it. I’m not concerned.”

“You died seven years ago, my friend. Much has changed in the world. It is not the place you left behind. You may not like what you find there.”

Breskaro grew irritated. “Let me pass, demon! I go there to save one I love.”

Birdlike, the Keeper cocked his head to the side. His piercing eyes locked onto Breskaro, who met his gaze with a fiery intensity. 

“Returning to life cannot bring you happiness. The part of you that enjoyed the pattering of a spring rain, the scent of rich, fertile earth, or a lover’s kiss is gone. Your humanity has withered. Your virility shall never return. Are you certain you wish to go?”

Breskaro tried to remember breathing, laughter, blue skies, warm sunlight on his skin, his body dripping with sweat after a forced march. But those things were lost to him. 

And they didn’t matter.

“I’m certain.”

“If you perish again in life, your soul will assuredly fall into Torment. There you would long for your years here in the Shadowland. Is this love you profess worth eternal damnation?”

“I don’t care what happens to me. I must return for Orisala. She’s all that matters.”

“I think you will find, even if you do succeed and return, that the price you must pay is higher than you bargained for. What can I say to change your mind, friend Breskaro Varenni?”

“Nothing. If there’s a test, set it and let me prove myself.”

The Keeper expanded his wings and cried out in a loud, inhuman screech. Breskaro covered his ears until the cry stopped. 

“My test is simple. You will relive the day you died. It will seem to you as real as it ever was, but only in the moments just before death will you be able to change anything. This time you must survive.”

“I was overwhelmed by a host of enemies!”

“Did you think it would be easy to return from the dead?”

“And what happens if I fail this test?”

“You will be thrown into Torment. It is wrong for the dead to seek to return from life and it defiles the natural order of the universe.”

“If returning is wrong, why does this path back to life exist?”

“Because my people made a mistake, and once the Way of Return was created, it could not be unmade.”

Breskaro hefted the Sword of Shadowed Light. “Perhaps it would be better for me to fight you than to face this test.”

He charged forward and swung the sword. The blade passed through the Keeper of Death as if he were made of nothing more than mist. 

The Keeper began to fade away, as did the Shadowland itself. New forms began to rise around Breskaro.

“The test and myself are the same, Breskaro Varenni. The only way to defeat me is to defeat the test.”

Breskaro spun, amazed at the half-formed world around him.

“I have recreated the day of your death. It is an illusion, yes, but the results are real.”

“Has anyone ever succeeded?”

“Two have. They came to regret it, just as you will. After the first returned, she—”

“Do no bother telling me what became of them. Nothing will sway me from this path.”

“As you wish, Breskaro Varenni. Just know this: Only grief and suffering lie at the end of the Way of Return.”


Chapter 3




Seven Years Ago




Breskaro rode at the head of the Valiants, Issaly’s most celebrated century of lancers. Their bright pennons snapped in a vigorous breeze. The sun glinted on their silvered helms. Beneath them, warhorses stamped and snorted. They were spearheading the long march of Seshalla’s Third Crusade against the savages of Brekka, who worshiped Zhura Dark Moon and other heathen gods. 

Breskaro should have been breathing in the fine autumn air and preparing himself for the glorious battle ahead. Instead he glared broodingly at the men around him — Colonel Dero Fortrenzi, General Magnos Togisi, and Captain Vin Amrasi — all close friends. He knew them well enough to sense that something was wrong. Their behavior was that of men who were agitated, yet they were strangely quiet. But Breskaro couldn’t quite figure it out.

Colonel Fortrenzi had been Breskaro’s mentor when Breskaro was a squire, and while Fortrenzi was still lean and fit, his hair had long since gone gray. Fortrenzi commanded the Breakers, three centuries of horsemen that followed behind the Valiants. Though their current position was relatively safe, Fortrenzi seemed unsettled and anxious, as if expecting to be ambushed. He watched his war-weary mentor with concern. It was an open secret that this would be Fortrenzi’s last campaign.

“You are brooding today, Breskaro,” said General Togisi. “Do you think poorly of our chances? Or has your mind wandered elsewhere?”

“I was thinking of home. Orisala was unwell when I left. And lately I feel as if I’ve spent my entire life in this saddle. As for our chances, the Goddess is ever with us. She will see us through.”

“We smite with love, in Her name,” General Togisi stated. All nodded their agreement. “The enemy ahead is nothing but ill-equipped rabble. Men we can break easily.”

Magnos Togisi was the Supreme Commander of the Imperial Army. He and Breskaro had served together as squires and fought their way up from the lowest ranks, winning acclaim throughout the Issalian Empire. Each owed the other his life a dozen times over and had, in their youth, been best friends. But as Magnos climbed to greater ranks and responsibility, Breskaro set off on quests for holy relics and won wide acclaim as a hero. Breskaro had achieved the rank of First Colonel, while Magnos rose to General, one of only three, and then Supreme Commander. Over the years they had grown apart, but recently that distance had increased. 

“Our infantry’s exhausted from the fight in the gorge,” Breskaro advised. “We should stop and rest for a few days.”

General Togisi stroked his long mustache. “The Matriarch wants us to conquer Spente before the first of Winter.”

“We have enough time for that,” Breskaro said.

“I fear that in the coming weeks we will encounter more than we initially anticipated.”

“Have I missed a scouting report?” Breskaro asked, looking at his second-in-command. Captain Amrasi shrugged.

“Just a feeling,” Togisi replied. “Regardless, I’d like to get there before the heathens in Spente can mass in greater numbers. The rabble ahead of us now pose little threat. We risk more if we let their spirits rise and their numbers swell, both here and in Spente.”

“What would you have us do, General?” Colonel Fortrenzi asked.

“Archers and cavalry. The infantry will provide our reserve. The Valiants and the Breakers will strike head on. Split their lines, crush their command. Without their leaders, their army will flee the field. As soon as you engage, I will attack their weakest flank with the Imperial First.”

Colonel Fortrenzi fidgeted. Breskaro chewed on his bottom lip. He started to say something, but stopped. 

“The Valiants shall do their best,” he said with a sigh the others seemed not to notice. “If need be, we could win the day on our own.”

“I have no doubt of that.” Magnos patted Breskaro on the arm. “Take care out there, my friend.”

Magnos, your recklessness will doom us, Breskaro thought.




~~~




Captain Amrasi drew reign beside Breskaro as the Valiants began their final preparations for battle.

“This plan is ludicrous, Colonel.”

“Could be worse, Captain. We can make this plan work.” This time.

“But at what cost, sir?”

“The plan is what it is.”

“Why didn’t you protest, sir?”

“Would it have done any good? Magnos doesn’t listen to me anymore.”

“I’m sorry to ask this, sir, but did the two of you have a falling out? He used to listen to your every word. I was at the planning sessions on the last crusade. The army may not know, but I saw how it worked. You drew up nearly all the battle plans, and we suffered far fewer losses for it. This crusade has already become too costly.”

Breskaro gazed at the hills beyond.

“I don’t know. Truthfully. I do not know. Magnos no longer values my council in war. I have asked him about it, but he won’t give me a direct answer. Perhaps he feels the burden should fall on him alone as General. Maybe it is inspiration from the Goddess…”

“You are the hero of two crusades and a half-dozen quests! You brought Seshalla’s spear back to Issaly. Every man in this army looks up to you. Your bravery and leadership have carried us well. He’s a fool not to trust in your skills.”

“Whatever my old friend Magnos is, Captain, he is not a fool. Show him the respect he deserves. I’ll not have you speak ill of him.”

“Yes, Colonel.”

“It is our blessed Seshalla who has seen us victorious against the infidels. Not me. I am but an instrument. A slave to her will, as voiced by the Matriarch. If General Togisi no longer feels that it is in our best interests for me to make our battle plans, so be it. The Matriarch appointed Sir Togisi to lead us. So we can only follow and trust that his way is Her way.”




~~~




Breskaro found Colonel Fortrenzi sitting on his mount, away from his men, gazing out at the sea. Breskaro rode up beside him.

“Captain Amrasi said you seemed out of sorts.”

“Did he?” Fortrenzi replied distantly.

“Thought I would check on you.”

Fortrenzi attempted a smile. “That wasn’t necessary. I was just gathering my wits before the fight.”

“Are you well, old friend? If something’s wrong...”

He sighed. “I’m weary of fighting, Breskaro.”

“You’re almost done. After Midwinter in Spente you’ll be able to retire.”

“Every engagement risks a death I no longer wish to face on the battlefield.” He removed his helmet and ran his fingers through a thinning mane of smoke. “I should have retired already, but life at home is uncertain. Serving Seshalla has brought little wealth or comfort to my estate.”

“It’s not your fault your father left you massive debts.”

“Two decades worth, the rotten old bastard. By the time most officers would have made their fortune, I was making my first profits.” The cast of his face hardened and he replaced his helmet. “I should have been done with this after the last crusade. I wish to pass my final years in peace and luxury, not out here.”

Breskaro worried for his mentor. Fortrenzi had taught him the skills of war. He was once powerful, decisive, fearless, and a force to be reckoned with. Now, he went through the motions but his heart was far from war.

“Soon, old friend. Soon. Don’t worry. I will see you through today.” 

Fortrenzi studied his hands. “I have no doubt that you will. None at all.”

As Breskaro rode away Fortrenzi called out: “You were ever my best pupil, Breskaro! You’ve done me proud! Fight brave this day!”

Smiling, Breskaro saluted and returned to his command.




~~~




The Issalian archers released their first volley and immediately readied their second. Breskaro unleashed a battle cry and led his Valiants full-tilt downhill toward the enemy lines. Enemy arrows zipped by his head and thunked against his raised shield. A few Valiants fell. Those who remained rode ever harder. The last rain of Issalian arrows fell onto the Brekkans’ front line. But the Brekkan archers and slingers continued to pelt the charging Valiants.

Almost upon the enemy, Breskaro lowered his lance and braced for impact. From behind the Valiants, Fortrenzi shouted something and a horn blared. Breskaro risked a glance back and cursed. Fortrenzi’s Breakers, much farther away than they should have been, were breaking off their charge and circling back.

Unable to turn the thunderous charge at this point, Breskaro and his Valiants crashed into the enemy lines. His lance skewered a blue-painted barbarian through the ribs, lifting him into the air. Breskaro released the trapped lance and drew his sword. He deflected the swipe of a hafted-axe with his shield, rode beyond that attacker, then slashed the face of the next. The Brekkans directly before them scattered, but the disciplined Valiants remained in close formation. Breskaro chopped and cut relentlessly, propelled by momentum into the enemy’s lines. Only the might of his charger and the stoutness of his shield protected him from the many blows aimed at him.

When at last he ground to a halt, he found himself and his men swallowed by stout enemies who were more disciplined and better equipped than the scouts had reported. Many of these pale-skinned, war-painted barbarians wore hardened leather armor. Most of them carried good steel weapons, and they well knew how to use them.

His comrades waited on the crest of the hill. Doing nothing.

Captain Amrasi fought his way to Breskaro’s side.

“Colonel! What the devil’s going on!? Why aren’t they helping us? Did we miss an order?”

“I’ve no idea.” 

Breskaro lifted his sword high. 

“Valiants! Form around me! Attempt a retreat!”

Valiants flowed to his side and created a circle. In mass, they fought toward the front lines. The Issalian infantry began to march downhill, spears and glaives at the ready. The Imperial Lancers and the Breakers remained in place. 

Breskaro eyed them and muttered, “Goddess save us.”

Breskaro’s first-lieutenant was drug from his mount and slashed to death. Captain Amrasi narrowly dodged one spear-thrust, only to receive a shallow cut across his face from a second.

“Valiants! Steel your nerves. You are knights of Issaly and Seshalla. Make way toward the front lines! Slay the infidel! Fight with honor! Fight to the death!”

The remaining Valiants, half their number, fought as ordered. Every knight lost cost the Brekkans five or more men. But the Brekkans numbered thousands and the Issalian infantry was nowhere close enough yet to help.  The gathered Valiants dwindled to a dozen men, yet still they edged toward the front lines. 

An enemy spear drove up through Amrasi’s groin, toppling him from his horse. As he spurted blood on heathen soil, attempting to speak his wife’s name, Breskaro stabbed Amrasi’s killer through the throat. 

Breskaro met Amrasi’s fading eyes and nodded proudly.

Men Breskaro had known and served with for years lay dying all around him, moaning, screaming, begging the Goddess for help.

A spear struck Breskaro in the back. He lurched forward and nearly lost his seat. A second jab knocked him from his mount. Before he could stand, a burly warrior drove an axe deep into the horse’s neck. Breskaro used the horse’s collapse to break away. But in a heartbeat he was surrounded again.

He was the last Valiant alive, his strength waning fast. 

A sweet, melodic voice came to him, penetrating the din of battle, along with the scents of lavender and olives which overpowered the stench of the dying and the dead. 

“Orisala,” he breathed.

Breskaro went mad and fought with the prowess of a dozen knights, so fiercely the enemy peeled back in fear. 

“Orisala.”

He battled his way to the front lines where a lone Valiant warhorse yet stood its ground, unsure of leaving its fallen rider, who had been struck down by an arrow during the charge. If Breskaro could break free and run a dozen paces, he could mount the charger and ride away. He staggered toward it, but a blue-painted warrior leapt in front of him. 

A dozen more berserkers poured through the ranks of Brekkan infantry and surrounded him, shouting the names of their deities.

“Orisala, forgive me.”

Breskaro fought on, but the charger and the vision of Orisala grew more distant with each swing. The score of blood-oozing cuts and numbing bruises began to take their toll. Never before had his sword weighed so much. The infantry was still too far away; the cavalry yet remained in place. 

Breskaro stumbled over a corpse and fell. An enemy sprang toward him, his spear aimed at Breskaro’s heart.


Chapter 4




Present Day




The test of the Keeper of Death began. The illusion was fully realized. Instantly Breskaro had all the same injuries before and suffered the same fatigue. But he knew what was coming, and he knew what was at stake. 

He twisted, nearly wrenching his back, and raised his shield. The spearpoint glanced off. Breskaro rolled away from a chopping axe, staggered up to his feet, and ducked under a sword swipe. 

His eyes blazed with a fury that gave even these berserkers pause. “Orisala!”

He shield-bashed one warrior, knocking him back, parried a thrust from a second warrior, and slashed at a third with the Sword of Shadowed Light. The Brekkan raised his own sword to block, but Nalsyrra’s sword sliced through the steel blade as if it were cloth and severed the warrior’s head from his neck.

Using this advantage, Breskaro began to fight with wild, desperate attacks. He spilled intestines, slashed throats, and severed limbs. A dozen bodies piled up around him, but enemy berserkers continued to rush in. While Nalsyrra’s sword weighed little more than a feather, his sword-arm was already exhausted. He was staggering. An axe shattered his shield, tore through his armor, and cut across his ribcage. A flail flashed across his face, scratching his cheek and denting the nose-guard of his helm.

Doubt struck harder than any weapon’s blow.

Under withering attacks from the howling, pale-skinned berserkers, he faltered. A warrior thunked him in the stomach with the butt of his axe. As Breskaro doubled over, another lunged forward and thrust his spear into Breskaro’s chest. Exactly like before. 

Breskaro slumped, dying rapidly.

“No,” he muttered, blood pouring from his mouth. “I cannot ... fail ... cannot die.”

But how could he die again? He was already dead.

His eyes flared. His muscles tensed. He refused to go back into the Shadowland when Orisala needed him.

“Harmulkot … aid me!”

The Brekkan berserker sneered. The spearhead twisted, pulled out, then plunged deeper in. 

Shadowy whispers slid through the illusion. Breskaro convulsed. His heart ceased.

Then it began to beat again despite its wound. Malevolence blossomed within him and dark energy like a swarm of black and purple bees flowed from his ruined heart, down the spear, and onto the berserker. The man fell and thrashed. The cloud engulfed him and in moments he was reduced to a pile of smoldering bones.

With the spear still in his chest, dragging him forward, Breskaro stood. He jerked the spear free with his left hand. The remaining berserkers fell back, their drug trances fading. Brekkan regulars fled in terror. Breskaro slashed through a half-dozen unwise enough to remain near him. He reached the warhorse, climbed into the saddle, and rode toward his fellow crusaders.

Reaching full gallop, he passed through infantry and archers. All gave him wide berth, seeing the dark power in him. Sword out, ready to strike, he rode hard toward his old friends who still sat on their mounts, unmoving. He cursed their names. Pain wracked his body, but he had strength enough for this. 

Breskaro was a mere heartbeat away from General Togisi and Colonel Fortrenzi when darkness engulfed him. Save for a stabbing pain deep within his chest, Breskaro lost all sensation.


Chapter 5




Malevolence beat within Breskaro’s decayed chest. Not a living heart but a qavra stone pumping the cold fires of sorcery and hate through withered veins. He breathed: a sharp intake like the ripping of silk. Flaking eyelids peeled apart, unveiling lifeless eyes as dry as the dust gathered within the Varenni Mausoleum. 

He tried to move but his muscles only half obeyed. Sitting up became a flailing spasm that ended when callused yet feminine hands pressed him down.

“Be still,” Nalsyrra snapped. “My work isn’t finished.”

Nalsyrra chanted and drew sigils in the air over him. Sorcerous flame-trails followed her hands. His eyes glistened. Warmth entered his limbs. Muscles and tendons tightened. Saliva bitterly returned. Tingling sensations ran across his skin as with a sleeping limb awakening. 

Nalsyrra finished her ritual. “You can move now.”

Breskaro rolled over and vomited embalming fluid. The stinging scent of decay struck him and he retched again. 

He was alive, in a fashion, but the nightmare of the Shadowland wasn’t over. He could feel its emptiness in the distance, tugging at him.

He ran his hand over his chest and found the gaping hole. Within it, where once his heart had beat, was a gemstone half the size of his fist.

“Your new heart is a qavra,” said Nalsyrra. “Your spirit is bound to it. That is what allows you to animate this body.” She sighed and leaned against the marble slab. “It was a close thing. Your spirit partially returned to your body but then began to pull away ... You are lucky I trust my intuition. I put your new heart into place early. And only just in time.”

Through cracking lips he spoke. His voice was like the scraping of rocks. 

“In the test … I called on Harmulkot. Her power saved me. I guess that was when you put the heart in.” 

Breskaro sat up with a cascade of creaking bones, grinding tendons, and spasming muscles. Something snapped in his back.

“Going back into place,” Nalsyrra said. “You were in bad shape by the time they buried you. You are fortunate your people practice such meticulous embalming techniques.”

He coughed and bits of lung and embalming fluid sprayed out. He wiped his mouth and said, “I had always thought it a waste.”

“The restoration process will be complete in a few days. At that point, you will have speed and reflexes far surpassing that of an athlete in his prime and the strength and stamina of several warriors. It will not improve your looks.” From her pack she pulled a bronze mirror. “Best to get this over with.”

Breskaro took the mirror without hesitation and held it up. The sight of his cadaverous face made him gag. Death had robbed his color. His black hair was now but a thin white braid that hung down his back. His once olive skin was pale ash. But there was color forming in his eyes. Deep within those blackened orbs, a foul, viridian essence coiled like writhing snakes.

“Orisala can’t see me like this. I’m a ghoul.”

“Nothing we can do about that, though I can teach you a glamour that can mask your appearance somewhat. That green sparkle in your eyes will be the hardest part to mask, especially if you lose control of your emotions and it flares.”

Beside him lay his patina-crusted bronze death mask, with the traditional slits for the eyes, nose, and mouth. Nalsyrra had removed it when she began her ritual. He picked it up.

“A mask,” he muttered. “Do you have any twine? I think I could fix this upon my face if I tied it through the eye slits.”

“I can do better than that.”

Nalsyrra took a needle from her pack and spoke words of power. With twine as thread, she pushed the needle through the bronze as if it were cloth. She made one strap at the forehead level and one at the mouth level. 

Breskaro fixed the mask into place and looked at himself in the mirror again.

“I have no other face now. If I use a glamour, I shall glamour over this.”

“As you wish.”

“My heart is now a witch’s channeling stone. I have become the sort of necromantic thing I used to fight.” He sat silently for a moment. His hands unconsciously clenched into fists as he looked up and pinned Nalsyrra with his otherworldly gaze. “You said I would have powers. Can I cast magic with this thing?”

Nalsyrra reverently wrapped a ratty leather-bound grimoire in spidery gauze and placed it in a pouch.

“Most of the stone’s power must be used to keep you functioning. However, your qavra is strong and filled with a lively malevolence, so you should be able to employ a number of minor spells with it. Plus, the stone itself and your wraith nature will provide you with some innate abilities. For instance, you will be able to see in the dark as if you were in twilight.”

“I spent my life battling witches and the followers of Zhura, Harmulkot, and many other heathen deities. I even battled a few demons.” Breskaro shook his head. “And now look at me, I am a demon.”

He climbed down from the stone burial table. He stood and his knees wobbled, threatening to buckle. But they held. After several faltering steps, he could move with ease, though joints continued to creak and pop. Tentatively, he walked around. He willfully ignored the other two people buried in the chamber.

Nalsyrra lifted a large pack from the ground and dumped its contents on the burial table: reinforced leather armor, clothes, boots, a scabbard, a pair of knives, a heavy cloak, and other necessities a warrior would need. Beside those items she placed a cavalry saber of the finest Eprosian steel.

“I brought you a suit of lighter armor since they buried you in heavy ceremonial pieces. A mount awaits you outside.”

“What of the Sword of Shadowed Light?”

“It is not a physical sword. I may only summon it in the Shadowland.”

“Pity.” Breskaro donned the clothes and armor. “I’d like some answers now. Where is the benefactor who aided you? Who is she?”

“I cannot tell you who she is. I am sworn to secrecy. She could not come here herself, though it would have made you stronger if she had. You will meet her soon. This is how Harmulkot wished it.”

With some difficulty, he buckled on his arm guards. His withered fingers had not yet recovered their dexterity. “So what exactly must I do for Harmulkot?”

“The Matriarch is about to launch the Fourth Crusade. You must stop the Issalian army and save Harmulkot’s people.”

His eyes blazed with emerald fire. “I have to save the Mûlkrans?!”

“You will become their champion, their leader.”

“There’s no way.”

“I did not say it would be easy.”

Breskaro shook his head. “Mûlkra is impoverished and diseased, a shadow of glories centuries gone. The city is corrupt, its army tattered.”

“You know the Issalians’ tactics better than anyone, and your identity alone will cause dismay.”

“That won’t be enough to dampen the zeal of the Matriarch. Nor will it slow Magnos, assuming he’s still the supreme commander of the army.”

“He is.”

“Neither of them will relent while Mûlkra stands. Magnos isn’t the best tactician, but he’s no fool, and he has never failed in any endeavor.”

“If anyone can stop them, you can.”

Breskaro sat on the burial table to rest. “I was dead seven years. According to our plans, the Fourth Crusade should have ended three years ago.”

“Losing you and the Valiants prolonged the campaign in Brekka which took a year longer than expected. After that, unrest in several provinces delayed the Matriarch’s plans and the Issalian people lost heart. But all the previous gains are solidified now and she is ready to move forward again.”

“Harmulkot has dealt me a poor hand.”

“Harmulkot is not as strong as she once was, and she has risked much of what she last left on you. Though they have largely abandoned her, she is desperate to save her people from this crusade. Many would die, their culture would end, and Harmulkot would fade into obscurity.”

“As you say, I have no choice. I’ll do what I can, but the chance of success is slim at best. I really don’t see how it will be possible.”

“That is why you must first recover the Akythiri Mechanism from Peithoom. This ancient device allows one to animate and control corpses. Harmulkot once used it to create an army of undead warriors and conquer all of what is now the Issalian Empire and more. But eventually the mechanism stopped working and her army was destroyed in battle. She abandoned the mechanism in the city of Peithoom, her original capital, when the rivers flooded that cursed land.”

“I know of Peithoom Swamp, but I’ve never heard there was a city there. I’ve never heard of this empire of Harmulkot’s either.”

“Her empire fell twelve centuries ago.” Nalsyrra sighed. “The world was different then.”

“So what good will the mechanism do her now?”

“Only one small part of the device was broken. I have recently … discovered … a replacement piece that Harmulkot never knew existed. Once fixed, the device will allow you to raise a new army of the undead and save Harmulkot’s people from the conquering force that threatens them. And should you fulfill your mission, Harmulkot will use the Akythiri Mechanism to repair Orisala’s broken form.”

“What’s stopping me from recovering the device and doing this myself?”

“You can use the device to animate mindless corpses, but only Harmulkot can use it repair a broken body.”

“I have your word that the device can heal Orisala?”

“Harmulkot kept one of her favorite followers alive for centuries until the device broke. I can give you no better assurance than that. You will have to trust her.”

“After you get the device, you must go to see your benefactor at the Chapel of Blessed Night. Harmulkot herself will meet you there.”

“I know the place. Reaching it won’t be difficult.”

Nalsyrra lifted her pack and opened the door to a hallway that led to the other chambers within the Varenni Mausoleum.

“I shall first take you to see Orisala, so that you will know that I have spoken true. Beyond that, the quest is yours. My part will be done.”

Breskaro followed. “You’re not going to assist me? Doesn’t your goddess need you as well?”

Nalsyrra’s eyes widened and her voice took on the intensity of fanaticism. “I owe Harmulkot nothing. She is not my goddess. I am a servant of the Star Spirits whose power is greater than that of all the deities of Pawan Kor combined. The Star Spirits are beyond even the Great Deities — Taalos Sun King, Avida Bright Moon, and Zhura Dark Moon combined — for they are the power of destiny that drives all existence.”

“So you’re here to further a destiny these Star Spirits ordained. Are you preserving destiny or causing it to come about?”

Nalsyrra flashed a smile. “Does it matter? It is one and the same.”

She shoved open the stone door leading outside. Breskaro remained.

“I need a few minutes alone. I’d like to visit my relatives now that I understand death as it truly is.”

Breskaro stepped into his father’s burial chamber. He removed the old man’s death mask and stared down at the long-decayed ruin of a broad, handsome face.

“Not much now are you, old man? I’m certain you got no better than Oblivion. I wish I’d told you how I felt before you died. I wish now that I had allowed myself to go somewhere, anywhere, outside your shadow.”

Breskaro removed his mother’s mask and stroked her leathery cheek. “You were distant, but that wasn’t your fault, was it? Father guided both our destinies with an iron hand. You could have been more loving, but I hold nothing against you, Mother. You did no wrong by me. I hope you found Paradise.”

Breskaro ignored two older sisters, an infant brother he never knew, and a score of aunts, uncles, and cousins that he had rarely seen and never had any interest in. He entered his grandparents’ chamber and gazed at them a few moments without removing their burial masks. He made a half-bow as he exited.

Finally Breskaro returned to his chamber and turned his eyes, at last, upon the bodies that had lain not six feet away from his own.

He went first to Metra. His second wife. Deceased two years before him.

He removed the mask and kissed her forehead.

“I forgot about you in the Shadowland. I’m sorry for that. I was a poor husband, forever in love with another. You deserved better. We both deserved better. But you accepted Orisala. For that, I shall always be grateful. I hope you rest in Paradise.”

He placed a hand over her heart. “It wasn’t fair. That poison was meant for me. If I have the chance after saving Orisala, I will search for the assassin again. Perhaps his tongue wagged after my death.”

He replaced her burial mask. “Sleep well.”

Breskaro went then, feet shuffling, to his first wife, Adelenia. Her golden mask sparkled under the light of the torch he carried. Breskaro touched the sleeve of her silk gown and suddenly became disoriented. 

His vision darkening, Breskaro gasped and stumbled back. It was too much. He couldn’t bear it. The Shadowland pulled at him. To face Adelenia was to face death itself. He had loved her so fiercely and he had never been able to deal with her passing. He still couldn’t, even now, even having experienced death himself. 

After Adelenia had died in childbirth, he had set off on quest after quest, trying to outrun his grief. He had returned a renowned hero, to a beautiful daughter who daily reminded him more and more of her mother. Together, Orisala and Seshalla filled the void Adelenia’s death had left. 

To save Orisala was to save the memory of Adelenia as well.

“I’m sorry, my love. I’m sorry I can’t face you. We should have been in death together.”

Breskaro banished thoughts of Adelenia from his mind. He couldn’t let memories of her weaken him as they once had. Heart-heavy, he ambled out into the moonlit night where Nalsyrra waited for him.

A glorious night sky hung above him with the bright moon Avida overhead and charcoal Zhura hovering as a crescent above the horizon. Stars arranged in their myriad patterns sparkled throughout the sky. With the wind against the city, he breathed in the fresh scents of grain fields, olive trees, and the muddy banks of the Ayre River. Though he could smell these things again, after the scentless years spent in the Shadowland, he didn’t recall the scents being so weak and bland as they were. 

“I feel alive again ... almost.”

He pulled up the hood of his cloak to shade the patina-crusted death mask that hid his gaunt face.

A warhorse awaited him, a magnificent specimen adorned with packed saddlebags, a crossbow, a blank kite shield, and a lance. Breskaro rans his hands along the flank of the black charger.

Nalsyrra petted the horse with an admiring gaze. “The Star Spirits told me this beast would serve you well. I saved him from near death and nursed him back to health, though it was necessary to bind a minor Zhura spirit to his body to keep him alive.”

“You placed a demon in this horse?”

“You could it put it that way, yes.”

The horse’s dark eyes peered into Breskaro’s. They stared at one another until the horse stamped a hoof, blinked, snorted, and stamped another hoof. Then it bowed its head and Breskaro rubbed its neck.

“I feel a kinship exists between us,” Breskaro said to the horse. “I shall call you Nightsoul.”

He gazed up from the High Cemetery toward the city of Issaly, a blanket of multi-story apartment complexes, packed shops, private estates, and lavish temples stretched across a series of seventeen low-lying hills. A manned wall surrounded the city and seven gates led in. Though past midnight, the lamps of Issaly yet burned, casting an orange aura into the night and illuminating the tallest spires of the Grand High Temple of Seshalla.

“I loved that city,” Breskaro said.

Nalsyrra climbed into the saddle of her mount. “It has never suited my tastes.”

“It was the center of my world. If only I could see my old haunts again…” He tried to smile beneath the mask. “And Quaint Nine Hill Chapel, without all the hypocrites and fuss of the Grand High Temple. I’d spend hour after hour there, praying to Seshalla. What a waste that was! 

“And the training fields where I earned my skills in battle, serving as Colonel Fortrenzi’s squire, where—” He stopped, having no wish to think of Fortrenzi any longer.

“My home … My small estate on Three Hill, with its vegetable garden and goldfish pond. Who owns it now that Orisala is gone? Some undeserving cousin I barely knew, I suspect. They probably inherited the fortune I left behind for her as well.”

Breskaro’s eyes narrowed and the viridian flame flared. Nightsoul started toward the city. “I wonder if Kedimius is there now. He swore to me he would always look after Orisala. Did he betray me as well? Was everything I knew, everything I gave my life for, a lie? It seems so to me now.”

Nalsyrra placed a hand on his arm. “We need to get away from here.”

“The city wears its own mask. There is no beauty here, only deception.”

“Breskaro, now is not the time.”

“Of course.” His eyes cooling, Breskaro glanced about the cemetery. “Where are the guards? There should be four at the cemetery entrance. They never would have allowed these horses in.”

“I neutralized them. Do not worry. They will wake with the dawn.”

He flicked his gaze back to the city once more and shrugged. “I don’t care whether they wake at all.”


Chapter 6




The weeping walls of the abandoned dungeon beneath Togisi Castle glowed with a violet iridescence emanating from the slime growing on the stones. A lantern burned at the door leading into the small chamber. Candles placed at the points of a pentagram drawn in blood on the floor burned steadily in the stale, unmoving air.

Deltenya Togisi, a middle-aged woman of striking beauty and soft, patrician features, knelt within three concentric circles chalked outside the pentagram. Having finished a long series of chants, she lay bent over, gasping for breath.

A jet qavra stone lay within a pool of warm blood in the center of the pentagram. Over the stone hovered a ghost whose features were masked by a voluminous, undulating cloak and a deep hood. The ghost spoke in a woman’s voice, ancient and hollow yet steeped in power.

“Child, we succeeded. You succeeded.”

“Everything went as planned, Lady Harmulkot?”

“Yes! Your lover is returned to the world of the living. Because of you.”

Deltenya smiled, tears rolling from her eyes. “My beautiful Breskaro, returned.”

She began to laugh, lightly at first, then with abandon. Her laughs became sobs. Her sobs became the moans of a lover embraced. Smearing the blood spattered onto her body, she ran her hands along her thick, naked thighs, her softly curving stomach, her full breasts, her long, white neck. Her fingers curled into the dark ringlets of her hair, and she tugged. She shuddered with orgasm. She thrust her hips forward and arched backward. She cried out, and her eyes rolled back into her head. She convulsed and screamed from pain, or perhaps it was pleasure.

“Stop!” cried the ghost of the goddess Harmulkot. “You must stop, Deltenya! If you give in to the urge, you will lose everything.”

Deltenya stopped writhing, but neither her fool’s grin nor the mad look in her eyes departed.

“You will lose him again if you give in.”

Deltenya’s eyes focused and her face fell into a scowl. She shuddered once from a thousand pricks of pain and joy. Then the fluttering within ceased. Panting, Deltenya pulled herself back up to her knees and looked at the ghost still hovering above the qavra.

“Child,” said Harmulkot, “you cannot embrace sexual pleasures with so much power in the room, not without directing it somewhere.”

“To him, then?” she said, her voice pleading desperately. “It could make him stronger still.”

“No. That channel is severed now. Just let it go. The darker powers of this world and beyond are trying to seduce you. The dark powers want you to give yourself over to them. The only way they can reach you through the protective circles is for you to invite them in.”

“Would that truly be such a bad thing, my lady? They have served me well.”

“You could lose yourself to them. Or worse, they could impregnate you in this state. It has happened before. What would your lover think as you gave birth to a demonic being?”

“Y-You’re right. I am sorry, my lady.” 

“Of course I am right, child. Now, you should clean up. All is lost if Magnos should return and discover what you have done.”

Deltenya beckoned to the pale-skinned barbarian who hovered in the shadows, his eyes gripped by terror. He obeyed, but only because Deltenya held him under the spell of compulsory obedience. 

“Krenthor, dispose of the bodies.”

Krenthor lifted a tiny body, born an hour ago, from one of the spokes of the pentagram. It was a limp, ragged thing, fully spent in the sorcery that had restored Breskaro Varenni’s body. Krenthor placed the baby in a drainage chute and it slid away.

Tenderly, Krenthor lifted the other body into his arms. A soft-featured young woman, sixteen years of age, her throat slit. Krenthor’s face struggled, muscles twitching, but it couldn’t show emotion. 

“Your love for my daughter served us well,” said Deltenya. “You were blessed, heathen savage, to touch one of blood so pure and noble. Count yourself lucky that I needed you.”

“Child, you must banish the powers now,” Harmulkot instructed.

“Krenthor, take Albiria’s body and step into the pentagram.” He did as she commanded then collapsed to his knees, sobbing despite her command over him. She allowed him a moment of suffering, but only a moment. “Take up the blade lying next to the qavra stone.”

He obeyed.

“You must follow her.”

He nodded, seeming to understand.

“Follow her,” said Deltenya, “but do not drop the knife.”

Krenthor, with one brutal slash, severed his jugular. 

Knife in hand, Krenthor perished. As one, Deltenya and Harmulkot shouted a command of banishing in Ancient Eirsendan, the language of sorcerers. The dark powers howled as they fled the room and returned to the nether regions of the Shadowland from which they had come. Along with them went the pentagram lines and the other diagrams she’d drawn.

Deltenya carefully placed a note beside Krenthor. In it, he confessed to Albiria’s murder and explained how he, a slave everyone had trusted, had regularly sneaked in from the stables to see her. Then, when she could live with her guilt no longer and planned to expose him, he lured her down here. It made no mention of the baby Deltenya had carefully hidden with subtle glamours and Albiria’s feigned illness of the last six months.

Deltenya twirled around the dank, stone room. “My Breskaro will soon return to me! I can hardly wait.” She giggled like a girl of fourteen, not a woman of thirty-seven years. “Are you sure he must first go on this errand of yours, my lady?”

Harmulkot sighed with irritation. “Yes. This quest must be done first. And if he is the great warrior you believe him to be, he will return safely.”

“I have no doubt that he will, my lady. Breskaro is invincible.”

Harmulkot glanced down at the slain girl. Glistening eyes drew tight and she breathed a deep sigh. Then she disappeared, retreating back into the qavra.


Chapter 7




Under the cover of night, Breskaro and Nalsyrra rode along the broad Issalian Way, heading southeast, following along the banks of the River Ayre. They rode fast, wanting to be finished with the Issalian Way before daylight brought out bustling crowds of merchants and travelers.

Nightsoul galloped with sinister delight, and with such speed and determination that Nalsyrra’s mount, which was a fine beast, had trouble keeping up. An hour before dawn, they reached a fork, where the Issalian Way turned east while the Ayre bent to the south. Hooves struck dirt instead of paved stones as they took a smaller road that paralleled the river, winding past quaint farming and fishing villages.

As the sky lightened, Nalsyrra veered off into a thickly wooded area along the river. “Come. We can wait out the day here without being seen.”

Breskaro stayed on the road. “Wait. I haven’t seen a sunrise in seven years.”

As the sun peeked over the hills, Breskaro fidgeted. After what seemed to him an eternity spent in shadows and mist, the promise of sunlight moved him with desire. The first rays penetrated the trees and struck him. He shielded his eyes with a hand. The skin on the hand blistered. Cursing, he joined Nalsyrra in the well-shadowed glade she’d chosen.

“You didn’t tell me the sun would hurt me.”

“If you were a mere wraith it would be almost ... deadly, but you are more than that. It will take a few days for the animation process to complete itself. After that, you should adjust to the daylight. Though you will likely remain sensitive to it.”

“Just as well. The sunrise wasn’t as grand as I’d hoped. The Keeper was right. Part of my soul is still dead.” 

Breskaro dismounted and stretched. “Nightsoul may need rest, but I could ride on. I don’t feel the least bit sleepy. Perhaps I have slept long enough.”

“You will never need sleep again.” She sat on a bed of moss and pulled out a musty grimoire. “Come. It is time to learn how to use that qavra heart of yours.”

Breskaro sat beside her and put a hand over his heart. “It’s a strange thing, this stone. It feels alive, like it has a life of its own.”

“In a way it is, and does. What do you know about qavra?”

“Only that you need them to perform magic and that they originated with the Zindari in ancient times.” He knew little of the Zindari, despite having encountered a few on his quests. They were a tall, brown-skinned people of delicate features who inhabited the Far East and formed the ruling castes of nations such as Pawanare and Jhindahar. 

“Not exactly. They originated with the Qaiar. The Zindari are the descendants of the Qaiar.”

“I have heard stories of the Qaiar. Demigods and wizards, right?”

“To you, they would be. Most of the beings humans have called gods were Qaiar. Every qavra you see once housed the soul of a Qaiar. It is that presence you feel, though the soul within this stone has long since lost its identity.” With her long fingers Nalsyrra caressed the orange-red stone embedded in her forehead. “With the proper ceremony, a slain Qaiar can be reborn through her qavra into any Zindari who offers himself as a host. The two then become one, though the Qaiar is dominant. This only works with someone who has Zindari blood, no other humans. And if the blood is pure enough, the individual will have a birthmark matching that of his Qaiar ancestor. Such pairings are best.”

“How is it that we have these stones then? They are rare but not impossible to find. I know because we seized dozens in the crusades and dumped them into the sea.” 

Nalsyrra grimaced. “The Qaiar numbered thousands in the beginning, but over the millennia many lost their will to live after dozens of rebirths and chose to fade away. Others were slain on the field of battle and their stones were captured. No one resurrects an enemy. Those are the more powerful stones. Yours is one of those.”

“So the soul within this gem could be reborn into a new body?”

“In theory. After many centuries locked within the qavra, the will remains, but for this one, the identity is lost. It would give birth to a blank soul, a being of pure essence and no identity.”

Having walked the Shadowland, he could understand that. If he had spent another seven years there, he doubted there would be much left of the old Breskaro in him. And what would he be then? Little more than the demons who roamed the mists. Was that where the demons came from? Men like him who never moved on and eventually lost themselves? He banished the thought. 

“So if a stone without identity were merged with a host, would that not leave the host fully himself?”

Nalsyrra smiled. “It would make the host one-half himself and one-half nothing. By the time unwanted Qaiar souls had faded, most Zindari had forgotten the art of resurrection. Those few attempts made with blank gems…” She appeared lost in thought for a moment. “It went poorly.” 

“So what are you, Nalsyrra? You don’t wear a qavra as any normal witch would, but you have one embedded in your forehead. And you do not look like a Zindari nor any sort of human I’ve ever seen before. Are you a Qaiar?”

“I am unique.”

“Your skin, is it tattooed? It doesn’t seem a natural color.”

“It is unique as well.”

Breskaro felt rage pulsing within him suddenly, being denied what he wanted, but he kept it in check. “Keep your secrets then.”

“I will.”

Breskaro’s eyes narrowed. “You have already told me more than most know, haven’t you?”

“I was worried about you, Breskaro. The legends about you portray a mighty warrior of faith with little cunning. But the few I interviewed who knew you in life said you were intelligent. I am glad they were right.”

They led the horses down to the river to drink. Breskaro removed his mask and then eagerly plunged his hands into the river and splashed water into his face. He remembered the water of the Ayre being cold and pure with a lightly metallic flavor. This was ... wet, and nothing more. It was tasteless, lifeless. But he craved it, and the more he drank the less … dry … he felt.

“So the Qaiar worked magic with their qavra?”

“Souls and qavra were one. The Qaiar themselves were beings of energy merged with humans. Doing magic was as natural to them as breathing. But humans are much more mundane creatures. That is why it is best for a Qaiar to be born into one of her descendants.”

Breskaro drank until he could stomach no more. “How then can humans work magic?”

“Well, some human rituals have their own power, amplified by intent and the number of people involved. This has to do with lines of power and other forces that I will explain to you. Spells and rituals exist merely to focus the mind and open the means of possibility through a qavra which provides a channel to the energy fields all around you. The better your focus, the less complex the spell need be, or the more powerful your use of it.

“I knew a brilliant linguist who spent much of his life trying to use a qavra and never managed more than a few basic castings. And yet, there was an illiterate shepherd who fell into a forgotten tomb and shattered a leg. He couldn’t climb out and no one could hear his calls for help. A qavra lay on an altar within, and he knew what they could do. He took the stone and through sheer willpower alone, knowing nothing of the art of wizardry, he healed his leg and summoned an elemental of air to lift him up from the tomb.”

“Let me guess. The power he unleashed corrupted him.”

“Not at all. He has wandered the East for three decades now, healing the sick and injured. He is as noble a man as you will ever meet. Despite what most here in the West think, there is nothing inherently evil about a qavra or the spells you use with one. Dark qavra are more suited to dark arts, certainly, but there is little more to it than that. A hammer may be used to build a house or crush a man’s skull, as they say.”

“So, do you think I will take to sorcery as well as that shepherd?”

“Yes, but you are not merely using the qavra as a blacksmith would use a hammer. You are intrinsically bound to it.”

“Are you bound to yours?”

“In a manner of speaking.”

“How powerful are you? I’m starting to think there’s no need for me. That if your Star Spirits wished it, you could serve Harmulkot as well as I could. Perhaps better.”

Nalsyrra’s lips lifted into a broad smile and exposed teeth sharpened through filing. “Let’s begin your studies.”




~~~




They rode during the night, taking a leisurely pace to give Breskaro time to adjust to his new body and powers. With his new ability to see in the dark, the ride was easy enough, and Nalsyrra clearly had this ability herself. Nalsyrra wasted no time teaching Breskaro how to work spells. Even while riding she explained the concepts to him and made him practice incantations. Each morning before entering her meditative state, she would teach him new spells. 

Over the next few days he learned simple incantations that allowed him to leap three times as high as a normal man could, to run faster, to be less noticeable, to detect the presence of sorcery, and to know when someone was lying to him. His favorite was the spell of compulsory obedience which could make the weak-minded obey whatever command he gave them. A normal man, even as intelligent as Breskaro and with the power he commanded, could not have learned spells this fast. But Breskaro was not distracted by common thoughts, not after his years in death, and he didn’t require sleep. He could focus continuously on the recitation of the spells without his mind growing tired. And magic came to him easily.

“Is it always this easy? To learn magic?”

Nalsyrra laughed. “No. You are different. The power is drawn to you in ways you cannot understand right now. I am teaching you spells that take advantage of your current nature. The touch of the Shadowland remains on you. This changes everything. You have already learned what an apprentice would spend two years mastering. But to do anything more powerful than these spells, you will need a second qavra to use as a normal sorcerer might use one. If you attempt too much using the one in your chest it could weaken your physical form, possibly even break the connection between your spirit and your body.”

“Why didn’t you bring me another qavra?”

“If you survive the first task, you will receive another. I am certain of that. And it is best that you grow comfortable with what I have taught you and with the strange forces now beating in your chest. You don’t want to get your senses confused between all the different energies. You will be unique in your ability to use two qavra at once. A normal human could never master two. It would overwhelm them, and even if it didn’t, they would never be able to call on more than one at a time, so there would be no point to having two. A Qaiar cannot use two, for a Qaiar is her stone.”

When she wasn’t meditating or teaching Breskaro, Nalsyrra practiced intricate stretching postures which she claimed she learned in the Far East. Breskaro tried to imitate her, but his body had never been that limber. Nalsyrra ate little, and Breskaro didn’t eat at all. Food didn’t appeal to him and he didn’t need it. He drank a lot of water, though, for he was often thirsty.

“You can go weeks without water,” Nalsyrra told him, “though it would be best for you to drink as a normal man would to keep your tissues supple. As for food ... Eventually, you will need to feed. In order to restore your body. But you should not need to do so often. Maybe once per year. Perhaps less.”

Breskaro braced himself. “On what will I feed?”

“Something unpleasant. But you must discover that on your own.” She flashed her sinister smile. “Even if I knew, I would not tell you. I did not promise you a good life on your return.”


Chapter 8




A high stone wall surrounded the Temple of the Rose of Keshomae the Savior and its grounds. A single iron gate led within. In the center of the compound stood a simple bell tower of white stone emblazoned with a large scarlet rose design two-thirds of the way up on each side. A young warrior-priest with a pike stood guard behind the gate. He tried to look menacing, but his round cheeks, tonsured scalp, and soft white raiment ruined the attempt.

Breskaro and Nalsyrra dismounted and led their horses up to the gate. The young man looked at Breskaro, masked and hooded, and turned as pale as his robes. Nalsyrra cleared her throat.

“M-Mistress Nalsyrra, welcome back. I see … I see you’ve brought a … guest … with you.”

“I will vouch for him.”

With trembling hands, the young priest opened the gate. “I’ll summon someone to care for your horses and notify High Priest Artorio that you have arrived.” He took two steps then turned around. “Oh, I am quite sorry, sir, but I ... I need to collect your weapons.”

Breskaro glared at him and mumbled something under his breath. “I don’t think you do. Now go get your stablehand.”

“Oh, right. Of course.”

The priest ran off and they closed the gate behind them.

“Noticeable,” Nalsyrra said, “but effective. Good for your first attempt. He’s out of sight now, you can release the spell. He’s committed to the action.”

Breskaro took a deep breath. “You could tell I was holding it.”

“The spell of compulsory obedience is not subtle, even for the well-versed.”

“You would have no problem with it.”

“I almost never use it. I prefer manipulation.”

Breskaro impatiently studied the temple and its manicured gardens of herbs and vegetables, its pathways and lawns, its stables and barns, and its two small ponds. His eyes darted from one feature to the next, as if they were enemies.

“You seem irritated,” Nalsyrra said.

“It’s … I don’t know. This place is beautiful and for some reason that grates on my nerves.”

“It may surprise you, but I like this place. Of all the Keshomae temples, this is my favorite.”

“I’ve never ventured into a Keshomae enclave before. I found their ideas about Seshalla distasteful.”

“These are good people here.”

The Seshallan faith worshiped Keshomae above all others. To them she was the primary Great Deity, the one who stopped the other Great Deities from destroying humanity out of jealousy. Seshalla was Keshomae’s prophet and the manifestation of her earthly will. The Keshomaeans, however, did not acknowledge Seshalla as anything more than another lesser deity and one prophet out of many. In Issaly the Keshomaeans were allowed to worship in their way, by decree of the Matriarch, since their doctrines were compatible, but they were not allowed to proselytize. In actuality, most were persecuted. 

Nalsyrra handed Breskaro a pouch filled with gold and silver coins. He weighed it in his hands. It was a small fortune, more than he had ever earned in a single year as a colonel in the Imperial Army.

“For your journey, though a donation to the temple would be wise.”

“These Keshomaeans accept you, though you reek of sorcery and look like a demon. Why?”

“For many years I have stopped here on my journeys. A friend of mine — Do not look so surprised. I have friends. A friend of mine built this temple.”

“This place looks like it’s been here for centuries.”

Nalsyrra shrugged. “My friend left many years ago. I come here as often as I can, to honor her memory. The priests always welcome me here, if sometimes reluctantly. And I always bring a large donation.”

“That never hurts.”

“I had seen Orisala here without knowing who she was. When Harmulkot contacted me and asked for help, the Star Spirits revealed her identity to me. I knew then that I could motivate you to return.”

“How did you know I was still in the Shadowland? I could have moved on.”

“Harmulkot knew.”

“I still don’t understand why I am the only one who can do this. Why not some living hero?”

“Because Harmulkot thinks you can. She believes in you.”

“And what do you think?”

“The Star Spirits tell me you have a chance of success. No one else does.”

“A good chance?”

“It is a chance, Breskaro. You can ask for nothing more.”

Two people in white robes came out to meet them, a man and a woman. The priestess held a small child in her arms. She hurried to Nalsyrra and held out the child. Nalsyrra took the toddler, hugged it tight, and spoke to it in silly, high-pitched tones as any other might. 

“You’re a mother?” Breskaro asked incredulously. 

“Ignore him,” she said to the child. “He doesn’t understand that a mother can be many other things besides.”

The child had olive-brown skin and striking blue eyes. It didn’t resemble Nalsyrra.

“He doesn’t look like you.”

Nalsyrra suppressed a smile. “Nor should he. But do not doubt that he is mine.”

Breskaro noticed that the priestess and priest had backed off a few steps and were staring at him with looks of fear. The writhing green energy within his eyes flickered and they both recoiled.

“I am here to see Orisala.”

The priestess cocked her head in confusion. “Who?” she asked nervously.

“The girl I spoke to you about two weeks ago when I dropped off my child, Zyr,” Nalsyrra said.

“The paralyzed girl,” the priestess said to the priest.

“Ah yes,” he said, never taking his eyes off Breskaro. “Orisala, eh? Never knew her name. And what — I mean who … Who are you … sir?”

“I am her father.”


Chapter 9




High Priest Artorio guided Breskaro and Nalsyrra along a winding gravel pathway to the convalescence ward. The acolytes and clergy they passed avoided Nalsyrra but recoiled from Breskaro. Many of them, especially the men, had been recently wounded and wore bandages.

“What happened here?” Breskaro asked. 

“They were attacked,” Nalsyrra replied. “A week before I arrived.”

“And you felt safe leaving Zyr here?”

“I did not foresee another attack before my return.”

“Who attacked you?” Breskaro asked the priest.

“The Temple of Saint Resban the Avenger,” Artorio responded. “It’s about a day’s ride east of here.”

“Did you provoke them?”

“We mind our own business. The Resbani have decided that we are a stain on the purity of their faith, and with the Fourth Crusade about to begin, they felt compelled to attack us.”

“You fought them off, though.”

“Yes, but we took heavy losses and their numbers are swelling. I fear what will happen to us without intervention. Hopefully General Togisi will launch the crusade soon. That will draw them away from here.” Artorio sighed. “It’s a shame things have gone this way. So many people here depend on us for their health and safety. One of the devotees we lost was here recovering from a severe injury to…”

Breskaro stopped walking. Nalsyrra and Artorio continued on without realizing he’d fallen behind. Every fiber in Breskaro’s body twitched. The force within the qavra swelled. His hand moved to his sword.

A threat to this temple was a threat to his daughter.

Nalsyrra realized he wasn’t with them. “Breskaro? Is something wrong?”

He shook his head. “Nothing that I can’t make right.”

The convalescence ward was an extensive building in the back of the compound. A number of windows and balconies opened onto the ornamental gardens that surrounded it. High Priest Artorio opened the door to the ward.

“If you will allow me to forsake humility for a moment, I must say that your daughter has had the best care possible. Under the care of anyone else, anywhere in the Issalian Empire, she would have died.”

Breskaro stepped in but Nalsyrra didn’t follow. “I must see to Zyr. We will talk later, Breskaro.”

“Please understand, my lord,” said the high priest, “that when we undertook her care, we thought we could heal her entirely. We truly would not have made the attempt otherwise. When she arrived, she was paralyzed from the head down, her spine broken in three places. She could respond only with her eyes. Her mind seemed good, but she could not speak for some reason. We repaired her spine, as we have done successfully with a few other patients. Our operations went perfectly, but for some reason, she still cannot talk or move. It is a mystery.”

“Why did you let her live? It’s not much of a life for her is it?”

Artorio stopped before a closed door. He fidgeted. Beads of sweat glistened on his forehead. “Many would be angry if we kept a loved one alive in such a state. I know. But please understand that it’s against our edicts to let a patient die if we can help it, no matter the circumstances.”

“How did she come here?”

“She was found floating in the River Ayre. The fishermen who recovered her brought her here immediately, knowing that we were the only ones who might could save her.”

“They found her north of here?”

“No, to the south. They didn’t know where she had come from, and no one came looking.”

“Did you put out the word?”

“We asked in the area and sent notice to a few temples nearby. But we could give little information other than a description. She had no possessions and wore only a simple peasant’s dress. We had no reason to suspect that she might be of noble birth.”

His qavra heart racing, Breskaro stepped through the door. 

Orisala.

She lay on a sleeping couch, staring out into the garden. Unmoving. She had heard their voices outside her door. Her eyes flickered with hope.

“Leave us,” Breskaro said to Artorio.

The high priest bowed and withdrew.

Breskaro walked over and gazed down upon the waste that was all that was left of his once-beautiful daughter who had so strongly resembled her mother, Adelenia. Her muscles had atrophied without use. Her skin was pallid and drawn. The plump cheeks Breskaro remembered were sharp and sallow. Her caregivers kept her hair cut short. She used to complain fiercely as Metra combed her long, dark curls each night. Only her eyes remained bright and alive. But she was here and yet breathed, just as Nalsyrra had promised.

Those vibrant eyes followed him as he knelt beside her. He touched her arm. Tears rolled from his decrepit eyes. But beneath his sadness seethed a deep anger. An anger that wanted to break whoever was responsible for this.

“Orisala. My daughter. How much I have missed you.”

Her eyes swept across him, absorbing every detail. Her cheeks spasmed. Her lips trembled awkwardly as they curled up on the ends. And then, Orisala smiled.

“My little dove. You must think yourself insane. How can I be here now?” 

Tenderly he stroked her cheek. Her eyes glimmered, tears rolled.

“I died, but Seshalla didn’t take me to Paradise. I was cast into the Shadowland where I remained until a week ago when I was given an offer to return to life. It’s a cruel half-life in a decayed body. I think I’m more sorcery than flesh. But I’m here. For you.

“If I complete a difficult task for our benefactor, she will heal you. Don’t get your hopes up too much, for I will most likely fail. Our benefactor wants the impossible.”

He hugged her. “If you can respond to me, I have a few questions for you. Give me one long blink for yes. Two blinks for no.”

She took one long blink and the corners of her mouth trembled, attempting another smile.

“Does my appearance frighten you?”

Yes, she blinked.

“You were always honest, to a fault. I remember.”

Her face twitched, as if she were about to laugh.

“Were you attacked?”

She blinked once. Yes.

“Was Kedimius with you?”

No.

“Was he alive when last you saw him? Were you still in love with one another?”

Yes.

“Have the Keshomaeans treated you well?”

Yes.

“I will see to it that you remain safe here while I go off to do what I must. But don’t worry. I will stay for a few days first.”

He stroked her hair then looked out through the open doors that led from her room into the garden. Her view showed many flowers, a fountain, and a moss-covered statue of Keshomae. 

“I wish I hadn’t campaigned so much during your youth. I should have stayed home with you. My devotion to Seshalla was a waste.” He placed his left hand on her chest. “What is left of my heart loves nothing but you.”

She blinked rapidly many times. He took her hand. “I cannot tell what you want.” She stared at his chest and blinked. “The death wound? You wish to see that?”

Yes, she blinked.

He removed his chest armor and shirt to let her see the jet qavra stone pulsing within the once-empty cavity. She blinked rapidly again, this time staring him at his face.

“The death mask? I’m a waste. A corpse. In no way do I resemble the man I was. My face now is this bronze mask.”

She continued to blink emphatically. She might as well see the truth, he thought. He removed the mask.

She snapped her eyes shut then opened them a little, moment by moment, until she could look at him fully.

“Nauseating?”

Yes. And she looked away.

“I’m a terror to look upon.” He replaced the mask. “And I will be a terror to our enemies. I will smite whoever did this to you. I will see you healed, little dove.”


Chapter 10




Seven Days Earlier




Tendrils of dawn-lit fog snaked between weathered mausoleums, cracked tombstones, and statues of little gods worshiped and little gods forgotten. With leaden steps, paired knights and priestesses drifted along the fog trails. After a half-night of aimless searching for some unknown, supernatural threat, they were leaving.

One pair paused in front of a small mausoleum typical of what the lesser nobility could afford. Engraved above the entrance was the Varenni name alongside the family crest.

The knight was Captain Kedimius Threnna, a dark-haired man of twenty-seven years who with plump, boyish cheeks barely looked seventeen. Over chainmail he wore a white surcoat bearing the emblem of the Imperial First Lancers: a gold heart overlaid by a vertical crimson sword. 

The priestess Ilsimia Ulla, a sister of the Grand Order, the highest echelon of clergy within the Issalian Empire, stood beside him. Her face had fine, delicate features that gave her a classic beauty. Her limbs were long and slender. Honey-colored hair hung down her back, twisted into the knotted braid worn by all Seshallan priestesses. Her deep brown eyes studied Kedimius’s face as he gazed upon the mausoleum.

“I know the cemetery guards didn’t make up the attack,” she said. “But there’s nothing out here. Whatever it was, it’s gone now.”

“You think this succubus they saw will come back?” he asked, not taking his eyes off the mausoleum.

“I don’t know. But if it does, we’ll be back here again. Fast. The Matriarch was extraordinarily upset by this. I think her intuition—” Frowning, she paused mid-sentence. Several moments passed in silence and he didn’t respond. “Are you listening to me at all?”

His head flicked toward her. “The Matriarch’s intuition … um … sorry.” He flashed a sad apologetic smile. “Sorry, I was just—”

“Thinking about her?” Ilsimia snapped. She touched his cheek. “Am I not enough? Why can’t you let her go?”

“I’m trying. I am. But it was more than love. I was trained from a young age to protect her. For Master Varenni, teaching me to adore Orisala was no different than teaching me to wield a sword. A man does not overcome such training in a day. But I will get there.”

Her face showed no emotion. “When did you last come here?”

“Three months ago. I swear I stopped coming, just like I promised I would.”

Ilsimia sighed. “I’m going to visit my parents’ graves. That will give you a few moments to make your peace. Make it well. You won’t be coming back here.”

She trudged away, her robes of palest gold skimming across the thick grass that grew alongside the cemetery’s paths.

“I failed you, Master Varenni,” Kedimius whispered, pushing a lock of brown hair from his face. “And you, Orisala. You most of all. I miss you so much. Gods, why can’t I get you out of my mind.” He cursed and tugged at his hair. “I love Ilsimia. She is kind and beautiful and so patient with me. But if I can’t get over you soon, I’m going to lose her.”

By the time Ilsimia returned, he’d shed a few tears and wiped them away. The sun was high enough now to illuminate the front of the mausoleum. With a puzzled look, Ilsimia scanned the ground.

“Did this place have a lot of visitors recently. Look how the turf was churned but has grown back.”

Startled out of his reverie, Kedimius glanced about. He knelt and studied the tracks. His brow furrowed. “I’m no scout, but I’d guess two or three horses were here, plus their riders.”

“But horses are forbidden in the High Cemetery.” 

He shrugged. “It doesn’t look recent. Unless …” He ran his fingers along the ground. “I think these tracks were covered. They’re not as old as they seem. How they were covered, I have no idea.”

She knelt at the door of the mausoleum. “Ked, you had better come see this.”

Clumps of grass had been torn loose from where the door had been pulled open and shut again. The clumps had been pressed back into place. The door was still, almost imperceptibly, ajar. 

Kedimius drew his sword.

“Would any of the living Varenni have had reason to come here?” Ilsimia asked.

“Not that I know of. I haven’t heard of any deaths in the family, though I was never close to any save Breskaro and Orisala. Even if family had come here, they couldn’t have come with horses. This was done under the cover of darkness … after the guards were neutralized. Then the signs were covered.”

Kedimius moved toward the door. Ilsimia looked about the cemetery. 

“We’re the only ones left,” she said. “Everyone else has already left the cemetery. Should we summon help?”

His eyes were focused, his jaw set. He shook his head. “We can handle it.”

Kedimius heaved the door open. It went easily enough. Sword at the ready, he stepped in. Ilsimia slid in alongside him. She took a fist-sized crystal matrix from her pouch and spoke a simple prayer from the Book of Seshalla. Only priestesses of the Grand Order were trained and allowed to use these stones. Blessed by the Matriarch and imbued with the power of Seshalla, the crystal glowed, illuminating the open gate leading to Breskaro’s chamber. The stone’s light would have repelled any lesser demons or foul spirits. Anything greater than that she could attack with the matrix.

Nothing moved within sight. Ilsimia closed her eyes and chanted again. “I’m not sensing anything.”

He moved up and down the corridor, glancing through the iron gates that led to each chamber. He went to Breskaro’s chamber last. He took two deep breaths then entered. Ilsimia followed.

An empty marble slab awaited them.

Ceremonial armor and burial clothes lay discarded in the corner.

Kedimius’s sword arm went limp and the sword’s tip tinked against the floor. Ilsimia gasped. Both stood for several minutes, just staring at the blank slab of stone where Sir Breskaro Varenni should lie.

Kedimius squatted down and touched the armor pieces his master had been buried in. Kedimius had brought the body in here himself along with General Togisi. Gritting his teeth, he spoke at last.

“Mia, you report to the Matriarch. I’ll notify the White Guard.”




~~~




The sun bore down on the High Cemetery as Kedimius met Ilsimia again, this time on a slight hill overlooking the Varenni Mausoleum. Below them, knights of the White Guard in their gold-trimmed white cloaks meticulously combed the grounds inside and outside the mausoleum.

“How did it go with the Matriarch?” Kedimius asked.

“Not well. She was shaken by the news. I know I meet with her rarely, but I’ve never seen her disturbed by anything before. No wonder she was worried last night.”

“Does she know something we don’t?”

Ilsimia shrugged. “If so, she’s not going to tell me. How were things for you?”

“The White Guard grilled me for two hours, as if I were a suspect.”

“General Togisi’s inquisitors show little restraint. They are getting out of hand. He needs to bring them under control.”

“I think they mean well but I agree. They stopped short of torturing me.”

Ilsimia frowned and shook her head. “That’s exactly what I mean. I’ve heard a lot of stories like this lately. You’re a Knight Avenger, a member of the First Lancers under Togisi’s command, a former squire to Breskaro, and you’re living in the household of Sir Fortrenzi. Your word should have been more than enough.”

“What can I do? They know all that. It’s just their way. And it will be until General Togisi or the Matriarch herself makes them change. You’re just lucky you’re a priestess. I hope they’re gentle with Sir Varenni’s cousins. They’re interviewing the family now. They might show less restraint with them.”

“Think they’ll learn anything?”

“I doubt it. No one in his family would have any motive to steal Breskaro’s body. It’s surely a ploy by our enemies.”

“What benefit is there for someone to steal a decaying body, even of one’s enemy?”

“There is little good,” said a clear but ancient voice, “and much ill that sorcery could do with a corpse, especially that of a hero so many people revered.”

They turned to face an elderly priestess dressed in sky blue robes.

“High Priestess Maedara,” said Ilsimia, bowing alongside Kedimius. “Thank you for coming.”

“The Matriarch said you needed my help.”

Maedara was the strongest medium in Issaly. Retired, she left her cloister only when it was absolutely necessary. Leaning on her staff, she reached out and touched the forehead of each with her thumb and whispered a short blessing. She lingered over Kedimius.

“You are disturbed, child.”

“Sir Varenni was my master. Practically my father.”

She nodded. “Yes, you have suffered much in his death. And you are not alone. I have met others whose lives were almost shattered by his passing.”

Kedimius raised an eyebrow. “Could one of them be responsible for—”

“Stealing his corpse? No, none of them would have done that. Come, let’s get a closer look.”

They walked down to the mausoleum, and the White Guard backed away when they saw Maedara. The closer she came to the mausoleum, the deeper she frowned, until her face was a mass of scowling wrinkles. Upon reaching the threshold she said, “Foul sorceries took place here. Of that I am certain.”

She stumbled backward and Kedimius caught her. She nearly passed out, but after a few deep breaths she recovered, though she was trembling slightly.

‘You have strength … and character,” she said to Kedimius. “I might have fallen into Shadow without you.” Maedara turned to Ilsimia. “A dark ritual took place here, but it will take time for me to analyze it. I will need assistance from the Sisterhood of Seers, and your help would be most welcome, Sister Ilsimia.”

“Of course, High Priestess Maedara. Anything I can do.”

Maedara turned to Kedimius. “Her Excellency has requested that you personally notify General Togisi.”

“He doesn’t know yet?”

“He left the city in a hurry this morning, heading for his estate. Word came last night that his daughter had died, may the Goddess bless her.”

Kedimius looked stricken. “Albiria? What happened?”

“I do not know. Tell General Togisi what you have seen and what we are doing. The White Guard may wish to send a report along with you, so check with them before leaving.”

“Why me, High Priestess? Why not one of the couriers or a member of the White Guard?”

Maedara shrugged. “I have no idea why the Matriarch selected you. I didn’t ask. Perhaps she wishes the news to come from an eyewitness.”

“Should I wait a little while to make sure nothing else happens?”

“There was evil here, child, I have no doubt of that. But we can handle it without you. Getting away from it may help you clear your mind, and your heart.”

“Ked,” said Ilsimia, “what about Sir Fortrenzi? Should we notify him? He was so close to Sir Varenni. If he must learn it, he should learn it from us.”

“It would be best,” said Maedara, “that Sir Fortrenzi not find out. I fear it would greatly upset him. He has never gotten over the death.”

“He never mentions Master Varenni,” Kedimius said, “but he sometimes screams his name in his sleep. I can hear him all the way down the hall in my room.”

Maedara nodded. “I pray he finds peace someday. It is not good for his soul.”

“If this is resolved quickly and word doesn’t slip out,” Kedimius said, “we won’t ever have to tell him about it.”


Chapter 11




Present Day




Midnight approached before Orisala fell asleep and Breskaro left her side. She had listened attentively throughout the day as he recounted his last battle, walking in the Shadowland, Nalsyrra restoring him ... memories of Orisala as a young child, tales of her wondrous mother, Adelenia, who had died giving birth to her.

High Priest Artorio had waited for him outside the convalescence ward. 

“I — I would like to ... speak ... with you. Please, follow me.”

Artorio led Breskaro away from all the buildings to a clearing hidden in the thickest part of the garden. Artorio stepped over to a rose vine that climbed a tall arbor. The vine was laden with golden blooms tinged with crimson on the ends. He examined several leaves then sniffed one of the roses.

“My favorite,” he said. “It is the prize of our gardens. It has been here longer than I have. What do you think of it?”

“Roses mean nothing to me.”

“My apologies,” replied Artorio. “So … your daughter. You called her Orisala. And Nalsyrra called you Breskaro.”

“What of it?”

“Neither is a common name. You are Breskaro Varenni, a Champion of Seshalla, a colonel in the Issalian army, the commander of the Valiants, and a hero of the crusades.”

“And if I am?”

“I am not a fool,” Artorio replied nervously. “I know what you are. You died seven years ago. Your body was shown in Issaly. You were embalmed and entombed. Now you have returned from the dead by some sinister art.”

“Have you told anyone?” Breskaro asked icily.

“Not even our high priestess. I wanted to speak with you first. I don’t know your motives, save that I believe you have come to this temple in peace and that you must love your daughter very much.”

“I have one motive. I am here to see that my daughter is safe, and in time, I will have in my possession a device that can restore her.”

Artorio was astonished. “I am an expert on all known forms of healing. I have near heard of such an item.”

“It is an artifact of dark magic.”

“Ah, I see. And what will you do to secure this dark artifact?”

“Whatever I must.”

“That frightens me, Sir Varenni. Nothing good will come from embracing dark powers.”

“Nothing good came from embracing Seshalla, either, and I was told all my life about what a just and loving goddess she is. My reward was an endless walk in the Shadowland.” He drew his sword. “I will do what I must, and no one will interfere with me.”

Breskaro’s eyes flared as he intoned a short incantation. With a flick of his wrist, his blade sped toward the rose vine and snipped off one flower. Breskaro reversed his sword swipe and batted the flower against the priest’s chest. Artorio caught the rose and watched in horror as it withered and turned to dust in his hand.

“If you report my presence or hers to anyone, I shall kill not only you but every member of this temple. Every invalid in your care. Everyone in the nearest town, friend or foe to you. I will then systematically hunt down every Keshomaean I can find.”

The high priest’s eyes were wide. His mouth hung open. He backed up against a dense stand of bamboo. As Breskaro stared at him, a trickle of fire seemed to run down his blade. 

Artorio swallowed, nodded. The dust that was once a rose fell from his hand.

Breskaro sheathed his sword, dispelling the seeming that had caused the illusory flame.

“Y-You are no longer the devout hero everyone admired. That much is certain.”

“Am I not? That man was a shadow. Oh, he was a more appealing shadow than the one who sits before you now, but no less a shadow. What I would do should you betray me is no less than what we crusaders did to those whom the Matriarch named infidels.”

Breskaro reached out the bag of money Nalsyrra had given him. The priest took it with trembling hands. Nalsyrra had suggested donating a dozen gold coins, five times what a common laborer could hope to make in a year. Instead he gave the priest all but that many, a small fortune. 

“Remember what I have said, priest. I have been generous to you, as you have been to my daughter. When I return, I will reward you further. If you should cross me in any way, everything you hold dear will suffer the fate of that rose.”




~~~




Breskaro stayed with Orisala at the Temple of the Rose for three days. When she slept, he practiced his incantations in the garden outside her room. The devotees, acolytes, and priests avoided Breskaro and did not trouble him in any way. Artorio would appear each day, briefly, to ask if everything was satisfactory.

On the evening of the third day, Breskaro said a tearful goodbye to Orisala. Then he went to speak with Nalsyrra. She was out in the moonlit gardens, playing with her child, Zyr. 

“Strangely, these last few days were happy to me. Or at least I remember this as happiness. My soul may be dead to flowers, sun, and sky, but it is not dead when it comes to Orisala.”

“We love our children dearly,” Nalsyrra said in her sibilant tones. “And you fought your way back to life for her.”

“I feel I must go now.”

“That is wise. You have much to do. The Fourth Crusade is gathering. According to the Star Spirits, the Issalian forces will begin marching in eight weeks, in Winter. Once they have word of you, they won’t wait for Spring.”

“What state is Mûlkra in?”

“Plagued by internecine warfare, assassinations, corruption, poverty, lawlessness. The usual. But it has grown worse than normal the last few years. Jackals devouring a carcass.”

“And somehow I must rally these people to follow me, after I’ve recovered the artifact? That won’t leave me much time.”

“Once you meet your benefactor, Harmulkot’s ghost will join you. With her direction, presence, and power, you should be able to unite the Mûlkrans.” 

“Her ghost! Is Harmulkot that weak?”

“Are you surprised? A goddess can be no stronger than her nation. Harmulkot has been neglected by her people for a long time. The Seshallans have eradicated her worshipers throughout this region for two centuries now. And she made many mistakes along the way. Key among them was falling to a curse that bound her to her qavra, unable to be reborn, trapped in her current ghostly form. There is little left of her, but I believe it is enough to accomplish everything you must and to restore Orisala.”

“For that I only need the Akythiri Mechanism and her knowledge?”

Nodding, Nalsyrra drew her grimoire from her pack. “You will need this, the Grimoire of Therunsaya. It has all that I taught you and much more.”

“You don’t need it?”

“I know that book by heart. I have other, more obscure grimoires stashed in safe places. You have a good mind and an incredibly strong will. I think, given enough time, you could learn and use almost every spell in this grimoire. But since you lack the time, I advise you to avoid the rituals and all the spells that must be scribed and prepared in advance.”

Nalsyrra reached into her pack and pulled out a small copper rod studded on each end with a crystal.

“This is the part to fix the mechanism. You will find one like it attached to the device. Simply pry that one loose and replace it with this one.”

Breskaro took the part, which was warm and seemed as if it were vibrating subtly, wrapped it up, and placed it within a saddlebag. 

“What will you do now? Head back your Mountains of the Stars?”

“Not yet. It is peaceful here and the Star Spirits do not currently require anything of me.”

“You could help me,” Breskaro said eagerly. “My chances would be far greater with you along.”

“I like you, Breskaro, and if I could help you, I would. But I cannot. It is forbidden for me to help any more than the Star Spirits have dictated. However, I can help you indirectly. I will stay here and see that the temple is safe and that your daughter is protected.”

“I am grateful to you for that. But I will personally see to it that the Resbani don’t come here again.”


Chapter 12




Avida emerged from behind a thick bank of clouds and illuminated fourteen crosses on a low, barren hillside. Tied to them were thirteen ragged men of various ages and, on the nearest cross to the road, a young girl. They were crucified in the so-called gentle style, with platforms the tips of their toes could just reach taking some of their weight. That way they would suffer for as long as possible. A guardhouse sat atop the summit of the hill, but the lights were out, the guards asleep.

As Breskaro approached, the girl pleaded desperately. “Help us!”

Her body sagged though fire remained within her large golden eyes.

Breskaro drew Nightsoul’s reins and stopped in front of her cross. This barren stretch of road would soon take him to the Temple of Saint Resban. From there, he would go out into the wilderness, following an ancient, overgrown path that would eventually lead him to Peithoom Swamp. 

The moon was to Breskaro’s back and his hood up, so they couldn’t see that he wore a mask.

“I don’t help criminals,” Breskaro told the child.

“I’m not a criminal!” She groaned and gasped for breath before continuing. “These men ain’t criminals either!”

“We’re innocent, sir,” said the man hanging nearest her. He was a bear of a man in his mid-forties with a bald pate and a curling mustache.

Breskaro started to ride again. “You were judged so. You shall die so.”

“Demon!” the girl shouted. “You’re worse than … the Resbani bastards who … put us … here.”

Breskaro paused.

“Demon! Demon! Demon!”

Breskaro turned back. He ignored the girl and approached the man. “Who put you here?”

“Clerics from … the Temple of Saint Resban.”

“What harm did you do to them?”

“Demon!” the girl cursed again.

“Hush,” the man said to her. “We did no harm. None but that we exist. We’re a simple hill-folk … Rrakans by tribe, men of the old faith.”

“Kaynim?”

“Yes, my lord, we worship the old … rugged gods of wood and stone, fire and rain.”

“Did you flaunt it?”

He grimaced and gathered his focus. “We kept quiet, kept our ways to ourselves, stayed on our mountain, the Graypoint ten leagues from here, and bothered no one. Not many of us left. The Resbani were …. looking for a fight. And the girl … not even one of us. Came to us a straggler, her mother having …. perished of some wasting sickness.”

“I’d only been with them for three days!” the girl spat. “Priests didn’t care. I was already corrupted.”

“Would you have vengeance on these priests?” Breskaro asked the man.

“I’d have freedom.”

“Freedom comes at a cost. What is your name?”

“Larekal.”

“What did they do to your family, Larekal?”

“Told them they must convert within a ten-day or … suffer the same fate. That was three days ago. They hung us up here this morning.

Breskaro went to the girl. “Why then are you here? Corrupted you may be, but none of the other women and children were so cursed. And you’ve no family to persuade.”

“After they said I’d be condemned to Torment for my ways I brained one of them with a club. Gave him … what he deserved for … bothering these folk.”

“Alas, it’s true,” Larekal said. “The girl’s a savage.”

Breskaro stood up in his stirrups and faced the forlorn, exhausted, and dehydrated men before him. “In a way, the girl has spoken true. I might as well be a demon for I am a man returned from the dead.”

The men murmured in fear.

“If you will swear to serve me, I can free you. Together we can destroy the Resbani and save your families. However, you must serve me until I release you. You must do whatever I command, even if it goes against your beliefs. It won’t be a fair bargain. I’m a being of malevolence. And I have designs far greater than destroying the Resbani. But if you serve me, you’ll die on your feet, for your people, and not hanging on a cross.”

“We’ll do it!” the girl shouted.

“I didn’t ask you, child.”

“I will do this,” Larekal vowed.

The others muttered weak agreements.

“I will have vengeance on them,” the girl seethed. “They turned my mom away! Said she was … plague-ridden. Cursed her in Seshalla’s name and … she died the next day. Then they … came after these innocent people. Let me at them! I’ll make them pay!”

Breskaro lifted his hand and chanted the spell of unbinding, one of the first and simplest spells Nalsyrra had taught him. The spell required little energy, registering only the tiniest extra pulse in his qavra heart. The ropes binding the girl to the cross groaned, creaked, then loosened. Breskaro caught her. She was emaciated but alive and determined. Her hair was filthy and unkempt, blonde in color which was rare in the Issalian region.

“You smell of death,” she told him.

“That’s because I am dead.”

She leaned in close and stared into his eyes. “You’re wearing a mask.”

“My funeral mask. So you don’t have to see my hideous face. I look worse than I smell.”

He set her down. She stood on shaking legs.

“What’s your name?” he asked.

She placed her hands on her hips and stood tall. “Esha.”

“How old are you? And don’t lie. I can tell when people lie to me.”

“Thirteen. Yes, I look younger, but I swear that’s how old I am.”

“Esha, I will grant you freedom, but that’s all. It’s not the place of a young woman to extract vengeance.”

Esha clinched her fists and smoldered. 

Breskaro used the spell again to free Larekal. The man fell to the ground, groaned but lifted himself up. Breskaro chose another man who looked strong and capable and freed him.

“You two can catch the others as I free them.”

A lantern flared to life within the guardhouse.

“Quickly. The guards must have heard Esha yelling at me.”

Larekal and the other man followed Breskaro as he chanted the spell to loosen the bonds on all the crucified men. Most were in decent shape. Once the last man was down, Breskaro gathered them. 

Voices rose in the guardhouse. Armor was donned, swords belted, crossbows lifted and cocked.

Breskaro stood fully in the moon’s light and removed his mask. 

“I want you to see what it is that you have chosen to serve.”

Seeing the cadaverous ruin of his face, the men turned. Some cursed and others gagged. Esha stared wide-eyed but didn’t look away. Her expression settled into one of reverence.

“Who are you?” one of the men asked. “Speak true. We deserve that much.”

“I am Breskaro Varenni, once an Issalian knight and a champion of Seshalla. I died and now I have returned to life. Not to further the aims of the Issalian Empire but to oppose them. It is the goddess Harmulkot I serve now. So if you in turn would serve me, drop to a knee and take your vow.”

Faced with this specter of death, they hesitated, even to save their families and repay their debt to him. Three of the men glanced around, measuring their chance of escape.

Esha took a knee. “I vow to serve you, Lord Breskaro. You are my savior and master. I would be dishonored to do otherwise.”

Larekal turned to the others. “We know of Varenni’s bravery in battle. Aye, even against our brothers. You all know tales of his prowess and honor. Evil he may be now, but I believe he’ll keep his word. It’s a fair bargain and the only one we’ll get.”

Larekal knelt and one by one the others did so as well. Breskaro touched Esha’s head and whispered: “Go stand beside my horse and wait for me.”

Esha walked over to Nightsoul. She noticed the red menace in his eyes and flinched but she didn’t move away. 

Breskaro told the others: “I accept your service. And now, we must deal with the four guards who have flanked us, thinking me unaware of their presence.”


Chapter 13




To Breskaro’s right, two guards crept through a stand of crooked pines. To his left, the second pair crouched in a thicket of shrubs. All four wore hardened leather armor and held light crossbows at the ready.

Now Breskaro spoke the Ancient Eirsendan words of power and cast the spell of obscuring mists. His voice trembled. His heart raced. He had practiced the spell with minimal success. Tendrils of fog sprouted from the ground like rapidly growing vines then gathered into rising pools.

“Get down!” Breskaro shouted.

The Rrakans fell to the ground and three crossbow bolts whizzed over them. Breskaro had hesitated, distracted for a moment by a lurch in the spell’s energies. The fourth bolt plunged into his stomach. He doubled over and staggered backward, grasping the bolt. His qavra heart pulsed faster. And faster. The cloud of mist sprang up all around him, shrouding the Rrakans, Nightsoul, and Esha.

He jerked the bolt free. Being dead didn’t lessen pain. It felt as bad as any wound he could remember, save the one that had killed him. He’d died so fast that he had no memories of how it felt.

He whispered to Larekal, “Lead the men downhill. I’ll deal with the guards.”

“You okay?” Larekal asked.

“Just go.”

Breskaro drew his sword and charged into the trees, navigating the mist with ease. Not all of his time in the Shadowland was wasted. His skills were better than ever and mists were nothing to him. He could’ve managed them even without his now-heightened senses. The Resbani guard heard Breskaro coming, threw down his crossbow, and drew his sword. But too late. Breskaro buried his saber in the man’s gut. The second guard rushed in as the first fell. A swift sword thrust, an elbow to the jaw, and a slash put him down.

As Breskaro left the stand of trees, the fog dissipated, all at once, as if it had never been there. Spotting Breskaro, both guards from the thicket of shrubs loosed crossbow bolts. Breskaro twisted. The first bolt missed entirely. The second grazed his left shoulder. Breskaro charged them. One guard drew his sword and met him while the other ran back uphill toward the guardhouse. 

The guard who engaged him fought defensively, desperately trying to counter Breskaro’s unnatural speed and strength. In less than a minute, Breskaro disarmed then disemboweled him.

Breskaro raced uphill. The fourth guard was way ahead, rounding the corner of the house, aiming for the stables behind it. He stopped. A spear tip punched out through his back, glistening silver and crimson in the moonlight. He groaned and stumbled backward. A small figure emerged from the shadows and released hold of the spear. The pierced man fell.


Chapter 14




Moments later Breskaro faced the small figure.

“Got him, my lord,” Esha said, with pride in her voice and a glint of malice in her eyes.

The guard was gasping in his death throes. Frowning, Breskaro removed the spear and stabbed it into the man’s throat, finishing him. 

“Whenever you have the time, finish your enemies. It’s the right thing to do.”

She shrugged her shoulders.

“I told you to stay with Nightsoul.”

She knelt and took a sling from the man’s belt along with a pouch filled with lead bullets. “They stole my sling. My grandfather made this for me. Taught me to use it, too.”

“That cheap sling isn’t worth dying for.”

“It is to me. And it’s the finest you’ll ever see and don’t tell me otherwise.”

“Next time do as I say.”

“Yes, my lord. I promise.”

“In that case, you will be the one to warn the Rrakan families and tell them to move on and find new homes.”

“No — I mean, I’ll do it if you insist, but it ain’t the right job for me. They’re not my people and I’m young. Why would they trust me? Besides, I want to go wherever you go.”

“You’d be a liability.”

Esha dropped a lead stone into the sling, whirled it around her head, and released. The stone streaked through the night and clanked on the helmet of the last guard Breskaro had killed. Forty paces away with only moonlight to guide her aim.

Breskaro stared at her, glanced at the helmet, then looked back to her.

“From how far away could you have done that?”

“Not much further in this light. Three hundred paces in the day, maybe.”

Breskaro had seen highly trained Brekkan slingers who could do it from that far away but they were grown men with years of training. He released a deep, sinister chuckle. “No princess you.”

She put her hands on her hips. “I do what I must to survive. Life is hard.”

“In that case, little one, you may follow me.”

She bounced around, celebrating.

“However.” She paused. “You must absolutely do as I say from now on.”

She nodded solemnly. “I will do as you say, always, my lord.”

“I am not your lord. I am your master.”

“Yes, master.”

Larekal, leading Nightsoul, and the other twelve men — limping, weary, but unharmed — joined them.

“Do you need me to bind your wound … master?” said Larekal. “I know something of healing.”

“What wound?”

“The bolt that struck you in the gut. You were hit, weren’t you?”

“Oh, that. Yes, I was struck.” Breskaro stuck a finger through the hole in his hardened leather cuirass. His gray, decaying skin had already resealed the puncture. “There’s nothing to bind. The wound has already healed.”

Breskaro climbed onto Nightsoul and lifted Esha into the saddle behind him.

“Larekal, you will be my captain.”

Larekal stroked his mustache then bowed his head. “Yes, master.”

“Choose a lieutenant.”

He pointed to a wiry, hawk-faced man with a scar across his neck and unruly hair. “Chentius.”

“Good. Now choose a reliable man to take word back to your people and to guide them to a new area. This man shall be free of me upon completing his task.”

Larekal and Chentius proclaimed trust in all the men, so they decided lots would be drawn with the two of them excluded. The man chosen took one of the guardsmen’s horses and rode away in haste.

Breskaro examined these men in their tattered peasant clothes and bare feet. He had to start somewhere, and while they didn’t look like much, these Rrakans were tough. He thought back to his Valiants. He’d always had his choice of young knights. Whenever they returned from campaigns with losses or retirements, he would go through the ranks of the Second and Third Imperial Lancers, choosing the best. Sometimes he would elevate talented squires straight into the ranks as soon as they achieved knighthood. 

People lauded his prowess in battle, and he was one of the most formidable warriors in Issalia. What people had failed to realize was that his Valiants were as successful as they were not because of his prowess, or his leadership, but because he had a knack for picking out the canniest fighters and helping them realize their potential.

His Valiants. Breskaro burned with anger to think of them all slaughtered. If only he had them now.

He addressed the Rrakans: “Henceforth, you twelve shall be my disciples, my Knights of the Dark.”

“And what of me?” Esha asked, defensively.

“You shall be my shield-maiden. Even a mighty warrior such as I needs someone to watch his back.”

“I’ll do it!”

“Gather the enemy’s weapons. Crossbows, swords, daggers, and whatever might lie within the guardhouse. Split it amongst yourselves.”

“There was food within the house, master,” said Larekal. “I gave some to the rider we sent out.”

“Divide the rest amongst yourselves and Esha fairly. I need it not. But don’t eat yet. Let’s get as far from here as your legs can take you.”

They mounted the six weakest men on the three horses they took from the stables and the rest followed on foot. They traveled through the night, out into the wilderness with Breskaro leading them by his darksight. But once the men were too exhausted to go on, they made camp in a thick stand of firs at the top of a hill.




~~~




The Rrakans and Esha slept soundly, fatigue having overwhelmed their sense of danger and wonder. Breskaro practiced those spells that he could without drawing any outside attention. Then he studied the grimoire to add more spells to his arsenal. In the morning he appointed men to take turns standing watch. Then he went out. He returned that afternoon dragging a dead buck and carrying a brace of rabbits slung over his shoulder.

Breskaro chose two men who looked well-rested, if a bit starved, and told them were they could find a cluster of trees bearing apples. He told the rest where they could find a stream nearby.

“Take turns, all of you. Drink. Wash up. Bring water back. But be quiet and watch your backs.”

Breskaro took out his dagger, and though it was not meant for such work, began skinning the rabbits.

“You’re doing it wrong, master,” piped a small voice over his shoulder.

“I know what I’m doing, girl.”

“I don’t think you do.”

“I’ve done this before.”

“I’m sure you have, master, but you did it wrong then too.”

He glared at her through the eye slits of his mask. There was something strange about this girl. And not simply because she was willing to talk back to an undead knight.

“Maybe — Maybe not wrong,” she said quickly, “but there is a better way.”

Breskaro handed her the dagger. “Go on then. You do it. I’ve got better things to do anyway.”

She drew her own knife which was more suited to this kind of task. “You’re going to trust me with this?”

“You said you knew what you were doing.”

“No adult has ever trusted me before without me proving myself first.”

“You’re my shield-maiden. Why should I doubt you?” Breskaro nominated three men. “Process the deer. Do it however the girl wants it done.”

Breskaro sat on a flat rock nearby. He took out the grimoire and scanned it in depth, committing to memory the names of spells he thought he should learn. Hours passed as he poured through the book, undisturbed by the sounds of his knights or the dappled sunlight which he could now tolerate in small doses. He didn’t stop until he heard the patter of delicate feet approaching.

“Did you finish the rabbits?”

“Yes, master,” Esha said. “The men want to know if we can set fires to cook the meat.”

“Why didn’t Larekal come to ask me this?”

“He said we shouldn’t disturb you. I thought otherwise.”

Breskaro grinned beneath the mask. “Tell them they may cook the meat at twilight, not before, not after, and to see that the fires are screened. You know how that’s done, don’t you?”

“Yes, master.”

“I thought you would.”

“My gramps taught me. He was a scout as a young man, for the Bresolli tribes. Before the Issalians conquered them. That’s how I know how to survive. We stayed on the move all the time, Gramps and Mom and me. ‘Settling’s for the weak,’ Gramps would say. Never met my dad. I think he was just some guy she met in a tavern somewhere.”

Breskaro nodded and returned to his grimoire. Esha didn’t leave. After he finished mentally rehearsing a spell, he growled at her. “What else do you want?”

She flinched but didn’t back down. “What’s death like, master? You’re the only person I’ll ever know who’s been dead.”

“I can only speak to my experience. I know nothing of Torment or Paradise, though I’m told that those places do exist. I was in the Shadowland. It was a bleak wasteland of endless ruins, mists, lost souls, and monsters.”

“Can you talk to the dead? Did you perhaps meet—”

“It’s best not to dwell on death. Live your life. Ignore anyone who promises you rewards in the afterlife. Trust to nothing but each breath you draw on this earth.”

“You’re not a happy man, master.”

“Happiness fled me long ago.”


Chapter 15




The white-robed priestess chanted as she placed the firebrand in the oil-soaked straw beneath the timbers. The funeral pyre roared to life within the courtyard of Castle Togisi. Sobs spread among the mourners: cousins of Albiria Togisi, friends, handmaidens, servants she’d known all her life. Magnos and Deltenya Togisi stood in the front, close enough that the heat of the flames forced them back a step. The priestess presented a rose to each of them and tossed a third onto the pyre, saying:

“Let Sacred Fire consume this body here and beyond so that this child, disgraced in the eyes of Seshalla, shall have only a spirit form in Torment so that her suffering might be reduced. May the mercy of Seshalla be upon her and on us all.”

The priestess recited a long prayer. The smell of burning flesh commingled with essences of lavender and citrus and many other herbs thrown onto the pyre. The priestess finished and left, then the mourners, starting with those most distant in relation, began to trickle away.

Deltenya tossed her rose toward the pyre. It fell short and wilted under the heat. She hung her head and spoke quietly to herself. When she finally backed away no one remained but she and Magnos.

“Come,” she said to him. “There’s no use standing here any longer. Let’s go in.”

“I will stay.”

“As you will,” she replied with a flash of menace in her eyes. She too went inside.

Tears flowing down his cheeks, Magnos rolled the rose back and forth in his hand, the thorns pricking skin and drawing blood.

“No son,” he whispered to himself. “No daughter. Never another bright smile to greet me upon returning home from a campaign. Besieged by impurity in my own household. Again.”

Magnos tossed the rose into the flames. He remained until sundown when the last wisps of smoke drifted away into the wind and nothing was left but a mound of smoldering ashes. He fell to his knees.

“Seshalla, hear me!” he cried into the empty courtyard. “Seshalla, how have I wronged you? Tell me what I should do to make amends!”

He sobbed and prayed, until he shivered suddenly. His jaw and fists clenched. 

Anger returned to him.




~~~




Magnos kicked open the door and thundered into Deltenya’s bedroom.

“How could you let this happen!”

Startled, Deltenya dropped a phial of sandalwood perfume and the silk robe she was about to put on after having finished a bath. The phial shattered, splashing its musky scent across the floor and onto her feet.

“How dare you storm in here without knocking, Magnos! I won’t tolerate such behavior. Especially today.”

Magnos ignored her and slammed the door shut. “It’s your fault my daughter is dead and disgraced! She’ll burn forever in Torment and it’s your fault!”

“I’ve already told you that I didn’t know anything about it. If I’d had any idea, any idea at all, I would have stopped her.”

She had already endured an hour of questioning from Magnos when he had arrived home.

“How could you not know? What is it that you do here all the time? You’re supposed to oversee the household. You were supposed to see to our daughter’s upbringing. Other than pleasing your husband, what greater duty do you have than being a mother?”

To fulfill my own wishes, to love and be loved by another, she thought. 

“I did the best I could. She was willful, and I do have other things to occupy me, I have—”

“A lover?” he snapped.

“A lover, Magnos? Don’t be ridiculous. You know you’re my only love. There is no other.” She raised her chin imperiously. “Besides, you have me watched. You’d know if I had a lover.”

“That’s ridiculous.”

Deltenya laughed. “I am not a fool.” 

There was a male servant assigned to spy on her. She had discovered what he was up to quickly. Then she paid him handsomely to ignore everything she did. She had even slept with him once to assure his loyalty. That made him more susceptible to the spell of compulsory obedience, in case she needed to use it on him.

“I am not a fool either,” he said, seething. “You have cheated on me before. It will not happen again.”

“When? Name this supposed lover.”

“Breskaro Varenni.”

Silence hung between them … long … slow … moments until Deltenya whispered:

“Magnos, I never—”

“I saw you with him in the gardens. Eight years ago, after the Festival of the Joined Moons. I came home early and didn’t announce myself. You embraced him tenderly before he left.”

Deltenya tried to speak but the words died in her throat.

“Don’t deny what I saw,” Magnos said with malice. “Do the man the honor he deserved and be honest. The affair was the death of him after all.”

Deltenya stammered as she took a step back in shock. “What — What do you mean?”

“With your seductive arts you killed the hero of our nation. Seshalla’s greatest warrior was brought low by you, Deltenya. Your lust brought him down.”

Eyes wide, Deltenya said, “There were rumors of betrayal on the battlefield, but…”

“Rumors they will remain. You will never mention this to anyone.” He shook his head. “I’m angry. I shouldn’t have said anything. But let it be a warning to you.”

“He was your friend, Magnos. How could you?”

“He betrayed me. You I had to forgive. You are my wife. You are mine. You will always be mine and mine alone.” He stepped menacingly toward her. “I didn’t shame you with your betrayal of me. You won’t shame me with Breskaro’s death. I was kind. I allowed Breskaro a hero’s death and burial. You I spared. I have kept you in my bed and in my heart.”

Deltenya was shocked into silence. Her full breasts heaved. Shadows and candlelight accentuated the curve of her hips. Magnos noticed. It distracted him from his anger.

“I must discipline you,” he said solemnly with lust in his eyes. 

Deltenya’s eyes darted around the room. “Magnos, no. Not again.”

Magnos prowled toward her. She grabbed her silk robe and backed up to the window ledge. Her qavra was hidden in a box on the desk across the room. 

Magnos leapt forward. He seized a slender arm with one massive hand and locked the other around her delicate throat. He drug her over to the bed and slammed her down.

“I will have you as I wish tonight. You will do everything that I want, including those things you have not wished to do in the past. And it will hurt, oh yes, it will hurt. But you must be disciplined, Deltenya. I will—”

There came a knock upon the door to the antechamber. 

“My lord!” called a muffled voice from the hallway.

Magnos ignored it, lifted his toga, tightened his grip on Deltenya’s throat. Her breathing grew shallow. Her face turned pale. She began to mutter the words of a spell. Harmulkot’s qavra began to vibrate in the box. Magnos didn’t notice either of these things. The ghost of Harmulkot streamed out.

The knock came again, this time with more force. 

“My lord, I’m sorry to disturb you! It’s most urgent!”

Magnos snarled and relaxed his grip.

“The news hails from the Matriarch herself!”

Magnos let go of Deltenya and stood up. Deltenya ceased her desperate spell. The ghost of Harmulkot faded back into the box.

“A moment!” he called back. His eyes glittered with malice. “Don’t forget what I said, Deltenya. I’m not done with you.”

Magnos walked through the antechamber and out into the hallway. Deltenya locked the door. She rubbed her fingers along her bruised throat.

The ghost of Harmulkot returned.

“Are you all right, my child?”

Deltenya, shaken, nodded.

“Be more careful around him. Keep your stiletto with you. It takes a lot of power to invoke the qavra from across the room. More power than you have, which means it comes from me and I need everything I have left.”

“He betrayed Breskaro. Did you know?”

“I did not.”

“I never suspected. I’d heard rumors, but he and Breskaro had been close for years. Up until that last year they had been like brothers.”

Deltenya dressed and picked up her stiletto. “Magnos, I’d have killed you in your sleep if I had known. I might yet…” 

“It is too risky,” Harmulkot told her. “Let Breskaro handle him.”

Deltenya let slip a wicked smile. “Breskaro will come to me.” She laughed. “Oh, Magnos, what vengeance he will exact upon you.”


Chapter 16




A servant opened the door and Captain Kedimius Threnna of the First Lancers limped in. He was dirty, scraped, and bruised. A blood-stained bandage was wrapped around his left forearm. 

His commander, General Magnos Togisi, sat in a throne at the end of the hall. His eyes were red, swollen. His face creased with a deep frown. Deltenya hovered off to his left. She exchanged a brief, familiar smile with Kedimius. He bowed before General Togisi.

“My apologies for not arriving sooner, General,” said Kedimius. “I was waylaid by bandits along the way. While fighting them off, my horse was injured and I lost a day of travel time.”

“It’s not condolences you bring tonight, Kedimius old friend. I see grave worries on your face.”

“I do offer my condolences, sir. I had no idea about Albiria until the Matriarch sent me here. I am deeply sorry.”

“I left as soon as I had word of it. So tell me, what has happened in Issaly that is so urgent the Matriarch sent you? I was only gone for a day. And why not a courier from the White Guard?”

“My lord, I bring strange and terrible news. On a day of tremendous grief for you, no less. I don’t know how to tell you, for I know you were close to him as well.”

“Sir Fortrenzi? Has he—”

“No, my lord. As far as I know, Sir Fortrenzi is fine. It’s … well, it’s Master Breskaro.”

“Breskaro Varenni?” 

“Yes, my lord. His body … his body has gone missing from his tomb.”

Stunned, Magnos collapsed back into his chair. 

Lady Deltenya gasped and touched a hand to her throat. “Who would steal the body of a man seven years deceased?”

“We don’t yet know what happened,” Kedimius told them. “All we know for certain is that a woman stole into the cemetery. Well, the guards described her as more demon than woman. She brought with her two horses. There may have been a man with her.”

“So these … people … stole his body?” Magnos said.

“The body was missing, sir. But it’s worse than that. Dark magics were employed. A seer, Priestess Maedara, confirmed it later that day. We don’t know who has done this or why. No ransoms have been demanded. No enemies have made a move.”

“Who discovered this?” Magnos asked.

“I did, General. That’s why the Matriarch sent me to inform you. I was helping with the search after the strange woman had knocked out the cemetery guards. I went by Breskaro’s tomb, and that’s when I saw that the door was ajar.”

“I am sorry for you, Kedimius,” Deltenya said. “I know this must be a terrible burden. I know how much you loved Breskaro.”

“He was … he dominated my world, my lady. In a good way. I wish still that I had been by his side on the Plains of Brekka, I should have died along with him.”

“It is good that you were not there that day, Kedimius,” she said slowly, deliberately. “I would rather you were alive. He would no doubt say the same.”

“He wanted me to protect Orisala all my days. I failed him there, too.”

“We all failed dear Orisala. Not just you. I miss her and think of her all the time. I raised her, remember, after my sister Adelenia died, before Breskaro remarried. And she lived with me again after Metra passed away. I used to love those days you and Breskaro would return from your campaigns and quests, to see her face light up.”

“She loved you dearly, Lady Deltenya.”

“All the love and youth is gone from within these walls now.”

Magnos roused from the stupor he’d fallen into and sent Kedimius off to get food and a bath, to have his wounds doctored. 

“I must return at once to take care of this,” Magnos said to Deltenya. “It’s an ill omen.”

“It was ill to name your villainy against him this night,” Deltenya sniped.

Magnos shot her a dark glance. He paused as he left the room and ground his teeth together. “I will never forgive your treachery, woman. You would do well to remember that, and you should thank the Goddess you’re so lucky to have me.”

When he was far out of earshot, Deltenya laughed and whispered a prayer of thanks to her goddess. Not Seshalla, of course, but Harmulkot.




~~~




An hour later, Magnos met with Kedimius again. Both men were mounted. Soldiers waited to escort them. Magnos wasn’t willing to wait until morning to head back to Issaly.

“Captain Threnna, I’m sorry I can’t let you rest this night. I know how much you need it, wounded as you are.”

“I’m happy to serve as you see fit, General.”

“Then go home at once.”

“My house in Issaly or to Uncle Fortrenzi’s estate?”

“Fortrenzi. Guard him well. I’m sending four of my men to escort you there. They will remain with you.”

“You think he’s in danger?”

“I don’t know, Kedimius. I don’t have a clue what’s going on, but he was Breskaro’s mentor and friend. This news will rattle him deeply if it reaches him.”

“With all due respect, my lord. I would rather return to Issaly and help solve this. Breskaro—”

“I know he was like a father to you. I understand how much you want to help. But I need you to go to Sir Fortrenzi. You are the best man for it. As Breskaro’s friend and yours, I vow that I will not rest until I figure out what’s going on and return his body to its rest. Keep this news from Sir Fortrenzi as best as you can.”

“I will, sir. Could you do me a favor and send word to Ilsimia of where I am?”

“If the Matriarch will allow it, I will send her to aid you.”


Chapter 17




As night fell onto the temple of Saint Resban the Avenger, there was a rapping upon the compound’s only entrance, a reinforced gate of oak. Two warrior-acolytes, Daricus and Tirrus were standing guard on the other side of the gate. Daricus pulled back the viewing slot and stared out into the darkness.

“Well, who is it?” asked Tirrus.

“I see a man standing beneath the shadows of that old elm,” Daricus whispered. “He’s not moving and I don’t see anyone else.”

“He’s a good thirty paces out. How the hell did he tap on the gate and ride away that fast without us hearing him?”

Daricus readied his broad-tipped spear. “Must have others with him. Maybe lurking to the side of the gate.”

“Maybe the Keshomaeans are out for revenge,” Tirrus said.

“Those weaklings? Bandits more like.”

“Who goes?” yelled Tirrus through the viewing slot.

A coarse, hollow voice replied: “Is this the Temple of Saint Resban the Avenger?”

Tirrus tried to chuckle but failed. “Yes, of course it is.”

The stranger’s voice was now filled with the warm, ale-soaked tones one expected from a friend over drinks at a tavern. “Ah, very good then. Excellent indeed. Would the two of you kindly open the gate for me? I have come from far away. I am weary and I would like to worship at your altar.”

At first both warrior-acolytes furrowed their brows. But then, with eyes brightening, Daricus shrugged and said, “He’s only one man, and he seems friendly.”

Nodding vigorously, Tirrus agreed. “Yeah, why not?”

Daricus pulled up the iron stakes while Tirrus raised the locking beam. Together they opened the twin doors of the gate from the center. The stranger rode in on a black charger with crimson eyes. 

Breskaro drew his sword and attacked before the warrior-acolytes could react. He swung to the right, slicing Daricus across the throat. He reversed his momentum and stabbed Tirrus through his left eye. Both men fell without a sound.

Breskaro rode into the temple grounds unchallenged. The spell of silence muffled the clatter of Nightsoul’s hooves. Chants, songs, and prayers from the evening worship service echoed across the fortified temple compound. All except these two acolytes were gathered in the temple.

Behind him, his Rrakan Knights of the Dark rushed in. Two of them drug the bodies of dead guards away and closed the gates. They switched clothes with the men and assumed their positions. The other ten followed Breskaro. Esha waited in frustration on a hill outside, sling in hand, keeping watch should any Seshallan escape. If they did, she was to brain them from a distance at once.

“Eglax, Inirus,” Breskaro whispered, naming two of his knights. “Get the horses out of the stable. Quickly. Make no sound. Quorus, get their tack. Larekal, you and the others gather the horses at the entrance and take them into the olive orchard. Be gentle but fast, my silencing spell won’t cover you and the Seshallans won’t worship all evening.”

While Breskaro kept watch on the temple, the two Rrakans hurried in, opened stalls, and led the horses to the entrance. From there, Larekal and the rest took them out into the olive orchard which lay at the back corner of the compound, as far away from the temple as possible. Breskaro seethed every time the worship songs hit a high note.

Quorus brought out the last of the tack. “That’s all of it, master. We left no horses.”

Breskaro released the spell of silence, rode into the stable, and chanted the words for the spell of flickering flames. A spark appeared in his palm. Once it grew to the size of an apple, he cast it into a stack of hay bales.

Breskaro rode into the orchard where his knights were securing the horses to the trees in case they panicked. 

The flames spread and grew. Timbers cracked and groaned. Smoke billowed into the air.

A song of praise to Seshalla stopped in mid-chorus. 

“Ready yourselves,” Breskaro commanded.

Clergy, acolytes, and volunteer warriors who had gathered there to await the upcoming crusade rushed out of the chapel. Some stood in shock while others screamed in dismay. For the warriors, many of them the youngest sons of nobles looking to make their fortunes in war, most of their wealth lay within those stables.

An older priest stepped out and began shouting orders. “Get the horses out if you can! Go to the well, form a bucket brigade! Get that fire out before it spreads!”

Several warriors tried to get in to the horses, but the flames had spread too far for them to enter. As the Seshallans formed their bucket brigade, Breskaro lowered his lance and thumped his heels into Nightsoul’s flanks.

Nightsoul thundered forward. Breskaro skewered his first victim, an unarmed, baby-faced warrior. Nightsoul knocked over and trampled a second victim. Breskaro released his lance and drew his blade. His eyes gleaming, he rode down the shocked fire brigade, chopping and slashing. Acolytes, priestesses, servants — Breskaro’s blade met them all.

“To arms! To arms!” the Resbani faithful cried. But it was no use. As soon as the people abandoned the fire and rushed to arm themselves, Breskaro’s Knights of the Dark charged into their midst, carving through them savagely.

Vengeance, flame, and steel devoured the Seshallans, until none were left breathing save for a few who had escaped to the chapel and locked themselves inside.

Breskaro rode up the chapel doors. “Knock them down, Nightsoul. Knock them down.”

Nightsoul reared back and with his own hellish strength stamped with his hooves. The solid oak doors creaked on their hinges but held. Nightsoul stamped again and they flung open.

As Breskaro rode in, an old warrior lunged forward with a spear. Breskaro deflect the spearpoint with his sword. With the rim of his shield, he struck the man on the top of his skull, spraying teeth and blood onto a grey-haired priestess charging in with a quarterstaff.

Momentarily blinded by the blood in her eyes, she never saw the sword strike that killed her.

An ancient, hunchbacked priest and two teenage priestesses stood defiantly before the altar. 

“Move aside,” Breskaro told them. “I wish to worship here.”

They didn’t move.

Larekal entered, bloodstained and with a fierce cast to his face. “The horses are safe, master. The Seshallans have all been slain.” He noticed the ones in front of the altar. “All the ones outside, at least.”

“How could you do this?” one young priestess wailed. “Why? We are innocent servants of Seshalla.”

“There is nothing innocent about you,” Breskaro said. “Men from here attacked the Temple of the Rose of Keshomae recently.”

“Because they … because they are infidels,” she replied.

“Well, the favor is now returned. And I’m showing you how Issalian warriors treat infidels on the crusades. It could be worse. We haven’t raped anyone. Larekal, get them away from the altar.”

Larekal and Quorus grabbed the priestesses and the priest and shoved them into a corner.

“Do you know who I am?” he asked them. The acolytes shook their heads hesitantly.  “I am Breskaro Varenni, former Knight Champion of Seshalla. The greatest knight in a century, people said. Pray that Seshalla is kinder in death to you than she was to me.” 

They cowered and a wicked smile crept onto his face, behind the mask.

Breskaro knelt at the altar and gazed up at the statue of Seshalla. She was nine feet tall, her skin bronze. Her flowing hair and eyes of gold sparkled. She wore a belted crimson tunic. Her round shield and the broadsword hanging from her belt were silver. In her hand was a spear, mimicking the Spear of Endless Dawn which Breskaro had traveled halfway across the continent to recover.

“Seshalla, Seshalla,” he murmured. “I gave you everything, and you gave naught in return. I have one more gift for you, though.”

Breskaro stalked toward the devotees. “Go to the altar. I wish to make a sacrifice to Seshalla, a sacrifice as was done to the gods in olden times.”

“Have you no heart?” said the wizened priest. “Spare these two girls at the least.”

“I have a heart. It is cold and stone and has warmth enough for but one love. This temple threatened that love.”

“Seshalla, aid us!” the priest cried. “Save us from this demon!”

Breskaro paused and looked all around the chapel, feigning to search for the goddess as if she were a child hiding from him. He laughed heartily. 

“See? She does not care.”

He drew his dagger and spoke the spell of compelling obedience. 

“Lie down upon the altar,” he said to the priest.

Larekal and the other Knights of the Dark left the chapel and stood outside, their faces grim as they listened to the screams of agony from within.


Chapter 18




Breskaro and his knights rode along the ancient path from the Temple of Saint Resban to Peithoom Swamp, which lay many leagues northeast of Issaly, in the outer reaches of Mûlkra. At first the route was a well-traveled if crude road used by many locals and traders seeking a shortcut. It degraded into little more than a trail for hunters from the few scattered, xenophobic clans that lived in this region of barren moors and anemic farmland.

No one spoke of the massacre at Saint Resban’s aloud. The Rrakans were men of iron, solemn and straightforward, content in their revenge and the rescue of their families. Even if horrified by Breskaro’s actions, they would honor the prices they had agreed upon in exchange for their lives.

Esha rode beside Breskaro at all times. He had given her the fastest of the stolen horses, a sleek Hareezan roan, which she already knew how to ride. She spoke to him incessantly, talking about all manner of things from strange birds she spotted to tales of her grandfather’s prowess in scouting. Occasionally Breskaro took a break from reciting spells and paid attention to her, but he rarely replied. If she realized he wasn’t listening, she didn’t seem to care.

The moors gave way to marsh and slowly a tangled, mist-webbed swamp rose before them. Once the swamp was in full view as they came over a slight rise, the Rrakans paused and gazed at the Peithoom Swamp with motes of fear dancing through their eyes.

Seeing that Esha had stopped chattering, Larekal rode over and patted her on the arm. “Be brave, little one. The swamp won’t hurt you.”

“I’m not afraid,” Esha said sternly. “Why should I be? Nothing here can harm me.”

“I wouldn’t be so sure,” said Chentius. “This is an ill place. Can’t you feel the hatred? We shouldn’t go in there. This is a place of death and elder—”

“Chentius,” said Larekal with a glance toward Esha. “It’s only a swamp.”

“No,” said Breskaro. “Chentius is right. This place is filled with malevolence. I can feel it, and based on its history, I know it must be. Men aren’t supposed to come here anymore. The swamp doesn’t want us.”

“Are we going in anyway?” Esha asked.

“I have to retrieve an ancient device that has the power to restore the semblance of life to those who are dead. With it, I can create an army of undead that might have a chance of saving Mûlkra.”

“Was it hidden here?” Esha asked.

“Discarded and forgotten after it stopped working.” He patted his pack. “But I have the piece that can fix it.”

“This swamp is leagues and leagues across,” said Larekal. “How will you find it?”

Breskaro drew out a map Nalsyrra had given him. It depicted the region before the swamp had ever formed and showed the lost city of Peithoom.

Larekal looked over it. “Seems it would lie near the center, but there are few landmarks on here that would remain after all this time. I’m not sure we’d be able to spot anything in there from more than fifty paces away.”

Breskaro grunted. “We shall have to go on foot as well.”

“Parts may be covered in water so deep that we’ll need a boat.”

“What I need most is a guide.” He selected four Rrakans. “I want you to split up and go in different directions, staying on the outskirts of the swamp. Look for locals. Don’t travel more than three hours away. A man could easily get lost out here. The rest of us will return to the last hillock we passed an hour ago and make camp.

“Esha, pick two men and go find us clean water.”




~~~




Two crudely dressed men with dirt-encrusted hands and faces, overgrown beards, and a grim, lifeless look in their eyes were brought before Breskaro. Quorus and Chentius stood behind them, swords drawn. Larekal, Esha, and the others were off gathering food and hunting.

“You are natives to this area?”

The men replied but not in Korian, the most common tongue on the western half of the subcontinent. Breskaro, being classically educated, could also speak Pawani, the language of the East. He tried it, but the men shook their heads.

Breskaro drew from his pouch two silver coins and threw one to each man. They pocketed them with greed in their eyes.

“Captain Larekal, see that these men are fed well but be sure they don’t leave.”

As Larekal led them away, Breskaro took the grimoire Nalsyrra had given him from his pack and searched through the spells. He had focused his studies on spells of stealth, attack, and defense. The book was organized in as arcane a manner as it was written, but at last he found what was needed, the spell of universal translation.

“By the gods,” he muttered after examining the spell.

“Do not assume,” Nalsyrra had told him, “that because the effect of a spell appears easy that casting it will be simple. For one thing, effects that seem quite basic to you may in fact be much harder due to the laws of nature. Also, there are many different ways to channel the energy of a spell. Do not assume that those which you learn from this book are the most efficient. This is what makes the lesser deities so powerful. They can do many of these things instinctively and without the filter of another’s intellectual methods. This is somewhat true of the Qaiar. They need the methods but they can go beyond them.”

Esha and the two men returned with water. Breskaro drank and then spent the next four hours studying the text. He practiced opening the proper channels and saying the phrases perfectly, but he wasn’t getting far. Frustrated, he decide to take a break and walk around. It was late into the evening. The men were huddled around a fire.

“Larekal, we will need to keep these men for several days until I…”

Breskaro’s eyes went wide then narrowed. Esha was fluently conversing with the two strangers. What she was saying, he had no idea, but judging from her expressions and tone, they were hearing a tale of her grandfather’s exploits.

She stopped when Breskaro’s shadow fell over her.

“You didn’t tell me you could talk to them.”

“Of course I can.”

“I cannot.”

“I’m sorry, master. I didn’t know. I assumed you’d talked to them already.”

“What have they told you?”

“They told me they want to leave. They wanted me to beg the dark one, that’s you, to let them go. I told them I wouldn’t and that I didn’t think you meant them harm. Otherwise, why would you give them the coins.”

Breskaro sighed. “I have been attempting and failing at a spell that would allow me to speak their language. How is it that you can?”

“My grandfather taught me.”

“Of course.”

“A lot of people near the swamp speak only this. They refuse to learn proper languages.”

“Well, little one, you will now be my translator as well as my shield-maiden. Ask them if they know the swamp well.”

Esha translated.

Replying through her, the one named Kriba said, “Yes, we travel into it for hunting sometimes, and famalata petals which grow wild there.”

“Have you seen the ruins of a city?”

“Once,” replied the other, whose name was Zibu. “Deep within.”

“Could you take me there?”

“Yes, but it is far and dangerous,” said Kriba.

“In payment I can give each of you a horse and two gold coins upon our return. Plus a good sword now as a downpayment.”

Greed burning within their bleak eyes, they agreed.

Breskaro chose the two Rrakan knights with the most experience as hunters to accompany him into the swamp, Firrus and Perolo. 

“I want to go with you, master,” Esha said.

“You will have to,” Breskaro replied. “I need a translator.”

Breskaro said to the rest of his knights, “Stay here, guard the horses, and await my return. I trust that you won’t dishonor yourselves by fleeing. However, if I do not return in two weeks, you are released from my service.”

“Are you sure you don’t need more men, master?” Larekal asked.

“A large party will draw too much attention and someone must guard the horses.”




~~~




Kriba and Zibu led them along dry winding paths so they could avoid slogging through fetid waist-high water. Swarms of mosquitoes plagued everyone but Breskaro. The atmosphere was gray and oppressive, an endless marsh, draped with vines and moss, and shadowed with long-twisted limbs and pale leaves.

They heard the cries and rustling movements of strange creatures. A splash would sound, sending ripples through the water, but no one ever saw the creatures that made them. Everyone, save Breskaro, jumped at every sound and glanced over their shoulders so often that they nearly tripped on every trailing vine or sunken log.

As they forged deeper in, the temperature rose from cool autumn to sweltering summer in a matter of hours. 

Esha wiped sweat from her brow. “It was cool outside the swamp. Why’s it so hot in here?”

“Volcanoes,” Breskaro replied. “Two of them deep within the swamp.”

“Fire mountains?” she said. “Wouldn’t those dry up all this muck?”

Breskaro shrugged. “The place was cursed with terrible magics, it doesn’t have to make sense.”

While the others tried to sleep at night, catching a few moments of rest, Breskaro kept his routine and studied spells. The two guides, Kriba and Zibu, were restless. They woke often during the night and glanced toward Breskaro. When he would notice them, they would duck their heads back and return to sleep. They deeper they went into the swamp, the less they slept and the more they fidgeted while on the march.

“Esha,” he said in the morning while the others were breaking up their small camp, “ask our guides if they are used to staying the night in the swamp.”

“No,” she replied a few minutes later. “They don’t often spend the night. They usually come in and leave on the same day. It’s not safe to stay too long. There are wicked creatures that haunt the mist and water.”

“But they know where we’re going? Be sure of it.”

She asked them again. “Yes, most certainly. They wouldn’t lie to you. They think you’re a demon and that you might drag them into Torment if they displease you.”

“Good. They should fear me.”

“Master,” Esha asked nervously, “why’re you doing this? Why are you serving Harmulkot? This all seems like a lot of trouble, and it doesn’t sound like we’re likely to succeed.”

Breskaro stared into her golden eyes. He had no reason to trust the strange girl. In fact, he had plenty of reasons not to trust her. She had more skill, nerve, and competence than most grown men he knew. And there was something else, though what, he wasn’t sure. 

But he couldn’t help but trust her. She was clearly devoted to him for saving her life. And what could it hurt? If she was going to betray him, she would’ve done so by now. And even if she tried, she was just a girl. No matter how talented she was, she couldn’t disrupt his plans.

“I’m serving Harmulkot so that I can restore my daughter’s health. She is the reason I came back from the Shadowland. And if I can exact some vengeance on Seshalla and my former friends who betrayed me in the process, so much the better.”

Breskaro explained to Esha all the details of why he had returned and what had happened to Orisala. “Don’t tell the others of this. Say nothing more to them than what I already have.”

“You are a good man, master. I’d have thought that a dead man would be evil, but you aren’t.”

“I have done evil things already,” he told her. “You’ve seen this. And I will do more.”

She shrugged. “If you must.”




~~~




On the morning of the third day, they spotted their first sign of an ancient civilization: a toppled stone pillar shattered in fragments. In its day it would have stood over forty feet high. Now it was covered in moss, shrouded in vines, and half-buried in the black mud of Peithoom.

“We’re getting close,” Kriba said through Esha.

Later that day, as the sun was setting, they reached a mass of stone ruins jutting up from the marsh. On a raised, dry area stood the remains of a temple complex.

“At least we’ll have a bit of shelter,” said Perolo with relief. “Has to be drier than where we’ve been sleeping.

Firrus hefted his pack higher and increased his pace. Perolo matched him. “First one there, eh?”

Breskaro froze. “Stop,” he whispered.

Everyone obeyed, even the guides.

Breskaro muttered the spell of sensing presences. “Damn.”

“What is it master?” Esha asked.

“Must be dozens of them out here. Not far away. I don’t think they’re quite ... human.”

Breskaro drew his sword. Perolo and Firrus did the same. Esha dug her sling out from her pack and stepped to the side so she’d have more room to work. The guides backed away.

Dozens of beings charged out from the ruins, leapt out from behind trees, and burst out of the pools of water surrounding Breskaro and his companions. The toad-like beings stood upright and were shorter and stockier than most humans. Their bodies were slimy, and bulbous, yellow eyes protruded from the tops of their heads. Translucent fins flared out from the sides of their heads. Webs stretched between their fingers and toes.

“Batrakosians!” Firrus spat as the beings closed on them. “They’re real!”

Perolo rolled his neck, loosening his muscles. “Looks like gramps wasn’t full of it.”

The batrakosians wore crude loincloths with bits of armor, corded reeds and bark haphazardly tied here and there. They carried clubs spiked with sharp stones. Croaking a deafening, savage ululation, they charged toward the strangers who had dared to enter their territory.

Breskaro took a few steps back and began muttering a spell. But before he could finish, an unexpected attack knocked him down.
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Deeply focused on shaping the mystic energies of a spell, Breskaro never heard the patter of Zibu's charge. The swamp-guide shouldered into his lower back and knocked him facedown. Breskaro grunted in surprise. None of his other companions noticed this betrayal. Their attention was focused on the croaking mass of batrakosians charging toward them.

Disoriented by the sudden break in the magical energies he was summoning, Breskaro started to get up, but Zibu kneeled against him while Kriba raised his sword in both hands and plunged it down. The blade pierced through Breskaro’s armor and tore all the way through him, pinning him to the ground.

Zibu cut Breskaro’s pack free and took off.

Esha’s slingshot bullet struck a toad warrior in the face, knocking him out. As she slipped her hand into the pouch containing her lead bullets, she noticed Breskaro pinned and saw the guides sprinting away.

“Master!” Esha screamed.

Dozens of toad warriors barreled into Firrus and Perolo. Esha dropped behind the two Rrakans and loaded a bullet. 

“Esha,” Breskaro groaned. “The pack!”

Esha whirled her sling and released. The bullet thunked into Zibu’s arm, shattering bone. He fell and cried out but Kriba helped him up and they kept running.

Breskaro pressed against the earth and pried himself up. He stood with the sword still lodged in his body. The spell of compulsory obedience rushed from his lips and the viridian in his eyes sputtered. 

“Return now!” he yelled to the guides.

Kriba and Zibu paused, but then the spell broke. Esha’s sling hummed as the guides darted into the cover of the trees and marsh. Her bullet missed and a batrakosian tackled her.

Breskaro staggered back and wrenched the blade free from his body. None of the batrakosians had reached him yet. They seemed afraid of attacking him. Esha drew her dagger and backed up to the Rrakans. She began swinging wildly at the others coming at her. 

Breskaro raced after the thieving guides. That pack held the part to fix Harmulkot’s device. Without it Orisala was doomed, and all of this had been for nothing. 

As he reached the trees, Esha screamed in pain. He instinctively glanced back. The girl rolled across the ground, narrowly avoiding a frog-man’s blade, and flopped painfully against a stone fragment. She stirred weakly, but a trail of blood marked her path across the stone.

For a brief moment his eyes met Esha’s.

Damn.

Breskaro rushed back toward Esha. He plowed into the batrakosians, swinging his sword, severing limbs, blinding eyes, spilling intestines. Perolo fell, clubbed on the head. A minute later Firrus went down as well. Esha disappeared.

For every toad warrior Breskaro killed, two more took its place. His limbs grew tired. The green flame left his eyes. Beneath the mask, his face grew taught with agony from a score of small wounds and the gaping hole left in him from Zibu’s sword. 

At last the batrakosians overwhelmed him and drug him to the ground. A club pounded against his skull until unconsciousness took him.




~~~




Breskaro groaned and sat up. He was inside the ruins of the temple complex. The batrakosians had dumped him and the two Rrakans in the back of a building where three walls yet stood. Eight toads armed with spears stood guard at the open end. 

Breskaro’s hands were tied behind his back. Blood-spattered, bruised, and bearing a score of small cuts, Perolo and Firrus were sitting up nearby. There was no sign of Esha.

“Where’s the girl?”

Perolo shook his head. “Lost sight of her.”

“As the damn toads took me down,” Firrus said, “I saw her duck under one and crawl between his legs. That’s the last I saw of her. Maybe she escaped.”

Perolo flexed at his bonds.

“Don’t waste your strength,” Breskaro said. “I can take care of that when we’re ready.”

“You sure you’re all right, master? You don’t look so good. The hole in your stomach hasn’t sealed yet.”

“It hurts like hell, but I can feel it healing.” As long as no one ripped out his heart, tore off his head, or ripped him to pieces, he figured he’d be fine eventually. And if they did, he guessed he’d find out what being a wraith was like.

“What do we do now?” Firrus asked.

“I can loosen our bonds, like I did when you were crucified. Then we can make a run for it. Problem is getting past all of them. Best thing to do is wait and see what they plan on doing with us. See if an opportunity arises.”




~~~




After hustling through the swamp for four hours, Kriba slumped down against a tree and dropped the stolen pack in his lap. 

Zibu collapsed beside him, his left arm hanging limp.

“How much we got in there?”

Kriba rifled through Breskaro’s pack. “More gold than I ever thought I’d see.” He pulled out a dozen coin-filled pouches marked with the cross symbol of the Temple of Saint Resban. 

“This book of deviltry.” He tossed the grimoire aside. “And … this thing.” He lifted out the part for the Akythiri mechanism and slung it out into the marsh.

“Good plan of yours, dumping the demon on the toads.”

“They deserve each other. And now we’re rich!”

“Yeah, we just gotta—” Zibu cocked his head. “Do you hear something?”

Both men fell silent and looked around. They were on a dry path that threaded between a thick stand of marsh trees. 

“Don’t see nothing,” Kriba whispered. “But we should get moving. Don’t want to stay out here too long with the toads stirred up.”

A whizzing noise like a giant mosquito silenced the birds of the marsh. A lead bullet shattered Zibu’s left temple and lodged in his brain.

Kriba grabbed the pack and ran. He made it a dozen steps before a second sling bullet struck him in the base of his skull.
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Midnight. A full Avida hung high above, casting the ruins in an eery light. Charcoal Zhura was at waning gibbous, hovering near Avida. A batrakosian shaman barged into the building where Breskaro and the others were imprisoned. He was flanked by two enormous warriors armed with solid iron bars over six feet in length. Breskaro stared at him calmly. Firrus and Perolo were startled awake.

The shaman was shriveled with slate-colored scales rather than the green of the others. One of his eyes was white. On his head he wore the skull of a giant bird. Feathers stuck out from the base of the helmet and fanned out to form the cloak he wore on his back. The shaman began to chant as he approached Breskaro.

He stopped a few feet away, holding his hands out. His good eye widened and he made a gurgling croak. He inched toward Breskaro, reached out, and yanked the death mask from Breskaro’s face, breaking the leather cords that held it in place.

The shaman yelped, dropped the mask, and backed away with his bodyguards. The other guards further back cried out in fear. One of them ran away. The shaman said something to one of his bodyguards, but the guard shook his head. Several minutes of arguing followed. Finally, the bodyguard went to Breskaro. 

He removed Breskaro’s breastplate and shirt, exposing the half-dead flesh, the partly healed wound in his stomach, and the gaping, unsealed wound wherein pulsed his qavra heart. Another guard croaked and ran in fear.

The shaman edged closer, reaching out toward the heart wound. Breskaro scooted away. The shaman kept coming. Breskaro struck the wall and could go no further. He tried a new tactic. He smiled at the shaman and flicked his tongue across his teeth. The green flame within his eyes blazed bright as he summoned his anger. The shaman snapped his hand back, as if it had touched flame.

The shaman spoke to Breskaro, Firrus, and Perolo in sharp, hissing tones they could not understand. Then he pointed at Breskaro and spoke angrily. Breskaro met his stare with his own intense gaze.

The shaman hurried away, leaving the two big bodyguards behind.

“Wonder what that was about,” Perolo said.

“Not sure,” Breskaro replied, “but I don’t think he approves of me.”

“Should we make our move?” Firrus asked.

“Not yet. Too many warriors out there, and I don’t feel like my strength has returned yet. Let’s see what they’re up to. They could have killed us to start with if they had wanted to.”

The shaman returned an hour later. He took out a square of cloth and dipped a finger into a small pouch that hung from his waist. His finger had a sticky substance on it which he used to draw a rune on the cloth. He went to Breskaro and placed the cloth over his mouth, fixing it in place with a rope gag. Breskaro didn’t fight it. 

A group of batrakosians carried in a wicker cage suspended from a set of long poles. They lowered the cage to the ground and forced Breskaro and the two Rrakans to climb in. The shaman shouted orders. Dozens of toad warriors appeared carrying torches. With the way before them illuminated, the entire party delved deeper into Peithoom Swamp.

The procession of fifty batrakosian warriors led by their shaman marched through the dark and early morning, through densely forested sections of the swamp. At midday they came to a vast lake. Rafts waited on the shore. They placed the cage holding Breskaro and the Rrakans on a large raft. The shaman’s personal bodyguards poled the vessel. 

An hour later they disembarked on a barren island littered with crumbling marble blocks and columns and sunken pavers. Just over the horizon, leagues away, loomed a volcano, rumbling and fiery, spewing a wispy plume.

The cage was unloaded and carried inland, to what was once a gladiatorial arena. The stands had crumbled into piles of rubble except for a section on the far side where a tunnel yet remained. The batrakosians knelt and the shaman chanted. 

From the tunnel emerged a tall figure. At first Breskaro thought it was the Keeper of Death. It had the same basic appearance as the Keeper of Death: the body of a seven-foot-tall, muscular man with the neck and head of a falcon and wings sprouting from his back. But this Keeper’s wings were white and rotting, his skin splotched with scabs, his eyes pale, his beak discolored.

Firrus and Perolo gasped and shuffled to the back of the cage.

“Be calm,” Breskaro whispered.

The Keeper scanned the kowtowing batrakosians with disinterest, until he spotted the cage. Fixated on it, he took a deep breath and sputtered several phlegmy coughs. He limped forward, passing through the batrakosians, and stopped in front of the cage. 

“Release these prisoners,” the Keeper said, and both the humans and batrakosians understood his language.

Two warriors opened the cage and untied Breskaro and his knights. Firrus and Perolo, in awe of the Keeper, immediately bowed before him. Breskaro stepped out of the cage but remained standing.

“Remove the gag from the sorcerer.”

The batrakosian shaman spoke urgently to the Keeper.

“Do as I say, High Priest.”

The shaman gave a command and the gag was removed.

Breskaro then bent down onto one knee and said, “I am honored to meet you, great one. I am Breskaro Varenni.”

“I am not the first Keeper you have seen, Breskaro Varenni.”

“To return to life from the Shadowland, I had to pass the test given to me by the Keeper of Death.”

“It would not be easy to pass my cousin. I suspect few have ever managed it. Why then have you come all the way from Death to Peithoom?”

“I seek the Akythiri Mechanism.”

“I have that device. I am its guardian.” The Keeper cocked his head and wheezed. “But the Keeper of Destiny did not predict your arrival.”

“My need is urgent.”

“It may be, but if your arrival has not been foretold, it can only mean that you are not meant to have it.”

“Could the Keeper of Destiny have made a mistake? Perhaps he couldn’t see my arrival because—”

“He predicted the arrival of one who would claim the device. You are not that one.”

“I need the device. I must have it to restore my daughter’s health.”

“The device is dangerous. If you are not the one foretold, then it is not your destiny to use the device.”

“You must make an exception.”

“You are not the first to come seeking this artifact. You will likely not be the last. I have slain countless adventurers and sorcerers seeking the device. Do not become another casualty of greed.”

“It’s not for greed that I need it but for love.”

“I have a mission to guard this place and the artifacts here until the people foretold come for them. I will perform this task for as long as I live.”

“Then I will take it from you by force.”

“If you insist. But I must warn you, your actions are futile. You cannot defeat me.”

“Are you certain? Because you look nearly as bad as I do.”

“I have been sick for a thousand years. I shall live a few centuries more, I think.” The Keeper turned to the batrakosian shaman. “Do not interfere.”

“You have a spear and I am unarmed.”

“That is a shame. But I am a guardian, not a knight bound by a code of honor. Besides, weapon or not, you do not have a chance.”

Without warning, Breskaro sprang forward and tackled the Keeper, grabbing him by the throat and forcing him to the ground. He twisted his hands, trying to break the Keeper’s neck, but even despite his supernatural strength, the bones held. The Keeper grabbed Breskaro’s hands and pried them free. He stood, lifted Breskaro, and slung him a dozen paces away.

Breskaro rolled up to one knee. The Keeper rushed in on him. Breskaro lurched to the side. The spearpoint missed him. The Keeper furled out his wings to stop his momentum. A wingtip caught Breskaro in the face. Then the shaft of the spear struck him in the side. Breskaro struck the ground and came up just in time to dodge another jab from the spear. He lunged toward a batrakosian warrior and wrenched the club from its hands. He wasn’t fast enough. The spearpoint stabbed into his shoulder. Breskaro pulled away, flesh ripping, and struck out with the club.

The Keeper, supernaturally fast, dodged easily then swung the spear. Breskaro blocked the strike, but only just. He tried to mutter the spell of the strength of three men but had his feet swept out from under him before he could finish. 

Breskaro dodged another attack and noticed that the batrakosians were agitated, pointing at him and talking to one another.

The Keeper landed a blow to Breskaro’s stomach with the butt of his spear. He kicked Breskaro in the head and raked his talons across Breskaro’s chest, tearing through the armor. He shouldered into Breskaro and stabbed him in the leg.

Breskaro hit the ground hard. He tried to rise but fell.

“Harmulkot, aid me!” he cried. The viridian in his eyes was fading. His pulse weakening.

The batrakosians murmured.

“She cannot help you,” the Keeper said.

The Keeper stepped back, spun his spear, and prepared for the killing strike. Breskaro climbed up to his hands and knees but could go no further. 

The Keeper lunged with his spear.
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The moment before the Keeper’s spear struck, there was a loud thunk. Droplets of bright, blue-green blood sprayed into the air.  The Keeper staggered with his head bent backward. He raised a hand to his bleeding forehead. Dazed and unsteady, he eyed his hand with glossy, rapidly blinking eyes.

Breskaro struggled to his feet but couldn’t summon enough strength to attack. He merely stood panting as the Keeper recovered and readied his spear for another attack.

“Stop right now!” yelled a high-pitched voice.

Holding her sling at the ready, Esha darted between a line of batrakosians and sprinted into the arena.

“This does not concern…” The Keeper paused. “You.” He lowered his spear. “As foretold by the Keeper of Destinies, the one who shall take from me the Akythiri Mechanism has arrived.” He looked upon Breskaro. “You are in luck. I did not know you traveled in such esteemed company.”

Breskaro’s withered face knotted into a frown. “Neither did I.”

“Don’t hurt my master.”

“Your master? This one, Breskaro Varenni?”

“That’s what I said, demon.”

“I am no demon. I am the Keeper of Peithoom.”

“Whatever you are, leave him alone.”

“As you wish,” said the Keeper, “since you have come at last.” The Keeper bowed. “It is a pleasure to meet you. I assume you have the part.”

Esha eyed him suspiciously. “What part?”

“That which can repair the Akythiri Mechanism.”

Breskaro stumbled over beside Esha. “It was lost. Stolen from us. We—”

Esha stopped whirling her sling and pulled Breskaro’s pack off her back. She reached in and pulled out the part. “You mean this?”

“Indeed,” the Keeper replied. 

He called out to the batrakosians. A toad warrior approached Breskaro hesitantly and held out the funeral mask, with the leather bands fixed. Breskaro tied it back on. They released Perolo and Firrus and handed them their weapons.

Breskaro glared at Esha. “How did you get here on your own?”

“I ran and got lucky.”

“Lucky?”

“I stumbled onto a path through the swamp. It was dry the whole way until the big lake. I swam across it and nothing swam up and ate me.”

Breskaro started to say something else to her but then shook his head and let it go.

“Please, my friends,” said the Keeper, “follow me.”

The Keeper of Peithoom led them through a tunnel and into a courtyard contained by a still-intact wall. A stone pedestal the height of a man stood in the center of the courtyard. The Keeper held out his hand and chanted. The pedestal split down an invisible seam and opened like a clamshell. Curved shelves lined the interior of the two halves, but there was only one object within.

The Keeper waved his hand toward it. “You may retrieve the mechanism, Esha.”

She bounced forward, seemingly unimpressed by the Keeper. The device was an ornately carved bronze box with two handles made from coiled copper wires. She picked it up and rotated it to get a better look. One side had a set of interlocking gears and in the center a piece identical to the one in Breskaro’s pack, only this one was cracked, half-melted, and blackened. Esha carried it to Breskaro.

He pried the broken part loose with a knife and attached the replacement part, matching its prongs to the corresponding slots. Nothing happened and he didn’t know what else to do with it.

“When you are finished with the device, one of you will return it here to me,” the Keeper said.

“What if we don’t?” Breskaro asked.

The Keeper clicked his beak a few times. “Someone will. It is foretold.”

“Was that the last item you were guarding?” Esha asked.

“All I have left are two secrets, neither of which I will share with you.”

“Do you get bored?” Esha asked. “Waiting around all the time?”

“No, my dear. I do not. And I shall continue here contentedly until I’ve given out the second secret, at which point I shall embrace Oblivion willingly.”

“But not Paradise?” Breskaro said.

“You assume Paradise is better than Oblivion.”

“Well, it makes sense,” Firrus dared to say.

“Of a kind,” the Keeper said. “Of a kind. But it is not my kind of sense.”

“The batrakosians seem to worship you,” Breskaro said.

“They are primitives. Once, they were a mighty and sophisticated people who came to Kaiwen from another world. Far have they fallen. This world was not kind to them. In their heyday, many millennia ago, they ruled much of Pawan Kor.”

“If I could speak their language, they would be useful to me,” Breskaro said.

“As an army for some wicked plan? Why should I help you? You’re going to raise an undead army.”

“I must do what I must, Keeper. Do not judge me.”

The Keeper eyed Esha intently then said to Breskaro, “Tell me your story.” 

Breskaro told the Keeper everything. When he finished, the Keeper nodded solemnly and weakly unfurled and stretched his wings. 

“When it is time, the batrakosians will fight alongside you. It is their destiny. They have not forgotten Harmulkot. They are bound to her still. They served as her slaves when Peithoom was the center of her empire. And the batrakosians, few in number and reviled by humans, chose to remain here in Peithoom, even as the swamp overtook it, expanding rapidly in the days after Harmulkot’s defeat due to a powerful curse.”

Breskaro turned the Akythiri Mechanism in his hands. “Do you know if it will work as Harmulkot promised?”

“The device has such power, yes. It can mend tissues and bone when used by one with the right knowledge to do so. To answer your next question: No, I do not know how to work it. But Harmulkot does.”

Esha stretched and yawned. “I’m sleepy.”

“Go get some rest,” Breskaro said. He pointed at Firrus and Perolo. “The two of you as well.”

“I wish to stay by your side, master.”

“Do as I say.”

Esha left with the two Rrakans, and the Keeper rubbed his forehead which bore a red mark where the lead bullet had struck and drawn blood. It was healing rapidly. “Devilish with that sling of hers.”

“Why was she the one from the prophecy and not me? There’s more to her than it seems. Who is she?”

The Keeper tilted his bird head back. “Ah, the prophecies. They are specific. Highly specific. I cannot say why it named her and not you. As to who or what she is, I cannot tell you.”

The Keeper ruffled out his wings and folded them back in. “While Esha and your men slumber, entertain me. You say, in life, that you were a great knight. Tell me of your quests. “

“Every Issalian squire must undertake a quest of some sort to become a knight. Mine turned out far more involved than most. And then later I got involved in another quest that took me, my squire Kedimius, and a Mûlkran scoundrel named Whum off on a strange adventure.”

“Go on.”

When the sun rose and Breskaro’s tales were at an end, the Keeper stood and stretched his wings. “I enjoyed talking with you, Breskaro Varenni. You should be on your way now.”
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Breskaro returned to the edge of the swamp in the escort of two dozen nervous and reluctant batrakosians. The High Priest had told Breskaro that his people feared leaving their swamp almost as much as they desired to serve their goddess. At the edge of the swamp, Breskaro dismissed them. He hoped he could later motivate them sufficiently. He would need a lot of manpower to save Mûlkra.

“Firrus, Perolo, scout ahead.”

Breskaro breathed the spell of detecting lies while Esha was distracted by a purple lizard scurrying along a fallen tree. He placed a hand on her shoulder.

“Tell me, child. Why were you the one that the prophecy told of and not me?”

She shrugged. 

“Who are you?”

“Esha, daughter of Trinnia. Like I told you before. You know, about Gramps and all. You were listening, right?”

Breskaro nodded. “There’s more to you than what I see. What are you hiding?”

“Nothing, master. I swear.”

“Everything you told me about your past is true?”

“Everything, master. I don’t know why the Keeper acted like I was special.” She crossed her arms and pouted her lips. “And I don’t like him, either.”

“I do,” Breskaro said.

“You know, master, maybe I was a test. The Keeper of Destiny wasn’t going to let you have the device unless you proved yourself worthy.”

“And how would you being there prove that I was worthy?”

“You saved me from the cross. If you hadn’t—”

“I wouldn’t have gotten the mechanism. I think you may be right, little one.” Breskaro released her shoulder. “You are clever. I would say far too clever, but I have no reason to believe that you have ever lied to me.”

She flashed her golden eyes at him. “I would never lie to you, master.”




~~~




True to their word, the Rrakans had waited for Breskaro to return. A week of rest, even on the edge of dismal Peithoom, had improved their appearances. They had also cleaned up and repaired, as best as they could, the armor that they had stolen from the Resbani.

“Larekal,” Breskaro said, “you and the others have proven true to your word. I will remember that.”

“Thank you, master. Were you successful?”

“I was. And I have secured many allies for us, disturbing in appearance though they may be. Perolo and Firrus will fill you in. We may be coming back here, but for now we must go to the Chapel of the Blessed Night.”

The men rode hard, glad to put as much distance as possible between themselves and that accursed swamp. As the land changed from marsh to forested wilderness, their spirits steadily improved. But it wasn’t until they reached the small, well-kept roads that meandered through the farmland of Issaly that they completely lost that haunted look that was the legacy of Peithoom Swamp. They avoided people along the way, pretending to be nothing more than another band of mercenary warriors preparing to join the Fourth Crusade. They mostly traveled at night and slept during the day. When they had to pass close to people, Breskaro would employ a wide-range but weak *spell of personal obscuration* to make people pay less attention to them and find it hard to remember what they had seen.

It took them nine days to travel to the Chapel of the Blessed Night, on the outskirts of the small town of Eliara, eighty leagues northeast of Issaly. This was the ancestral homeland of the Sinnia, the nearly extinct family from which Adelenia and Deltenya descended. 

They stopped at dawn, on a wooded hill overlooking the town, and made camp. Knowing Breskaro would remain awake, the Rrakans went quickly to sleep. Breskaro stood at the edge of the woods and gazed at the chapel.

“You look nervous, master,” Esha said.

“You should sleep.”

“I’m worried.”

“About me? I fear nothing.” 

She stepped in front of him and crossed her arms. “Something’s wrong, isn’t it? I’ve seen you limping. Saw your eyes wince in pain when you were getting on your horse a few days ago.”

“You notice too much.” He sighed. She was right. He was weak, and in pain. “My injuries from fighting the batrakosians and the Keeper have not fully healed. My strength is waning. My withered body can’t take much more abuse.”

“There’s something more, though.”

“The Issalians are marshaling for the crusade and we have little time. The Mûlkrans are not likely to follow me or put up a fight. Yet I still haven’t met my benefactor or begun to prepare the city’s defense. And here we are, far too close to Issaly. By now they may have found the tomb empty. They may know I’ve come back from the dead.”

“How could they know?”

“Just because Matriarch’s not a sorcerer doesn’t mean she’s not capable of magical feats. She has power. She can sense things.”

Esha almost relaxed. “That’s not all of it. I can tell this place bothers you. I won’t go to bed until you tell me why.”

“I could order you to bed.”

“You could, and I would go.”

He stepped past her, eyes focused on the chapel. “I have been here before, Esha. Several times. I married Adelenia Sinnia, my first wife, here in a beautiful ceremony. It was the happiest day of her too short life. And my old friend Magnos and his wife Deltenya were married here as well. I was her chamber guardian the night before and I stood by his side as they exchanged their vows. I was here when their daughter Albiria was baptized. Orisala picked out the baby’s naming gift herself. And Metra...”

“Who?”

“Metra, my second wife.”

“Where is she?”

“Dead. Slain by poison an assassin intended for me. That was three years before I died.”

“Do you miss her?”

“I guess.”

“You didn’t love her?”

“Not as well as I should have. Not like I did my first wife, Adelenia. Orisala’s mother.”

“What happened to her?”

“She died … giving birth to Orisala.”

“I’m sorry, master.”

“It was long ago,” Breskaro said, thinking of Adelenia. They had spent so little time together and yet he still missed her terribly. The wound in his soul had never healed. “Love is a strange and inexplicable thing, Esha.”

“Seems simple to me.”

“That’s because you’re young. Now, go get some rest.”

She pouted and started to speak.

“That’s an order this time.”

Esha scurried away and Breskaro brooded throughout the day, never bothering to open the grimoire and study as he normally did.

Magnos, Deltenya, Adelenia, Orisala. 

I am cursed. Entangled in a web. Something here is wrong.


Chapter 23




As soon as night fell, Breskaro, Esha, and his Knights of the Dark sneaked down the hillside. The chapel was small but lavishly built with elaborate motifs carved into the stone facade, exotic wood trim, marble statues of the classic saints leading up to the entrance, and three blue-painted spires. The faint glow of lanterns flickered through the blue-stained arched windows and spilled out from the open doorway. Beside the chapel was a convent for the priestesses. The convent was dark and quiet.

While crouching behind a stand of tangled blackberry shrubs between the convent and the chapel, Breskaro cast the spell of detecting presences. 

“I’m sensing only one person here, in the chapel,” Breskaro muttered. “Larekal, send someone to check on the convent. It shouldn’t be empty.”

“I’ll do it!” Esha nearly shouted. She took off running before Breskaro could tell her not to.

“Should I follow?” Larekal asked with a grin on his face.

“No. She’s probably the most silent one of us anyway.”

Esha circled the building once then pushed open the front door and darted in. She sprinted back a minute later with a look of horror on her face.

“All the priestesses are dead.”

“Slain?”

“Poison, I think. All of them were lying in the dining hall. No blood or anything.”

“You sure they’re dead?” asked Larekal. “Maybe it was a sleeping draught.”

“Purple faces,” said Esha. “Black tongues. Vomit.”

Breskaro drew his sword. “Larekal, have your men ready. If I call you, storm inside.”

“May I come, master?” Esha asked.

“I must do this alone, Esha. Choose a safe spot and watch for an ambush.”

Breskaro went to the door and slid inside. Only a third of the lanterns were lit, but he didn’t need light to see. 

The aisle leading down the center of the chapel was strewn with rose petals. A woman stood at the altar. She was whispering toward the shadows beside a statue of golden-eyed and crimson-robed Seshalla.

Breskaro drew in a sharp breath and winced. The woman had pale, patrician skin and black ringlets of hair that cascaded down her back. A thin silk dress of purple with a fringe of black clung to the curves of her figure.

“Adelenia,” he whispered, his breath shallow, wispy, longing. “My love.”

The woman spun around. Breskaro withdrew into the shadows where she couldn’t see him clearly. She wore a qavra on a chain around her neck, a deep amethyst stone, almost night black.

“Breskaro?” she said.

He should have known who waited for him, but he had forgotten how much they looked alike. Adelenia was long dead, and in Paradise, he hoped.

“Deltenya,” he replied in a flat monotone voice.

“Are you disappointed, my love?”

I am.

“Who else is here with you?” he asked.

“No one, my love.”

“You were talking to someone, in the shadows.”

The apparition of a tall woman, cloaked and hooded in charcoal gray, moved out from the shadows. She was barely visible in the light of the room. Her eyes glowed a subtle amethyst beneath her hood.

“That would be me, Breskaro Varenni.” 

“Harmulkot,” he said. He had never met a goddess before, and this was a goddess he was supposed to fear, according to everything he had been taught since he was a young child. That she was helping him seemed almost absurd. He was awed, even if she was diminished, to meet such a being. But he refused to show it.

“Will you not kneel before your new goddess?”

“I will serve you, as part of our bargain, but I will not kneel before you.” 

If Harmulkot was offended, she showed no response. He glanced at Deltenya and back to Harmulkot. 

“How did you know I would be coming tonight?”

“I sensed you moving toward us over the last few days,” Harmulkot replied. “We have a bond now, you and I. Did you recover the Akythiri Mechanism from the Keeper of Peithoom?”

He nodded. “I gained allies as well.”

“My batrakosians? I have not seen them in centuries.”

“Breskaro, darling,” Deltenya cooed. “Can’t we discuss such things later? I have dreamed of seeing you again for so long.”

“You helped Harmulkot bring me back?”

She approached him. “Yes, my love. When the Matriarch gave me to Magnos instead of you I turned my face from Seshalla. Then I discovered I was one of Lady Harmulkot’s direct descendants. My family had hidden the records away but I found them. I began to pray to her. She heard in my prayers of my undying love for you. Some said she was a goddess of death, so I begged her to bring you back. And she did! But it was my sacrifice that powered the spell.”

“I am not a goddess of death,” said Harmulkot with a tinge of irritation in her voice. “I am a goddess of the night. When the Chapel of the Blessed Night was built it was dedicated to me.”

“Not long after Harmulkot first came to me,” Deltenya said, “Nalsyrra appeared. She knew my heart’s desire and said you were wandering in the Shadowland. She knew how we could bring you back. And you would be the perfect champion for Harmulkot. It was destiny.”

“If you are a direct descendant of Harmulkot, that means—”

“That your daughter Orisala is my direct descendant as well,” said the goddess. “I have no other direct descendants left.”

“I see that there’s more depth to your plan than I expected,” Breskaro said. “How long have you known about Orisala and her condition?”

“Only since Nalsyrra told us,” Deltenya said. “We had no idea. I paid men to search for her. No one could find her. I was crushed when she disappeared. You know how I cherished her.”

“I know you loved her,” Breskaro said. He had never doubted that. “You were good to her and I was ever thankful.”

“We left her at the Temple of the Rose because we couldn’t provide better care for her than the priests. Please don’t be mad.”

“I’m not. It was a wise decision.”

“Deltenya, Orisala, Mûlkra, and the batrakosians are all that is left of my legacy,” Harmulkot said. “If my nation goes, I go. You see my form. I am nearly done. A ghost, almost a memory.”

“Survival isn’t your only motivation, is it?”

“Of course not. But I tell you truthfully, all other motivations are meaningless unless I can stop the Fourth Crusade, and my only hope of doing that lies with you.”

“And you will give me that which you promised?”

The ghost of Harmulkot drifted over and faced him. He looked into her glowing eyes of icy amethyst. 

“You will have your daughter healed if you are victorious. I swear this. I would not cheat you. She is my descendant. I want more than anything for her to be whole and well again”

“And you will have me, Breskaro,” Deltenya said eagerly. “Is that not reward enough?”

“I could not have done this without Deltenya,” Harmulkot said. “Will you not acknowledge her love? She worked many hours in secret and sacrificed something dear to her to bring you back.”

Breskaro stepped past Harmulkot. “What did you sacrifice, Deltenya?”

“Must you know, my love? It really doesn’t matter.” She held out her hand. “Come to me.”

Breskaro cast a glamour to keep himself shadowed and moved within a few steps of her. His eyes roamed across her, drinking in her deep brown eyes, full red lips, soft cheeks.

“It pains me to see you again, Deltenya. It always pains me.”

She drew back, stricken. “Is that any way to greet me, after all I did for you?”

“It’s just that … You’re so much like her.”

“My sister?” she spat. “You have it wrong, Breskaro. It was she who was like me. I had you first. When you were with her, it was me you dreamed of. You can’t deny it.”

“Deltenya—”

“Remember the last time we met? When we embraced in the garden? I promised I would do anything to be with you.”

“You were married to Magnos. He was one of my closest friends then. That kiss … I was weak.”

“I kept my promise to do anything.”

She grabbed his hand and tugged him closer. She didn’t seem to notice anything wrong about him, not his shriveled skin under her hand, not the green fire behind his eyes, not even the whiff of decay that still hung about him.

“It should have been me from the very beginning,” she said sullenly. “You should have married me. I always loved you. More than Adelenia ever did. If you had told them about that night, when I came to your bedchamber. When I slipped into your bed.” She purred with pleasure. “You took my virginity before you ever touched Adelenia. If you had told my father, he would have—”

“I’d had too much wine. I was a foolish young man. What we did was wrong.” He had thought so then, anyway. “I spent years begging for forgiveness.”

“I should have spoken up, but I was so afraid of what my father would do to me. And I thought you would fight for me.”

“The marriage was arranged. There was nothing I could do that wouldn’t disgrace both of us and shame Adelenia. I loved Adelenia.”

“Once my poor sister died giving birth, I thought then you would marry me.”

He touched her cheek. “It was too painful to see you. You were so much like her.”

But where Adelenia was a light that brightened everything around her, he had always felt that Deltenya was an intense flame that threatened to consume everything around her. He could desire her but he could never love her as he had Adelenia.

“I raised Orisala for you. And I waited. For four years!”

“I thought I would marry you when I returned,” he murmured. 

“You thought you would?! You and your stupid quests. Four years of scouring Pawan Kor to bring back Seshalla’s Spear of Endless Dawn. While the Matriarch forced me to marry that wretch Magnos. I tried to put them off. But he was so infatuated with me. Then the Matriarch told me they had received word that you had perished. I only married him to ensure Orisala’s future!”

“They told you I was dead?” Breskaro had never heard this before.

“They lied to me. The Matriarch wanted the last of the Sinnia united with the Togisi. And Magnos burned for me. Then they paired you off with Metra as soon as you returned, and I was already pregnant.”

“Albiria ... I thought you and Orisala were the only direct descendants left. How did she—” Breskaro drew his hand away from her. His eyes narrowed. “You sacrificed her, didn’t you?”

“It was her death that allowed Nalsyrra to find you in the Shadowland. It was her death that restored your corpse.”

“You sacrificed Albiria? For me? She was your daughter!”

“I told you I would do anything.”

Breskaro turned to Harmulkot. “You allowed this? Albiria was your descendant, too.”

“Sorcery of such power is not cheap, Breskaro. Yes, it cost me a descendant. But it had to be done.”

“Don’t hate me for what I did,” Deltenya said. “I did it for you and Orisala, for Harmulkot and all of Mûlkra. Don’t you think it was worth it?”

Breskaro thought of Orisala, trapped in her broken body. His eyes closed. “I understand.” He released a deep sigh. “We are not the bright youths nor pure souls we once were, neither of us.”

“I thought you would be happy to see me,” Deltenya said sullenly.

“I didn’t expect you. And the last time I saw you … in the garden that night. I had never needed so much willpower before. I swore afterward that I would never fall prey to you again. I did my penance and—”

“Oh, you did your penance all right,” Deltenya said with a hollow laugh. “You paid for it with your life. Magnos betrayed you. It was all by design. He and Fortrenzi planned it together.”

Breskaro’s eyes blazed so fiercely that they cast an emerald glow in the darkness and Deltenya stepped back from him. He knew Magnos and Fortrenzi had abandoned him. He thought they had done so merely to save themselves. But to set him up on purpose?

“Are you lying to me?”

“It is the truth,” Harmulkot said. “Magnos confessed it to Deltenya not long after you returned from death.”

“Why?!” he roared. His hand instinctively fell upon the hilt of his sword. “Why would they betray me? They were my friends!”

“Fortrenzi was a weak old fool,” Deltenya said. “He would do anything for comfort. But Magnos was the one who wanted to kill you. He let you die a hero, but it was murder all the same.”

“We had grown distant from one another, but to hate me that much…”

“He saw us together in the garden that night,” Deltenya said. “I didn’t know he had come home. He saw us and didn’t say a word. He went into the crusade plotting your death. I told you he burns for me, just as you and I burn for one another.” 

She took Breskaro’s hand again and peered into his eyes. “But you can have vengeance on him now. For what he did to you. For what he has done to me all these years. The abuse, the rape. That’s why I mastered the dark arts. I tried poison several times, but failed. I think the Matriarch’s blessing must protect him from poison.”

“You never suspected he had murdered me?”

“There were rumors of treachery but never directed at Magnos. But you were his friend since childhood and he hid it perfectly. I knew he was jealous of you. He only confessed it in anger after Albiria’s death, blaming me for not watching over her well enough.” She snorted and giggled. “That was before he learned your body was missing.”

“They know the tomb is empty?”

“Kedimius discovered it. He was always going there, pining after Orisala. It was bound to happen. But don’t worry. At this point they only know dark magic was worked there. They don’t know to what purpose. Magnos returned to the city to help sort it out.”

Breskaro clenched his fists and his eyes burned. “Magnos will pay for betraying me,” he seethed. “Fortrenzi, too.”

Deltenya smiled wickedly and stroked her fingers along the death mask. “Will you not remove this mask and kiss me now?”

His hand moved toward the mask, then stopped. He moved her hand away.

“What’s wrong? There’s no one in our way now. Adelenia is gone. Magnos is of no concern. Metra is out of the way.”

Metra was out of the way? And Deltenya would go to any length for him. She had tried poisoning Magnos.

“You killed her.”

“Breskaro, I—”

He grabbed her arm and jerked her toward him so that her face was right next to his. “You killed her, didn’t you? I thought the poison was meant for me.”

Bitterly, Deltenya replied: “I was doing you a favor. You didn’t love her.”

“Metra was good to me. She accepted Orisala as her own. She knew I didn’t love her as I had Adelenia, but she was still devoted to me.”

“She’s gone. Put her from your mind. I was just trying to—”

Breskaro struck fast. In an instant, his hand was locked around Deltenya’s throat.

“I swore I would avenge her.”

Gasping for breath, Deltenya replied, “You’ll keep … that promise? You’ll kill me … over a woman you never … loved?”

“I promised…”

His grip weakened.

“You can’t.”

Deltenya tore free.

“You can’t because you love me.”

Deltenya slipped free of the thin dress that clung so tightly to her.

“I know you still desire me, Breskaro. Death hasn’t stolen the fire from your loins. We’re together now. That’s all that matters. And I can help you. You’ll need me to save Mûlkra. I know some spells, and I carry the qavra of Harmulkot.”

Harmulkot’s voice — rich, cloying, suggestive — whispered to him, “She can help us, Breskaro. Go to her.”

Deltenya ran her hands from her neck down her body and pleaded with him.

“I have never forgotten the night we spent together,” he told her. “But I can’t love you the way you wish me to.”

“You will learn to. You only saw me the way Adelenia wanted you to see me. You don’t have to love me tonight, just lay with me. You have been in death so long, don’t you wish to feel the pleasure of a woman again?”

“I’m a withered creature now, a thing of death.”

“No,” she said. “We restored your body.”

“Brace yourself.” 

He dropped the glamour that he had used to soften his appearance. He untied the mask and took it off, revealing the taught, pallid skin marked by death.
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“My love,” Deltenya said in a voice of intoxicated wonder. “You’re as handsome as you ever were.”

The softly compelling voice of Harmulkot entered Breskaro’s mind before he could correct Deltenya.

“I am using my bond with her to cloud her perception. I am giving her what she wants most, what she worked so hard for. You are her Orisala. Let loose your desire. Take her. You have the virility to do so.”

Deltenya clawed her fingernails against his neck. “Take me. Please.”

I can’t.

But he did burn for her. He always had. Countless prayers and penances to Seshalla had failed to remove the fire of Deltenya from his mind. The wild urges had never left him. That night with her had never faded. And the memory and desire were strong now.

She pressed against him and he kissed her.

He stripped off his gloves and ran his hands along her smooth skin. He grasped her breasts and buttocks. He ran his fingernails down her back and from that alone she orgasmed. She stripped him of his cloak and armor, of his clothes. She didn’t notice the pallid flesh and flaking skin, the wounds and scars, nor the scent of decay and embalming fluid that wouldn’t leave him. 

They coiled together on the floor of Seshalla’s chapel, with the ghost of Harmulkot hovering over them, and when he entered her, purple flames erupted around them. They writhed in the flames of this passion, noticing but not caring about this magic of their uniting. 

Breskaro took her again, and again. Relentlessly from every angle Deltenya could devise. Hours passed without either of them tiring ... without release. The sky began to brighten.

“I love you,” she screamed, coming again.

“And I you,” he said, the words tumbling out unbidden.

Tears streamed from her eyes.

He came suddenly. Thunder shook the chapel. Windows exploded, the stained glass bursting out into the gardens. Deltenya writhed in the purpled flames. She orgasmed once more and then, with a smile on her face, she passed.

A single exhale and she was dead.

The flames remained, burning hot as they soaked into his skin. Into his mind. What arts she had learned, he now knew. What strength she’d had was now his. What youth she had possessed he gained. All her life-force streamed into him. 

Deltenya lay beneath him, fulfilled in the one pleasure she most craved.

An empty shell. Beautiful and serene in death.

Breskaro staggered up and then fell to his knees. He reached out toward her. “Deltenya!” 

He screamed as the purple fire burned into him. Injuries that had plagued him healed. Flesh and skin sealed over the open wound at the center of which lay his qavra-heart. Full flesh returned to his emaciated face. The smell of decay vanished. 

The flames soaked entirely into him and his eyes flared to bright emeralds. He stood and faced Harmulkot.

“This was your doing!” he roared. “Your sorcery! Your treachery!”

Breskaro swatted at Harmulkot but his hand passed through her.

“I did what I had to do.” Harmulkot’s voice was filled with pain and ghostly tears rolled down her cheeks. 

“She trusted you! She was your descendant, your servant.” Breskaro collapsed onto the floor. “And I ... I did love her.”

“You desired her, and cared for her. But it was my influence that enabled all of this. I enhanced your feelings for her and suppressed those of revulsion, for there was much to dislike about this woman. She was flawed, unstable. You always distrusted her for a reason. You could have chosen her after lying with her all those years ago, but you wisely chose Adelenia instead.

“She truly believed she would travel on with you. But I could never have maintained the spell that masked your appearance. I barely kept it through this night. Eventually she would have seen you for the wretched creature that you are. That would have destroyed more than her body.”

He started to turn back to look at Deltenya.

“No! Do not look. She will be nothing but a withered husk in moments. Do not ruin your memory of her. Reach down without looking and take my qavra from her. It is yours to wear now.”

He glared at Harmulkot. She was staring down at Deltenya, ghostly tears streaming. 

“You gave her what she most wanted in life. I rewarded her with that. In turn she has given you renewed strength and vitality and a chance to save Orisala. She did want you to save her. She truly loved Orisala.”

“I have no reason to trust you. None.”

“I give you my word, nonetheless. You enjoyed a night of pure, unbridled lust. Something you denied yourself in life the first time around. Do not think that I took the sacrifice of Albiria or Deltenya lightly. Breskaro, I could betray you but I could never betray Orisala. She is the last of my legacy. I will not let her continue to suffer as she is.”




~~~




Through one of the shattered windows there was small girl with wild eyes watching them. Eyes that didn’t yet remember themselves. Eyes that stirred with disgust and fright and yet, strangely, envy as well.
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Breskaro took the qavra and hung it around his neck. It was warm against his skin. The energy within it spiked.

He reeled back, eyes fluttering, breathing fast and shallow. A vision flashed through his mind, a story that began millennia ago. He saw a tall woman as beautiful as the night, not unlike Adelenia, though she was seven feet tall and her appearance was primal. Wild black hair fanned down her back like a cape. A deep purple qavra was embedded in her flesh, in the manner of Nalsyrra’s, only between her breasts. Her eyes glowed a matching color. 

She was a Qaiar and she lived amongst others of her kind. She grew bored and began to explore the world. She broke away from her people and with her Zindari followers she started her own kingdom. She loved countless lovers, schemed countless schemes, fought in battle after battle, betrayed nearly everyone she knew, and then she died her first death.

She was reborn, her appearance more human now. She was not the woman she once was. Death had hardened her. But she fought on, living to the fullest, dying and being reborn again and again as devoted Qaiar Zindari gladly offered themselves to become her next incarnations. She grew in knowledge and power while many of her kin faded away. As the Qaiar grew few, those who remained became like gods.

Her empire expanded its territory and became the most powerful on the subcontinent. Chapels, temples, and shrines dotted her lands. Her people adored her, worshiped her, lived and died for her. Her enemies trembled in terror at the mere mention of her name. Her battles became wars that stretched across Pawan Kor. Breskaro saw her wade through masses of enemies, swinging a mighty glaive with a twisted cypress staff and dark iron blade. A banner was tied below the blade, a thin streamer of black silk bearing a purple eye. 

Still she schemed with and against her Qaiar kin, the few who remained, kings and queens and wizards of power. And there were other gods as well, minor deities of stream and rock, wild beasts who had ascended, demons and monsters.

Bare-breasted and unarmored, wearing only breeches and a coal-dark cloak, she rode in a chariot that thundered at the head of a massive army. Qaiar and Zindari ... and strange inhuman races Breskaro had never seen before nor heard of marched under her banner. In one hand Harmulkot held her glaive, and in the other a whispering, inky grimoire.

On a tall white horse at the head of the opposing army, impossibly outnumbered but fanatically confident, rode a man in shining raiment. He was as bright as Harmulkot was dark. He was like glass reflecting the sun and his army shouted his name, their cries echoing across the plains: 

“Vôl Ultharma! Vôl Ultharma!”

Another Qaiar stepped into Harmulkot’s chariot, a muscular woman with white-blonde hair chopped short, tanned limbs, golden eyes. She wore a crimson tunic, cinched at the waist, and carried a shield of burnished bronze and a tremendous spear that Breskaro knew well for her he had recovered it a dozen years ago.

“I knew you would come, Seshalla” Harmulkot said.

“I couldn’t abandon you, sister.”

A horn sounded an epic note that drew blood from men’s ears. The armies rushed headlong at each other. A blinding light flashed—

Harmulkot’s ghost reached out and touched her qavra. Breskaro collapsed to his hands and knees. His mind returned to the world of the present. 

Gasping for air, he said to Harmulkot: “I saw … I saw…”

“Things you were not intended to see,” she said icily. “Things best forgotten. I did not anticipate such a connection. I should have since you have much of my power in you already.”

“Was that really—”

“My history? You have seen many things you were never meant to know.”

“It was overwhelming, so much time racing through my mind. I couldn’t hold even a fraction of it.”

“It is good that you did not. It is a tale of sorrow and tragedy.”

“And that was truly Seshalla with you?”

“You have seen your goddess at last.”

“She is not my goddess anymore,” replied in a whisper. “Besides, that was before she ascended.” 

Seshallan doctrine said that Seshalla had been a demigod who walked the earth until with Keshomae’s help she too ascended and became a Great Deity and the savior of humanity, for the other Great Deities had decided to eliminate humanity, thinking them incapable of ever turning from their sinful ways. Seshalla had convinced them otherwise.

“Ascended?” Harmulkot chuckled. “Or faded away? Seeing her stirred your heart, did it not?”

Breskaro clenched his teeth and hissed, “She abandoned me.”

“You will hate her for something she has no power over?”

“I will hate her because I choose to. Was she your sister?”

“All Qaiar are siblings.”

“You were truly a goddess, even though you were a Qaiar.”

“What is the difference? I was immortal in a sense. I knew powerful magics. No one possessed more arcane knowledge than I did. I was worshiped. The power of faith and prayer increases the power of a Qaiar or any deity, lesser or greater, for we are all essentially beings of energy. Rituals and devotion, that is how the Matriarch can wield her powers. That and the Prime Matrix.”

“The Crystal Sword of Seshalla. But she wasn’t carrying it in the vision I saw.”

“Because whatever it is, it did not exist when I last walked Pawan Kor.”

“Seshalla was a goddess, too?”

Harmulkot shrugged. “To a lesser degree. Her cult was small, like her empire. Its capital was the city you know as Issaly today. She did not share my interest in sorcery, though she excelled at warfare.”

“You were slain that day, on the battlefield?”

“Many were slain that day. Vôl Ultharma vanquished us. Kingdoms, empires, Qaiar, and entire races ceased to exist on that day.”

“I’ve never even heard of him.”

“He was stricken from every historical record by those who remained after he was gone, after his thousand years of terror ended. No one, anywhere, wanted to remember him. It is good that you saw so little of him.”

Breskaro lifted Harmulkot’s qavra by its chain. “This is you, isn’t it? Your soul lives in this gem.”

“And a Qaiar lived in the gem that is now your heart.”

“Nalsyrra told me that much.”

“Mavamakas. I knew him well. He was a mighty warrior.”

“A friend?”

“A lover and an enemy.”

“Why weren’t you reborn from the stone again? Deltenya was your descendant, why didn’t you choose her?”

“The bloodline has faded. The Qaiar birthmark was barely visible on Deltenya.”

“The birthmark on her chest? Adelenia had it, too.” 

“But it does not matter anyway, because I cannot be reborn again. This qavra was cursed by Vôl Ultharma so that I could never again be reborn.”

“My priestesses were slaughtered save for one granddaughter of mine who fled with my qavra. Disguised, she made a new life for herself and passed it down through her family in secret. In time, cults began to form again and worship me. Mûlkra once again built a temple to me and I was worshiped. This power comes to my qavra and gives me strength. Without it, I would have lost my identity. 

“Over time, Mûlkra slowly recovered. They rebuilt my temple and I was worshiped again. Without their devotion I would have lost my identity ages ago. But without my presence, the being many cults began to worship was very different from who I truly am. There are whispers and prayers to Harmulkot all across the subcontinent, but it is not always me that they truly pray to. I have come, in name alone, to represent many dark goddesses.”

“So the Sinnia family had the stone?”

“It was passed from mother to daughter through the generations, hidden within a statuette. I whispered into their dreams, made sure they passed the qavra along. Some were more receptive than others. Deltenya was most receptive and then, when she sought sorcery to use against her enemies, she investigated writings from some of the first women to possess the statuette, before it was forgotten that there was a qavra hidden within.

“After you save my people, I hope that I can find some way to break the curse.”

Breskaro, keeping his back to Deltenya’s body, retrieved his clothes and began to dress. “What now? You have betrayed Deltenya to give me strength and I have recovered the mechanism for you.”

“We save my people.”

“Do you have a plan for that?”

“I know secret paths within the city of Mûlkra. I know—”

“You don’t have a plan, do you?”

“I have you, Breskaro. And the Akythiri Mechanism.”

Breskaro donned his armor and belted on his sword. “You haven’t even been to the city in centuries.”

“The secret ways will remain.”

Breskaro strapped his death mask back onto his face. 

“You do not need the mask any longer.”

“I will wear it just the same.” He tied on his cloak and drew up the hood. “Are you going to follow me around as a ghost all the time?” he asked irritably.

“Only if necessary. It takes power for me to do so.”

“Can you move far away from your qavra? Can you pass through objects, like a ghost?”

“I cannot go far. My power fades with each step, but yes, I can move through walls.”

“You can cast spells still?”

“I can work subtle magics of emotion and compulsion, as I did tonight, on the weak or unsuspecting. But I cannot cast proper spells any longer. A physical form is necessary for that.”

“You can teach me what you know then, since you were the most powerful sorceress in the world.”

She closed her eyes and sighed. “Unfortunately the curse took away my knowledge of sorcery.”

Breskaro spun on her and glared with his baleful emerald eyes. “You still know how to work the device, right?”

“The device requires secret knowledge that was not taken from me. Now, let us make haste for Mûlkra.”

“There’s something I must see to first. You have given me little to work with and Dero Fortrenzi has something that I want.”

“We do not have time for your petty vengeance.”

“Harmulkot, if I am your plan, then we will do things my way. I may be your hand in this, but I will not be your pawn.”

“You are being reckless.”

“I’m aware of the risks and prepared to deal with the consequences. Fortrenzi has something I need.”

Breskaro stared at Harmulkot. Can you read my mind? I do not trust you. I have seen your treachery throughout history. I know your secrets. Do you wish me to recount them?

“Why are you staring at me, Breskaro?”

He shook his head. “Disappear into the qavra now. I will call you if needed.”

She glared at him and her lips trembled, as if she wanted to say something, but then she let it go and said calmly, “I can hear everything you hear. I will know if I am needed.”

Her ghostly form became a swirl of shadow that spun into the qavra. Breskaro threw open the doors of the Chapel of the Blessed Night and faced the sun as it rose over the forested hill.

Esha ran up and threw her arms around him. “Are you okay, master?”

“Yes, little one.”

“We were worried when the lightning struck and the windows burst. I wanted to charge in but Larekal wouldn’t let me. He said we were to remain unless we were called, not matter what.”

“Larekal was right.”

“You have a magic stone! And you look healthier.”

“I do, and I am restored.”

“Is your benefactor coming with us?”

“No, she’s dead.”

Larekal came to him. “Master, the town is awake. They will discover us soon. Men are probably on the way already. We need to go.”

“Retrieve a priestess from the convent and tie the body to one of our mounts.”

“Which priestess, master?”

“It doesn’t matter. Probably best not to choose one you fancy the look of.”

“I don’t fancy corpses at all, master.”

“That’s good, Larekal, for soon you will see many of them.”
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To get as far away from the Chapel of Blessed Night as possible, they rode throughout the day and night, stopping only when they must. On the next dawn, with his knights and their mounts utterly spent, Breskaro called a halt to their mad ride through the countryside. As soon as camp was made, Breskaro grabbed his pack and hefted the putrid-smelling body of the dead priestess over his shoulder.

“Master?” Esha asked. “Do you need my help? Do you want me to keep watch?”

“Go to sleep.” He pointed to a dense stand of firs ringed by holly bushes. “I’ll be right over there. If anyone comes upon us, I’ll hear them.”

Breskaro hid himself among the trees and brush. He dumped the body and from his pack he took out the Akythiri Mechanism. He turned it over several times, examining it closely. He shrugged.

“Harmulkot. Come out and play.”

Her ghost billowed out from the qavra. She stood in a deep shadow. 

“I have no idea what I’m supposed to do with this. How do I activate it? What commands do I use?”

“The commands are through thought alone. Words and gestures are unnecessary. It is unlike sorcery.”

“So what do I do?”

“First, I advise you to cast the spell of silence.”

Breskaro cast the spell. “Now what?”

“You must bond with it. Remove your mask, your armor, your shirt. Good. Now place the device on the back of your neck. Rotate it to the other side. Hold it there tightly with both hands. I recommend that you kneel.”

Breskaro knelt down, clutching the Akythiri Mechanism to the back of his neck. Harmulkot drifted over and leaned down over him. She whispered words in a language no longer spoken on Kaiwen.

The machine began to hum and vibrate.

“You will feel pain. Quite a lot of it. It is part of the process. Remain calm. Keep your chin up.”

He raised his head. “Why do I need to—”

The machine sprang to life. Two metal bolts shot into Breskaro’s neck, to either side of his spine. He cried out but the sound was muffled by the spell to nothing more than a whisper.

“Now let go of the device and extend your arms out to either side. Chin up.”

Shaking, Breskaro extended his arms.

The Akythiri Mechanism split open like a clamshell. The bronze outer shell uncoiled and wrapped around Breskaro’s neck like a choker. Copper wires ringed with a substance like spider silk flailed about, pricking the skin of his shoulders, neck, and chest. Breskaro screamed again as the wires dug under his skin and snaked along until they found the desired nerve clusters. The longest wires thrashed all the way down his arms and rooted themselves into his palms and fingertips. The thickest wires ran up his neck and down his spinal column. The smallest wires weaved a web across his skull, forehead, and face.

Breskaro’s eyes rolled back. He began to sag.

“Stay up!” Harmulkot admonished.

Thinking of Orisala, he recovered, just enough. The wires settled into place and the Akythiri Mechanism sent a charge down them. Breskaro sputtered curses, fell to the ground, and writhed in a fit. After a few minutes, the charge tapered off to a minimal current. On the back of the choker hummed, almost inaudibly, a metal block featuring the replacement piece Nalsyrra had brought them.

Breskaro struggled up to his hands and knees. Blood-specked tears spilled from his eyes. A trickle of blood ran from his nose. He vomited and collapsed. Harmulkot’s ghost knelt beside him.

“Not bad. You fared as well as I did.”

“Could have warned me, damn it.”

She shrugged. “Knowing would not have made a difference. It had to be done.”

He examined his arms and hands, felt along his chest. He couldn’t see the wires but he could feel them. “What happens if I get cut and the wires are broken?”

“The wires can repair themselves. That does take energy from the device, though. Once too much energy is consumed, the part you replaced will burn out again.”

“This stinging sensation...”

“It will stop in a few hours. Can you feel the presence of the device in your mind?”

Breskaro closed his eyes. “Like a whisper in some alien language.”

“Excellent. That means it is working. You must learn to embrace this whisper as you call it. That is your interface with the device. You instruct the alien presence as to what you wish done and it will seek to do it through you. At first you will experience a delay between instructing the device and having it do as you request. 

“Once the mechanism activates, the device can work its powers over a short distance of no more than twenty paces. The more you ask of it, the closer you should be to your target. Distance requires more energy.”

“Why can’t I use it to heal Orisala now?”

Harmulkot smiled. “The ancient sorcerer Akythiri, who was racially an ancestor of the batrakosians, altered the device with my help … and the sacrifice of not a few souls. The original purpose of the device was to heal injuries, not animate corpses. To heal again, the default settings of the device must be restored.”

Breskaro stood and staggered toward the corpse of the priestess. “How many corpses can I animate?”

“The device burned out on me after I had animated well over a hundred thousand. You can animate one at a time. Once animated, they will live, so to speak, until destroyed.”

“How does that work? It doesn’t bring souls back to their bodies, like with me, right?”

“You are correct. The soul is gone but there is memory in the muscles and brain. The machine rebuilds enough of the mind and memory of the departed soul that the somewhat-healed body can function. 

“You can, with effort, bring more of this soul-memory back, creating a smarter undead being. This takes far more energy, such as that required to animate fifty or so normal corpses. You will want some of these, though, for they will be good at leading the others. They will seem almost like the people they were before. 

“But they are not sentient or creative. They cannot solve problems well. They are merely shadows of the people they once were. Think of a soldier fighting for his life in pitched battle. He is struck upon the head and dazed. He hardly knows where he is or what he is doing. But he hears orders and obeys. He fights hard for his life. But to think … he does not have the capacity for that.

“The corpses you wish to animate need muscles to move, eyes to see if you wish for them to be useful. The fresher the corpse, the better.”

“Feeding?”

“They need none.”

“Control?”

“You control them, and only you. Though you may delegate others for them to follow. Be careful in how you command them. They are literal and will continue their last order until given a new one. Distance does not matter. The animated corpses are linked to you and will hear you from twenty paces or two hundred leagues. Any order you give them mentally or verbally, they will execute.”

Breskaro stood over the body of the priestess. “I’m ready.”

“Hold your hands toward the body and mentally communicate with the presence in the back of your mind. All you need to convey is your desire for this corpse to come to life.”

Breskaro held out his hands. Beneath his bronze mask, his brow furrowed. The wires beneath his skin grew warm. Concentric rings of energy formed around his hands and radiated toward the corpse, widening as they went. The muscles of the priestess twitched. The eyes opened and flicked around wildly. The priestess sat up. Her lifeless eyes locked onto him. 

“Stand,” he commanded.

The priestess did so, her joints creaking. Fluid spilled from her mouth.

“That brings back a bad memory.”

“What?” Harmulkot asked.

“Nothing. Can they talk?”

“Only the ones you put extra effort into.”

Breskaro ordered the corpse to pick up a rock and throw it at a tree, to jump, to bang her head against the ground, to stand on one leg. She did everything he commanded, slowly and in a strictly mechanical manner, lacking grace.

“It will not be much of an army, using corpses,” he said. “And I will need many fresh ones.”

“Warfare will continue to give you new corpses. The raised corpses will then strike fear into your enemy. Imagine facing your comrade in arms, only he is raised as a corpse.”

“What of the living Mûlkrans I will command? How will they take to fighting alongside corpses?”

“Unless they have changed, my people are a stern lot. They will take it all in stride. What choice do they have anyway?”

“The corpse is slow and artless.”

“It is a basic undead. And this priestess was no athlete or warrior in life. The corpses’ skills are diminished from what they were in life. But while they may be weaker and slower, they are relentless. They feel no pain. They will fight on without a limb. They will not complain of fatigue. They will not stop if cold or wet or hot.”

“Do they have any weaknesses?”

“Avidan-style magic, such as that used by the Grand Order Priestesses of Seshalla through the matrixes given to them by the Matriarch.”

“Damn it! What use then? We will face priestesses in battle.”

“They can destroy a dozen corpses at a time, yes, but their matrixes cannot last for long. They cannot destroy an entire army with them.”

“Can I dispel the animation?”

“With a thought command.”

Breskaro deactivated the body and reanimated it for practice several times. Finally he gave the corpse orders, pointing in the direction of Issaly.

“Do you know where Issaly is?” The corpse nodded. “Walk that way and attack any soldier you meet along the way.”
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Frogs croaked and crickets chirped. The roar of the nearby river falls was a distant whisper. Breskaro crossed the moors, guided by the hazy light of the twin moons. A thick fog clung to the moor, matching the thick white braid of hair that hung down Breskaro’s back. His skin was ashen. His face beneath the bronze mask, gaunt. His expression endlessly morbid.

The slate-roofed towers and outer wall of Sir Dero Fortrenzi’s fortified manor rose into view. The watchtowers boasted two guards each, with crossbows and lantern spotlights, but the weather was perfect for concealment and there were no patrols out. After crawling and squirming for half a mile on his belly, as if he were a serpent, Breskaro reached the vine-covered north wall. He peeled himself from the mud and scanned in all directions, but he neither heard nor saw anyone. 

He cast the spell of silence and the spell of personal obscuration to make it difficult for anyone to notice him. He would’ve cast them sooner but for the energy it took to maintain them.

Scaling the vines like a spider ascending a web, he climbed over and dropped off the wall-walk into the shadows.

Two guards in chainmail approached. Breskaro dove behind a clump of thick shrubs. Once they moved out of earshot, he ran through a narrow passage between the guard barracks and an outhouse that stunk of drunken soldiers. The manor, built of red brick and cypress, sat in the midst of a courtyard garden encircled by a waist-high wall. Beds of bright flowers and mint wound between erotic statues. Purple vines curled up knobbed wooden stakes. Fountains bubbled water into miniature ponds.

The manor’s terraced roofs rose six levels and ended in a tall spire. Two guards staying on opposite sides from one another patrolled the balcony that circled the fourth floor. A third stood in front of the door leading to the room where Fortrenzi slept. 

Breskaro knew the place well. It had once belonged to Sir Kemerus, an old friend of Breskaro’s father.

The stationary guard turned his head and sneezed. Breskaro vaulted over the low perimeter wall and dove behind a statue. From there he could see the main entrance where two more guards stood. Breskaro sprinted into the open and using the spell of prodigious leaping, he leapt all the way up to the balcony. The first guard saw him land and stared incredulously. He died with that same gaze on his face as Breskaro’s sword slit his throat.

Breskaro rushed around the corner and ambushed the second guard from behind, killing him easily and quietly. He sprinted back toward the landing, but the third guard rounded the opposite corner and spotted him before he could get there. Breskaro drew a knife from his belt, twisted, and threw it. Before the third guard could call out, the knife struck him in the neck. 

The balcony door was unlocked. He eased it open and rushed inside. A half-burned candle dimly lit the bedchamber, which reeked of wine and incense. Mahogany chests and cabinets lined the side walls. Thick wool rugs padded the floor. Silk curtains draped the windows. 

A canopy bed rested against the far wall, and Fortrenzi, naked and drenched with a thick film of sweat, lay sprawled across a bundle of sheets and pillows. 

You’ve aged, old friend. Far more than seven years of soft living should do to a man.

Breskaro edged forward, sword in hand. He touched Fortrenzi.

“What?” the old man murmured.

Then he shot upright and slammed back against the headboard, cowering at the sight of those murderous, green eyes. 

“Help!” he shouted. “A devil! Help me!” 

The spell of silence made his shout no louder to those outside the room than words spoken in a casual conversation.

“My spells have masked the sound. They cannot hear you.”

“Who are you? What do you want from me?”

“Who am I? You don’t know?”

Breskaro pulled the funeral mask from his face.

Fortrenzi cried out in terror, wailing and clawing to get further away. But there was nowhere to go. He made no attempt to fight Breskaro. 

“How, how, how?!”

“Dark arts have returned me from the grave. Sorcery has given me a new body and a chance to extract my revenge. I know what you did to me.” 

Breskaro tore silk sheets from the bed and tossed them to the floor. “For this! Riches and comfort. We were friends. You betrayed me for wealth. I would have given you money. I would have given you my own country estate had you only asked.”

“This can’t be,” Fortrenzi murmured helplessly. “You were dead. Dead seven years.”

“Did you enjoy your years of comfort. Were they worth it? Judging from the ridiculous amount of guards here, you are a man possessed by paranoia. Have you dreamt all these years that my judgment would reach you?”

“Nightmares. Every night. I should not have done it. Breskaro, if you are truly Breskaro, forgive me. I should not have done it. I am sorry, I am so sorry, my son. You trusted me and I betrayed you. It was a life of comfort or an ending of disgrace. Magnos couldn’t manage the plan without my aid. He threatened me. It is him you should blame. Please, please do not kill me.”

“Magnos will get what he deserves. I assure you of that.” Breskaro put his mask back on. “I knew you were jealous of me, the student surpassing his master. I knew. But I never thought you’d kill for that and wealth.”

Fortrenzi began to mewl and grovel and cry.

“Where are they buried?”

“What?” Fortrenzi replied in a whimper.

“My Valiants? On the field of battle?”

“What? No. We brought them all home with you. It was a grand funeral procession. Heroes of the Third Crusade.”

“Returned to their families then,” Breskaro said with disappointment.

“No. Except for you, they were all buried in a new cemetery. At the Shrine of Saint Norvus. From whence we launched the crusade. They built a giant mausoleum and shrine to you and the Valiants. The Matriarch consecrated it. Orisala would not allow the Matriarch to bury you there, though. They placed your armor and your horse there, beneath a statue of you.”

“Where is the first flag of the Valiants? Is it there too?”

“The original riders?”

“Yes. Those of whom my grandfather was the last member. I trusted their banner into your keeping. Your wife was going to mend it for me.”

“She did. Before she died. It’s in a chest in the top floor of the tower.”

Breskaro nodded with satisfaction.

“Take me to it.”

Fortrenzi did as he was instructed and did not attempt to fight him or run away. A spiral staircase in the corner of the room led up to the viewing tower. They went up the steps into the chamber, which had large windows on all sides.

Fortrenzi went to a chest, tripped a hidden switch, and opened it. He drew out the flag. “I keep it here, Breskaro. I would fly it if I dared, if I weren’t a coward and a traitor. I kept it secret. I didn’t want them to have it for the shrine.”

“Your guilt has made you paranoid. Nearly senile. You are worthless.”

In the most brave tone he’d yet managed, Fortrenzi replied, “I know that. I know it well.”

“Now Master Fortrenzi, it is time now for you to meet your destiny. It will be Torment for you if I slay you. Torment for your betrayal. I was a great hero, devoted Champion of Seshalla, and all I got was the limbo of the Shadowland. An endless walk of mist and demons. You will not fare well.”

“Please, please, Breskaro, I know I deserve it. But if there is any man left of you, spare me. I have children. Grandchildren. Your former squire Kedimius and his betrothed make their home here when they are not on duty. Please. Many depend on me.”

“I depended on you and you see what I got. It would be better for all of them if I ended you now.”

Breskaro grabbed Fortrenzi by the hair and drew his sword back.
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Ilsimia lay within Kedimius’ arms. She murmured softly. 

“Are you asleep?” he whispered.

“Not yet. If you want more, I’m spent.”

“It’s not that. I was thinking of the battle.”

“Again? There was nothing you could have done had you been there.”

“I know but this business with Master Varenni’s body … It’s bringing it all back to me.” He sighed deeply. “I should have died then, by his side.”

“Seshalla spared you for a higher purpose. I am sure of it. What that purpose is, I have no idea. But in time it will—”

Ilsimia bolted up from the bed, trembling.

“There’s a darkness here. In the rooms above.”

“Fortrenzi’s chambers?”

She nodded, her face stricken and pale. Kedimius leapt to his feet, threw on a nightshirt, and grabbed his sword.

Ilsimia took up her crystal-tipped staff. “Ked, it’s the same darkness I felt within Breskaro’s chamber.”

They rushed up the stairs. The two sleepy guards stationed in the hallway that led to Sir Fortrenzi’s bedchamber perked up instantly and intercepted them. 

“Something has entered your master’s chambers,” Ilsimia said.

“We’ve heard nothing, madam.”

“Then it’s all the worse.”

“Madam Priestess, with all respect, we should consult him first.”

“In the name of the Matriarch, I command you to let us in.”

“Yes, madam.”

The guards drew their swords and rushed to the door. 

“He locks it from the inside,” one of them said.

“Then kick it down,” she replied.

Both men kicked it at once and barreled in. The bed was empty. The covers disheveled. The door to the balcony open. One guard hurried to the balcony door and gasped. 

“The guards outside have been murdered.”

“Perhaps he’s been kidnapped,” said the other.

“The darkness is still here,” said Ilsimia. “It’s…” She looked toward the spiral staircase that led to the viewing room at the top of the tower. “It’s up there.”

Kedimius stormed up the staircase, and the rest followed him. He shouldered through the half open door and skidded into the room. An assassin in leather armor with bone-white hair loomed over Sir Fortrenzi, threatening him with his saber. The man spun and faced them. He wore a bronze death mask, and his eyes sparked a malevolent emerald. A copper choker was wrapped around his neck, and an amethyst qavra stone hung from a chain. In his left hand was a banner, an ancient variation of the flag of the Valiants.

“What the devil!” Kedimius shouted in terror. “Who — What are you?”

“Kedimius,” replied Breskaro. “Old friend. It is I, your master. I didn’t know you would be here.” 

“Leave him be demon,” said Ilsimia, brandishing her staff toward the intruder.

“You failed me, Kedimius. You failed Orisala.”

Kedimius stumbled backward. “Your voice. Master Varenni — How?”

“I was dead, but now I am returned.”

“Lies, demon. Lies. Breskaro Varenni is in Paradise with the faithful of Seshalla.”

Breskaro bellowed a grating laugh. “Oh, Kedimius. It is all false promises from the Matriarch. Seshalla, if she still exists, doesn’t care about us.”

“You will kneel before the power of Seshalla, demon,” declared Ilsimia.

“This doesn’t concern you,” Breskaro replied. He muttered something under his breath and then said, “You will kneel before me.”

The two guards immediately knelt. Ilsimia collapsed against the wall. Kedimius stood still, unmoving.

“Drop your weapons.”

Kedimius and the guards dropped their swords, but Ilsimia held onto her staff. All of them had their eyes locked onto Breskaro. Fortrenzi cowered on the floor, crying in fear.

Breskaro lunged, and with two swifts cuts, the guards’ throats were sliced. They slumped to the floor bleeding to death. Breskaro moved toward Ilsimia. Kedimius found the strength he needed. He broke free from the spell of compulsory obedience and barreled into Breskaro, knocking him away from Ilsimia.

Kedimius hopped back and retrieved his sword.

“Don’t try to stop me, Kedimius. If anything, you should be joining me.”

“You can’t be the real Breskaro Varenni.”

Breskaro looked him in the eyes. “I have no wish to kill you. You were like a son to me. Join me.”

Breskaro moved toward the priestess again.

“Stay away from her.”

“What is she to you?”

“She is my betrothed.”

“Betrothed? But Orisala is your betrothed. I thought you loved her. You proclaimed undying love for her on the Mountain of Pain. We had just escaped with our lives, you and me and Whum. You promised. But you have abandoned her for another. Have I no friends left? Was I betrayed by you as well, Kedimius?”

“Orisala is gone. She vanished out of her bedchamber one night. No one saw anything. I searched and searched but never found a trace of where she had gone or what had happened to her

“Why weren’t you there for Orisala when she was struck down?”

“Struck down? I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“You were supposed to be protecting her. A failing on your part. And this … priestess … this is betrayal. You swore to me that you would devote your life to my Orisala.”

“I would have.”

“There is still time to make amends for your sins against me, to return to her.”

“What do you mean return to—”

“Power of Seshalla, flow through me!” Ilsimia shouted. 

She broke free and aimed her staff at Breskaro. A searing light shot forth from the crystal matrix at the end of the staff. The beam struck Breskaro and knocked him back. He recovered and rushed toward her, his clothes smoking, his skin blistered. 

“Seshalla aid me!” she cried again.

Breskaro twisted and the blast caught only his side. He lunged with his blade. She dodged, but the attack wasn’t meant for her. His saber struck the crystal and shattered it. He spun on his heel, aiming his second strike at her midsection.

Kedimius leapt in and parried the attack, positioning himself between Breskaro and Ilsimia. They exchanged blows, Breskaro aiming simply to disarm Kedimius. Kedimius was simply trying to defend himself from an attacker who was far faster and stronger than any man he had ever faced, including Breskaro when he was alive. 

“Don’t listen to anything he says,” Ilsimia said. “This isn’t the real Breskaro.”

“It’s him,” Kedimius told her. “I — I can tell. I have no doubt.”

Breskaro’s clothes were burned away in places — his exposed skin blistered. “Kedimius, listen to me. You don’t understand what’s going on. Fortrenzi and Magnos betrayed me. Magnos thought I was having an affair with Deltenya so he had me killed on the battlefield. I have come back from the Shadowland to save Orisala.”

“What do you mean?”

“Back, Ked!”

Ilsimia, with another crystal in her hand, aimed a blast of light at Breskaro. He dodged, backed away, and uttered the spell of sudden darkness. The room was instantly devoid of light except for a glow surrounding the stone in Ilsimia’s hand. But its glow was no more than that of a sputtering candle. Boots were pounding against the stairs as a dozen guards rushed up.

Breskaro turned on Fortrenzi and slashed his saber across the man’s eyes.

“You’ll see no more, old friend. In the dark of blindness you will always imagine that I am near, come to finish you at last.”

Ilsimia spoke a word and her crystal flared, banishing the darkness. It was enough to illuminate Breskaro as he leapt out of the window, glass shattering and falling onto the roof. It was enough to show the two guards with great slits in their necks stand and move awkwardly toward Ilsimia, their hands outstretched.

Rain was falling. There was no light from the moons, no light at all except from lanterns hanging under the eaves of the buildings and the tower searchlights which scanned the grounds. 

As he fell, Breskaro cast the risky spell of the wings of the bat. If it failed, he likely collapse from exhaustion and maybe even pass out. As it was, it would drain a tremendous amount of energy from him. The spell worked. Giant, leathery wings violently appeared and unfurled from between his shoulder blades. The wings expanded, but not soon enough. He crashed into the barracks’ roof, spraining his left ankle. He hobbled down the other side, barely keeping his footing on the rain-slick roof. Breskaro leapt but didn’t get the vault he needed, despite the beating of the wings. Unable to clear the top of the outer wall, he slammed into the side. He caught the ledge and scrambled up.

Men were shouting. Horns blared. Dogs were howling. Guards raced down the wall toward him. Breskaro cast the spell of prodigious leaping and clutched his chest. The batwings took a lot of energy to maintain. The emerald in his eyes flickered. He took a deep breath, flapped the batwings, and launched himself up into the air. 

Crossbow strings twanged and bolts zipped past him. Breskaro climbed out of their range and flew south toward the encampment where he’d left a disgruntled Esha and the Rrakan knights. After two leagues, his lungs straining, his heart pounding, his wings began to falter. He plummeted and crashed into a muddy field. The shadowy batwings folded back into his body.

Breskaro rolled in pain, struggling to breathe.

“Harmulkot,” he uttered.

A voice came into his mind. “The Avidan magic of the priestess. I warned you it was potent. You will recover.”

“The life-force from Deltenya…”

“Remains in you. My qavra shielded you from the worst of it. You just need rest. I told you this was foolish.”

“Worth it ... needed banner.”

His breathing improved slowly. He faded in and out of consciousness. The Rrakans arrived. He couldn’t even rise to face them.

“Help him,” Esha said.

Larekal and Firrus placed Breskaro in the saddle. Esha climbed up behind him, held him in place, and took the reins.

“Will you be all right, master?”

He nodded.

“Where should we head?” Larekal asked.

“Deeper into Issalia. To the Shrine of Saint Norvus.”

Fading in and out of consciousness Breskaro pictured Kedimius, seven years older, a man by all measure now. He had loved Kedimius as his own son. He had looked forward to making his faithful squire his son-in-law. It pained him to see him now. It pained him that they were enemies. But if Kedimius got in his way, he would kill him. Only Orisala mattered.




~~~




Kedimius stabbed the dead guard through the gut, but the man pulled himself up the blade and latched his blood-stained fingers around Kedimius’s throat. The other corpse lurched forward.

“Light of Seshalla!” Ilsimia shouted.

Searing beams of light radiated from the crystal matrix in her hand and struck the animated corpses. With their flesh blistered and their eyes burned shut, the dead men reeled in confusion. 

Kedimius ripped his sword free and chopped deep into one guard’s neck, partially severing the head. The corpse fell, twitching, then went still. Kedimius leapt forward and did the same to the other. 

Ilsimia rushed to the broken window. “Maybe we can—” She gasped and pointed. “He — He grew wings. Giant batwings.”

Kedimius ran over in time to see Breskaro illuminated by a lantern from one of the watchtowers. Crossbow bolts zipped toward him to no avail. Breskaro’s wings beat several times and he disappeared into the dark.

“I’ve never even heard of such necromancy,” Ilsimia said. 

“Sir Fortrenzi!” Kedimius rushed over to the old man.

Fortrenzi was clutching at his mangled eyes. “It’s what I deserved. It’s what I deserved. Don’t kill me, lad. Don’t kill me.”

“I’m not going to kill you,” Kedimius said. “It’s going to be all right.”

“Breskaro … Breskaro…”

“He’s gone, Sir Fortrenzi. He’s gone. We chased him away.”

Ilsimia tore a section from her robe and placed it across the old man’s eyes.

Kedimius took Fortrenzi’s hands. “Is it true what he said? Did you and General Togisi betray him?” 

Fortrenzi chocked back a sob. “It’s true … all true … Breskaro came for me — knew he would — the nightmares. Nothing can stop him … nothing.”

“We better get him downstairs and bring in a doctor,” Kedimius said. 

“General Togisi!” Ilsimia said. “We’ve got to tell him he’s in danger. If Breskaro hasn’t gotten to him already. He may be heading after him now.”

Sir Fortrenzi sobbed. “Nothing can stop him. Nothing can stop him. Nothing, nothing, nothing.”

Three guards rushed shouting reports of Breskaro flying away. Fortrenzi began screaming incoherently. Once Ilsimia calmed Fortrenzi down, the soldiers carried him downstairs. 

“When did you get that extra matrix?” Kedimius asked her.

“The Matriarch gave it to me before I left. She thought I might need it. The stone’s nearly spent now, though.” She picked up her staff and frowned at the shattered crystal on the end. “We must go at once to warn General Togisi and the Matriarch.”

Kedimius stared out the shattered window, into the rain and night. Breskaro, my old friend, he thought. And my dear Orisala. Alive. Both of you alive.

Ilsimia put a hand on his shoulder. “Ked, I know how hard this must be. After seven years…”

“He was like a father to me and if what he said was—” He shook his head.

Ilsimia clenched her eyes and sighed mournfully. Kedimius didn’t notice.

“You can go to Issaly and warn them if you don’t trust a courier,” Kedimius said. “I’m going to track Breskaro. We don’t know that he will head directly after Magnus. I think it best to follow him.”


Chapter 29




Breskaro and his knights rode all day and into the night, racing past villages and through farmlands, until they reached a secluded marsh. Breskaro staggered over to a large cypress and fell back against it.

Esha joined him. “Did you have your vengeance, master?”

“I got what I went there for. And I saw my old friend Kedimius.”

“That’s good, right?”

“He once was like a son to me. Now I fear he is my enemy.” Breskaro closed his eyes and folded his hands into his lap. “I must rest.”

Esha drew out her sling and loaded it. “I’ll stand watch over you, master.”

Breskaro grinned beneath his mask and breathed himself into a deep meditation.




~~~




On the outskirts of the small town of Iori lay the Temple of Saint Norvus and the Grand Mausoleum of the Valiants. A bronze statue of Colonel Breskaro Varenni, Knight Champion of Seshalla, towered over the entrance to the marble mausoleum. In one hand the statue clutched a blood-stained banner, while the other hand held a sword into the air. A crystal tear gleamed on the statue’s cheek, and the eyes gazed up into the heavens.

Breskaro and his Knights of the Dark were on a wooded hill overlooking the mausoleum. There was little terrain between them, the mausoleum, and the town. The sun was setting. The teeming horde of pilgrims, who would pause to touch the statue’s feet and pray, was thinning.

“You were handsome,” Esha said.

“I think I prefer this face to that one,” Breskaro said.

The statue disgusted him because he knew it had absolutely nothing to do with him as a person. The Matriarch had turned him into an idea. It was one thing to became a tale told over drinks in a tavern or over a campfire on the battlefield. It was another thing to be turned into nothing more than a sermon to convert the disbeliever and comfort the masses.

“You would be a saint in another generation,” Harmulkot said in his mind.

“Now I shall become a devil like you,” he replied.

“I’d never in my craziest dream have thought,” said Larekal, “that I’d be fighting the Issalians alongside their greatest hero.”

“I’m a hero only to fools,” Breskaro said. “We conquered those who worshiped other gods. Killed, enslaved, raped, pillaged. And for what? A goddess of lies?”

“You just did what you thought was right. That’s all any man could do.”

His grip tightened on the reins. “It doesn’t matter now.”

“Master,” said Esha, “how are we going to get down there without being seen?”

“There is no we. I will go alone and mask myself with spells. You will wait here and watch for an ambush. The Seshallans know that I’m alive now. Soon they will come after me.”

“Are you well enough?” she asked.

“My injuries have healed.” 

“You sure?” she asked. “Seems dangerous.”

“It is dangerous.” His tone darkened. “But more than worth the risk.”




~~~




It was after midnight when Breskaro reached the mausoleum. All the pilgrims and clergy were gone. Only two guards stood at the entrance to the mausoleum. They didn’t spot Breskaro crouched among the shadows and camouflaged by the spell of personal obscuration.

“Hellfire,” Harmulkot said.

“Not unless I have to. I need more practice.”

His footsteps muffled by the spell of silence, Breskaro sneaked up and leapt forward. With one swift movement, he cut the throat of the first guard. The second looked at him in surprise. Guarding a tomb of dead heroes was supposed to be an easy job. A ceremonial position as a reward for exemplary service on the battlefield.  

Breskaro plunged his sword deep into the second guard’s chest. Withdrawing his blade, he glanced around and saw no one.  He cursed at the statue of himself, pulled open the great oak doors, and stepped in. 




~~~




On their way to takeover for the next shift, two new guards rounded the corner. Both men flinched when they saw the bodies and Breskaro with his blade in hand darting into the mausoleum.

They silently drew their swords. The younger took a step toward the entrance, but his companion threw out an arm to stop him and shook his head.

“Backup,” he mouthed. 

His partner nodded and the pair slipped back around the corner of the building, out of earshot. 

“He just killed two men,” said the older guard. “And he may have accomplices. Best to get backup. Captain Foria gathered his rangers for a training exercise about an hour ago. If you hurry, you can catch up to them. I’ll keep watch here.”




~~~




Breskaro closed the giant doors and walked through the mausoleum. The walls were adorned with reliefs depicting the actions of the Valiants throughout the crusades. A baptismal font was off to the left of the entrance, and to the right was a simple altar, three pews, and a collection box. The sarcophagi of the Valiants themselves were lined up in two rows of forty each. A marble slab sculpted with a generic soldier’s frame covered each body. A plaque at the front of each sarcophagus identified the soldier’s name, age, rank, and home province. At the end of the two lines were Breskaro’s top officers, Captain Amrasi and Sergeant Ovikian. Beyond them were several rows of kneeling benches facing a pedestal which bore another statue of Breskaro with a larger statue of golden-eyed Seshalla looming above him with her hands upon his shoulders.

Breskaro dropped the spell of personal obscuration and cast the spell of the strength of three men. He lifted the sculpted slab clear of Amrasi’s body and set it on the floor. Amrasi’s skin was gray and patched. Two fingers were missing from his left hand. A wicked scar ran down his face, neck, and chest where they had crudely sewn the tissue back up before embalming him. But they had embalmed him, using techniques normally afforded only to the wealthy.

Breskaro lifted his hands over the corpse. The Akythiri Mechanism woke and thrummed. Concentric waves of energy pulsed from Breskaro’s hands and radiated over Amrasi’s body. It was far more than ten times the energy he had used on the dead priestess. The corpse stirred. Flaccid eyes roamed around the mausoleum. The corpse sat up and vomited embalming fluid. Then it spoke in a weak growl that was still recognizable as the voice of Amrasi.

“Master ... what ... do you wish?”

“Do you know who I am?”

“You are...” The eyes sparked with recognition, then the spark faded. “You are my master.”

“Do you remember who you were?” Breskaro asked.

Amrasi’s eyes wandered the room. “I am ... I am a soldier. A knight. I am ... your captain. I am one who would follow you into death.”

“And so you did.” The corpse nodded and Breskaro smiled. “Rise, Captain Amrasi.”

The corpse stood on creaking legs and ambled forward.

“You will do my bidding in all things, Captain Amrasi. You will command the undead of my army. You will answer only to me.” 

“Yes, master.”

“Now, help me free the other bodies. We have much to do and we must leave here quickly. Before we are discovered ... and before the dawn. You won’t like the daylight.”

With Amrasi’s help, he lifted the slab off Sergeant Ovikian and animated him as well, with only half the energy he’d used on Amrasi but still much more than he would need to make a regular corpse into an undead warrior. The Akythiri Mechanism buzzed and pulsed energy through the throbbing wires threading beneath Breskaro’s skin. 

The animated corpses went about removing the sarcophagus lids from their brethren so that Breskaro could drop his strength spell.

The raised Valiants were eerily quiet, the dead not needing to chatter amongst themselves. And while the reflexes of the priestess Breskaro had raised had been poor, these animated corpses moved almost as well as they had in life but with unflagging stamina and strength.

Some were missing arms and hands. A few eyes were missing. Two limped, one with a shattered kneecap and the other with a severed hamstring. But they were all functional, no matter how gruesome. Unlike with Breskaro, they had been buried in nothing more than silk togas. They would need weapons and armor. 

The raised Valiants knelt in submission, their eyes locked onto him. Breskaro explained their chain of command then pointed at the statues of him and Seshalla.

“Tear them down. Quietly as possible.”




~~~




Thirty-seven Issalian rangers massed outside the doors of the Grand Mausoleum of the Valiants. Captain Foria had complained to his second how he thought this was overkill, doing the work of the guards but then he heard a mass of footsteps inside, followed by a muffled crashing of stone.

Captain Foria arranged his men to ambush the enemy when they exited the mausoleum. As the doors began to creak open, he readied his sword.

“Steady now,” he whispered to his men. “Steady. Wait for—”

Foria never finished his order. With a cracking thump, a lead bullet struck him in the temple. He fell limp, a clatter of armor and weapons.

Foria’s men turned to see where this attack had come from and saw a group of ragged but armed men riding full-tilt toward them. As they spun to face them, the doors of the mausoleum swung open and the mass of undead Valiants surged outside.

Terrified and out-flanked, they tried to flee. Carnage followed as Breskaro’s Undying Valiants and the Knights of the Dark fell upon them. The undead battered relentlessly with their fists, while the Rrakans used the mounts to their advantage in cornering the rangers and riding them down. Breskaro sliced a path through the midst of the enemy, his eyes alight with emerald balefire. 

The Temple of Saint Norvus awoke to the screams of the dying, then the town of Iori. Priests, guards, and soldiers ran to help and the battle grew larger. None of the clerics here possessed the crystal matrixes Ilsimia had used. The crystals were rare and few, and the Matriarch only gave them out to those she felt most needed them.

Breskaro enhanced his voice with a spell and shouted over the din of combat and cries of surprise: 

“All those who would live, flee now! Take your children and go. Any who remain will be put to the sword or torn to shreds by the hands of the undead! Flee, for I, Breskaro Varenni, shall raze temple, town, and mausoleum.”

Many fled, but some died bravely. A few Valiants were injured but it didn’t stop them. Seven Issalian soldiers rushed toward Breskaro. 

With a yell he cast the spell of Torment’s flame. It was his first live test using the hellfire spell. Three soldiers fell, clutching at their chests and stomachs, dying in excruciating pain as spiritual flames consumed their insides. One of the other four fell after being struck by a sling stone. The remaining three met Breskaro’s sword and were made short work of.

The resistance faltered and fled. Those wounded remaining were finished off.

“Larekal,” Breskaro commanded, “burn this village. Set fire to everything save the warehouse behind the temple.”

“Yes, master.”

“See that horses, arms, and armor are gathered for my Valiants.”

Larekal looked at the undead men with disgust and replied simply, “I will, master.”

Breskaro glanced at Esha who was running up to join them. “Larekal,” he said, “let the women and children go. Except the priestesses. Bring them to me.”

Larekal rushed off and Breskaro turned to Amrasi. 

“Captain, gather all the priests and priestesses you can find. Put them to the sword and crucify the bodies. Nail them to the walls of the temple warehouse. Gather all the slain soldiers and guards here in front of the mausoleum.”

Breskaro whistled and Nightsoul charged down the hill. Esha stood beside him, watching the massacre.

“This isn’t the sort of thing you should see, little one.”

She shrugged. “It’s got to be done, right? And they deserve it, don’t they?”

Breskaro wouldn’t meet her eyes. “It needs doing for me. And for Mûlkra.”

“I don’t like the dead soldiers. They’re creepy.”

“And I’m not?”

“No, because you are you. I like you, master. The soldiers, they aren’t themselves. It ain’t right. It ain’t natural.”


Chapter 30




Kedimius, Ilsimia, and the twenty men accompanying them, from Sir Fortrenzi’s estate, rode as fast as their horses could take them once they saw the glow on the horizon and smelled burning wood, and burning flesh. Eventually, the cries of the dying reached them. Tracking Breskaro hadn’t been easy, and his company seemed to move impossibly fast over difficult terrain.

It was an hour before dawn when they crested a hill and looked down upon a town and a temple engulfed in flames. Only the mausoleum and the warehouse behind it stood unmolested. A trail of refugees streamed away from Iori in the opposite direction from Kedimius and Ilsimia. 

A small army was donning armor and mounting horses, following the orders of Breskaro who was walking along a row of fallen soldiers. A faint light was emanating from his hands as he hunched over the corpses.

“Do you see that glow?” Kedimius asked.

Ilsimia nodded. “There must be a hundred and twenty with him.”

“Aye,” said Kedimius. “But where did they come from?”

“I don’t know, but there’s something not right about them. The way some of them move, it’s like the two in—”

Kedimius and Ilsimia looked at each other, their eyes wide with fear, their expressions frozen. When they looked back, they saw a man on horseback raise a banner. The old, original standard of the Valiants. A banner everyone had thought was lost. It was said that all who rode in the company of that banner were blessed by Seshalla and given greater might in arms.

“Goddess save us,” Kedimius whispered. His voice and hands trembled. “Save us from this evil.”

The men with them stirred and looked as if they were ready to flee.

“We can’t take them on,” said Ilsimia. “We’re far outnumbered. And Breskaro is not as wounded as we thought, or else he is recovered. We should ride as fast as possible to Issaly and notify the Matriarch.”

“Wait,” he said. He dug through his pack and pulled out a clean linen shirt. He took a lance from one of the soldiers and tied the shirt to it. “I’m going down there.”

“Why?” Ilsimia asked.

“To find out what he’s doing.”

“Ked, this is crazy. He’ll kill you. He’s not your mentor anymore. He’s a monster, an abomination ... and your enemy.”

“He didn’t try to kill me before. And I think he’ll do the same here if I go in peace. The risk is worth it if I can figure out what he wants. Maybe convince him to turn away from this madness.”

She put a hand on his arm. Her eyes were swelling with tears. “You’re going down there to find out about her, aren’t you?”

He kissed her lightly on the cheek. “I love you. I’ll be back soon.”

As he rode away, Ilsimia murmured to herself: “You could be a hero of your own, Ked, a man without equal, if you could break away from that cursed man and his daughter. The mere memory of them poisons you.”




~~~




“Lone rider coming toward us, my lord!” Amrasi shouted mechanically. “Carrying a white flag.”

“Should I take him out, master?” said Esha. 

“It’s Kedimius. I’ll deal with him.”

“Could be a trap,” said Larekal.

Breskaro flicked Nightsoul’s reins. “Come with me, Captain Amrasi. Esha, sneak out and cover me in case that priestess of his tries something.”

Breskaro rode out and met Kedimius. They drew rein a dozen paces away from one another. With wide eyes, Kedimius looked at Captain Amrasi. 

“M-Master, we must speak.” He nodded at Amrasi. “It — It is good to see you ... again, Captain.”

“I know you not,” said Amrasi dully.

“The Valiants have no memory of their former selves,” said Breskaro. “They are like me and yet not like me. Their souls are in Torment or Paradise. Oblivion. I have no idea, but they’re not here. What you see is instincts, base nature, and ingrained skills from life.”

“Master, why are you doing this?”

“I have told you already. To save Orisala.”

“She lives? She truly lives? Is she ... Is she like you?”

“She’s not undead. But she is in dire need. Only I can save her. You could help me though.”

“You know I’d do anything to help Orisala. Anything save this evil.” He pointed at the carnage and fires in this distance. “This is not the way.”

“This is what I must do. It’s the only way. To save Orisala, I must serve Harmulkot and save Mûlkra.”

“The dark goddess!” Kedimius cried. “Have you lost all sense of honor? Of decency?”

“Yes, I have. I came from death to save Orisala. I would do anything to save her from the fate she is in now. I would expect you to do the same.”

“You can kill priestesses and burn shrines, but to what end? You can’t stop the Fourth Crusade from starting. You can’t defeat the Imperial Army. Their numbers will be many. Your numbers are few.”

Breskaro laughed with a voice that was like dirt thrown on a grave. “My numbers will grow and I refuse to fail. Come with me. Join me and help save Orisala.”

“Master Breskaro, there has to be another way to—”

“Are you with me? Yes or no?”

“Master, I can’t—”

“Then go, Kedimius. Just go.” Breskaro shook his head. His eyes dimmed. “I don’t want to kill you. I don’t want to see you die because of all this. The service of Seshalla is only a waste of your life anyway. Flee this land. Take your priestess bitch and make a new life for yourself. Ride out east to Hareez or west to the Kingdoms of Rust.”

Breskaro wheeled Nightsoul around. “When next I see Orisala,” he growled, “I will tell her that you chose another. That the love you once shared is gone.”

Breskaro rode off, Amrasi in his wake.

Kedimius stared after them, wringing the reins of his horse. He said a prayer to Seshalla but his voice faltered and the words died halfway through the second verse. He whispered Orisala’s name and blinked back tears. Then he returned to Ilsimia.

“We must race back to Issaly and report to the Matriarch,” said Ilsimia. “We cannot waste any time.”

“What?” Kedimius replied, staring off in the distance. “Oh … yes. We must meet with her as soon as we can. And we must take General Togisi with us.”


Chapter 31




The Grand High Temple of Seshalla, heart of the Issalian Empire, towered above the clay-tiled rooftops of Issaly: a dome of gleaming marble adorned with twisting minarets, countless statues, and banners of white trimmed with crimson. It was so massive that clouds would form inside at the ceiling, and rain would sometimes fall. From the center inside, a platform bearing a throne of oak and gold would rise up from below, as if birthed from a womb. The platform rotated throughout services. From here the Matriarch, Most High Priestess of Seshalla, preached to the faithful. Since the Matriarch was also the head of the Empire, she held public audiences here as well, with the private ones held in chambers below the main floor of the dome. 

Today the Matriarch had denied the ranks of tedious courtiers, civil servants, and powerless senators a chance for an audience. She had a more important matter to deal with, the instruction of her new heir, the old one having been dismissed the night before. 

The Matriarch was a thin woman of sixty years with white hair, a broad nose, and an unusually pale complexion. Thin except for her large belly. Doctrine said that she was eternally pregnant with the spirit of the Goddess, as all her predecessors had been. 

She was the greatest Matriarch of the last century. Her rule had seen a resurgence of faith and prosperity, crusades and victory. She had embraced the military and the clergy, the merchants and the peasants. She had won many hearts and kept knights and noblemen focused on conquering the pagans that surrounded their homeland. 

Her newly chosen successor, a seventeen-year-old priestess named Llia knelt before her and took the sacred Oath of the Maiden, confirming that she would be the next Matriarch in line. Llia spoke the words with calm authority and precise annunciation, exactly as the current Matriarch had when taking the oath. Llia, like her predecessor, had been groomed and carefully selected. 

Four members of the Scarlet Guard, so named because of the color of their cloaks, stood nearby in golden breastplates with halberds in hand. These four eunuchs had sworn an oath to the Matriarch then took mind-altering drugs that erased their individuality and made them little more than eternally-devoted automatons.

Llia finished the oath. The Matriarch took her hands.

“You understand that if I die, you will become instantly pregnant?”

“Yes, your excellency. If you die, the Divine Spirit of Seshalla will enter into me. I will become pregnant for I will become the mother of the faith and our people.”

“I know you understand the doctrine. But what I’m trying to say is that it will be a shock to your system. The pain will be nearly unbearable, but you will survive.”

“I have seen pregnant women, your excellency. They seem to be in discomfort but not pain.”

“That is because the fetus within them grows from a tiny seed. You will, in the matter of minutes, be filled to this level.” The Matriarch patted her belly. “To the level of a woman ready to give birth. I do not want you to think that you are weak, or that Seshalla does not love and approve my selection of you when it happens. It is a test. If you can endure it, you are worthy. As it is, Seshalla will aid you. For a normal woman to go to this stage of pregnancy instantly would surely mean death.”

“If I am in pain, will I not be vulnerable?”

“Yes, Llia. Our faith is at its weakest point during succession. But no matter how far away I am from you, you will know the moment I have died. The energy will begin to stir. You will have a few minutes to get yourself ready. That is why you will have Scarlet Guardsmen accompanying you at all times from now on.”

“After the process completes, you will be a pregnant woman for the rest of your life. You will enjoy all the benefits that go along with it. I have had forty-seven years of morning sickness, mood swings, and ... The baby kicks sometimes.”

“It kicks?” Llia said in surprise. “For it to kick, it would have to have a physical form. I was taught—”

“Yes, I know. It is a mystery how a baby that is not truly a baby but a manifestation of Seshalla’s eternal love and motherhood can kick. The true knowledge of this was once known but two centuries ago, a Matriarch died unexpectedly, before she could impart the knowledge to her successor. Seshalla has not since chosen to reveal it, so it must not be important for us to know. Tell no one of this. It would only confuse the faithful.”

The Matriarch rose on arthritic knees and went to the altar behind her throne. Over the altar stood a golden statue of Seshalla. On the altar itself lay the most sacred objects of their faith: the Spear of Endless Dawn, recovered by Breskaro Varenni after an arduous quest, and the Prime Matrix, a sword of pure crystal. Even the hilt of the sword was made of crystal, though a bloodstained cloth was bound tightly around it so that the sword could be gripped. Both weapons had belonged to Seshalla. Her sling and shield had yet to be recovered. The Prime Matrix had been given to Seshalla’s chief disciple, who had become the first Matriarch, when Seshalla arose to the heavens and became a Great Deity. Also on the altar were seven crystal matrixes, gathering power.

“You may pick up the Prime Matrix,” the Matriarch said.

Llia reached out hesitantly.

“It is okay for you to touch it now, you are the heir.”

“I am not sure that I’m worthy.”

The Matriarch smiled. “Go on.”

Llia touched the hilt and her brown eyes went wide with amazement. She drew her hand back. “It’s — It’s like it’s alive. For a moment, I thought I was somewhere else, as if I were running through a field. There was a cool breeze but the sun was shining down on my face. I was running with ... abandon. As if I were tireless and nothing could stop me.”

The Matriarch grasped her belly and winced. Llia didn’t notice and by the time she looked to the Matriarch, the woman was wearing a smile again. 

“Take it up. It is like the other matrixes, and yet unlike them. It can never burn out. It contains a portion of Seshalla’s spirit and the prayers of a million souls keep it rejuvenated. In fact, they make it grow more powerful. This sword holds more power now than when I took up this mantle.”

Llia lifted the crystal sword. Her face went wild with delight. After a few minutes, she began to breathe normally again. “The feeling ... It’s amazing. But I don’t understand, if it has the power of the Goddess and is gathering strength from prayer, what is it supposed to do? We can already counter demons and evil spirits with our matrixes. What is the point of one so powerful?”

“There are evil powers of incredible strength still lurking out there. And, there is more. But to learn it, you must repeat the phrase I am about to teach you, while holding the sword. I warn you though, Llia, what you are about to learn will change you. It will alter your understanding of our faith. It will challenge your beliefs. You must try to understand it within the context of the Church and our mission to spread good. Be strong. Keep an open mind.”

The Matriarch taught her the phrase. Llia repeated it. Her eyes clouded over and she fell to her knees, gasping. Her eyes returned to normal and she wept. The Matriarch put her hands on Llia’s shoulders and spoke words of comfort. 

Llia gathered her composure and stood. She returned the sword to the altar. “I understand.” She wiped away tears with the sleeves of her robe and straightened her spine. “The truth ... It’s too much for the common person. We present it in a way they can understand. And the good the Goddess intended is carried forth. It — It has to be this way and I understand.”

“Never speak of it to anyone.”

“Yes, your excellency.”

“We will talk of all this and more later. Now, would you please inform General Togisi and those with him that I am ready to see them.”

Llia bowed and went away. The Matriarch fell into her throne with a sigh, grasping her belly. By the time General Magnos, Captain Kedimius Threnna, and Sister Ilsimia reached the throne, the Matriarch looked composed and rested.

“The matter is most urgent, your excellency,” Togisi said with dismay after kneeling before the Matriarch. “I should not have been made to wait.”

“That was my doing, General. Some things are more important than any report you could give me. Matters here were grave yesterday, and today I have selected a new successor. I would like you to meet Sister Llia, my Chosen.”

Sister Llia introduced herself and they each returned the favor along with a bow. They were all three stunned that a new successor had been chosen, but they didn’t ask what had happened and the Matriarch didn’t tell them.

“Come stand on the dais,” she commanded.

The dais lowered until it came to rest in a large chamber beneath the dome.

The Matriarch studied the people before her for several moments then said, “It is Breskaro Varenni. He has come back from the dead.”

“Word has reached here already, your excellency?” General Togisi said with surprise.

“It did not need to. I have dreamt of him often since his body disappeared. Nightmares. I have seen him, wearing a mask. His eyes spark emerald. A purple qavra stone hangs from his neck. There is shadow all about him. He talks to me, yet I cannot hear what he says. He kills my priestesses and devotees, yet I cannot sense where he is. Now you all appear before me, frightened and dismayed. And I know the dreams are true. Sister Ilsimia, please tell me what has occurred.”

“Of course, your excellency.”

Ilsimia began the tale but Togisi interrupted. “Your excellency, perhaps it would be better for me to tell this tale. I have listened to the reports from these two, plus I have information from the White Guard’s investigation—”

“I did not ask you, General,” the Matriarch snapped.

“Your excellency,” Kedimius said. “It would be best for Ilsimia or me to speak first.” He glanced at Magnos with a look that was both nervous and seething at once. “We withheld information from him to give only in your presence.”

“What?!” Togisi exclaimed. He started to say more but fell silent after a stern look from the Matriarch.

She leaned forward in her throne, her face falling into a deep frown. “Should I send him away?”

“I think it best, your excellency,” said Ilsimia, “that he stand here and be accused before you.”

General Togisi again began to speak but the Matriarch waved her hand and dismissed his response. “Go on, priestess.”

Ilsimia told her all the disturbing news about Breskaro, from his appearance at Fortrenzi’s estate to their encounter with him at Iori. She spoke in horrified tones of Breskaro’s murdering of soldiers, his crucifixion of clergy, and his alliance with Harmulkot and intention to defend Mûlkra. She spoke about Togisi’s plot to kill Breskaro.

As the story went, the Matriarch hunched deeper and deeper into her throne, her shoulders sagging, her eyes brimming with tears, her lips trembling. Togisi, meanwhile, paced about, grunting and casting dangerous glances at Ilsimia and Kedimius.

As Ilsimia wrapped up, Kedimius added: “I spoke with Breskaro directly, your excellency, under the banner of truce. I tried to convince him his actions were madness. But he believes that somehow this will heal Orisala, who is apparently gravely ill and still out there somewhere, Mûlkra I would guess.”

“You knew him best of anyone,” the Matriarch said, “and you are certain that it is him, without doubt?”

“Yes, your excellency. I have no doubt. I can’t explain it, but I know. I also know that he is mad. Though he is—” Kedimius glared at Togisi. “Understandably angry.”

Togisi began to speak but the Matriarch again waved a hand and dismissed his words. She placed her chin upon her chest. Her lips trembled as she murmured through a prayer. When she went silent, Llia went to her. 

“Do you need anything, your excellency?”

The Matriarch raised her head regally. The sharpness of her eyes returned. “Faith, my dear. Remember when a day such as this comes upon you that what you need is faith. Faith to endure. Faith to make right. “

Llia bowed and retreated as the Matriarch stood and took up her staff of office, a six-foot staff of oak trimmed in gold and dotted with tiny crystals. She pointed the staff at Togisi.

“General Togisi, are these accusations true?”

“Your excellency, let me—”

“Did you conspire to have Breskaro Varenni and eighty —  eighty! — of our most glorious knights slain?”

He knelt before her. “It is true, Matriarch. I am shamed before you, a sinner in the extreme and a poor representative of the purity of Seshalla. I betrayed one who had been my closest friend, but most of all, I betrayed Our Lady Seshalla, to my eternal regret. Know that not a single day has gone by without me begging forgiveness from the Goddess.”

“In seven years you did not come here and speak of your sin to me.”

“I was too ashamed.”

“And fearful of punishment?” He made no reply. “You could have killed him alone, Togisi. But you slew eighty of our greatest knights as well. Was it perhaps jealousy, too, that motivated you?”

“At the time my thoughts were twisted, your excellency. I thought that I would give Breskaro the hero’s death he wanted and that all their deaths would inspire the crusades to new heights. I didn’t realize how valuable the Valiants were directly to our successes. I thought inspiring crusading zeal would partly atone for my actions. And I believed they would all be taken to Paradise in the embrace of Seshalla, having died for her.”

“And what was it that made your thoughts so twisted?”

“Sir Varenni had relations with my wife, Deltenya.”

“You were certain of this?”

“Yes, your excellency. I saw them embracing in the garden, and Deltenya—”

“Was always infatuated with him. Yes, I know.” The Matriarch sighed. “I helped see to it that you married Deltenya, as you wished, and that Breskaro would marry Metra rather than the sister of his deceased wife. I see now that I was wrong to deny the natural impulses between them and to intercede on your behalf.”

“I have ever since prayed daily for forgiveness, I have tried my best to atone, I have tried—”

“Silence your lying tongue.” She jabbed the staff in his direction. “General Magnos Togisi, you are hereby condemned.”

Stricken, he stuttered out: “P-Please, your excellency. I beg you. Give me a chance to redeem myself. I will retire upon completion of the crusade. But let me win this victory. Let me correct what I have wrought. Then I will go away to do my penance in shame.”

“That you shall, Magnos. But I was not finished stating your sentence. You are condemned. You have brought great evil upon us with your sin. We can defeat the Mûlkrans, I have no doubt. But how many more lives will we lose because of Breskaro’s return? How much blood will be shed? How difficult will it be to counter this evil that has brought him back? How many will see their great hero returned from the dead, having failed to reach Paradise out of his own sins and then doubt their faith?

“You will fix this, General Togisi. You will command the armies and lead them on the Fourth Crusade. You will see Breskaro destroyed. You will see this evil countered. You will do all this and then you shall resign your office and be exiled from this land.”

General Togisi knelt, trembling. “Exile?”

“Exiled to the Yundragos Plains in the far north. You will also forfeit to the Church all your holdings and wealth save what you can carry. If you should survive. We both know that Breskaro will come for you.” 

She looked to Ilsimia and Kedimius. “Sister Ilsimia, I know of no priestess of greater ability than yourself.”

“Thank you, your excellency,” she replied, blushing.

“You shall accompany General Togisi wherever he goes, along with High Priestess Blasidia of the Grand Order and eleven priestesses of her choice. I will give you crystal matrixes of great power to take with you. 

“Sir Kedimius Threnna, I hereby promote you from the rank of captain to that of colonel. You, Colonel Threnna, and a cohort of your choice will accompany and guard the priestesses. You will also be charged with seeing to it that General Togisi does as I have requested.”

“Yes, your excellency.”

“I apologize that you must accompany, advise, and aid a traitor and murderer. One who caused you personal harm. But we must work with what we have, and we have no commander better than General Togisi. We don’t know how powerful Breskaro and his allies might be. But if what they have done is any sign that—”

A Scarlet Guardsman and a priestess rushed into the chamber from a side entrance. A harried knight crusted with the grime of travel followed behind them.

The priestess knelt. “Your excellency, I only interrupt out of the utmost need to report to you. The matter is of great concern.”

“Go on then.”

The knight knelt and introduced himself. He gave General Togisi a nervous glance. 

“Your excellency, I apologize for interrupting you. I bring ill tidings to you and General Togisi. An attack took place at the Chapel of Blessed Night in Norvus. Thirty-two priestesses were murdered, by poison. Another was encountered on the road. She was dead but ... walking. I was part of a patrol. She ... She attacked us. Pulled a man from horseback and broke his arm before we were able to put her down. It took many blows before she stopped moving.”

“More of Breskaro’s work,” Kedimius said. “Norvus wasn’t far from Fortrenzi’s estate.”

“What have I to do with this?” Magnos asked, puzzled.

“General, sir, I am sorry, but your wife, Lady Deltenya ... She was found dead, sir. In the chapel.”

Togisi stumbled and collapsed. “H-how?”

“Sorcery, my lord. It could be nothing more. Her body was nothing but a dried and decayed husk. We identified her based on artifacts left behind and the witness of a servant who traveled there with her and then was dismissed to go home. There were implements of sorcery left there. We believe some of them were hers. They were marked with the emblem of her family.”

“You are both dismissed now,” said the Matriarch. “Report to me in an hour. Speak of this to no one. Soldier, have you spoken to anyone else?”

“No, your excellency. Colonel Vitus bade us to keep quiet about it. The townspeople know the priestesses were slain. They thought by poison, but the Colonel told them it was accidental, from some poorly identified mushrooms.”

The soldier and priestess departed. The Matriarch looked to Togisi with no sign of pity nor compassion. 

“Did Deltenya know you killed Breskaro?”

“She only found out recently,” Togisi replied in a whimper. “I told her in anger, during a spat, after Albiria died. It was right before Kedimius came to tell me Breskaro’s body was missing.”

“She was always obsessed by Breskaro and she was found with implements of sorcery belonging to her.”

His voice rose. “Are you accusing my wife of being a witch?”

“I warned you of her family’s history. And surely Breskaro needed help on this side to come back from the dead.”

“What family history?” Kedimius asked, but then he quickly added, “Sorry, your excellency..”

“Deltenya’s family roots trace far back into Mûlkra,” the Matriarch replied, offering no further information.

“But why,” Togisi muttered, beginning to sob. “Why would he kill Deltenya? He loved her. He married her sister. She raised Orisala until he married Metra. I don’t understand.”

“Breskaro is an evil being now,” the Matriarch replied, “and he would do anything to have vengeance on you. Regardless, it was your actions that brought all this about. And you will correct it. Now get on your feet.”

Togisi stood, shaking.

“The three of you will speak of this to no one. When Breskaro is known to be alive by the populace, we will tell them it is a demon that animates his corpse and pretends to be him. Go home, General Togisi, and see to your wife’s funeral. You two, accompany him. Take soldiers and priestesses with you in case Breskaro comes for him next rather than going to Mûlkra. Then rally the army to Norvus. I will see the crusade hastened. We will not wait for Spring as planned. We will march in Winter.”

“Winter?” Togisi murmured. “The cold, the snows...”

“The army will endure. Make it happen.”

The three of them bowed and departed. Once they were gone, the Matriarch slumped back into her throne. 

“Llia, I need to write several orders and proclamations. I also need to research several texts which you can retrieve for me. We can resume our talk after dinner.”

“We can wait until tomorrow, your excellency. You are tired.”

“We cannot wait. You must be prepared.”


Chapter 32




A week of hard riding put Breskaro and his companions near to the city of Mûlkra. They traveled through the Pass of Kerokar and made camp in an abandoned graveyard in the rough hills to the east of the city. The glow of Mûlkra’s oil lamps, lighting its brothels, towers, and inns, illuminated the horizon. 

“The city is still beautiful to me,” Harmulkot said into his mind. “I know what you think of me. That I am evil, callous, power hungry. But I am very much like you. I too would do whatever it takes to save that which I love. And I do love my people and my home.”

“And when you have saved your people, what then? Ambition will return and you’ll risk them as you did before, and ultimately, you’ll lose them.”

“This time it will be different. Time has softened me. I know now the true cost of power and ruling world requires more than anyone can pay. Even Vôl Ultharma could not rule for more than a thousand years.

“When we have won the day, Breskaro, what I want is a peaceful, thriving city. That is all that I ask for. As my champion, you and all those you choose shall be welcome here and shall be treated like kings, with the utmost respect. You may, if you wish, help me guide them through an age of prosperity.”

Breskaro had no interest in residing in Mûlkra or helping Harmulkot with her plans, beyond what he needed to save Orisala. Once she was saved ... Breskaro wasn’t sure what would happen to him then. He didn’t have a purpose beyond restoring Orisala’s health. He could spend time with her, but he was a corpse and she needed to have a prosperous, happy life. He could certainly maintain his distance and watch over her. He could guard her until she passed on from old age, keeping all harm away from her. And then ... 

And then...

He turned his mind to more practical matters. “Where we’re going, the dark alleys, I may need you to watch my back, to scout for me. How far can you get away from your qavra?”

“Twenty paces maybe.”

“If someone else wore your qavra, could you control them?”

“I can compel someone weak minded if they’re wearing it, yes. Why?”

“Once we take over the city, I’ll need you to appear separate from me. We need a priestess you can dominate. Or someone completely faithful. Then we use a seeming to make her look like you, so that the people will think you have returned in physical form.”

“Clever.”

Larekal and Chentius approached.

“Master,” said Larekal, “when we go into the city, what of your ... Valiants?”

The Rrakans were uncomfortable around the animated dead, though they had said nothing in complaint. Esha complained constantly about their smell but frequently told her master that bringing them back to life was a brilliant plan.

“The Valiants will remain in this graveyard and await further instruction. Only Amrasi will come with us.” The undead captain stepped forward to present himself when he heard his name. “When I give the word, he will return here to summon the rest of the Valiants. Chentius, you must keep watch here. Remember that the Valiants are but children mentally. They will obey your orders today, if necessary.”

Breskaro mounted one of the other horses, leaving Nightsoul, who was far too conspicuous, in the graveyard. “Larekal, Amrasi, let’s go. I have an old friend to visit.”




~~~




It was said that in Mûlkra, only its devious, six-legged cats lived well, for the vermin were so plentiful. But in truth, crime lords, thieves, whores, and slavers prospered, too. Once a gleaming and wondrous city, Mûlkra was now covered in grime. Centuries of decay had darkened her domed temples, her towering estates, and her twisting spires that kissed the clouds. High walls, solid but in disrepair, encircled the city. Statues of winged warriors with monstrous faces and forked-tongues loomed over her gates. Smoke hung over the city like a funeral shroud. Hovels and shanties piled against the walls outside the city. It was a slum that faded into a barren waste of land that had long ago been over-farmed and soaked in the blood of countless wars.

Every building within Mûlkra was a rotting husk of wondrous architectural design, from the city’s barrooms and warehouses to the four universities and the hundreds of smaller temples and shrines. In the center of the city loomed the jagged, twisting, many-spired sprawl of the High Temple of Harmulkot. 

Clogged sewers blanketed the city with the smell of waste and refuse. Vagabonds and vermin scuttled through streets and alleyways. Cutthroats plied their trade freely through most of the districts, especially the narrow ways between the oldest buildings where twilight reigned at noon and the bright sun never showed its face. 

The city’s ruling councillors were corrupt businessmen and crime lords who constantly warred with one another. Assassinations were common. Open rivalries often led to warfare in the streets. The Queen was weak and only interested in wealth, lovers, and opium.

It was into this that Breskaro, his Knights of the Dark, and Esha went, still disguised as a mercenary band, picking their way through a mass of refugees: those fleeing the city and those entering out of desperation, knowing that the Issalian crusade would tear through their land in a few months. Some were coming to the city hoping for food after another year of failed crops.

Breskaro paused and gazed around. She expects me to lead this rotting mass? I can’t save this. Why would I want to? I must have an alternate plan for healing Orisala when this fails.

“Mûlkra,” Breskaro declared with a sweep of his hand. “Looks even worse than the last time I was here, twelve years ago. The city was wretched then, and it looks like hell now.”

Esha stood in the saddle to get a better look over the crowds.

“We’ve got to save this?” she asked.

“Regretting that you came along, little one?”

“No,” she replied defiantly.

It was noon when Breskaro and Larekal entered a tavern called Your Worst Night. The others remained outside. Breskaro kept his hood up and maintained the glamour over his mask that made people think they were seeing an unremarkably average face. Only three men were drinking in the bar. The barmaid immediately went to the back. The barkeep moved his hand under the bar. 

Breskaro sat on a stool across from him. “I would like mead, red wine, another mead, and three more red wines. Eprosian, if you please. And a flagon of your darkest ale.”

The barkeep’s eyes bulged, then his calm demeanor returned. He leaned toward Breskaro. “I’ve not heard that phrase in five years,” he whispered, glancing at the three men drinking the far corner.

“I haven’t been here in more than that long.”

“If you’re a friend to the Lord Darkheart, you should know that he’s dead.”

“How long?”

“A year. And there’s a war amongst the Darkhearts to replace him. I don’t pick sides, my friend, in case you’re wondering. Never have. That’s why I’m still alive and working here.”

“What about Whum?”

“Alive and struggling for power against Yurisi. But there’s something strange afoot.”

“Is there anyone else here?”

“I just admitted eight brothers, not an hour ago. Members of Yurisi’s faction. Not sure what they’re doing here. But there’s something big going on.”

“I’ll get to the bottom of it then.”

The barkeep tugged his mustache. “I’m not sure I should let you.”

“Do you think you could stop me? I know what’s here and how to get below. I could have pushed my way through.”

The barkeep looked him up and down, paused to stare in his eyes, then shivered. 

“Thank you for the information.” Breskaro handed him three Issalian gold coins then whistled.

The barkeep weighed them in his hand with astonishment. 

The rest of the Knights of the Dark, Esha, and Amrasi entered the bar.

“I get the sense that it’s time for me to move on.”

“You should use that money to buy your way out of the city,” Breskaro told him, “and into some place better. The Issalians will be here in weeks rather than months. Much blood will be spilled even before then.”

The man nodded and called out that the bar was closed. The three men hustled out as soon as the Rrakans cleared the doorway. The barmaid strolled back in and dropped a tray in astonishment, seeing all the rough, armed men who had entered.

“Don’t worry about them, babe,” the barkeep told her.

He grabbed her by the ass, bent her back, and planted a big kiss on her lips. She was too stunned to kiss back. He flashed the gold coins and said, “Marry me.”

“What about your wife?”

“The shrew can have the bar and that spoiled little brat that I know ain’t mine. Do you like Eprosian wine? We could set up a bar there.”

“Is it enough gold?”

“I’ve got three more of these I’ve saved up.”

“Best to leave now, anyway,” Larekal said to her.

She smiled stupidly and kissed the barkeep. “Let’s go, then!” They ran off to pack their things.

“That was generous,” Perolo commented.

“He doesn’t recognize me now,” Breskaro replied, “but he saved my life last time I was here. I’ve paid my debt.” 

Breskaro led them to a back room and opened a secret panel that led to another room. There he triggered a hidden switch and lifted a floorboard that led to a passage of stairs. Breskaro warily moved down the stairway. At the bottom landing lay a guard in a puddle of blood. The door beyond was shut.

Breskaro cast the spell of detecting presences and discovered seven men ahead with mindsets of violence. 

“Brace yourselves,” he said to Esha and the Rrakans. “Harmulkot, come forth.”

The ghost of the goddess billowed like smoke from the qavra. Seeing her glowing eyes and ghostly visage, several of the Rrakans gasped in surprise. Nearly all of them stepped back. Breskaro eyed Esha who showed no response but to purse her lips and narrow her eyes. Breskaro wasn’t sure why he trusted this girl. Something about her was wrong.

“Scout, please,” Breskaro told the goddess.

“I do not appreciate your commanding tone,” Harmulkot replied.

She drifted into the wall, was gone a minute, then reappeared.

“Fifteen men are dead within. Judging by what I heard within, they’re not of the faction you wish to ally with. They spoke of taking out the Darkheart’s son.”

“We’re going in,” Breskaro said. “I want at least one alive for questioning.” He pointed toward the bar. “Esha, Chentius, Perolo. Go upstairs and watch our backs.”

Harmulkot faded back into the qavra. Breskaro drew his sword, nodded to his knights and Amrasi, then charged into the room.

The first man never turned around in time. Breskaro’s sword hacked deep into his neck, nearly striking the head from his shoulders. Breskaro disemboweled a second one before the Rrakans rushed past him. They made quick work of the unprepared assassins. 

Breskaro caught a man for interrogation. Amrasi pinned the man to the brick wall. Breskaro used the spell of compelling obedience.

“When did the Lord Darkheart die?”

“Three years ago.”

“Where’s Whum? Does he lead the guild now?”

“He’s been trying to consolidate his power. There’s a war on. Three factions, but he took one out last week.”

Breskaro pressed his sword against the assassin’s throat. “Which faction are you in?”

“I’m a follower of Yurisi. He’s the rival Darkheart leader. The old Darkheart’s third man.”

Through his unlikely friend Whum, Breskaro had met the Lord Darkheart and some of the operatives.

“Where is Yurisi?”

“They just went after Whum. Set a trap with the pretense of a truce.”

“Whum wouldn’t buy it.”

“Doesn’t matter. He has to go to save face. Thinks he’s got the edge in numbers, but Yurisi’s got support from the Council. Some guardsmen will be there. Whum won’t stand a chance.”

“The Council? Why?”

“Some on the Council want to surrender the city to the Issalians.”

“Where are they meeting?”

“Warehouse on the corner of Jiggle Street and the Divine Way.”

“When?”

“Now. It’s going down now. We came to take out the men he’d left behind here. Wanted to take them all out.”

Breskaro stabbed the man through the throat. He fell gurgling blood. 

Whum had caused the old Breskaro much heartache. How could he be friends with an infidel? With a sinner and worshiper of Harmulkot? And a thief and assassin at that. And yet friends they had been after Whum saved his life and helped him on a quest. Penances, prayers, guilt, all because of a friend. Now to Breskaro it seemed pointless and stupid. The value of a friend should have been more important than any of the Church’s teachings.

“Amrasi, go get the Valiants. Quickly.” He explained to the undead warrior how to get to Jiggle Street and Amrasi took off running.




~~~




Breskaro, Esha and the Rrakans tore through the city until they reached Jiggle Street. Breskaro took one step out of the alley they’d come down then darted back. 

“Esha, step out and look down the street. Tell me what you see. But act casual. Be a street urchin.”

Esha nodded and strolled out across the street and slumped down against a wall. After a minute, she glanced down the street. She buried her head between her knees for another minute. Then she returned to alley, moving with disinterest.

“Good job,” Breskaro told her. “What’d you see? How many of them?”

“Fifty or so men wearing city guard uniforms. About a dozen rough-looking men were leading them.”

“We’re too late to warn them,” Breskaro said. “The numbers inside will be even. That’s how they do these meetings. They’ll be outnumbered by at least fifty.”

“Doesn’t look good, master,” said Larekal. “Is it worth it?”

Breskaro brooded for a moment. “Yes,” he said at last. “We have to eliminate the ones who want to let the Issalians in. Whum owes me a debt and his underworld contacts are important. Plus, this will give us a chance to get rid of all the cowards on the Council.”

“So what do we do? We can’t offset fifty men.”

“See the alley nearest the warehouse? Go there now. As soon as those guardsmen burst into the building, I want all of you to open fire with your crossbows. Attack, but keep your distance. Don’t engage them. Wait for Amrasi to arrive.”

“You think he’ll get here in time?”

“No. But what choice do we have?”

“Where will you be?”

“I’m going to enter from the rear of the building and see if I can get Whum and his men out of there. Esha, you’re coming with me. I want you to cover my back.”


Chapter 33




Men shouted beyond the wall. Blades were drawn. 

Esha took position on top of a crate and kept watch on this little used backstreet. Breskaro tested the door at the back of the warehouse. It was chained shut. Elbows bent, he held his hands in front of him and chanted the spell of the maddened ram. 

A creature composed of energy and in the shape of a savage-looking ram appeared just beyond his hands. Breskaro extended his elbows and thrust his hands forward. The creature charged ahead, lowered its horns, and shattered the door and a large section of wall surrounding it. The chains tore free. The creature disappeared in the ensuing cloud of dust and debris.

Breskaro stepped through into a warehouse in which two sides had been facing-off, weapons drawn. Breskaro spotted Whum in his dark crimson armor and night-blue cloak. He and his men were on the other side of the warehouse. Positioned by Yurisi so they’d be stuck in a vise when the guardsmen arrived.

Two dozen astonished eyes were locked onto Breskaro.

“Yurisi?” Breskaro asked, staring at a man with a powerful frame and a large gut, who had a battle-axe in one hand and a smaller hand-axe in the other.

“What — What of it?” the man asked fearfully.

“Just didn’t want to kill the wrong man.”

Breskaro unleashed the spell of Torment’s flames, targeting Yurisi and the three men closest to him. The three thugs fell to their knees, dropped their weapons, and grasped at their chests as the spiritual fire tore through their insides. In a moment, they were dead. Yurisi staggered then shook it off, with a painful grimace. His willpower was strong enough to resist it.

“Get that man!” Yurisi yelled, though motes of fear danced in his eyes.

Breskaro drew his sword and yelled. “Whum! It’s a trap! There are guardsmen outside who’re allied with Yurisi! Fight your way to me and let’s get out of here.”

Breskaro broke into a full run and lunged forward. 

Yurisi deflected the sword-stroke with his battle-axe and chopped with his smaller hand-axe. Breskaro twisted away from the strike and then sliced an ear from Yurisi’s head.

Whum didn’t care who it was that had warned him. He and his men went into action immediately. Still stunned by the attack, Yurisi’s men lurched into action slowly. 

Breskaro drove Yurisi back. The man snarled and raised his axe for a renewed attack, but then a sword jabbed out through his chest and he fell.

Whum drew his sword free and glanced quickly into Breskaro’s eyes before Breskaro surged forward and struck down one of Yurisi’s men. Whum’s Darkhearts won through to the other side right as the city guardsmen poured into the entrance.

The opening Breskaro had punched through the wall was the width of three men. Out through this Whum’s men poured, while Breskaro and Whum held back the assassins. 

“Shouldn’t we go?” Whum asked.

“And let them escape?” Breskaro replied. “I don’t think so.”

“You’re a madman if you think we can beat them.”

The guardsmen charged into the warehouse, though a few staggered in, having crossbow bolts sticking out from them.

“Who’s attacking them?” Whum asked.

“I have a few men on the outside with crossbows,” said Breskaro as he stabbed a rebel Darkheart in the chest.

Standing beside him in the hole in the wall, Whum deflected a sword slash. “I know your voice.”

“As you should, old friend. I have risen from the dead.”

Whum glanced into those sickly viridian eyes, looked to the qavra that dangled from Breskaro’s neck, scanned the funeral mask, and went back to parrying sword strikes and countering. 

“Breskaro?”

“Yes.”

“Can you prove it?” he asked Breskaro.

“You saved my life years ago while I was on a quest and you were on a mission to assassinate a merchant in Takaraka. I later returned the favor. After that you adventured with me and my squire Kedimius several times. We were companions then.”

“Any demon could know that,” said Whum. “Though I don’t mind the aid of demon right now.”

“We were on the Mountain of Pain with Kedimius. He vowed he would always protect my daughter, Orisala. And I told you, and you alone, of my greatest sin and you laughed at me for an hour and mocked me for days.”

“Breskaro!” Whum skewered a man through the eye. “How have you managed to come back? Shouldn’t you be in Paradise?”

“I should be.”

“How many men do you have back there?”

“Twelve.”

“Not enough. We can’t hold this doorway forever. We’ll tire out eventually.”

Breskaro’s blade clove through a guardsman’s skull. “I have more men coming to my aid. We must only hold out for them. And I don’t tire easily.”

“Well, you are a lot faster and stronger than I remember. Frankly, that’s scary.”

“Undead strength and magic.”

The guards stopped rushing them and peeled back. Five crossbow bolts zipped toward them. Breskaro stepped in front of Whum and was struck twice, one bolt in his shoulder and one in his left leg. A third bolt went by him and grazed Whum across his cheek. 

“Are you mad? We’ve gotta pull back.” Whum grabbed Breskaro and drug him backward before another volley of crossbow bolts found him.

Breskaro pulled the bolts free. “No, I am unharmed.”

Whum shook his head. “I don’t know—”

“Master Whum!” cried one of the thieves. “Soldiers!”

A dozen riders were tearing down the alleyway in dark cloaks and tattered armor. Breskaro had thought that bringing in all eighty at once would draw too much attention.

“Run!” Whum cried, but Breskaro stopped him. 

“Wait! These are my men.”

A volley of bolts fired through the empty doorway.

“By all the dirty gods, are those Valiants?” Whum asked.

“They are. Risen from the dead as well. I have more outside the city.”

As the Valiants stopped, three of the horses collapsed from exhaustion. One was dead before he struck the ground. 

“Sergeant Ovikian,” Breskaro said as the lead Valiant dismounted. “The enemy lies within. Take your men inside and slaughter everyone you find who is not a Knight of the Dark or a Valiant.”

“Yes, master.”

Sergeant Ovikian limped into the doorway, was struck by three crossbow bolts, and continued to limp forward. The other soldiers began to file in after him. Screams followed, bloody terrible screams. There followed desperate cries for mercy, prayers to deities who were hearing these voices for the first time ever, if they heard them at all. 

No mercy was given.

“What do you intend to do here? I’m grateful for being saved, but...”

Breskaro looked to the Darkhearts in the alley, men who were frightened enough to flee yet too frightened to try. They were stunned and overwhelmed. Attacked and then saved by undead warriors.

“You men, are you loyal to Whum?”

They nodded their heads.

“Know that your brethren tried to sell you out to members of the City Council who wish to surrender to the Issalians. They believe they will be safer plying their trade regardless of who rules. This will not be the case.”

“What are you playing at?” Whum said.

“Old friend, I’m going to take over this city in the name of Harmulkot. And I’m going to defend this city from the Issalians who betrayed me. I will fight them to the death.”

“Why?”

“In death Seshalla abandoned me. But Harmulkot brought me back. If I should win out, she will save Orisala from the miserable existence she has been condemned to.”

“Orisala,” Whum murmured.

“I would do anything for her.”

“I know this.”

“Are you with me?”

Whum looked him in the eyes. “You’re not a demon?”

“I might as well be.”

“But you are still Breskaro Varenni?”

“I am.”

“I find myself believing you. Gods, man. Dear gods.”

“What of it, men?” Breskaro said, but they didn’t respond.

“You ask much of them, Breskaro. These aren’t soldiers. You’re scary as hell, and even with your Valiants, undead as they may be, a city’s not easy to take.”

“Harmulkot, come forth.” 

The ghost of Harmulkot billowed out from the qavra. There were shrieks among the thieves but none moved, for she looked as the goddess looked in all her depictions within the city: paintings, reliefs, statues — her form was everywhere, especially in the Darkhearts’ headquarters and the secret shrine where they had all taken their oaths as thieves and assassins. Their ancient order had been created by Harmulkot to maintain a healthy and yet controlled level of chaos in her realm.

“I am your goddess,” said Harmulkot. “This I can prove to you all.” She made then gestures with her hands and spoke words that sounded like nonsense to Breskaro. Her eyes flashed. And then the eyes of those who looked upon her flashed as well.

All of the Darkhearts, Whum included, knelt and bowed before her.

“Madam Harmulkot,” said Whum sincerely, “we are at your service.”

“Then you shall rise, my loyal followers, my Guild of Darkhearts. You shall be restored to your rightful place of respect. You have not forgotten me, and in turn, I shall not forget you. Our covenant is renewed.”

She held her hands out. “Help me retake this city from those who do not believe in me. You will not do this as soldiers. That is not who you are. We have the Valiants for that. You will do what you do best. You will assassinate those leaders not loyal to us. You will follow Breskaro’s orders, for he is my champion.”

“We have to move swiftly,” Breskaro said. “The council members will soon know that the guards have been slaughtered.”

“In that case,” said Whum, “we must know which ones are traitors. I can guess many but I am certain of few.”

Breskaro headed into the warehouse. “I can extract that information. Detail your men, Whum. If you need assistance from my Valiants, they’re at your service, though they are crude creatures and not able to think for themselves.”

Breskaro emerged a half-hour later with a list of names scrawled onto a sheet of parchment. Only four Darkhearts remained with Whum. He had already dispatched the others on various tasks. No one else in the city had yet discovered what happened. When fights occurred in Mûlkra, people nearby hid until the coast was well clear.

“Here are those which must be killed,” Breskaro said.

“How’d you get the names?”

Breskaro held out blood-soaked hands. “Do you really wish to know?”

Whum shook his head. “Getting to all of them won’t be easy, but we can do it.” Whum’s eyes grew wide as he glanced within the warehouse. “Why are the guardsmen rising to their feet?”

“I’ve animated their bodies. Their souls are departed. They are my undead warriors now, as are the Valiants. My army of the dead.”

“Surely we can stop the Issalian crusade with such help.”

“Don’t be so certain. These minions are dumb and limited in number. And the magic could fail. But they are our best asset, one we must keep out of sight for now.”

Esha bobbed up. “Larekal replaced me on the watch with Chentius, master.” She half-bowed before Whum. “I’m Esha. Master’s shield-maiden.”

Whum returned the bow and eyed Breskaro. “A child is your shield-maiden?”

“I’ll explain later.”

A soldier came walking down the alleyway.

“Captain Amrasi!” Breskaro exclaimed. “Why are you late?”

“I rode my horse to death when you told me to get to the Valiants fast, master.”

“Why didn’t you not take another soldier’s horse and lead them? You are the leader. It would be best for you to stay with them, instead of another knight.”

He looked confused then shook his head. “I don’t know, master.”

“See,” Breskaro said to Whum. “They can take many wounds but they can’t think. Captain, clean the mess up within and hide there with the rest of the Valiants. You will have to stable your horses in there as well. It wouldn’t be good for you to be seen too much in the streets. Did you meet resistance at the city gates?” he asked Amrasi and another Valiant.

“We were observed,” the other Valiant said. “But they didn’t do anything.”

“This city is pathetic. If the Issalians were here already they could take it easily. Whum, do you need assistance?”

“No, my men can handle it.”

“See that it’s done, then.”


Chapter 34




Magnos Togisi dismissed the priestess as soon as Deltenya’s pyre was lit. No one else was there. He had forbade the servants from attending.

“I don’t blame Breskaro,” he muttered, his voice inaudible over the roar of the flames. “Not anymore. He fell prey to your charms. We were both under your spell. I could see it no more than he could. And I don’t blame him for killing you when you brought him back. It’s what you deserved.”

Magnos clenched his fists. “I will right all this. After the Crusade is over I shall use my exile to quest for the Sacred Stone of Elthea, the one Breskaro talked about but never got the chance to do because of the Third Crusade, because of his death ... because of me ... I will seek out the stone in my exile. I will finish his work. 

“But first I will see that the evil and hatred that animates him is expelled. So that his soul can travel on to Paradise. I will see us both through to redemption. This I promise.”

He watched the pyre burn to the ground, as he had with Albiria. But he shed no tears this time. 

As the last embers flickered out, Magnos joined a somber feast of remembrance, attended by the castle staff, Kedimius, and Ilsimia. Deltenya had no living relatives left. And Magnos’ relatives would not have attended the funeral, for rumors were already spreading that Deltenya had been a witch.

The meal passed in silence. The servants filtered out. They served him coldly now. A witch she may have been, but the staff had loved Lady Deltenya. They had never cared much for their lord. They left bread, cheese, and wine on the table and departed.

He stared into his wine cup.

I’m a wretch. No friends. No family. My allies hate me. Even my servants. The Matriarch has condemned me. I am nothing.

After long minutes of silence with the servants gone but with Ilsimia and Kedimius still there, he looked up and said to Kedimius: 

“Well, out with it. Tell me what’s on your mind.”

“Breskaro loved you,” Kedimius said coldly.

“I know that.” 

Kedimius didn’t respond.

“You have no more to say?”

“Nothing that hasn’t been said already.”

“We were both misled by a witch. You have no idea what she did to us.”

“The problem was only you, General. Lady Deltenya was a witch? Fine, but she was always kind to me and exceedingly good to Orisala. I thought you were a good man, we all did, but you’re a monster.” Kedimius picked up a knife and turned it in his hands. “I would kill you for Breskaro’s sake, but we must fix this together, you and I. Breskaro is what he is because of you. He has turned his back on Seshalla, because of you. I will help you finish the crusade. But if he doesn’t kill you, then when all of this is finished I will.”

Ilsimia put a hand on Kedimius’ shoulder. “Ked, be calm—”

He shook her hand off his shoulder. “I vow this tonight, General. I shall see you slain on the field of battle by Breskaro’s hand or mine.”

Magnos threw out his hands and shrugged. “When we are finished with this crusade, do as you wish. I won’t stop you.”

With that Magnos rose from his seat and went up into his empty chambers to sleep with his nightmares. There were four guards and two priestesses, crystal matrixes in hand, outside his door. 

“Come for me, old friend,” he whispered into the night. “Let us end it now.”

Breskaro didn’t come.


Chapter 35




Kedimius stared out the window into a night lit by a bright, nearly full Avida. Ilsimia had bathed, recited her prayers, and brushed her hair.

“Come to bed,” she told him.

“What must it have been like for him?” Kedimius said. “In the Shadowland? Wandering, waiting for a chance to come back for revenge. How could the Goddess have forsaken him?”

“We cannot know what sins Breskaro had in his heart. Like Togisi, maybe he wasn’t the man we all thought him to be.”

His eyes narrowed but he let her comment pass, this time. 

“I disappointed him. He said I’d failed him, and Orisala. You can’t understand how that makes me feel. I tried all my life to live up to his expectations. He was a father and a hero to me. Now ... He’s broken, demented. He can’t see the evil he does. Our old friend Whum was one of Mûlkra’s Darkhearts. A criminal who worshiped a false goddess, but despite that, he wasn’t evil, just misguided. Breskaro has crossed that line.”

“I think, perhaps, you underestimate the sins of your old comrade,” she said, with the worried tone she always used when he talked of his old adventures with Breskaro and Whum.

“You didn’t know him, Mia. Whum saved our lives and was loyal beyond measure to those he deemed his friends. Without him, the Spear of the Eternal Sun would never have been returned to Issaly.”

“Be that as it may,” she replied, “you have to remember that this is not the Breskaro of your past who’s disappointed in you, Ked. It’s this monster. Their origin may be the same, but they are not the same person. You must divorce them in your mind. We have a job to do and we must be strong in our faith if we are to succeed.”

“Are we really noble?”

“Ked! What — What are you saying?”

“What Togisi did was awful and it makes me wonder ... If the Matriarch still feels that he is the best we have to offer, is still willing to have him lead Seshalla’s army, how pure and just are our intentions?”

“Our cause is always just.”

“I thought we were making the world a better place. I know bad things happen. There’s rape and pillage in war, though we try to control it. I know good people die on the other side, fighting for what they believe is right, mistaken as they are. But are we truly bringing about a better world for future generations?”

“We are making the world a better place,” Ilsimia said. “We are. There’s more evil out there than you realize. You’ve seen too much of war, and now facing your old mentor like this ... Be strong in your faith. Unless we stamp out the remnants of the old sorceries, wherever they may be, we cannot perfect humanity and we cannot prevent atrocities like Breskaro’s return.”

“I wonder though,” Kedimius muttered. “I wonder. Breskaro was our greatest champion. Togisi our greatest general. Next I will learn that the Matriarch herself is corrupt. That Seshalla does not smile upon us. Maybe she doesn’t exist at all. She wasn’t there for Breskaro.”

Biting her lip and frowning, Ilsimia crossed the room. She ran her hands along his shoulders. “Do not say such blasphemous things, my love. Do not doubt. This is how evil gets to you. It creeps into your mind and uses your fears and sadness against you. Be strong against it.”

“I feel lost,” he said.

“You have me. Kedimius, if you can get past all this ... When it’s all over, you will be stronger for it. Then you can become the man Seshalla wants you to be.”

He turned and looked into her pleading eyes. “I do have you,” he said, trying to smile. “I haven’t forgotten that.” He kissed her meekly. 

“Let me ease your pain. I can distract you for awhile with an old and sacred magic.”

“What magic is that?”

“The power of love which the Goddess gave to us.”


Chapter 36




High Priestess Aleui finished the midnight ritual in the temple. Only a handful of dedicated worshipers were present. Usually the high priestess was an experienced matron. Not Aleui. At thirty-one, she had earned the position through charisma, manipulation, and a pure talent for precise rituals and potent spell-casting. She was fanatically devoted to Harmulkot and had been ever since she was a small child who could never sleep at night, a child with a mind filled with poems and strange ideas. She had the essential look of a priestess of Harmulkot: tall, wispy, and moon pale. Her eyes were a deep blue, her cheekbones high, her lips crimson. Her black hair was cut down to mere stubble. 

Aleui went to the inner sanctum and prayed before a statue of the goddess. She prayed for the people of Mûlkra, for salvation from the crusaders of Seshalla who would come in the Spring. She said the same prayer four times every day.

“I will stand against them and die if I must, my Lady. I would see them stopped and your glory returned. I am doing what I can to turn lip-service back to devotion, but your city is diseased, your people’s spirit diminished. If only you could return to us, my Lady.”

“I am here, Aleui,” said a rich voice from behind the statue. “I have returned. And I will save my city.”

Aleui stumbled back, tripped, and fell.

A shadow hovered in front of the statue, matching it perfectly. Then Harmulkot, as a ghost, moved forward.

“Your prayers, my high priestess, are answered.”

Aleui gathered her composure and stood tall, her head held high. “If you are who you claim to be, you will know those signs that must be given.”

Harmulkot smiled warmly. “You were well chosen.”

Harmulkot uttered words in the language belonging only to her priesthood. She made signs with her hands, signs imprinted in the brain of Aleui during her initiation years ago. 

Aleui nodded. “Now the Deathly Image, my lady.”

A foot-tall, bronze statuette of Harmulkot sat on a pedestal in the corner. It was unpolished and covered in dust and patina, for no one could touch it without dying, save for Harmulkot herself. The pedestal with the statuette on it was carried out in public yearly and tested on a criminal.

“I am a ghost, Aleui. I do not have my true form again. Not yet. My hand will pass through it.”

“If you bless me,” said Aleui, “I will be able to touch it and survive.”

“Are you prepared to risk that?”

“I would risk anything to see our city’s faith in you restored.”

Harmulkot hovered near her and said, “I bless you, Aleui, and proclaim you to be my high priestess in good faith and measure. You may touch the statue.”

Bravely, Aleui grasped the Deathly Image and lifted it from the pedestal.

She didn’t die. 

Tears streamed from her eyes as she caressed the statuette in her hands. She knelt before Harmulkot. 

“My Lady, my Goddess, thank you! You have returned. We are saved!”

“I was never all powerful, Aleui. And I have far less than I once did because so few have faith in me. And as you can see, I am still cursed, for I can bear no physical form.”

“But you can inspire the people and lead us. You can aid our Queen, your descendant. She needs bravery and wisdom.”

“This Queen is an impostor,” said Harmulkot. “No one with my blood has sat upon that throne in centuries. Besides, I cannot give wisdom to a stone nor bravery to a weasel.”

“Then what shall we do? Will you become the Queen again and rule as a ghost? Will the people understand?”

“You and I shall rule this city together, Aleui. And my champion will lead our army.”

Breskaro stepped into the inner sanctum. 

“I present to you Sir Breskaro Varenni, risen from the dead to fight for us against his former people. He is our champion. He brought my qavra here. A qavra that shall now be borne by you, Aleui.”

Breskaro held out Harmulkot’s qavra. “Come Aleui, take this qavra. You will bear the magic and form of your goddess. You will take her counsel directly to the people.”

“What of my qavra?” said Aleui, fingering the emerald stone that hung by a silver chain from her neck, the only one she had ever worn.

“I will take yours,” Breskaro said.

Harmulkot touched the emerald stone with ghostly fingertips. “Vadagaras the Serpent.” Her voice turned oddly praiseful, her eyes distant, as if she stared into the past. “You will like his qavra, Breskaro. He was treacherous and cunning. His qavra lends itself well to magics of stealth and deceit. He was a superb tactician, too. And his qavra is still nearly as strong as my own.” 

They exchanged stones. With tears in her eyes and bewildered smile on her face, Aleui took Harmulkot’s dark amethyst stone. Breskaro hung the emerald qavra around his neck. The wire basket holding the qavra was a silver net of intertwined serpents. 

“Did he mean something to you, this Vadagaras?”

“He was my lover once. Before his will failed.”

With shaking hands Aleui hung Harmulkot’s qavra from her neck and ran her fingers tentatively along the thin chain. Her eyes were alight with awe.

Breskaro left the inner sanctum and walked out into the attached courtyard which only those allowed in the inner sanctum could access. Aleui followed.  

“What of the Queen?” 

“I will see to that,” Breskaro said.

Breskaro chanted the spell of the wings of a bat and leathery wings sprouted from his back. He followed with the spell of personal obscuration and the spell of silence.

“Such sorcery!” Aleui exclaimed. 

Breskaro smirked. “This is dangerous magic, difficult to wield even under the best circumstances, and I can’t maintain it for long without collapsing. But I think a show of force is worth the risk in this situation.”

“No, you don’t understand. I have studied all my life and can’t come close to what you just did … not under any circumstances. And your incantations, they’re not the ones I use. They’re simpler. It’s almost as if — Oh. You must be Qaiar Zindari.”

“I’m not descended from the Qaiar.”

“Actually,” said Harmulkot, “though the bloodline is weak, you are descended from Qaiar. Just as Deltenya and Adelenia were. I can sense it in you.”

“Why didn’t you tell me?”

“I assumed Nalsyrra had when she gave you the grimoire of a Qaiar Zindari. A normal human would have to adapt those spells and use extended castings. I think you can manage them because magic comes more naturally to you because of your heart.”

“It’s of no matter to me,” Breskaro said. “Now, I must go before my spell wears thin and fails me in flight.”

With that he flew away, leaving behind the smiling ghost of Harmulkot and her awe-filled and delighted high priestess.


Chapter 37




Fourteen councilors of Mûlkra sat around a table in a meeting chamber. Only Queen Marisan and High Priestess Aleui ranked above them. They were pensive. Rumors of deaths among their number had circulated. Then they were brought here by strange, shrouded soldiers who had showed up on their doorsteps with an invitation they couldn’t refuse. They were frightened but given assurances by a foreigner named Larekal that those eliminated were enemies to the city. 

Breskaro threw open the door and marched into the chamber with Whum following in his wake. The councilors nearly fled upon seeing Breskaro in his funeral mask with his sparking emerald eyes.

“Why have you brought us here?” demanded Chief Councilor Arkiss. “And what’s going on out there?”

“A new regime is taking charge,” said Breskaro. “That’s what’s going on.”

“By whose authority?” Arkiss said.

“Mine,” said a ghostly figure emerging from the shadows.

Chairs were knocked over as the councilors jumped from their seats and backed up against the wall. The ghost of Harmulkot moved toward them. Well they knew what she looked like. Her image was everywhere in Mûlkra. Yet they didn’t believe this was anything more than a trick. 

High Priestess Aleui entered the chamber. “It is Harmulkot,” she said.

“The goddess was banished from the city,” said Councilor Pepri. “She was cursed.”

“The curse is broken in part,” said Harmulkot. “I can emerge as a ghost from my qavra, but I cannot take physical form again. Not yet. So Aleui shall carry me forth.”

“Behold!” cried Aleui as she lifted the Deathly Image.

The Deathly Image was sacred and its power could be felt by anyone in its presence. Its purpose was to confirm, in Harmulkot’s absence, the identity of anyone who claimed to be a chosen one of the Goddess, or to confirm Harmulkot herself, since she had made the artifact after a rival infiltrated the city and impersonated her. Anyone who lived in the city was subtly attuned to the artifact’s energies.

The councillors bowed before Harmulkot. 

“Rise, councilors, we have much to discuss.”

“What of Queen Marisan?” asked Chief Councilor Arkiss.

“She will be publicly disposed,” said Harmulkot. “She is a traitor. And she is not of my bloodline.”

“She was gathering treasure,” Breskaro told them, “and planning to make her escape just before the city came under siege.”

“You know this for certain?” Arkiss asked.

The eyes stared coldly out from the funeral mask. “She told me as much when I forced her to talk.”

Arkiss shuddered. “Who is this man?”

“This man,” said Harmulkot, “is my champion: Sir Breskaro Varenni, returned from the dead to oppose his old faith and serve me. He has all the cunning he had of old and now knows powerful sorceries. He will lead our armies and demoralize the enemy.”

The councilors gasped and whispered among themselves.

“We need your support amongst the populace when we announce our plan. Aleui is calling for a gathering before the High Temple tomorrow. Be there and support our cause.”

“Do we have hope now of withstanding the Issalians come Spring?” asked Councilor Pepri.

“Hope?” asked Breskaro. “Yes. You have hope, but little more than that. And they will not come in Spring, they will come in Winter.”

“Then what point to all of this? We can’t be ready to face them in less than two months.”

“The point is survival,” replied Breskaro.

“But you said we have little hope.”

“Before I arrived, councilor, you had no hope at all. Now you at least have a little.”




~~~




A weedy commons the length and width of four city blocks faced the High Temple of Harmulkot. To either side of this commons were broad streets normally congested with merchant stalls but today cleared and patrolled by the newly reorganized military. 

Breskaro and Aleui, along with the Mûlkra’s top officer General Hugisen, had culled traitorous officers from the army and the city guard, also getting rid of those lacking in skill who had bought their way into commands. The remaining were pleased to see their ineffective Queen removed from power and to have a proven champion to lead them in battle. 

In Mûlkra people could trust a man returned from the dead and animated by sorcery. It was their peculiar perversity that such things that would horrify others did not much affect them. A few moments of surprise would always be followed by logical acceptance. 

By design, rumors had spread during the previous night, rumors of the Queen abdicating, of the Goddess returned, of hope against the crusaders. All across the city throughout the morning, heralds had proclaimed a royal announcement at the temple. So tens of thousands had gathered by midmorning, filling the commons and the streets. They had, for the first time in many years, a glimmer of hope lighting their faces.

Drums boomed and horns blared. High Priestess Aleui emerged from the temple and walked out to the edge of the thousand-and-one steps that led up to the temple. Through the use of the spell of thundering voice, everyone could hear her.

“People of Mûlkra! Hope is restored. Our Goddess has returned to us! Behold!”

With that, Aleui lifted the patina-covered statuette of Harmulkot and held it so that all could see. There were murmurs and shouts, shrieks of ecstasy and proclamations of doubt.

“By the ancient pact that flows in your veins as citizens of Mûlkra, you shall know what I say is true. Harmulkot is with us again and she resides in me!”

At that moment, Harmulkot ghosted over Aleui completely. Along with a well-placed spell of seeming this gave the perfect impression that Aleui had become Harmulkot.

“Citizens of Mûlkra,” declared Harmulkot. “I, your Goddess of the Blessed Night, have returned! Long have I been banished and held from you by foul sorceries. No longer! In your hour of greatest need, I have returned!”

A roar went up from the crowd such that the walls of the city shook and dust fell from the roofs of houses. Children wailed and dogs howled.

“You have hope again!”

“Hope! Hope! Hope!” the people cried.

“Queen Marisan,” announced Harmulkot, “is not my ancestor. She is a charlatan and a traitor!”

Queen Marisan was brought out before them and Aleui-Harmulkot took the statuette to her. Queen Marisan moved hesitantly, but she had no choice. One execution would be as good as another. She reached out a shaking hand and placed it on the statuette. Darkfire blazed and she was reduced to ashes. Everyone in the crowd was stunned into silence. All of them had seen criminals killed in this way by being forced to touch the statuette when it was carried out here on a pedestal, to these very steps. 

Suddenly a tremendous boom beneath the earth shook the temple, the commons, and much of the city. 

“Not now,” Harmulkot murmured. 

“Are we safe?” Aleui whispered.

“In addition to the curse binding me, there was a safeguard of some sort to prevent me from taking back the city should I escape my imprisonment,” Harmulkot said into Aleui’s mind. “I had hoped time had erased it. I had hoped the people had forgotten. Regardless, it is a risk we must endure.”

People began to look fearful. Some screamed as the earth continued to rumble.

“It’s the curse!” one man shouted. Then a woman took up the refrain. Then several in unison. One after another they began to panic about the curse. Darkhearts, moving through the crowd, identified many of those who cried out, intending to permanently silence them later.

The rumble ceased. 

“Citizens!” Harmulkot shouted. “This is not the curse intended to keep me from you. This is but an earthquake.”

“What if it is?!” shouted someone.

“If it is, then it will destroy us as surely as the Issalians. You can cast me out if you like, but without me, you have no hope. With me you do! 

“Using tremendous magics, I have brought forth a champion to lead you to victory, one more than fit to wage war against the Issalians for he was their mightiest warrior. I have brought the greatest knight of our age back to life. General Breskaro Varenni, who rides with his Undying Valiants!”

Trumpets blared behind the commons and people wheeled to see Breskaro Varenni riding at the lead of his Valiants, the ancient banner of that order of knights fluttering in the wind and carried by Captain Amrasi. Following the eighty Valiants were Breskaro’s twelve Knights of the Dark in their motley uniforms. Riding directly behind Breskaro was Esha, dressed in lacquered leather armor as a shield-maiden would have been in the days when Harmulkot had sat on the throne. The gear had been recovered from the palace vault and fitted to Esha as best as possible. The great wooden shield on her back was rimmed in iron and was unadorned. Her blonde hair and golden eyes shimmered in the morning light. A crimson cloak hung from her shoulders. 

The crowed parted for them and Breskaro rode up to the base of the steps. His knights formed into ranks. Batwings sprung from his back. As the crowed looked on in silent amazement, he flew up and landed beside Harmulkot. He turned and the wings disappeared.

“Our champion!” Harmulkot shouted and the people roared.

“People of Mûlkra!” said Breskaro, “I am here to fight for you. Your enemies are my enemies! I was betrayed by the Issalians, slain on the Plains of Brekka, and restored from the Shadowland by Lady Harmulkot. 

“I know the tactics of your enemy. I know what’s in their hearts. If this city falls they will put men, women, and children to the sword. But if we stand together and fight them, we can win! I pledge myself to you.” He turned and knelt before Harmulkot. “I pledge myself to your goddess, my goddess, Harmulkot.”

Who thinks she has me wrapped in her chains.

“Go now and make ready for war!” Harmulkot declared. “Ration your food. Sharpen your weapons. Enlist! Be brave. Be strong. Together we will endure!”


Chapter 38




News of the massacre at the Mausoleum of the Valiants had spread fast. Nothing could stop that. And too many who had fled Iori heard Breskaro screaming out who he was. Rumors of Breskaro returning from the dead circulated throughout the cities. 

The Matriarch gave a speech in response, with heralds moving to all the major towns and villages in the Issalian Empire to repeat what she said: That a demon summoned by the Mûlkrans had animated the body of Breskaro Varenni, that they intended this to strike fear into the hearts of all Issalians, whom they thought would cower because of this. Instead, the Matriarch urged the populace toward holy vengeance upon the Mûlkrans for this atrocity. 

Enraged, the populace had moved with fervor to join the ranks, or to support them with offerings of food and money to pay for equipment and supplies. Temple donations were soaring. 

General Togisi formed his crusading army as fast as possible, mobilizing the full Imperial Army two months early, their numbers augmented by the many knights and peasant volunteers who had already gathered at dozens of temples in preparation for the upcoming crusade. 

The army at his command was forty thousand strong, of which more than six thousand were mounted knights, nearly ten thousand were archers, and the rest were infantry. 

Volunteers continued to join as the army marched. Some were the sons of lords, off to prove their devotion and make a name for themselves. Most were mere commoners, motivated by a zeal to attain Paradise or to atone for past sins, or motivated by adventure and foreign spoils. This rabble was difficult to control and often a liability. But they would bear the brunt of any surprise assault, and when the walls of the city should fall, they would pour in and take the heaviest casualties in the process.

Togisi despised this rabble, ranting about them to his officers every chance he had. While devotion to Seshalla was admirable, he thought it best served by joining the Issalian military and getting proper training. Breskaro had always loved the throngs of eager warriors. He was always the one to give speeches to motivate them — not for bravery but to stay disciplined. Togisi had had difficulty dealing with them after Breskaro’s death. He had thought the destruction of the Valiants would inspire the army to greater accomplishments, but instead the Third Crusade had bogged down with an army that had seen their best wasted and their morale lowered with the volunteers often in disarray. 

The Imperial Army set off with little of the fanfare the Matriarch had intended months earlier. Weeks of difficult marching through increasing cold and flurries of snow followed. The army moved from the lowland plains of central Issaly, through the midlands, and through the Cerithu Forests. Finally they moved into highlands controlled by the City-State of Mûlkra whose realm was one-quarter the size of Issalia’s, most of it being rocky highland pastures and anemic farmland. The Mûlkrans fled before them, putting up no defense.

The Imperial Army marched until they reached the steep Mountains of Blessed Night. There was only one good passage in through the mountains, Kerokar Pass, a wide ravine that went on for a league before opening to the valley where the city of Mûlkra lay. They stopped and made camp before daring Kerokar Pass, needing to rest and make sure that it was safe to enter before moving on.


Chapter 39




Breskaro watched three Mûlkran officers dig a trap pit outside the walls of the city. High Priestess Aleui stood nearby, still maintaining the appearance of Harmulkot. 

“We have,” said Aleui, “the good will of the people now but—”

“We will have the goodwill of the soldiers as well.”

“Are you certain?”

Breskaro smiled. “I’m earning it now.”

“What about the officer corps?”

“They’ll fall in line after this, and the soldiers will feel empowered. I know what I’m doing.”

“This is why we brought him here,” said Harmulkot.

Breskaro, speaking loud enough for the majors to hear him down in the pit, said: “This place has been run poorly for too long. But it’s not the fault of these men, who have surely dug enough. They were long given lax commands by leaders who didn’t care about standards. I, on the other hand, care about standards. I am not disciplining these men so much as I am correcting an oversight. They will become better officers, or they will die as cowards and their city will be overrun.”

The three mud-covered majors climbed out and assembled before Breskaro.

“So, gentleman, have we learned a lesson?”

“Yes, sir!”

“Should I demote the three of you?”

“Yes, sir,” said two of them.

The third hesitated and then said, “No, sir.”

“And why is that, major?”

“Dalu, sir. I have the wits. And I have the desire now. I had the desire before, years ago, but I became lazy, unfocused. I will thrive under your command. I won’t let my city down.”

Breskaro stepped up to him, his eyes blazing, but the man didn’t back down, even though he began to tremble. 

“If you were in charge of a century of foot and I were to employ the Tremblix Maneuver against you with forty cavalry, you would—”

“Form the Ambrus Circle until I could be certain of the direction of attack. Assuming, sir, that we were fighting alone.”

“Good,” said Breskaro. “You are now promoted. Do not fail me, Colonel Dalu.”

“Yes, sir. Thank you, sir.”

“As for you others, you are to remain at the rank of major, but I am watching you. Dismissed.”

“The blessing of the goddess on all three of you,” said Aleui. Once the men were gone she added, “Was that wise to promote him?”

“He’s confident and he knows what he’s doing.”

“Have we need of more colonels?”

“Yes. I killed one this morning.”

“What! Why?”

“Laziness and over-disciplining of his troops. He was ruining morale and he was contentious with the other officers. He tried to buy my favor. Instead he bought my sword.”

Aleui shook her head. “We need all the men we can get.”

“Oh, he’s a fine soldier now,” said Breskaro. “Never complains, requires neither food nor rest.”

Aleui shivered. “I don’t trust these automatons of flesh that you are raising.”

“It is my knowledge of the science,” said the voice of Harmulkot, “that allows him to do this. Have my priestesses fallen so far in trusting my powers?”

“No, my Lady, no. I just don’t trust things that cannot reason for themselves.”

“You should be cautious. No doubt. But if we have a chance of survival, it will be those who have died more than those who live who shall win the day for us.”




~~~




Breskaro spent his mornings training troops in the best measures to counter the Issalians using whatever techniques and meager equipment the Mûlkrans had at their disposal. He spent his afternoons drawing up defense plans with his military commanders. 

In the early evenings he met with the city’s new Supreme Council: Harmulkot, Aleui, Whum, General Hugisen, Councilors Arkiss and Petri, Larekal, and Esha. Esha he couldn’t be rid of, so he had placed her on the council to the dismay of the others, though Harmulkot didn’t have any problem with it. Esha’s childish questions often succeeded in reframing problems. Larekal’s advice Breskaro valued because he was an outsider and one who was used to fighting with guerrilla tactics. 

Once their daily planning sessions concerning the city’s defense, the organization of supplies, and the maintaining of morale were complete, he would spend the rest of the day studying every scrap of sorcery he could get his hands on that seemed to have potential. Primarily this meant using the grimoire Nalsyrra had given him, but he also found things of interest in Mûlkra’s Grand Library. He practiced as many of the spells as he could, including spells he had cast before to be sure of Vadagaras’ qavra.

Any time he had alone he spent searching for knowledge of how to operate the Akythiri Mechanism. If he could find some way to heal Orisala without Harmulkot, he could take his Knights of the Dark and abandon Mûlkra. He even compelled a scholar to aid him in the search, but as the weeks passed, he still couldn’t find what he needed.

Esha was by his side almost always, and he had come to depend on her as an aide. If he wanted anything, she would fetch it. If an officer came to him wanting information, she would allow in only those who had pressing issues. She could often answer many of their questions, and most of them, even the bureaucrats, got used to her doing so. Mûlkra was a city tolerant of all things new and strange. In fact, those within the circles of power were quickly won over by Esha and they all became enamored with her.

“Master?” Esha said late one night while he was pouring over old tomes. “You’re plotting something other than war, aren’t you?”

“Keep your voice down. This city has ears.”

“Harmulkot isn’t nearby.”

“How can you tell?”

Esha shrugged. “I can just kinda sense her, you know?”

“Yes, I do, but I don’t know how you can.” Esha shrugged. “Do you trust Harmulkot?”

“No. But she seems all right.”

“That’s how I feel. And yes,” he whispered, “I’m researching something else. I’m trying to find another way to help Orisala if I fail here.”

“You don’t think we’ll win?”

“Not a chance. But I’ll try.”

Esha tied her blonde hair into a tail. It had grown out over the last few weeks and she wouldn’t let anyone cut it. She had let some of the maidservants from the palace wash and comb it. They tried to get her in a dress, but that endeavor ended with one maidservant running out crying with a bloody nose.

“I feel bad for the people in Mûlkra and the Issalians. All this warfare seems pointless. Do you think Seshalla exists? That this is what she wants?”

“I have no idea. And I don’t know what the truth is except that what I fought for wasn’t right. Now, I’m fighting for someone I love, something that’s real and worth it, but I’m not an honorable man anymore. I have no easy answers.”

“But you have me!”

“I have you.” He laughed. Riddle that you are. “I have you, so how could I fail?”

“You can’t!”




~~~




Scouts arrived to report that the Issalian army was only five days away from the Mountains of the Blessed Night. Breskaro interviewed the scouts and then spoke with Aleui and Harmulkot.

“My appearance is sowing confusion, but I don’t think it will ultimately help us. Those most likely to fight will fight harder to be rid of the abomination that I am. If anything, my return is motivating them.”

“What more can we do?” Aleui asked Breskaro. 

Aleui had been, under Harmulkot’s guidance, casting spells to strengthen the gates, to prevent spying, and other simple yet vital counter-measures. Aleui’s skills were limited, but she did what she could, as did the priestesses under her command.

“The soldiers are training hard and I have every able-bodied man who is not a soldier training in their spare time or digging pit traps outside the walls and on our side of Kerokar Pass. I have them stacking stones for emergency patching of the walls and other traps and projects of interest. I know the enemy’s tactics. I know how best to fight them when they reach Kerokar Pass.

“As for what else we can do ... I need bodies.”

“We cannot open up the cemeteries,” declared Aleui. “It would destroy morale.”

“I agree,” said Harmulkot. “We must wait until there are dead on the battlefield and raise them.”

“If we must. But if it comes to it, I will raise anyone and everyone that I can.”

“As you should,” said Harmulkot.

“So there’s nothing else?” said Aleui.

“Tactics, courage, sorcery, the undead — that is all we have,” said Breskaro.

“It’s not enough, is it?” the priestess asked.

“We’ll need a strong measure of good fortune, or a terrible mistake on their part. Even disturbed by my presence, I don’t think Magnos will err so disastrously.”

“Could we assassinate him?”

“He will be well guarded and not only by soldiers. He will have priestesses who can wield actual power with him for this campaign, knowing they will face sorcery when they come against us. Magnos knows we might try to take him. In fact, he may present a perfect opportunity to lure me into a trap.”

“We could send demons after him,” Harmulkot suggested.

Breskaro shook his head. “Too much energy required just to kill one man. No matter how much I hate him, it isn’t worth it. They have other capable commanders who could replace him.

“Now, Harmulkot, I believe you were about to tell me about some secret tunnels.”
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Breskaro sat at an expansive desk piled high with dusty tomes and scrolls, most of them spell grimoires. He flipped through them searching for anything that might aid him in learning how to use the Akythiri Mechanism.

Footsteps echoed down the corridor. 

Esha stirred on the pallet she was sleeping on in the corner of the room. “Harmulkot’s coming,” she said with a yawn.

The door opened and Aleui stepped in. She marched over to the table and dropped a heavy tome that struck with a thundering clap and a cloud of dust.

“Harmulkot says this is what you’re looking for, Breskaro.”

“What is it?” he asked with suspicion.

“I have no idea. She can tell you.”

At that Aleui took off Harmulkot’s qavra and set it on the table. She marched out of the room, saying: “I’ll return in a few minutes.”

The ghost of Harmulkot billowed out of the qavra. “If you want to learn how to operate the Akythiri Mechanism, you will need to read this.”

“I haven’t been trying to—”

Harmulkot waved a hand. “Spare me, Breskaro. You are a cunning man, but death did not make you a good liar. Remember, I have been playing this game for millennia. I thought it best to spare you time better spent on winning this war. You are chained to me, Breskaro. My fate is yours. Orisala’s fate is this city’s.” 

Breskaro opened the book to find page after page of what seemed to be random lines radiating out from empty to fully-shaded circles. “I can’t read this. Though it looks familiar. I’ve seen patterns like these before ... somewhere.”

“I cannot read it either, and no spell I have ever found would allow me to. These are the instructions to the Akythiri Mechanism, written in the alien language of its builders who came to this planet long ago from some other world. Like I said before, the mechanism was a medic’s tool. Intended to heal wounded soldiers on the battlefield. The aliens brought many of them, but for some reason, they didn’t work right on this planet. Strange things would sometimes happen with the devices.”

“Like raising corpses?”

“I was told that it would sometimes kill someone with a minor injury and restore them to life. And sometimes the machine simply would not work. This particular machine was modified with sorcery to make it reliable in raising corpses. But it can still heal as well.”

“Who taught you how to use it?”

“A being long departed from this world.”

“This manual is thick. What all can this thing do?”

“It can mend broken bones, seal wounds, repair damaged tissues, resuscitate someone who has just died.”

“Then it could give immortality.”

“It can extend life by healing injuries and curing diseases. But it can only heal so much. It would not have healed you on the battlefield on the day you died. Your injuries were too extensive.”

“What if we used it on me now?”

“I am not sure what would happen. And...” Her voice grew distant. She turned away. “If you use it to heal, there is a strong possibility it will break afterward.”

“How likely?”

“I healed with it several times before. Then the part you replaced shattered. As I said, the alien race found that it did not work properly here. It was unreliable and often had unintended consequences.”

Breskaro shut the book and sighed. “Well, I tried.”

“You believe me?”

“I don’t have a choice, do I?” 

Aleui returned. “We are needed at the South Gate.”

Breskaro chuckled. “Ah, the emissaries have arrived. And right on time.”

“How did you know?” Aleui asked.

“I used to be a colonel in the Seshallan army. Their timing is textbook.”


Chapter 41




Breskaro leaned over the wall. Below him was a herald with a trumpet in one hand and in the other a standard bearing a white flag with a single rose in the center. Beside the herald stood Ilsimia in leather armor combined with her golden raiment and Kedimius in travel-stained armor. 

“I told you not to come, Kedimius!” Breskaro boomed from the wall. “I told you to run to the Kingdoms of Rust, or farther.”

“This is madness, Breskaro!”

“Yes, Kedimius, it is madness. Madness is the world I live in. I think it’s always been the world I lived in, I just couldn’t see it. I should have listened to Whum all those years ago. He tried to tell me.”

“Whum?” Kedimius said with an oddly hopeful note in his voice. “How is our old friend? I’ve missed him.”

“He sends his regards. And he hopes he’s not the one to kill you when you try these walls.”

“Master, you know we outnumber you ten to one. This city is weak. Even with your skill and your ... Valiants. It’s not enough.”

“You don’t know my full power,” said Breskaro. “I won’t lose here. I can’t lose. If I do, Seshalla will grow stronger. If I do, Magnos will live on. If I do, Orisala won’t be healed.”

“If you would tell us where she is or let us see her, maybe we could help.”

Ilsimia touched his arm. He glanced at her furtively and then looked back up to Breskaro.

“Your bitch grows jealous, Kedimius.”

“Breskaro!” Ilsimia cried out. “Harmulkot no longer exists! She was banished from this city and cursed so that she could never assume physical form again. Her power was broken centuries ago! She cannot help you! I know this from the Matriarch and in my heart.”

“Listen to her!” Kedimius pleaded. “You have gone mad!”

Breskaro began a deep, sinister bellow. “Your heart is gravely mistaken, priestess.”

Aleui, with the ghost of Harmulkot superimposed onto her, stepped up to the edge of the wall. Dark fire surrounded her form like a bruised cloud, aflame and swirling. 

“I am Harmulkot!” she cried in a voice of power that sent shivers across even Breskaro’s nearly lifeless skin. “You shall fear my power! The Matriarch will kneel before me when all is done here. Emissaries, you would be wise to flee. Begone from my lands!”

The ground beneath them thundered and shook. Dust rained down from buildings throughout the city. The wall trembled. The herald dropped standard and trumpet, spun his mount, and rode away in terror. 

The tremors ceased, but commotion spread throughout the city.

“Kedimius!” Breskaro shouted. “You failed us. But I bear no hatred toward you. Take your woman and flee. If you love her as you once loved Orisala, then go. Find peace. Live a good life. Abandon sword and temple. Enjoy life while you can. In death there is no way to know what you will get.”

“Paradise!” shouted Ilsimia, with a tremble in her voice. She was scarcely able to take her eyes off Harmulkot. She didn’t even reach for her crystal matrix.

“Did I, the greatest knight of Seshalla, find Paradise? I, who died in her service?”

“You had an affair with Deltenya, behind General Togisi’s back.”

“Did he tell you that?” Breskaro asked. “Ask him this: Did he see anything more than a kiss that Deltenya forced upon me when I wasn’t suspecting it? Did he tell you that Deltenya poisoned and killed Metra? Did he tell you that he was an abusive husband? No, I did everything Seshalla asked of me and she was false.”

Ilsimia began to speak but Harmulkot interrupted her. “Go and tell your masters that I have returned and will not give up my city!”

That was more than Ilsimia could take. She spun her horse around and fled toward the pass and the safety of her sister priestesses. Kedimius galloped after her. But he paused once and looked back at Breskaro before leaving the plain. Then he turned and rode on.

Breskaro and Harmulkot stepped away from the wall and she dropped the flames. “I could not have held that much longer. You talk too much.”

“I would have the boy see reason. He’s throwing away his life. He knows Magnos was wrong. He should give up.”

“He won’t see reason. Would you have if your positions were reversed?”

Breskaro sighed and struck his fist against the wall, cracking the stone and tearing leathery skin. “I would not have.”

The earth rumbled again.

“What the hell’s going on, Harmulkot? These aren’t normal earthquakes.”

“The city bears a curse should I return. I am certain that is what it is. What form this curse would take, I had no idea.”

Esha stood nearby, peeking over the wall. 

“Master,” she muttered to herself, “I will find some way to make this right for you. I’m your shield-maiden. You’re trusting me to guard you, and I will find some way to see you through.”

As she looked out onto the barren plain she had a sudden vision, a mere glimpse, of a shining woman riding a white stallion into battle, plowing through dark figures. She had gleaming garments, a crystal sword held aloft. Breskaro had fallen. He was about to be consumed by this wave of light. And Esha saw herself, wounded, bleeding out.

“Esha!” Breskaro called.

Esha’s vision ended. She shook her head in confusion, frowned a moment, then ran to him. “Yes, master?”

“Come, we have work to do and I could use your help.”

“Okay!” she piped.

The ground quaked violently. The wall trembled and the rampart cracked.

“Esha!” Breskaro shouted, reaching out for her as the stonework crumbled beneath them. 

But his hand missed her.

Then rampart under him crumbled and collapsed, and he tumbled along after her.
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Breskaro slammed into the ground with rubble battering down on him. Dust billowed out from the collapsed rampart. His Knights of the Dark, having been stationed nearby, were running toward him. Aleui-Harmulkot stared down in surprise, the collapsed section ending right at her feet.

Breskaro growled as he stood, throwing the broken stonework clear of his bruised body. He staggered to his feet. 

“Esha!” he cried.

He spotted her, lying in a pile of debris. She wasn’t buried, but she was motionless, bleeding. As he stepped toward her, the earth quaked again. The street beneath him heaved. The cobblestones cracked from the pressure beneath them.

A section of the street exploded upward, sending a cascade of rock and debris into the air. The Knights of the Dark were thrown back. Breskaro was knocked down and lost sight of Esha. 

A horror rose out from the earth. A beast like a mythical dragon, only without wings. But it was not a living thing. It was a machine, scaled in metal. Gasps of aether and steam spurted from its joints, its giant ruby eyes, and its maw which was embedded with a dozen sabers. The beast was the height of a horse and the length of five, not counting its jointed tail which extended another six paces and bore a spiked mace on its end. Its scales were rusted. The beast creaked as it moved. 

Breskaro drew his sword. The metallic beast spotted him and charged. Harmulkot shouted a warning as Aleui leapt down from the wall.

Breskaro met the metal beast head on. He slammed his sword into the creature’s face. Sparks flew. But the attack didn’t hurt it. Breskaro vaulted off the thing’s nose and leapt onto its back. The creature stopped short of where Esha lay. It shivered but couldn’t dislodge Breskaro.

The beast paused when it spotted Harmulkot-Aleui. It took a step toward them and Harmulkot ghosted back into the qavra. The beast paused again, looking at Aleui with its head cocked to the side.

Breskaro stood and struck the back of the beast’s head, but his sword clanged against the metal uselessly. The beast bucked and threw Breskaro from its back. Breskaro rolled to his feet and rushed back into battle.

Aleui began chanting a spell.

The beast struck Breskaro with its snout. He flailed backward as the beast surged toward him. Larekal attacked, swinging the hafted-axe he favored. The blade smashed into the creature’s snout and dented it. Larekal staggered back, his hands numbed from the impact, but he had succeeded in distracting it. 

Breskaro recovered, struck again, and circled out of reach. The beast snapped its jaws at Larekal. Perolo leapt in and tried to throw a javelin into its mouth. The javelin struck one of the teeth and bounced away. The beast’s jaws snapped down on Perolo’s arm. It tore away the limb and part of his chest as well. There was single murmur and Perolo fell.

Breskaro chanted the spell of the darkfire blade. Black and purple flames writhed down his sword blade. He struck. The blade scored into the metal but not well enough to pierce it.

The creature spun toward him reflexively, but as it did so, it swept its barbed tale outward, striking two of the Knights of the Dark as they rushed in. Both fell.

Aleui finally finished her complicated spell, and Breskaro felt a wave of energy wash over him. For a moment he felt dizzy and disoriented. He recovered in time to deflect a claw and dodge away from another bite.

“What was that?” he yelled.

“Nothing!” Harmulkot returned. “Aleui cannot harm this thing using my qavra. It is protected against my magic. This problem is all yours.”

Breskaro struck a claw with his dark-flamed sword. Again, it scored the iron but didn’t sink in far enough to have an effect. 

“I can’t do anything either.”

“Try to bind it!”

While dodging the beast’s attacks, Breskaro tried the spell of binding lesser entities, but as he did so, the dark-flames on the sword flickered out. Knights of the Dark were rushing in to strike the creature, but to no effect. It wasn’t even paying attention to them. It had trained its gaze on Aleui. 

Breskaro finished the binding spell.

Nothing.

“It’s useless! Harmulkot, think of something!”

Breskaro moved between the beast and Aleui.

“We will have to batter it into submission with the troops! Bind it in chains! That is all we can hope for.”

“That’s not much to—”

Breskaro’s guard failed. The creature’s jaws snapped and one of its teeth bit deep into his shoulder. As he pulled away, a paw slammed into him. He struck the wall, slumped, tried to stand, but then immediately dropped to avoid a claw that struck the stone, tearing away bricks and mortar to rain down on his head. 

He hit the beast again and climbed to his feet. He cast the spell of the forceful ram. The spirit ram struck the beast head-on, knocking it back half a dozen paces before disappearing. Breskaro summoned another one. It struck again and knocked it farther away. He could hear the clatter of hooves. His Valiants were coming.

Another spirit ram charged in from above him, summoned by Aleui. This one struck it but nothing happened. Breskaro, beginning to fatigue from the spell casting and the wounds, his heart pounding within his chest, summoned another ram. But the beast vaulted over the ram which continued onward until it crashed into the Valiants a hundred paces away, toppling men and horses.

The beast fell onto Breskaro and pinned him beneath its claws. The jaws snapped at his head and he barely managed to duck out of the way. Another snap, and the beast would tear his head off. The Valiants, if they could do anything, would be too late. The Knights of the Dark who yet stood weren’t phasing the creature at all. They needed artillery to deal with this thing.

The beast’s eyes sparked and its gaping jaws sped toward Breskaro.


Chapter 43




“Stop!” yelled a high-pitched voice. “Leave him alone!”

Esha skittered up, trying to wedge herself between the metal monster and Breskaro. Glancing at her, the creature paused.

Breskaro tried to break free. “Get away!” he yelled at Esha.

But she was undeterred. She raised her hand and pointed at the creature. “Don’t hurt my master.”

The beast stared at her as if mesmerized.

“Release him,” she commanded.

The creature obeyed and she stepped in between it and Breskaro. He crawled away. 

“Heel,” Esha said. 

Reluctantly, the beast did so. Esha put her hand on the beast’s snout. “We don’t behave like this,” she told it. Eyes aflame, the beast shook its head, as if trying to argue with her.

“This creature,” Harmulkot said, “was probably the last measure to counter me should I somehow return. It sensed my presence but didn’t attack me because it couldn’t find me, since I had returned to my qavra.”

“Creature,” Esha said. “You are not going to go after Harmulkot any longer. She is my friend. You are not to harm her. Do you understand?”

The beast stared at her.

“Well?” she demanded.

The beast dipped its head until its snout touched the ground.

She patted its head. “I knew you were a good beast. You were just following an old order, weren’t you? I bet you don’t even know why. And waiting all these years with no one to clean the rust from you. It’s not fair, is it? But don’t worry. We’ll get you cleaned up and put you to good use. You’ll be my new friend.”

Breskaro picked himself up, dusted off his armor, glanced at his wounds which were beginning to seal over. He put a hand on Esha’s shoulder.

“Do you have this ... thing ... under control?”

“Yes, master.”

Another mystery with the girl. Breskaro knew he shouldn’t trust her, but it was hard not to since she kept saving his life. “Why does it listen to you?”

“I don’t know, master.”

“Harmulkot, do you know why?”

“Let me think on it,” she replied in worried tone.

Chentius was sitting up, wounded but not grievously so. The same could not be said for Perolo, who was dead. Breskaro walked over to the other two Knights of the Dark who had fallen, Krotius and Hentor. Larekal stumbled over and joined him. Two soldiers rushed up to check on them.

“Dead,” Breskaro told them as they neared.

“Are you certain?” asked a soldier who bent to check on Hentor. “He’s still breathing. I’m a medic. I think we can—”

Hentor convulsed, gagged, and choked on his own blood.

“I know a dead man when I see one,” Breskaro said. “As for Krotius, he was dead before you arrived.”

The other Rrakans pulled Perolo’s body over and placed it beside Krotius and Hentor. They gathered to pay their respects.

“Was anyone else injured?” Breskaro asked the medic. 

“No, my lord. Some horses belonging to your Valiants. That’s all.”

“Master,” said Larekal. “I have asked nothing of you, but—”

“Bury them, burn them, whatever suits your people, Larekal. You have all served me well, when I had no one else to rely on. I will not reanimate them.”

Larekal bowed. “Thank you, master.”

The others looked equally relieved. Breskaro scanned them, sweating, bleeding, dust-covered, fatigued from battle. He sighed.

“Larekal, take your men and go home. You’ve fought well, kept your vows, and witnessed horrors enough.”

“Home, master?”

“Wherever it is you think your people have gone. Nine men will not make the difference here. It’s not your fight. Your debt is paid. Take me up on it while I’m in a forgiving mood. I’m your master no longer.” 

This mindset wouldn’t last once the war started. The calm before the storm had always made Breskaro feel melancholy, wishing that he had stayed at home with his wife and daughter. Where he should have been.

Breskaro stepped away. Aleui-Harmulkot was watching Esha chat with the metal beast.

“I can’t figure out that girl,” Breskaro whispered to Harmulkot. “She’s not normal. She has too many skills. I’ve seen a Keeper back down from her. And now she charms this beast. Have you seen her use that sling?”

“I have. Breskaro, she may...” Harmulkot’s voice trailed off.

“She may what?”

Harmulkot shook her head. “Nothing. It would only be speculation and it wouldn’t settle your mind or improve our chances. It would be a distraction and I might be wrong.”

Breskaro grunted and narrowed his eyes. He made no other response.

“The metal beast was placed here to keep me out if I should return, to wreck the city, to kill me and force a rebirth.”

“Which Qaiar did this?”

“My mad brother, Mokelmot, the Engineer they called him. Because we were so close, he could make a beast that my spells could not affect. And he does yet walk the earth. He is out there somewhere still, far away.”

“Why did he turn against you?”

“We had a falling out. It was complicated and I will not tell the tale now. You could find histories of it if you care. Some of them are fairly accurate.”

“Will there be any other beasts like it?”

“I don’t think so. That one must have taken decades to construct. Decades working on nothing else, bent on killing me in case I should find some way of breaking the curse.”

“Which you did.”

“I haven’t broken all of it. Not yet.”

General Hugisen came running up to them and they assured him everything was fine now.

“Spread the word, General Hugisen,” said Breskaro. “The power that has caused the earthquakes, the power that sought to stop Harmulkot from returning, has been found and defeated.”

General Hugisen looked to the metallic beast. “I had heard the reports,” he muttered, shaking his head.

As the general left, Larekal approached. “Master, we’ve considered your offer. We don’t feel the debt’s been adequately paid, but we’ve no wish to fight and die here. I shall remain, to see the debt paid in full, on behalf of the others who will go home.”

“This is what you wish?”

“I have no family at home and I believe it’s the honorable thing to do.”

“I don’t care for honor, Larekal. You know that. Stay only if you wish to.”

“Honor still matters to me.”

“Larekal, the man I once was, he cared much about honor. Too much. That man would have agreed with you. He would have praised you.”

“Thank you, master.”

As Larekal left, Whum approached, emerging from the shadows.

“Did you see the battle, old friend?”

“I did not,” said Whum. “I see the result. Who is that girl? She is more than a vagabond and the granddaughter of a ranger.”

“We were debating the same, master thief,” said Harmulkot. “We have no answer for you.”

“Kedimius sends his love,” said Breskaro.

The guild leader smiled. “He was a bright lad. Always cheered me up when I was melancholy.”

“I have things to do,” said Harmulkot. “I will leave the two of you to reminisce and sort this mess out.”

When she was gone, Whum said, “Our Goddess isn’t what I imagined. Not in a bad way, mind you.”

“I find myself liking her, though I don’t trust her.”

“You think she’ll betray you?”

“In the end, of course she will. But I don’t know how.”

“What about the city? Will she betray us?”

“You, her people, this city: She loves all of you. She’s not lying about that. She’ll do whatever it takes to save it. Me, she will use.”

“You don’t think she’ll honor the bargain?”

“She’ll honor it, but I think she’ll also betray me ... somehow.”

“Perhaps it’s that you don’t trust goddesses anymore.”

“I can tell when she’s lying to me. When she’s hiding things. She knows something about Esha and isn’t telling me. But she’s also telling me the truth when she says it wouldn’t change anything and would only make matters worse if I knew her speculations on the girl.”

Whum sighed and twirled his mustache. “I wish I could’ve seen Ked.”

“You’ll likely see him on the field of battle. He’s a more than competent knight. I’m sure they’ve recognized that.”

“He was good with a sword even as a lad. And on our quests he got more experience than any other squire ever did.” Whum laughed. “I would have liked to have seen him, though. I tried to keep in touch, but our worlds are so far apart. I did see him at the funeral. Spent a week with him afterward. Did what I could to cheer him up.”

Breskaro’s eyes sparked, almost with amusement. “My funeral? I hadn’t thought to ask anyone. How was it?”

“Somber. They put on a lavish pageant for you. Went on and on about you. Most of it wasn’t about the Breskaro I knew. They made you out to be a saint, almost like a deity yourself. The Matriarch spoke. And then Magnos—” Whum cursed and gripped the hilt of his dagger. “If I had known, Breskaro. He would not have lived out the week.”

“And you would have gotten yourself killed for nothing but revenge.”

“Does Kedimius know what happened?”

“He does. He practically offered Magnos up to me if I would abandon the city.”

“He’ll come around, Breskaro. He’ll come around. Now, I’d best be off. I have work to do.”

Why does it bother me so about the boy? Breskaro thought, sighing. The only thing that matters is saving Orisala.

“Esha!”

The girl ran over to him.

“Can you command that thing?”

“I think so, master.”

“Would it fight for us?”

“I think so. I’ve convinced it that we’re its friends. It really likes me.”

“Why?”

“I don’t know.”

“How did you know to command it to stop?”

She shrugged. “I just did, master. It understands what I say and I can kind of sense what it wants. If you want it to fight with us, it needs to be polished up and oiled.”

“I’ll send some engineers to help out. You tell them what to do when they arrive. You’re in charge of this project. Keep it out of sight and as secret as you can.”


Chapter 44




Kedimius and Ilsimia felt the earth quake. They saw dust rise in the air inside the city and heard fighting, metal scraping against metal, shouts, commotion. They paused and waited to see if they could tell what was going on. But after a few minutes, everything went silent again. They continued toward Kerokar Pass which they had to travel through to reach the city. The Imperial Army was still on the other side of the pass.

“What do you think?” Ilsimia asked. “An insurrection?”

Kedimius shrugged. “Whatever it was, it has been dealt with.”

“Maybe our spies will find out.”

“Spies?” Kedimius laughed. “What spies?”

Ilsimia was aghast. “We don’t have spies in the city? Why not?” She hadn’t sat in on the military meetings with General Togisi and Kedimius. She spent all the extra time she had in prayer and meditation with the other twelve Priestesses of the Grand Order on campaign and High Priestess Blasidia.

“We didn’t treat Mûlkra as a serious threat. We only had a few spies there and they’re dead already.”

“How do you know?”

“Breskaro acknowledged that Whum was alive. Our agents in Mûlkra were trying to overthrow the Lord Darkheart and undermine the city from within. Whum has killed them by now. He probably knew who they were to begin with. Just as well. I don’t think inside information will help much in this battle.”

“This is the same Whum who you say is simply misguided?”

“He is an honorable man. In his way. But yes, he is a criminal and a heathen, and an assassin.”

Ilsimia chuckled. “Then he’s not really a good man, is he?”

Kedimius frowned. “I don’t think it’s that simple. You have no idea how many times he saved my life. The things he taught me about bravery and friendship. We are friends, and yet he’s on the wrong side. I have never honestly understood why he is a criminal.” Kedimius let slip a slight grin. “And he never understood me and Breskaro either.”

“Why were you friends then? I don’t understand that.”

“We were friends because we fought together, because we laughed together. We liked the same old ballads, the same ale.” Kedimius shrugged. “You know, friends.”

She sighed. “I’ve never been friends with anyone save priestesses, attendants, acolytes, and you.” She tsked and shook her head. “I don’t think it’s right to socialize with heathens and criminals.”

“Well it was done in the past,” Kedimius said harshly. “We are forced to be enemies now. Whum said this day would come. When we would stand against one another. Only Breskaro was supposed to be on my side.”




~~~




The crusading army was camped five leagues away from Mûlkra, not far beyond Kerokar Pass. Kedimius and Ilsimia covered the distance as fast as possible. 

Already the army was capturing supply caravans, villages, and farms. Most of the livestock and foodstuffs had already been moved into Mûlkra, though. Breskaro was well prepared. They could settle in and attempt to starve the Mûlkrans, but the Matriarch wanted a decisive confrontation. Besides, the city would be able to get in some supplies through the mountains and starving them out could take most of the year.

The herald had returned to the camp far ahead of Kedimius and Ilsimia. When they arrived, they went straight to the command tent where General Togisi was already glowering at the poor herald. The herald was on his knees in the corner. His uniform was torn at the chest, the insignia ripped off. His weapons had been taken from him.

“Harmulkot has returned?” was the first thing General Togisi said as they entered the general’s silk pavilion.

“It’s true,” said Kedimius.

“We don’t think it was an illusion or a trick,” said Ilsimia. “The power that emanated from her, it was visible and I could feel it. I have no reason to doubt it.”

Togisi collapsed into his chair and waved a hand. “Guards, leave us. And take the herald out with you. He shall dig ditches from now on. Find me a new herald. One who won’t cut and run at the first sign of trouble.”

“Harmulkot is the power behind Breskaro,” said Ilsimia. “That’s almost certainly where your wife got the power to aid his return.”

“I have no doubt,” said Togisi. “Her lineage traces back to this city, back I suspect, to Harmulkot herself. I was duped by the darkest of powers.” Togisi rubbed at his temples. “Were the terms of surrender even given?”

“No, my lord,” replied Kedimius. “But was there really any point? He won’t listen to reason. He’s not going to surrender. And the people are not going to rebel against their Goddess now that she has returned to save them.”

“Although there was some sort of altercation as we were leaving,” said Ilsimia. “The earth quaked and there were sounds of shouting and fighting.”

“An insurrection?” said Togisi.

Kedimius shrugged. “Whatever it was, General, it was dealt with swiftly. My instincts tell me that it was something else.” He turned toward Ilsimia. “And there was magic involved, yes?”

“Quite a lot, actually.”

“So it may have been some experiment gone awry. There is no way to know. Whum is alive, by the way.”

“So our agents are dead.”

“I would think so. If not, they will be soon.”

“We didn’t take Mûlkra seriously enough. The fault is mine. I was overconfident. And now Harmulkot herself has returned. We thought her gone, the city weak.”

“She has only just returned, General,” said Ilsimia.

“And the city is still impoverished and lacking a proper army,” said Kedimius. “Breskaro resurrected his Valiants and has magic, but our crusaders greatly outnumber them. We are better equipped. We have our priestesses.”

“And our cause is right,” said Ilsimia. “The Goddess will aid us. We will prevail.”

Togisi’s mood picked up. “Yes, of course. Harmulkot is desperate and weak. That’s why she needed Breskaro.” Togisi stood and belted on his sword. “I will see my wrongs righted as best as I can.”

Togisi summoned his guards who rushed in. “Call for Lieutenant Kirigus and High Priestess Blasidia.” He turned back to Kedimius and Ilsimia. “We march on as planned. We will take this slowly, cautiously. We must suspect a trap at every step.”

Kirigus entered and bowed. “Yes, General?”

“Go back to Issalia at full-speed.” Togisi stamped a small piece of paper and passed it to Kirigus. “Take this to the Matriarch. Tell her that—”

“Perhaps Kedimius and I should go,” said Ilsimia. “I could tell her what we have discovered in person. No offense to Lieutenant Kirigus, but he won’t be able to adequately convey what I saw to the Matriarch, and it is vital that she know about it.”

Togisi nodded. “Go then and tell her what you’ve discovered. And remind her of this for me: Long ago she said a time would come when I would stand against something beyond me and that I would need help beyond what any soldier or weapon could give me. Tell her that time has come.”

“Yes, General.”

“Kirigus will escort you, with a squad of my finest. Colonel Threnna, I cannot spare. He has insight into Breskaro and Whum. And he must remain to lead his lancers.”

Ilsimia hesitated. Doubt weighed heavy in her eyes. Her lips trembled.

“I’ll be all right,” Kedimius told her. “I’ve faced Breskaro three times already. I can manage until you return.”

“I’ll be as swift as possible.”

“I know.” He kissed her, almost too passionately. “May the Goddess be with you.”

“With you as well, my love.”

She stroked her fingers slowly across his cheek, tears swelling in her eyes, her expression the longing of one forced into giving a final goodbye.




~~~




Kedimius was summoned to General Togisi’s tent the next morning, along with all the other colonels in the army. Kedimius stood in a corner, gazing absent-mindedly at the floor while report after report was given by the other officers.

“What of the city’s defenses, Colonel Threnna?” asked General Togisi.

Kedimius looked up startled. His eyes wandered a moment, then he shrugged. “Nominal from what we could see. The walls were intact. The gate solid. There were archers on the wall. Some portion of the south wall may have collapsed on their side but it remained solid without. There were signs that the earth had been disturbed outside the city.”

“Pits?”

“I think so, General. Though I kept to the road and found none along it.”

“And Kerokar Pass?”

“Empty, sir. I saw no signs that the enemy would attempt to defend it.”

“The scouts have said as much. But I wonder. The rest of you are dismissed. Return for more planning in an hour.” The other officers filtered out and Togisi turned once again to Kedimius. 

“You knew Breskaro better even than I did. Does it not seem strange to you that he wouldn’t contest that pass?”

“Yes, my lord. It does. But our spies told us last year that the Mûlkrans had perhaps only 500 horse, 1700 archers, and 5500 footmen. Plus militias. We far outnumber them. It’s a losing cause either way. If they tried to defend the pass and something went wrong, it would all be over.”

“But then what is their hope anyway? There is no way this city can stand indefinitely against us. Even if disease and losses reduced our numbers, more would pour in. People are motivated now.”

“Perhaps Breskaro has another stratagem. Perhaps we are missing something.”

“That’s what keeps me up at night. Breskaro has bought into this cause for better or for worse, but he’s not one to wage a war for loss. He will have a gamble in mind, something that could turn the tables on us.”

“He won’t fight a cautious battle, I’m certain of that.”

“We will dare that pass carefully. I have employed twice as many scouts as normal to keep watch of it at all times. We test it, then we go through at speed.”
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Breskaro met Aleui, Harmulkot, and Whum in the first floor of the Queen’s Palace, which was a fortified keep beside the High Temple. The upper levels were lavishly furnished, but the innermost chamber on the first level opened to a staircase that spiraled down to the dungeon levels.

Esha slung her shield over her back. “I’m coming with you, master.”

“Of course.”

Smiling, Whum thumped Breskaro on the shoulder. “Braving tunnels underground. Just like the old days, my friend.”

“Except that I’m dead.”

“Well, you nearly died on many an adventure, so it was bound to happen.”

Breskaro almost smiled. “Sometimes, Whum, you and Esha here almost make me feel alive. Sometimes. Aleui, let’s begin.”

The four of them went down to the farthest wall in the lowest level of the dungeon. The section of wall ahead was smooth, gray stone and looked no different from the rest of the walls. Harmulkot chanted. The stones disappeared, revealing an iron door. Clicks and clangs sounded in the deep, rising toward them. Then, with a grinding of gears, the door swung open, revealing a tunnel going into the earth.

“When we were still on good terms,” said Harmulkot, “my brother built this for me. It will open for no one else.”

Esha was playfully muttering to herself as she toyed with her shield.

Suddenly the door slammed shut, kicking up dust and cobwebs. Harmulkot spun around. “Did you do that?”

Esha shrugged. 

“I thought it wouldn’t work for anyone else,” said Breskaro.

“Esha,” said Whum, “did you repeat the phrases Lady Harmulkot used?”

“Er, maybe. I know I shouldn’t, but ... I kind of sing along sometimes ... to master’s magic spells. I know I can’t do magic. I’m not even sure I get the words right. I was just like singing along. It’s like mimicking a birdcall, you know? I’m good at that.”

“Do you remember the words?” Harmulkot asked. Esha nodded. “Then try it again.”

Esha muttered the chant again. She mangled the words but got the rhythm right. The mechanical sounds returned and the door opened again. The ghost of Harmulkot scowled.

“Let me try,” said Breskaro. He repeated Harmulkot’s chant perfectly. Nothing happened.

“Sorry,” Esha said. “I didn’t mean to. I don’t know how I keep doing weird things. I’m not unusual. I promise.”

“Well, you are unusual one way or another,” said Whum. “Whether you like it or not.”

“Are your suspicions confirmed?” Breskaro whispered to Harmulkot.

“They are now.”

“Are you going to tell me?”

“It would gain us nothing. If it is revealed in time, so be it. She will not harm us, that is for certain. And she can obviously be a tremendous help.”

Breskaro had expected a crude, narrow tunnel and not a wide passage with smooth walls. Breskaro paced across and looked up at the ceiling. “Same height and width all the way?”

“Yes.”

“Good. We can take mounts through here then. So far this looks perfect for setting up our ambush in the pass.”

“But how do we get them down here?” Esha asked.

“We need to rig a platform and pulley system at the top of the staircase to lower them to this level.”

Whum darted off to scout ahead, not that they expected any dangers. Harmulkot had already removed the spells of protection when she opened the doorway. For three hours they trudged downward through the passage. The floor was steep but not slippery; the way was straight. 

They came to a wide chamber with seven passages leading outward.

“The second path to the right is an escape route that leads to the north,” said Harmulkot, “out into the Olgoliol Forest. The second from the left will take us to our destination. The others are dead-ends that wind off for a league.”

Along the way they passed other passages that led to dead-ends, but they kept to the main way. After an hour of traveling, they finally came to a large chamber, big enough to hold a hundred men. At the end was a smooth stone wall.

“This is it,” said Harmulkot.

Breskaro chanted the spell of silence and the spell of personal obscuration and draped the effects over all of them, making them difficult to notice and impossible to hear. He scanned the area with the spell of detecting presences.

“No one nearby.” 

“I will take a look.” Harmulkot moved through the wall and returned. “It is not likely that they will see us down here, even without the spells.”

“Let’s do it,” Whum said.

Harmulkot spoke the words and the door opened with only the faintest clicks and clanks. The doorway was about three times as wide as that at the start of the chamber. Whum and Breskaro stepped outside. The night was dark. Avida had already set and a waning Zhura was hanging low on the horizon at the end of the pass.

Breskaro spent a few minutes looking around. He smiled. “It’s perfect.”

When he and Whum came back inside, Esha was looking at a spot on the far wall. Harmulkot was watching her. When Esha reached out to touch the spot, Harmulkot warned, “Do not touch that.”

“What is it?” Esha asked.

“That trigger activates a rock slide, sealing off the entry to the pass.”

“You think it will still work, my Lady?” asked Aleui.

“The doors did. But they have been used a few times over the centuries. The rockslide has never been used, of course, so I cannot be sure.”

“We will abandon the plan if the trap doesn’t work,” said Breskaro. “No rocks, no attack. Though we desperately need this to work. This is our only chance to outlast them. It will buy us time to make better preparations and train more men, and it will give us more troops from the dead Issalians that I’ll animate.”

“We should bring Esha with us,” said Harmulkot. “I have a feeling that if the rock slide will not work for me that it might work for her. The mechanisms like her better.”

“Why would it work for me? I don’t understand. Why do the mechanisms like me better?”

Harmulkot leaned down and for a moment seemed almost kind and motherly. “Because, my friend, you are special.”

“I know more than most girls my age. Or older. I’m rough. I’ve killed men, even. But I’m not magical.”

Harmulkot laughed. “You have tamed a mechanical beast, opened walls that will move only under a command spell and without speaking the words properly, and you impressed a Keeper. You are most certainly magical.”

Esha frowned for a minute and chewed her lip. “Well, if it helps my master win, then I’ll do what I can.”

“Just keep following your instincts. They will lead you true. I am certain of this.” Harmulkot locked her eyes on Esha’s. “Always follow your instincts.”
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The Matriarch awoke with a start, eyes wide, sweat beading her brow, muscles knotted, head throbbing. She reached for the cup of water beside her bed and took two large swallows. She dropped the silver goblet and it clanged dully against the carpeted floor as she grabbed at her bulging belly. The baby within her had kicked, hard. It hadn’t kicked much at all in the last twenty years, only a little during the First Crusade. 

The Matriarch curled up in a fetal position, nauseous and disoriented. 

“Seshalla, Seshalla,” she prayed, “let this not be the hour of my death.”

She rose and vomited into her chamber pot. The baby kept kicking. Her head still throbbed. She moved to her balcony, unlocked the door, and stepped out into the fresh night air. 

She heard shouts at the gates to the Imperial Palace. The baby’s unusual activity and the nightmares had left her feeling paranoid and vulnerable. The possibility of an attack flashed through her mind and she fled back indoors, despite that her suite sat at the top of the Imperial Palace with hundreds of guards between her and any assailants. 

Minutes later a knock came at the door. The Captain of the Scarlet Guard spoke, “Your majesty, the priestess Ilsimia has returned and requests an immediate audience.”

The Matriarch brought herself under control quickly. “Bring her here to my chambers. Summon Priestess Llia and my seneschal as well.”

“Yes, your excellency.”




~~~




A captain of the Scarlet Guard led in Sister Ilsimia, whose riding robes were covered with dirt and grime, though it was clear that she had briefly washed her face and hands before coming up.

The Matriarch pointed to a set of chairs in the antechamber. “Please sit, sister.”

Ilsimia bowed and said, “Thank you, your excellency.”

“I thought you would be hungry, so I had my seneschal bring you something.”

The little table beside the chairs bore fruit, bread, cheese, and watered wine.

“I should tell you first, your excellency.”

“Eat and drink. A few minutes will not change anything.”

Ilsimia frowned then nodded reluctantly. Priestess Llia put food in a bowl for Ilsimia. 

“I will return soon.” The Matriarch rose and went into her bedroom.

“Is the Matriarch unwell, sister?” Ilsimia asked Llia. 

“I think it is just stress from this business with Sir Varenni,” Llia said with worry in her voice. “I’m sure the Goddess will see her through it.”

The Matriarch returned as Ilsimia was finishing up.

“Where is Captain Threnna?” she asked. “I hope he is all right. And General Togisi? You were not to leave him.”

“I’m sorry, your excellency. I know you said we were to stay together. But General Togisi would not allow us both to come. He needs Kedimius. And I had to come to tell you the news myself. I rode as fast as I could, stopping only to exchange horses.”

“What is it then?”

Ilsimia took a large draught of wine and set the cup down. She could not meet the Matriarch’s eyes.

“We know who’s behind Breskaro’s return. We know who brought him back.”

“It was not Deltenya?”

“She was involved, without doubt. But it’s worse than that. You see...” Ilsimia hesitated.

“If it needs to be said, best to get on with it.”

“Harmulkot. Harmulkot has returned.”

The Matriarch clutched the arms of her chair. Chills swept up and down her spine. She began to tremble. The nausea returned. The baby kicked again. She doubled over in pain.

Llia and Ilsimia ran to her. “Your excellency, are you all right?”

“The baby kicks, sisters. Nausea. Dizziness. It began tonight, though I’ve had nightmares for days. It has not been this bad for ... forty-three years, when I first assumed the Divine Office.”

Sister Llia looked nauseous herself now.

“Can you possibly give birth? Could it be growing again?”

“It’s probably the stress of this crusade ... Breskaro, Togisi’s betrayal. And I am old, you know. I cannot go on forever.”

The Matriarch leaned back in her chair, breathing deeply, sweat pouring down her brow. “Harmulkot ... Are you certain?”

“I saw her myself. Kedimius and a herald were with me. Breskaro was by her side on the wall. I could feel her malevolence.”

“A demon perhaps?”

“It was definitely a being of power.” Ilsimia went on to describe the halo of darkfire surrounding Harmulkot and the power in her voice. “What do you think, your excellency? Is it her? I felt like it had to be.”

“I want to believe otherwise, but why not? It makes sense. Somehow Harmulkot has returned from her banishment, which our teachings say was at the hand of Seshalla. She has somehow returned in response to our threatening her city. We will tear down her temples and with the last of her worshipers gone, so too will be what little power and hope she has. She is desperate and so she has brought Breskaro back to life to oppose us. Deltenya loved him and was Harmulkot’s descendant. It all fits.”

“Orisala!” Ilsimia said suddenly. “Breskaro’s daughter, his first wife, before Metra, Adelenia—”

“Deltenya’s sister. Yes. Orisala is also Harmulkot’s descendant.”

“And Orisala is the ploy that she uses to motivate Breskaro,” said Ilsimia. “He says that Harmulkot will heal her from some sort of affliction if he serves her.”

“Yes, it all fits.”

Ilsimia shook her head with worry. “Orisala. She has this ... power over Kedimius. He loves me, I know it. But the love he still feels for her, it’s like an addiction.”

“As Deltenya drew Togisi, even into sin and destruction, and apparently as she drew Breskaro as well.”

“I should not have left him. What if she’s there? What if—” 

She broke down sobbing. The Matriarch reached out and placed a hand on her arm. 

“Dear Ilsimia. We must trust in the Goddess and in Kedimius’ strength. He has seen the undying wretch that Breskaro is now. He can see evil for what it is. He is a good man. He will hold true. And you did the right thing coming here to me personally.”

“But you were worried, were you not? You didn’t want me to leave him. This is why.”

The Matriarch sighed. “I do not think he will go over to the other side, but I am afraid his affection for Breskaro will weaken his judgment. I was more worried about keeping General Togisi in check. Ease your mind, Ilsimia. You are tired and need rest. In the morning, we will take action.”

“What will we do, your excellency?” Llia asked. “We’ve sent all the forces we can already.”

“Do we have more matrixes that can be spared?” Ilsimia asked.

The Matriarch grasped her belly and closed her eyes. “We must act decisively to counter Harmulkot. We cannot allow her even a small victory, nor underestimate her. We will deploy the White Guard.”

“The city would be defenseless,” said Ilsimia.

“It could withstand a siege for months with a skeleton guard by using the militias, even if there were a threat nearby, which there is not. We will take the White Guard into battle, and more. I will unlock the vault and empty every crystal we have. We will send every priestess we can spare who is capable of wielding one into battle. We will deploy every member of my Scarlet Guard. They, too, shall ride into battle.”

“Your excellency, no!” both priestesses exclaimed.

“I shall wield the Crystal Sword of Seshalla, the Prime Matrix.”

“No, your excellency,” Ilsimia said. “No, you cannot—”

“We will ride into battle. Ilsimia, you will fight by my side. Sister Llia, you will come as well but stay far away from the fighting. It is best that you remain safe.”

Llia fell back against the wall, stunned.

“Your excellency, you cannot risk fighting,” Ilsimia said.

“I bear the spirit of Seshalla who fought and banished Harmulkot before. I must see her defeated again. That is why my dreams have been disturbed. That is why the baby kicks within me.”

“But if you should die—”

“It is a risk I must take.”

The Matriarch called out to the seneschal. He rushed in.

“Urdaros, bring forth my battle armor and prepare it. Prepare me a steed as well. Prepare the Matriarch for battle.”

He stood, unmoving. He fumbled for words and failed.

“Urdaros, I realize that you have never had to do this in your lifetime, but I trust that you were trained in how it is to be done. We Matriarchs once rode into battle regularly.”

“Of course, your excellency. But are you sure you—”

“Urdaros, that is an order. The Matriarch shall ride into battle.”




~~~




The first rays of dawn struck gilded armor as one hundred members of the Scarlet Guard and four thousand knights of the White Guard rode from Issaly. At their lead was the Matriarch in armor of gold and silver with joints of black leather. A white cape trimmed in crimson fluttered behind her. On her head she wore a conical helm with a tuft of crimson feathers jutting out from the top. A crossbar came down over the bridge of her nose. In one hand she held the Prime Matrix, a crystal sword which had belonged to Seshalla. Strapped to the arm that grasped her mount’s reins was a shield bearing the emblem of a bleeding rose on a plain field. She had left the Spear of Endless Dawn behind. Not even she could wield it.

Just behind and to either side rode Ilsimia and Llia in resplendent armor, given to them by the Matriarch, along with cloaks of gold. Behind them rode the Captains of the White Guard and the Scarlet Guard. 

They rode out through the city’s northern gate, encouraged by the roar of thousands on the streets, who threw flowers and cheered for their Matriarch. It was said she was going into battle against Breskaro to prove Seshalla’s might over any evil. They did not yet know that Harmulkot had returned, anymore than they knew Breskaro was not a corpse possessed by an evil spirit. And it had not yet occurred to any of them that if the Matriarch were needed in battle, the situation might be dire indeed.

“And so we go,” the Matriarch said to Ilsimia as they exited the gates. “Remember this day. Such a day has not been seen in centuries. It may never be seen again.”


Chapter 47




The Issalian Army advanced toward Kerokar Pass. General Togisi, Colonel Threnna, and the other commanders gathered at the front of the cavalry, along with twelve priestesses arrayed for battle and led by High Priestess Blasidia. Directly behind them, in the vanguard, rode the First Lancers. Behind them rode the rest of the Issalian knights, starting with Threnna’s new command, the Second Lancers. In front of the army’s leaders and columns of knights marched the mass of Issalian regulars, archers and infantry, save for three reserve units guarding the supply train. In front of the regulars marched three columns of volunteer troops: impoverished rural knights without commission and peasant infantry.

“The scouts report that the pass is open,” General Togisi declared, “though Colonel Threnna and I feel there must be a trap of some sort. Therefore, I have decided to let the rabble lead. They are expendable.”

“General Togisi!” said Kedimius. “Those men are not expendable.”

“If there is a trap, Colonel Threnna, would you rather have more useful troops perish?”

“If we believe the pass to be dangerous, perhaps we should ask for volunteers willing to go first. It would be an honor for me to lead the Second Lancers in, and if a trap presents itself, we will deal with it.”

“There is no honor to be won here, only victory. These fools ahead of us are as much a liability as they are an asset. You were at the fall of Brekka, Colonel Threnna. You have seen the chaos they unleash.”

“Their hearts have led them here to serve Seshalla.”

“Just as many have come for rapine and plunder,” said High Priestess Blasidia.

“It is not fair to misuse them so,” said Kedimius. “There are good men among the wicked, and even many who will do wrong in the siege have come here with good intentions.”

“What would you have me do, Threnna, risk my best men? That is foolishness. High Priestess Blasidia and I will go and tell them that because they have volunteered to join us that they are being given a position of honor to lead the way in. They will go forth knowing they are blessed and held high in esteem by us all, and by the Goddess.”

The other military men nodded their approval.

“But you don’t hold them in high regard!” Kedimius argued. “I know they are the most expendable, strategically speaking, but I still feel that this isn’t right. We used to ask for volunteers for such tasks, so that men could choose their honor. At Giliran we went among the troops and those who wished to lead volunteered, and we had to turn away men because so many were eager. Then Breskaro led...” Kedimius trailed off from the look in Togisi’s eyes.

“Colonel Threnna,” said Blasidia. “This is a good plan. If the scouting reports are correct, the volunteers will march through safely, and if something goes wrong and they should all perish in some foul plot, then they will go into death with the blessings of the Goddess.”

Kedimius looked at the people who surrounded him and his shoulders sank. He shook his head. “Fine. But if the volunteers are going first, then I shall lead them. Colonel Huro can take over my command while I lead them through.”

“This is foolishness,” said General Togisi, “but if it will satisfy your sense of duty, then so be it.”

Togisi dismissed them all except Kedimius. 

“And what if something does happen?” Togisi asked, coldly.

“If we are attacked, we are attacked. I will go down fighting in what I believe in.”

“Very well, Threnna, but do not stand up to me like that again. You weakened my leadership and authority. Do so again and I’ll strip you of your command, regardless of who appointed you.”




~~~




Breskaro, Aleui and Harmulkot, Whum, Larekal, and Esha waited at the the tunnel’s end, where it could open into Kerokar Pass. As soon as their scouts reported that the Issalians had broken camp and were on the march, Breskaro led this team and his mounted Valiants down through the passageways. The Valiants behind them waited silently, unmoving. The mounts were strangely calm as well. The mechanical beast waited with them, steam puffing out from his nostrils. 

Harmulkot ghosted up and only a hand’s width out from the rock wall, so that it would be almost impossible for anyone to notice her. She returned. “They are sending their volunteer army in first. I’d guess about ten thousand of them.”

“Cowardly but easier for us,” replied Breskaro. “We’ll allow five thousand to get through the pass. Then we spring the trap.”

Harmulkot returned outside to watch. 

“Not the way you would do it?” asked Whum.

“No,” said Breskaro. “When I made the tactical decisions, we sent our best troops or asked for volunteers in such situations. It was a position of honor. But Magnos was never keen on sending the best first unless there was a clear advantage in doing so.”

Harmulkot zoomed in and merged with Aleui. She pressed one of the hidden triggers and chanted. There was a groaning noise. Then nothing. She tried again. More clicks and clacks. Nothing.

“Too many will be getting through,” said Breskaro. “Our forces on the other side need as much advantage as possible. I don’t want to lose any men unnecessarily.”

“I warned you this might not work,” Harmulkot replied. 

Esha ran over and pressed the switch. Nothing happened.

“Try harder,” Harmulkot told her. “Think of how much you want to succeed. Think of Mokelmot, my brother. He was a kind but naive soul, a little mad and always obsessed with his creations. Think of the metal beast he made. The one you tamed. He would have liked you. Think on that.”

Esha thought hard and then said, “Please, Lord Mokelmot, allow these machines to work. Please do this for me. I beg you.” She pressed the switch again and the ancient mechanisms flared to life. Tremendous booms and bangs, clanks and tearing noises erupted from the mountainside.




~~~




With a long face and his eyes darkened by lack of sleep, Kedimius rode at the head of the volunteers. These men had been well motivated by the speeches of Blasidia and Togisi. And to have Kedimius, a renowned knight, choose to lead them bolstered their confidence further. 

It took half an hour to cross the narrow pass on horseback. Kedimius was the first to the other side. He rode out a few hundred yards, glanced around, saw nothing amiss, and rode back to encourage those who were starting to file through the end. 

A thousand had crossed when he snapped to attention. 

Something’s wrong here. Something’s changed.

He rode a hundred paces back inside the pass and spoke to those moving through. They were calm. No one had seen anything wrong.

Then, amidst the jingling of weapons, the echoing tread of feet, the creak of a few essential supply wagons, and the voices of the volunteers chatting, came an odd clanking sound. Then another. And a third that was like the grinding of gears in a mill. 

He turned to one of the men. “Did you hear that?”

“Yes, sir.”

A few men had noticed and glanced around but they didn’t seem alarmed.

“Probably an odd echo,” he muttered to no one. He started to ride back toward the entrance. 

Another round of clanks, creaks, and booms sounded. Then half the mountainside exploded at the southern entrance to Kerokar Pass. 

Kedimius spun his mount around and stared in horror. Before he could further react, the pass exploded on the Mûlkran end as well. 

Two thousand would be cut off outside the pass on the Mûlkran side. Four thousand within. Hundreds would die beneath the collapsing mountainsides.

Gravel and massive boulders tumbled down toward Kedimius. He ducked his head, spurred his horse, and rode in the only direction he could, deeper into the pass. Men screamed. Dust billowed out into the pass until no one could see anything. Pebbles rained all around. A boulder rolled into his mount. The horse fell, throwing Kedimius from the saddle. More rubble fell around him as he blacked out.


Chapter 48




“It is time,” said Harmulkot.

“Esha,” said Breskaro. “Stay with Whum and Larekal. Watch the southern side to see if anyone tries to come over the rubble.”

The debris was piled the height of six men on each side. Going over it would prove difficult, if not impossible since the rocks would shift underfoot. 

As Esha opened the doorway, Aleui and Breskaro cast the spell of unimpeded sight on themselves and the Valiants and then the spell of obscuring mists. The mists rose through the chaos of the panicked volunteer soldiers. Breskaro’s forces, however, could see through the mist and the dust still swirling through the pass. 

Breskaro had seventy-six undead knights against nearly four thousand troops. The odds weren’t fair, but he was counting on the fog, fear, and confusion to give him an advantage. Plus, most of these volunteers were not mounted nor heavily armored, and no mere wounds would stop his knights. 

The Mûlkrans also had on their side Esha’s friend: the metallic beast which she had nicknamed Mot, after its creator, Mokelmot.

“Now, Esha!” Breskaro shouted.

Esha whispered an order to the metallic monster. Mot bounded out into the pass, heading south, and tore through the enemy. Mass terror swept through the pass as its metal jaws snapped off heads and its spiked tail swept back-and-forth breaking the legs of horses and men. 

“Charge!” Breskaro yelled as the beast bounded out of sight. 

Nightsoul launched into battle, and the Undying Valiants were right behind him, veering toward the north, in the direction of the city. They rode in with lances and wrought destruction against the Issalian soldiers who were confused to find an enemy in their midst where there had been none before, an enemy they could hear but couldn’t see. As their lances broke or became trapped in bodies, the Valiants drew swords and maces and swung about them, attacking anything that walked along the ground.

Breskaro shattered his lance and drew his sword. He, too, began to wildly hack to each side at anything that came near him. The mists faded but his strength did not. For nearly an hour he chopped and slashed. The enemy’s number thinned and few Valiants were lost. Some of the Issalian volunteers begged for mercy but Breskaro cut them down. Many tried to rally and attack the metal beast, but their weapons were useless against it. Eventually, using the weight of numbers, they pulled it down to the ground. But they could do little more than dent the thing. A squad of Valiants charged to Mot’s aid, attacking those on it and dispersing them. At that point the metal monster leapt up and attacked with renewed frenzy.

Breskaro paused to look about. Three thousand men lay dead or dying. Another five hundred or more were dead from the impact of the rocks. Many more probably lay dead underneath the rocks on the outside of the pass. The last of the volunteer army had rallied into a defensive position and were backed up into a corner. Breskaro sent his knights on a charge, following behind the beast.

He had lost six knights entirely — heads missing or trunks so badly damaged that their bodies ceased to function. Perhaps a dozen were now impaired by grievous injuries. Missing appendages or with crushed bones, but they fought on, on horseback or foot, as best as they could. 

The battle raged in the corner and another of his knights were forever lost to him. Breskaro sighed and chewed at his lip. He didn’t want to lose any of his Valiants. He felt connected to them and cared about them, even if their souls had departed. 

“Breskaro!” a voice shouted out through the din of the battle and the screams of the dying. “Breskaro Varenni!”

Breskaro wheeled his horse around and rode toward that voice.

Kedimius staggered through the pass, battered, blood-stained, with a swollen knot on the side of his head. His left arm hung useless and he limped on his left leg. But he clutched his sword in his right hand and advanced with determination in his eyes.

Breskaro pulled his mount up short of Kedimius. “I told you not to return.”

“All this carnage, Breskaro. Is it worth it? These were good men.”

Breskaro glanced around. “Is it to me? Yes. To the mothers and daughters and wives of these men? No, it isn’t fair to them. But I’m not responsible for their coming here. You must have known these were dead men as soon as Togisi ordered them forward.”

“I tried to talk him into letting only volunteers go first, like you used to do, but he wouldn’t change his mind. Nor would High Priestess Blasidia. So I volunteered to lead them. It was the least I could do. It’s what you would have done.”

“He wasn’t wrong to send those who are the least valuable first. You see the result. I would do the same myself now.”

“But you are not the man of honor you once were.”

“I am a dead man, Kedimius. The dead have no honor.”

“I don’t believe that.”

Breskaro smiled. “Then believe this: I can’t afford such honor anymore.”

Kedimius pointed at the last of the volunteer soldiers who were fighting to their deaths. “Will you not take an offer of surrender?”

“I can’t afford prisoners. I can’t feed them. I can’t send them back. They will die fighting for what they believe in, no matter how foolish the cause. That’s the best I can give them.”

“I should go die with them. I led them here. And you said you would kill me if I came against you again.”

“So I did. Is that what you want?”

“No. I ... I should have died with you seven years ago. Everything would have been easier if I had. Everything here is wrong.”

“Everything? No, but some things are. Does Issaly need to conquer Mûlkra for its own people to prosper? The Mûlkrans are threat enough to themselves. They’ve done nothing wrong. They worship different gods, yes. But why should they suffer for this? Magnos and the Matriarch could end this by calling off the crusade. But they won’t, so I must fight them. And I will do whatever it takes to win. My loyalties are clear.”

“Mine aren’t,” Kedimius said. “You and Whum, you know where your loyalties lie, for better or worse. The Matriarch and General Togisi, my dear Ilsimia: They all know where they stand, and they stand firm in their faith. Not me. I am the one torn between you all.”

“You are not torn by loyalties. You are torn by guilt. I gave you the perfect option. Ride on and leave all this.”

“I can’t.”

“Then you know where your true loyalties lie. Otherwise, you wouldn’t be standing here talking to me. You’d be doing your best to run me through with your sword. You’re just afraid to commit. Don’t think that because I’m dead, because honor has left me, that I don’t still respect you. I would have killed you otherwise. Kedimius, I could use your help. I need you. Orisala needs you.”

“Orisala...” Kedimius shook his head. “No. I can’t fight my own people. I pledged my life to the service of the Goddess.”

“Seshalla doesn’t give a damn about you. Fight for those you love. And those who love you. No one else matters.”

The fighting stopped. Kedimius glanced back to see the Valiants moving through the pass, dispatching wounded men. A figure on horseback charged toward him. He spun and raised his guard, then dropped his sword and flung out his arms.

“Ked!” shouted Whum as he leapt down from the saddle and took his old friend into a giant hug.

Kedimius smiled, despite the grim situation. “Whum, old friend. I have missed you.”

Whum backed up and nodded toward Breskaro. “Talking to the dead one here won’t lift your spirits.”

“You know, Whum, you warned me that we’d be opposed to one another someday.”

“Not how you expected the split, eh?”

“I’m sorry we didn’t listen to you. The three of us, we should have gone on questing, adventuring for ourselves, helping people, doing whatever we thought was right. Crusaders for justice, not for Seshalla or Harmulkot or greed.”

“Wisdom is often late. You going to join us? Or am I going to have to knife you?” Whum glanced questioningly at Breskaro.

Breskaro replied, “I’ve given him a choice. He has already made it in his heart, but he’s not ready to commit.”

“How can you be so sure of what’s in my heart?” Kedimius asked.

“The Mûlkrans have a just cause, defending their home and their way of life. If they lose, the Issalians will raze Mûlkra and slaughter her citizens. You know this.”

“In Brekka, once you were gone ... It was terrible what we did.”

“And it will be worse here,” said Whum. “The Issalians have long hated us.”

“And it’s not only justice that will sway you,” said Breskaro. “You have friends here. Whum and me. Orisala. You still love her.”

Kedimius stared into Breskaro’s piercing green eyes, then he looked away. “What good am I here? I am one man against many. I will not win this war for you. And I failed you. I failed her.”

“Yes, you did. But I think you need a chance for redemption. And, Kedimius...” Breskaro dropped his head and fumbled with the reins of his horse. “Kedimius, you were like a son to me. I wasted my life. I would see you reclaim yours. I would see you be the good man that I can never be again. When all this is done. When I have saved Orisala ... She won’t need me, broken, dead thing that I am. She will need you.”

Esha ran up to them, sling in hand, with Larekal chasing behind her. “Master! You’re okay!”

“I told you to wait behind.”

“You told me to stay with Larekal, so I made him follow me.”

Larekal shrugged. “I couldn’t restrain her, master.” 

Esha glanced back to the pile of rubble in the south end of the pass. A scout was peeking his head over the top. Esha spun around and began to whirl her sling.

“You’ll never hit him from here,” Larekal said. “That’s over four hundred paces away.”

Esha loosed her attack. The bullet sped down the pass and nailed the scout in the forehead. He fell. 

“Hah! Got him!”

“By the gods!” Whum said.

Another head popped up and Esha gave it another shot. This one narrowly missed, but the scout got the message and went back down. No others appeared.

“Impressive, yes?” said Breskaro.

She flashed a smile at Kedimius. “I’m Esha.” 

“I’ve never seen anything like it,” said Kedimius.

“You will find that there is no one else like her anywhere,” said Harmulkot as Aleui approached.

Harmulkot billowed out from the qavra stone. Kedimius took a step back. 

“There is no reason to fear me,” said Harmulkot. “I shall not hurt you.”

“You, you’re a ghost! I thought you were—”

“Solid? I appeared to you so before, but that was an illusion managed with Aleui’s help. Of course, since you have now seen me this way, we cannot let you go. Though unless I am mistaken, you have decided to stay with us, have you not?”

Kedimius said to Breskaro, “You’re fighting with so little manpower and Harmulkot is a ghost.”

“The odds of us winning are slim,” said Breskaro. “They always have been. I took this on knowing that I would likely fail and that Orisala would be lost.”

“You could have made her heal Orisala first, Breskaro. Then fight here on your honor.” He turned to Harmulkot. “If you heal her now, I will fight for you. Breskaro would as well. He doesn’t lack motivation. He wants vengeance against Togisi, against Seshalla.”

“To heal her,” said Harmulkot, “could destroy my greatest weapon. That I cannot do. By the way, Breskaro, you should get moving.”

Breskaro leapt down from his mount and walked over to the first corpse he came to. He held his hands over it. White concentric rings of energy emanated from his hands and pulsed over the body.

“Rise,” said Breskaro.

The corpse stirred, rose, and bowed before him.

“This is madness,” Kedimius said. “These men deserve better than this.”

“Their souls are departed,” said Harmulkot. “All that remains within these bodies are soulless memories. They remember how to fight, to run, to cook a meal. They don’t remember loved ones, summer breezes, or a kiss upon the cheek.”

Breskaro moved on, swiftly raising corpses. Plunging his sword into bodies of men who were not yet dead as he went.

“This is the only way we can have enough manpower to defend my city,” said Harmulkot. “And that device is the same one that will heal your Orisala.” 

“You look familiar,” Kedimius blurted out.

“I will take that as a compliment,” she said.

“Why?”

“Because it means that you think I’m beautiful.”

“I don’t think that—”

“Oh but you do, Kedimius Threnna. You do. You may think of me as evil. And I am a ghost currently. But I am also beautiful. Especially to you. Do not deny it. Deltenya and Adelenia were my direct descendants. They looked much like me. Orisala—”

“Looks a lot like you,” he muttered.

“Even despite the many generations.” Harmulkot smiled. “Do not tell Breskaro.”

“He hasn’t noticed?”

“I am sure he must have. He probably does not like to dwell on it.”

Sounds of fighting erupted on the Mûlkran side of the barrier.

“Another part of the trap?” Kedimius asked.

“Of course,” said Whum. “Our military is ambushing the Issalians trapped on that side.”

“How did you get in here? The scouts were thorough.”

Whum pointed at the western wall where already the newly-raised, undead soldiers were limping toward a tunnel that led into the pass. Breskaro would soon have an army of at least a few thousand of these undying, unfeeling, relentless warriors.

“Clever, eh?”

“I would expect nothing more from you and Breskaro. How many of these undead warriors can you raise?” he asked Harmulkot.

“About five to ten thousand, depending on how much quality he chooses to give each animated corpse.”

Kedimius took a step back as the metal monster lumbered up to them. Esha patted it on the nose, but without taking her eyes off the southern debris barrier. “This is Mot,” she said. “He’s my friend.”

“My brother Mokelmot created him to kill me if I should ever return to Mûlkra,” said Harmulkot. “Esha convinced him I was not his enemy any longer.”

“How?”

“No one knows,” Aleui said.

“Esha is our great mystery,” said Whum.

“I’m just a girl,” she replied. “A normal girl. Well not entirely normal, apparently. Weird things just keep happening to me. But all I want to do is save my master.”

“Your master?” Kedimius said.

“Master Breskaro.”

“Why is he your master?”

“The Seshallans crucified me and Breskaro saved me.”

“It’s true,” said Larekal. “He saved me and eleven of my brothers as well.” Larekal explained to Kedimius how they had come to serve Breskaro.

“They should not have done that to your people.”

“It happens all the time,” said Larekal. “The crusading, it never ends.”

“I’m sorry,” said Kedimius. 

“Come,” said Harmulkot. “Breskaro is almost finished.”

“Is Orisala with you?” Kedimius asked. “Can I see her?”

“She is not here,” said Harmulkot, “but if you live and you fight with us, you may be reunited.”

With that the ghost of Harmulkot disappeared back into the qavra. 

Aleui reached out and took Kedimius’s hand. “Come,” she said. “You’re one of us now. We need to get you cleaned up and check on those injuries.”

Dazed, he allowed her to lead him on.


Chapter 49




General Togisi paced. Every time he looked at the rockslide blocking access to Kerokar Pass he would shout a curse and pace harder. His engineers were organizing teams of soldiers, mostly culled from the remaining volunteer forces, to remove the debris. They estimated the effort would take three or four days if shifts were employed night and day. The only alternative was to go around the plateau and descend through the mountains and Olgoliol Wood, a trip that would take three weeks and require him to abandon all their warhorses and their supply train. 

The first scout to reach the top of the debris pile without being shot returned. They had heard strange metallic sounds during the fighting, noises almost bestial in nature, and soldiers had screamed in terror. How Breskaro had gotten troops inside, he had no idea. 

“General, there were two rockslides. One at each end. They must have been triggered at the same time.”

“How did Breskaro get troops in there?”

“No idea, sir.”

“So we have another rock wall to go through after this one?”

“There’s more, General,” the scout said nervously. “The number of bodies lying in the pass ... less than a thousand.”

“Nearly six thousand troops passed through!”

“There’s blood everywhere. The only corpses left are mangled. Mauled, as if by some beast.”

High Priestess Blasidia who was in the meeting with them sat down suddenly, as if all the energy had drained from her at once.

“More undead?” Togisi asked.

“What else?” she replied. “If he could raise the Valiants, perhaps he can raise more. We have no idea what his capabilities are.”

Togisi closed his eyes and muttered a prayer. “Any sign of what was causing those strange metallic noises we heard?”

“No, General.”

“As soon as you get someone over into the pass, let me know. You’re dismissed.” Togisi turned to Blasidia. “Can you counter these undead soldiers? Breskaro probably has a lot more of them now.” 

“I’m certain that we can using the matrixes. According to Ilsimia, Breskaro himself can be harmed with them. But how many can we counter before our matrixes burn out?”




~~~




The scouts returned that evening after climbing over the rocks to tell General Togisi how Breskaro had entered.

“There’s a section of rock wall, General, where all the footprints lead. We can’t get it to open and it looks no different than the rest of the wall. The craftsmanship is extraordinary.”

“If we can break through that, we will have a passage into Mûlkra,” said Blasidia.

Togisi shook his head. “We will place stones there to block it off. Breskaro knows that we will have figured it out. He will have laid traps or have collapsed the tunnels. We will not dare that route unless we become desperate.”




~~~




Once the Issalian army cleared the rubble from the first rockslide and began stacking rubble against the section where they knew the secret door opened, the Mûlkran attack began. Togisi was not in the pass when the first stone came hurtling over the rockslide and landed in the midst of a crew of workmen, killing three and injuring a dozen others. 

From the opposite end of the pass, Togisi watched the second stone come hurtling over and began to count. The stone crashed into an empty space, hurting no one.

“Trebuchet,” he said to his attendant officer. A few minutes later, another stone came streaking over. He kept counting and after yet another stone crashed, he announce: “Only two machines. Sergeant, send the teams in immediately. Each man moving rubble is to have a shield on his back and a companion with a shield up beside him.”

“Yes, my lord.”

As his work crews began, a storm of arrows flew over the rock wall in a high arc, falling amongst his crews. A few men groaned and fell as the arrows found their way between shields. It slowed them down, but they had no choice but to keep at it. The trebuchets were the bigger problem. The stones they launched were getting in the way and were killing a dozen men each hour, sometimes more.

Three days had already passed since the trap was unleashed in the pass. It would take four more at this rate to gain an entrance through the rubble.


Chapter 50




With a fur-lined cloak over his shoulders to block the icy wind, Kedimius stood on the wall staring out across the valley toward Kerokar Pass. His wounds had been washed and tended. None were severe, only scrapes, shallow cuts, lots of bruises. He was lucky. Five thousand men had not been so fortunate. Those trapped on the Mûlkran side had been slaughtered like the rest. Out of the roughly four thousand that had been trapped within the pass, Breskaro had raised over thirty-two hundred that were in good enough condition to be effective. He managed nine hundred more from those trapped in the valley.

“Aleui says you’re one of us now,” said a high-pitched voice.

“It certainly looks that way.”

Esha joined him. She was dressed in her battle armor but was barefoot and seemed oblivious to the cold. “You were master’s squire, right? That’s sort of like being a shield-maiden, isn’t it?”

“In a way. But I was also learning how to be a knight like him.”

“I don’t want to be a knight.”

“No? What do you want to be?”

She shrugged. “I just want to get through this and help master. I owe him. And he’s a good man.”

“He was a good man.”

“He still is. You’ll see.” Esha patted him on the arm. “You’ll have my back if it comes to it, won’t you? If we get in trouble, you’ll be there for me, right?”

“What? Oh, yes.” He smiled despite himself. Her enthusiasm was infectious. “Yes, I’ve got your back. We’re comrades in arms now. Both students of Breskaro.”

“I like you, Kedimius. You’re a good man.”

“You think so?”

“Master likes you, and you’re fighting on the right side now.”

“I hope so.”

“Evil is a power, not a shape.”

“Where did you learn that?”

“Harmulkot.”

Kedimius nodded and restrained a smile. “So while Mûlkra looks evil with its animated corpses...”

“We’re really the good guys. The Issalians are bad people. No offense.”

“None taken. My people crucified you. I can’t argue against that.”

“Good! I’ve got to go clean some of master’s equipment! I’ll see you later. Don’t forget! You’ve got my back!”

“I won’t forget.”




~~~




Kedimius dined with Whum. They pretended everything was normal. They drank wine and laughed, reminiscing about their old exploits. It was late in the night when Breskaro joined them.

“We have food left,” Kedimius said.

“I don’t eat any longer, Kedimius, but thank you.”

“You used to call me Ked.”

“You’re a man now.”

“I still prefer Ked ... from my friends.”

“I’m sorry I didn’t live to see you finish growing up.”

“I never meant to let you down,” Kedimius blurted out. “Orisala disappeared one night. I don’t know why. I thought she had run away. There was no sign of a struggle. No one had seen her leave. I searched for weeks and then on and off for months. I never gave up. Even when Ilsimia forced me to stop searching, I never gave up hope that Orisala would turn up somewhere. I wish I could see her. I don’t understand why she isn’t here.”

“She’s not here because here isn’t safe. Kedimius ... Orisala can’t even speak. She is paralyzed, unable to move. The priests who take care of her were only barely able to save her life. She answers me only in blinks. Yes and no questions. No one knows what happened.”

“Where is she?”

“Southeastern Issalia. At the Temple of the Rose of Keshomae. Well off the beaten path. Some fishermen found her floating in the Ayre, her back broken, and they thought the priests could heal her.”

Kedimius cursed. “I rode through that area a year afterward. I wasn’t far away. I asked around.”

“It’s not likely that people in the area had seen her. And there was nothing you could have done. You would have been more miserable. The priestesses of Seshalla can’t heal her. Only Harmulkot can, and only if she wishes to. She holds all the power here.”

“She could betray you.”

“She could, but if she does her bloodline dies out. She doesn’t want that, believe me.”

“You killed Deltenya, though, didn’t you?” Kedimius said. “She was of the same bloodline.”

“That was not my intention. And I will not go into the details of how it happened. Deltenya was obsessed with me. She had been since we first met. Before I married Adelenia, there was an indiscretion one night with Deltenya. Much that has happened was because of that.”

“You don’t think Harmulkot will let her line die out even to save her people?”

“No.”

Whum poured another glass of wine. “We live in strange times. Stranger than I ever expected. But we are together again. And Breskaro is as glum as ever. More. It’s as if—”

“I were dead?”

Laughing hard, Whum spurted wine. Kedimius grinned and shook his head.

“Whum, I wish that death had given me the ability to enjoy laughter. It did not.”

“Then you are not much changed,” Whum snorted.

“What’s death like?” Kedimius asked.

Breskaro told him of the Shadowland. “I can’t speak of anything else. And as for my return to life, it’s not the world I once knew. You still enjoy the world as the living thing it is. To me now ... It’s like a painting is to you. It’s a representation of life. Not fully real. The Keeper warned me this would be the case, but you know, I think it was worth it for the chance to save Orisala and to see the two of you again. And it will be worth it to break Seshalla’s power over this land and extract my revenge for what she and Magnos took from me.

“Now, gentlemen, I must go and work on my sorcery.”

Breskaro left and Whum said, “Well, that was a downer.”

“Does he not sleep?”

“Doesn’t need to. He works constantly. I’ve spent very little time with him. I stay busy organizing supplies, ferreting out traitors, mobilizing citizens in case the city comes under attack.”

“In case the city comes under attack? Isn’t that a given?”

“Has no one told you yet? These walls can’t withstand a concentrated attack. They haven’t been repaired in generations. Under a barrage of siege weapons they would fall in a week or less.”

“He’s going to make his stand at the pass? But that’s suicide. The pass is too big, your forces ... Our forces are too few.”

Whum downed another goblet of wine. “Suicide indeed.”

“But I’m sure Breskaro has a tremendous plan.”

“Oh yes, it will be glorious our suicide.”




~~~




Breskaro did not go to study sorcery as he told Whum and Kedimius he would do. He went to the entrance to the tunnels below the palace. Esha and Aleui were there with Mot.

“I’m worried about leaving the city,” said Aleui. “It is an honor to carry your qavra, my Lady, and an honor to spend time with you. I am truly blessed, but I worry about the people in my absence. Can Esha alone not carry your qavra there?”

“No,” said Harmulkot. “Esha absolutely cannot carry my qavra. Not under any circumstances. The city will be fine, Aleui. And we must take this risk. We have little choice.”

“I’m just worried,” Aleui said. “And I’ve never even been out of Mûlkra before.”

“Never?” Esha asked.

“A priestess stays busy. And I am the youngest high priestess in many, many years. I have never had a chance to roam the land as you have.”

“Sounds boring.”

“I have never thought it so. I have always been devoted to this city and its people, to helping them and to serving Lady Harmulkot.”

“Go swiftly and unseen,” said Breskaro. “Bring back what you can.”

Aleui and Esha climbed into a giant saddle they had rigged onto Mot’s back. 

“I will send a message to you,” said Harmulkot, “when we are a day’s ride away from returning.”


Chapter 51




Kedimius walked beside Breskaro as he surveyed the operation of the trebuchets.

“The crews are good,” said Kedimius.

“We’re lucky to have them, and they’ve been training hard since I arrived. I just wish we had more machines. The city never prepared for the crusade, even though they knew it was coming. The people fought amongst themselves and simply accepted their eventual defeat.”

On their side of the rockslide, Breskaro had tireless undead crews digging a deep trench which would prevent a cavalry charge anywhere except for a bottleneck straight through the middle. Infantry could climb the trench, but it would slow them considerably and leave them vulnerable to attack from above. It would give the Mûlkrans less territory to defend and their archers more time to work. If the Mûlkrans were good at one thing, it was archery. Without their archers and their highly defensible position, the city would have fallen to invaders long ago.

“What do you think of the ballistas?”

Kedimius nodded his approval. “The Mûlkrans have the finest machines in the land, but again, they are too few. Did you rip these from the walls?”

“Only four are field pieces. The other twelve were on the walls. We converted them.”

“So you decided from the first to fight them in the pass?”

“I knew what this city’s capabilities were before I took up Harmulkot’s offer. I ordered scouting reports of the city before we began the Second Crusade. At the time, I thought Mûlkra should be our first priority.”

“But it was the weakest of our neighbors.”

“Also, the one hardest to take if all our enemies should rally or if the city should have a resurgence.”

“The Matriarch should have listened to you.”

“She will regret it now. When I am done here, I will take this war to her.”

Kedimius frowned. “You would wage war all across the land? Who would be in the wrong then?”

“I meant that personally. I don’t expect the Mûlkrans to help me. Just my Valiants and a few hundred raised warriors. Once Orisala is saved, you may see her to safety and I will take care of the Seshallans. I will see the Matriarch cast down. If I perish in the process, so be it.”

“Can anything truly kill you?”

Breskaro looked at him with a malevolent spark in his eyes. “Without the qavra that is my heart, this body would perish. Whether that would send me into death, or whether I would ghost the earth as a wraith, I cannot say. I think the latter, based on what the Keeper of Death told me. I think my will alone can keep me here. Only magic could destroy or banish me.”

“The power of the priestesses—”

“Is strong, but I am stronger. I am prepared now. What Ilsimia did to me was unexpected.”

“Do you have any spells that will aid the battle?”

“Obscuring mists and spells that will aid me directly. I can only use so much magic at once. I have my limitations.”

Two more shots from the trebuchets went over, followed by another volley of arrows. The trebuchets had gone all through the night.

“Will you run out of arrows?”

“We have plenty enough for this, and enough stones for the trebuchet as well.”

“Where will you be when the battle starts?”

“In the tunnels again, with my Valiants.”

“You don’t think they’ll block the passage?”

“I expect them to. And I expect that will make them overconfident.”

“What about Harmulkot and Esha? Where will they be? Why haven’t I seen them these last few days?”

Breskaro said nothing.

“I hate that damn mask,” Kedimius said. “I can’t tell what you’re thinking.”

“I’m currently smiling. I am always smiling beneath it.”

“You don’t trust me, do you?”

“I trust you, Kedimius, but there are some things you will simply have to discover as they unfold.”

“So what would you have me do in battle? I can’t lead any of the Mûlkran units.”

Breskaro placed a hand on Kedimius’ shoulder. “I would have you ride beside me once again.”

“That, I will do gladly.”

“Until that time comes, I would have your assistance in looking over all the defenses I have arrayed here. If you see anything amiss, let me know.”

“Yes, master.”

“I am not your master anymore. I am your friend.”




~~~




Breskaro met with Whum and Councilor Arkiss. Kedimius went with him.

“Gentlemen, I need to increase the size of my undead army.”

“You can’t use the cemetery,” Arkiss said. “It would destroy morale.”

“Not my plan. Most of the bodies would be too decayed to be effective. No, I have something better in mind.”

“Another trap?” Whum asked.

“Prisoners. We will execute every prisoner held within the city.”

“That’s maybe a thousand men,” Arkiss replied, “now that Whum has released his pick back into the city.”

“See that they’re gathered in the Colosseum. I will send in some of my undead warriors to kill them.”

“Easy enough,” Arkiss said. “Anything else?”

“Round up all the infirm, the diseased, the dying. Send them to the Colosseum as well. Best for you to do this, Whum. Keep it quiet.”

Whum and Arkiss stared at him, aghast.

“You can’t!” Kedimius shouted.

“Why not?” Breskaro replied coldly. It seemed fair and logical to him.

“It’s despicable.”

“To ask the dying and helpless to be of some use in defending their city? To give their lives meaning?”

Kedimius grabbed Breskaro by the collar and pulled him close enough that his nose brushed against the bronze mask. Breskaro’s hand fell upon the hilt of a dagger he kept in his belt.

“If I see a single woman or child among the dead, I will kill you, Breskaro Varenni. Bad enough that you allow a child to be your shield-maiden, but you will not kill sick children and animate their corpses. And you will slay no sick or dying man who doesn’t volunteer. Have I made myself clear?”

The two stared at one another for several long moments before Breskaro released the dagger’s hilt and said, “Arkiss, the prisoners.”

Arkiss nodded and departed quickly. 

“Whum, the sick and dying. Do it like the boy wants.”

“What about those who can’t speak for themselves?”

“Ask their closest kin,” Kedimius replied.

Whum departed with a wry grin on his face and a sparkle in his eyes. As soon as he was gone, Breskaro broke away from Kedimius, grabbed him by the throat, and lifted him from the ground.

Breskaro’s eyes flared and his voice seethed with anger. “Who’s in charge here?”

“You ... are...” Kedimius choked out.

Breskaro dropped him. “You’re playing with death, confronting me like that. My temper is short, my connection to my humanity frail. What you did was dangerous. I nearly killed you when you grabbed me. It was foolish.”

Rubbing his throat, Kedimius responded hoarsely, “Someone has to be your conscience. Thought I’d give it a try.”




~~~




The Issalian host gathered before a three-story platform at the top of which stood General Togisi and High Priestess Blasidia. A cold wind howled through the pass whipping a drizzle of snow across the army. The slaughter within Kerokar Pass had decimated morale. That the bodies that weren’t mangled nearly beyond recognition had disappeared had sown fear. Now rumors were spreading that they would soon be battling their dead comrades.

“We have come here for the final crusade of our generation!” General Togisi shouted. “Four crusades have spread our faith far and wide. We expanded Issalia’s borders, stamped out heathen ways, and made the world a better place for our children. Now we must do so once again. 

“We have come here to rid the world of the most vile city ever known to mankind. We will burn away its corruption and renew this land. 

“Yes, we will face here a seeming of our former comrade, Breskaro Varenni, a man we all admire. But what we face is nothing more than a husk animated by demonic spirits. They want to demoralize us by desecrating his body. But we won’t let them ruin his memory. We will avenge him! 

“The Goddess is with us. No matter what you see, stand strong. The enemy would have us flee in fear, but courage and faith in Seshalla are greater weapons than sorcery. We far outnumber them. We have more skill and better equipment. Most importantly, we have divine justice on our side.

“Lastly, my friends, I am happy to do battle alongside you again. I see so many familiar faces. It warms my heart. But I must tell you: After this crusade, I’m retiring.”

Boos and murmurs spread throughout the army.

“I know, I know. You would see me fight until my skin is shredded parchment, my bones brittle and arthritic, my voice silent, but my eyes still alight with passion.”

The men cheered.

“But my days as a warrior have come to an end. After this, I am done. So fight with me my friends, one last time. Fight with me in Seshalla’s name! Let us conquer Mûlkra! Let us avenge the memory of Sir Varenni and honor our Goddess! 

“We claim this land for Seshalla!”

An outpouring of cheers followed and after several minutes, Togisi stepped back and let Blasidia step forward. She quieted them all and said:

“Gathered host, you are all blessed in the name of Seshalla and charged to execute her will on this land, to purify that which is corrupt. Spare all women and children who submit to the Goddess. And spare any man who lays down his arms and swears to follow Seshalla and gives up his possessions. All else you should purify by blade and fire.

“In battle for the Goddess, your sins are forgiven, even the worst transgressions are forgiven a man who gives up his life in her service. Fear not death, for Paradise awaits all who bravely fight in the name of Seshalla.”

Priestess Blasidia lifted a large crystal matrix in one hand and a crystal-tipped staff in the other. She recited a blessing over the army, and when the soldiers repeated the prayer in unison, they did so with vigor. Even those among them who had come for riches found themselves inspired. They forgot, for the moment, about the slaughter that had taken place within Kerokar Pass. They forgot, for the moment, about the missing bodies and the rumors that they would have to battle the dead.




~~~




General Togisi directed the assault from the rear of the army at the back of the pass. He would hold his First Lancers and the Second and Third Lancers back in reserve along with his top infantry units. He knew Breskaro would have some trick in mind, so he held back his best to respond to it.

The day before, a few scouts had survived long enough to get a glimpse at what awaited them: the entire Mûlkran army beyond a set of trenches designed to block and channel cavalry. Now the two armies could see one another over the last of the rubble.

Covered by fellow soldiers with shields aloft, crews rushed forward grabbing stones. Arrows streamed across at them, but for the first time, the Issalian army returned fire, sending their own volleys over. Most of their arrows fell short, their bows lacking the range of the Mûlkran recurves. Those that found their mark stuck into the flesh of the undead. The Mûlkran trebuchets, and now ballistas as well, continued to bombard the Issalians. The Issalian army was losing hundreds of men as they cleared the rubble, but there was nothing to be done for it.

“What are our prospects?” Blasidia asked Togisi. She had stayed beside General Togisi, along with all of her fellow battle priestesses.

“According to my scouts, the entire Mûlkran army awaits us beyond the rubble, along with Breskaro leading their pitifully small contingent of cavalry. The fight will be tough, but we will prevail. And if we win here, the city will be guarded by no more than a small militia of women and children and old men. It is likely they would surrender immediately.”

“I see their undead warriors in the front. I don’t understand how the people of Mûlkra can tolerate such evil.”

“They’re wicked heathens following a wicked goddess.” Togisi shrugged. “It’s going to be difficult for our men to fight men they knew who are now animated back to life. But if we can get to Breskaro and kill him, perhaps these terrible creatures will fade away.”

A scout rode up to General Togisi. “Sir, I believe it’s clear enough now.”

Togisi turned to the trumpeter beside him. “Sound the call. We advance.”

Five blasts sounded on the trumpet, three short, two long. A cry went up among the Issalians.


Chapter 52




Mounted, with the Valiants behind them, Breskaro and Kedimius waited in the tunnel that led into Kerokar Pass. They hadn’t spoken about their confrontation. Breskaro had kept his word and had only killed and animated prisoners and nearly two hundred others who had volunteered after some urging.

“How will you know when it’s time?” Kedimius asked. 

“A priestess with the army will send a message to me using the spell of the distant whisper. It’s a tricky spell, but we’ve been practicing it together for weeks now.” Breskaro looked at him thoughtfully. “Is something bothering you? Are you having doubts about the side you’ve chosen?”

“It’s not that. It’s the Valiants. I can’t bear to look at them. I knew these men, Breskaro. I grew up around them. These are old friends who ride beside me. Good men like Amrasi.”

“They’re not those men any longer.”

“But I remember them so well. I know their souls have departed, but their voices, their expressions ... Does it not bother you?”

“No. Death changed me. I don’t know what awaits you on the other side when you die, Kedimius. If it’s not Paradise that you find, if you should end up in the Shadowland, let go and embrace Oblivion. Do not linger as I did.”

“You wish you had not?”

“In a way. But I did and now I have the chance to right many wrongs and save Orisala.”

“The speech you gave the Mûlkrans...”

“I’m not a politician.”

“No, it was good. It was practical and to the point. You didn’t give them false hope, yet you gave them hope nonetheless. Hope not born of promises or divine rescue, but the sort of hope that comes from hard work and relentless spirit.”

“That’s what it will take.”

“I am glad to have gotten the chance to know you again. Even if you are changed.”

“And I’m pleased to see you as a grown man. About earlier, I think...” Breskaro’s qavra flickered. He closed his eyes and nodded. Then he turned to Kedimius. “It’s time. The battle has begun.”




~~~




Issalian infantry streamed through the breach in the rockslide and charged into a hail of arrows. They raced down into the ditches the Mûlkrans had dug. As they came climbing up the other side of the six-foot deep ditches, their skulls were bashed in with war hammers wielded by dead men. The few who did reach the top didn’t last long.

“Sound the second charge!” Togisi commanded. The trumpeter relayed orders.

Amidst the second wave of infantry, the cavalry charged through, lances lowered. When they poured through the bottleneck, they slowed down and were met on the opposite side by undead infantry wielding long pikes. Thick armor, strong shields, and powerful horses proved greater. The warhorses crashed through the first ranks, trampling and maiming those beneath them. But slowly their charge ground to a halt as no more than ten men could ride through abreast. 

The second, third, and fourth charges failed to break through and the fallen horses and men began to clog the route.

As time passed, the death toll mounted. Over five thousand of the Issalians, mostly volunteer infantry, lay dead or dying. Perhaps five hundred of the undead had been rendered inactive, but there were another four thousand of them.

Togisi ordered the professional infantry forward and called back the volunteer and light professional cavalry he had used so far. He turned to Colonel Huro:

“Relay this order to all infantry and cavalry captains: You are not to fall back under any circumstance. You must seize the ground beyond the bottleneck at all cost. Priestess, we must do something about their dead warriors. They are stronger than we feared.”

Priestess Blasidia ordered eight of her battle priestesses to go with them. “Use the crystals against the undead.”

And so, over twenty thousand infantry forged their way through the pass, under a hailstorm of arrows and ballista bolts. They drove through the bottleneck, picking their way over corpses. They went through the trenches dug by the Mûlkrans. They came in waves, unrelenting, their blood filling the trenches. 

The eight battle priestesses rode forward with the cavalry, under heavy guard. They held aloft their crystal matrixes and staves, and once they were within a hundred paces of the undead, bright beams pulsed from the crystals. Each beam that struck an undead warrior disabled him. Each crystal destroyed fifty or more undead before burning out. The priestesses had only four crystals each, but it was enough to change the tide of the battle. 

The Issalian infantry seized the other side of the trenches. The undead were pushed back, their numbers starting to thin. Those not destroyed by the crystals were disabled by attacks aimed at their legs. 

The battle raged for another hour. The Mûlkran regulars joined the undying, yet they failed to keep the second line of trenches. Nearly ten thousand Issalians lay dead. The Mûlkran archers had to withdraw and set up a new position further back. The trebuchets were still far enough away to be safe from attack.

The Mûlkran infantry held thanks to what was left of the narrowing of the pass, but if they lost another fifty paces of ground, the Issalians would be able to pour out and encircle them.

Five battle priestesses were returning, having expended their power. The other three lay dead, killed by archers. 

“Why does their cavalry yet wait?” Blasidia asked General Togisi. “Surely they could have repulsed that last surge.”

Togisi shrugged. “A better question is why have we not seen any of Harmulkot’s sorcery, and why is Breskaro sitting there doing nothing? Have you felt any presence of sorcery?”

“I have not.”

“Then Breskaro has some foul plan in mind and has yet to reveal it. That’s why our best remain in reserve. That’s why I feel—”

The western wall of the pass, where stones were piled to clog the secret entrance, exploded open.


Chapter 53




Using the spell of distant whispers, Breskaro projected his thoughts toward Harmulkot. 

“Where are you?” he asked.

“I am near. I have gathered what we need. I will be there within an hour.”

“We don’t have that long. We’ve lost the second line. I must attack now.”

“I will do my best,” she replied. “My strength be with you, champion.”

Breskaro touched the trigger plate. Nothing happened. The door to the pass remained shut. He tried again. Nothing.

“Damn it.”

“Invoke the girl,” Kedimius said.

“In Esha’s name, I beg thee,” Breskaro said, reaching his hand toward the trigger.

Before his fingers could touch the trigger, pulleys whined and gears twirled. Following a series of bangs, creaks, and clacks, the door slid open.

A pile of rocks blocked their way. 

Breskaro turned to Kedimius. “Your last chance to back out.”

“I’ll ride with you to the end, my friend.”

Breskaro reconnected his mind to that of the Mûlkran priestess. “Launch the barrels of oil.”

Breskaro turned in his saddle and admired his Valiants and the four hundred and fifty Mûlkran knights behind them. 

He raised a fist in salute. “To battle!”

“To battle,” the knights of Mûlkra shouted. The Valiants made no sound, no movement. They simply waited.

Breskaro faced the rock wall, placed his palms together, and chanted. Power gathered within the qavra around his neck and within his qavra heart which began to beat wildly.

Breskaro looked at Kedimius. “For Orisala.”

“For Orisala,” Kedimius echoed.

He spoke the command for the spell of the ram of force, its potency tripled through tedious preparatory rituals using runes inscribed on two talismans, one strapped to each forearm. 

Power flowed from his palms into the air before him and formed into the shape of two spirit rams, easily twice their normal size. They lowered their heads and charged into the piled stones blocking the entrance. The rubble blasted outward, scattering into the mass of Issalian infantry marching through the pass. Dozens were killed, maimed, or knocked unconscious.

Kedimius nodded at Breskaro then smiled. Captain Amrasi cantered forward, lowered his lance, and howled an unearthly battle cry. Kedimius followed him. The Valiants charged, the hooves of their warhorses pounding the cold gravel. Falling snowflakes stuck to their cold, lifeless skin. They smashed into the flank of the Issalian infantry divisions, who were desperately out of position and in disarray. Breskaro rode in the midst of the formation, between the Mûlkran knights and his Valiants.

Kedimius cringed as his lowered lance burst through the ribcage of a dark-haired Issalian infantryman, no more than twenty years old. A young man who had been a comrade of his only days earlier. The lance broke. Kedimius drew his saber. Deflecting spearpoints with his shield, he chopped at heads, battered shields, and sliced into forearms. Blood flew. Souls departed. Tears dripped onto his breastplate.

Amrasi and the Valiants beside him were ruthless, more deadly than ever for they didn’t care about their own safety. The Mûlkran knights behind them fought bravely to defend their homeland. Together they formed a wedge and drove toward General Togisi and the Issalian First and Second Lancers.

Breskaro rode in the midst of the wedge, chanting. The Mûlkran trebuchets launched hole-punched barrels of oil into the air. The oil spewed out over the Issalians as the casks tumbled. The barrels struck and burst, spraying oil across nearby soldiers and falling well short of Breskaro’s position. Unable to wait any longer, he unleashed the spell of scattered flames. A shower of sparks zoomed out through the pass. 

On their own, the sparks were practically harmless. The splattered oil ignited. Men screamed, fell, and rolled in the dirt trying to put out the flames. Some were trampled as warhorses panicked. Riders were thrown from their saddles. Shields were abandoned, or lowered, leaving their bearers exposed to Mûlkran longbows. Most of the fires were small and caused little damage, but they sowed confusion and stopped the Issalians’ progress. 

In the distance, the image of the cavalry of the Mûlkrans and the Valiants that had waited behind the lines disappeared. A mist rose up from the trenches, conjured by a contingent of priestesses from Mûlkra who had abandoned their illusion of the horsemen and Breskaro. Within minutes, the Issalians could see nothing ahead of them. They were forced to blunder into the Mûlkran lines. 

Breskaro held out a scroll of parchment, covered in runes he had painstakingly drawn out in blood over the last several weeks, and spoke the dangerous spell of summoning demons most foul. A rift like a festering wound on the cloudy, snow-drizzling sky opened. From it plunged three demons of wing and talon with razor beaks and bulging sores that dripped poisonous ichor. With terrifying shrieks, the horrors fell upon the Issalian Second Lancers. The veteran knights scattered in terror as the first of their comrades were shredded by the demons.

Breskaro’s burning emerald eyes flickered out. His heart skipped one beat, two. He began to fall, but Kedimius closed in and caught him.




~~~




General Togisi remained as serene as a monk despite the carnage being wrought in the pass. He spoke softly.

“We ride now, priestess.”

High Priestess Blasidia lofted her crystal matrix the size of a baby’s head and started toward the demons. 

Togisi grabbed her arm. “Ignore them. Go for Breskaro. He’s weak. Finish him and the rest will become easy.”

Blasidia ordered two of three priestesses who had not yet used their matrixes to concentrate on the demons. 

Togisi, Blasidia, the remaining priestess, and the First Lancers swept through the ranks of their retreating infantry and charged toward the Valiants. 

The two priestesses held their crystals aloft and recited prayers as they rushed toward the demons who were scattering the Second Lancers. Concentrated beams of light streamed from the crystals and struck the demons, searing their skin and sending them into a rage. 

The demons beat their massive wings and launched toward the priestesses. One demon disappeared in a cloud of smoke as all three beams focused directly on him. The two remaining demons fell upon the priestesses and tore them in half. When they began to drink their blood, a squad of Second Lancers rallied and charged. With their lances they skewered one demon, partially disabling him. The other demon spun around before the lances struck. It tore into horses and riders, breaking the charge.

Valiants, Mûlkran knights, and First Lancers collided. The priestess beside Blasidia aimed her crystal at the undead knights. Where the other undead would fall after a single bolt of light struck them, the Valiants could sustain several bursts before falling. But the strikes weakened them, evening the odds. Togisi rallied nearby infantry units into helping the First Lancers, and then the Mûlkran charge was outnumbered ten to one.

A single blast from Blasidia’s crystal punched a hole through the Mûlkran line. Togisi and Blasidia slipped through and charged Breskaro.

He was still propped up by Kedimius, but his sorcerous heartbeat was regulating. His eyes brightened. Strength returned to his limbs. But not soon enough.

Blasidia lifted her matrix and called upon the power of Seshalla. 

A beam locked onto Breskaro, penetrated his armor, and blistered his skin. The copper wires of the Akythiri Mechanism heated, branding his skin from the inside and scorching the flesh beneath them. The pain was worse than anything he had ever felt before. He tried to hold out against it. He had wards cast onto his armor to help protect him, but they weren’t helping.

He convulsed and dropped his sword. The light blinded and blistered Nightsoul who bucked and spun away. Kedimius lost his grip and Breskaro plunged from the saddle.

Togisi lowered his lance and grinned wildly. “Let me have him,” he said to Blasidia as he urged his horse into a gallop.

Another beam struck Breskaro as he tried to rise, knocking him back down. His clothing and armor began to burn. He screamed in agony, rolling on the ground.

The priestess stopped her beam. 

Breskaro lifted his head and caught sight of Togisi bearing down on him.

“Magnos. I’ve strength enough for you.”

With a surge of adrenaline, Breskaro twisted and grabbed Togisi’s lance just before it struck, jamming the point into the ground. Togisi couldn’t let go fast enough. The impact knocked him out of his saddle. Breskaro lurched to his feet and picked up his sword. 

Kedimius raced toward High Priestess Blasidia as she aimed her crystal toward Breskaro and blasted him down again. She spotted Kedimius out of the corner of her eye but hesitated, not understanding which side he was on. She hesitated too long. With a sudden burst, Kedimius’ mount shot forward and he buried his sword in her chest. She toppled and dropped the crystal, which shattered when it struck the ground.

Togisi drew his sword and closed on Breskaro who was getting back up slowly. Kedimius rode in between them and attacked. 

Togisi parried the blow and snarled. “So you’re a traitor now as well.”

“I’ve chosen the side I know to be right.”

“It’ll be the death of you.”

“As long as I kill you first. I warned you there’d be a reckoning between us.”

Togisi smiled. A knight charged Kedimius. He turned and raised his shield, deflecting the Issalian axe-strike aimed at him. The impact knocked him backward and the deflected blade struck his helmet. Concussed, Kedimius fell. 

The Issalian knight rode past then spun round to help Togisi but a Valiant intercepted him.

Seizing the opportunity, Togisi leapt toward Kedimius who couldn’t raise his guard. “You’re at your end, traitor!”

But the General’s blade struck another’s with a resounding clang and a shower of sparks.

“I believe you forgot about me, Magnos.”

Togisi spun and faced Breskaro, their swords crossed. 

“Your war’s over, Breskaro. Look around you. Your Valiants and corpse warriors are failing. You’re losing your demons. Your flames have done their best, yet still we fight. We’ve still got far greater numbers and an equal desire to win.”

A conch horn blared in the distance, coming from the Plain of Kerokar. Croaking shouts followed it. 

Breskaro loosed a laugh like a raven’s caw. “Not over yet, old friend.”
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Screams of terror erupted amongst the rearguard of the Issalian army. Infantry, lancers, and reserves fled toward the rest of the battle in the pass, babbling hysterically about a mass of demons, a metal beast, and Harmulkot herself. 

Togisi stepped away and glanced back. “So your goddess makes her move at last.” Togisi parried a weak sword-stroke. “You still can’t win. Seshalla will see us through.”

“Seshalla is a lie, Magnos. But it doesn’t matter. You won’t live to see the outcome either way. I will have my vengeance on you now.”

They fought: blade against blade, anger against anger. Kedimius lay dazed nearby, struggling to recover his wits. Thinning Valiants and dismayed First and Second Lancers fought around them. 

Staggering, Breskaro defended himself and pressed the attack when he could. But he was injured by the blasts from the crystal and drained by the spells he had cast. 

Togisi cut Breskaro across the ribs, his saber slicing through Breskaro’s armor. Grimacing, Breskaro made a thrust at Togisi’s midsection but missed.

“You’re weak, Breskaro.”

“Weakened perhaps, but I can endure a thousand cuts such as that and still come for you.”

Magnos scowled. “Seshalla will meet my vengeance upon you.”

“Vengeance?! You were the one that betrayed me and eighty good men over a misunderstanding. A brief kiss when Deltenya forced herself on me. It was nothing more than that. You could have confronted me. I would’ve told you the truth. But instead you killed me.”

“Lies. Nothing but lies.”

Breskaro’s guard failed again and Togisi stabbed him in the stomach. Breskaro’s counter succeeded, but only enough to leave a shallow cut in Togisi’s forearm. 

Invigorated by rage, Togisi fought as hard as he’d ever fought in his long military career. He jabbed Breskaro high in the left shoulder, dodged a weak counter, and scored a cut across Breskaro’s thigh.

“You’re beaten, Breskaro. You can’t stop me.”

Blazing with illusory purple flames that to any soldier of Issalia conjured images of Torment, Harmulkot ghosted over Aleui who stood on Mot’s shoulders. Esha sat behind her, sling whirling and releasing bullets at the enemy. The metal beast tore through any Issalians who dared to stand against it. Behind it bounded over three thousand of the toad-like batrakosians savagely attacking their enemies with clubs and spears.

Only when they reached the First and Second Lancers and the finer elements of infantry Togisi had held in reserve did Harmulkot and the batrakosians meet resistance. Their progress slowed but they pushed forward, powered along by Mot and the fear Harmulkot inspired. Through three crusades the Issalians had seen little of the sorcery their church decried. Now, at last, they faced it head on.

Togisi’s blade flashed past Breskaro’s parry. The saber dented the bronze funeral mask, cut a gash above Breskaro’s right ear, and severed the cord holding the mask in place. Stunned, Breskaro stumbled back. The mask fell into the dust. Rather than striking a killing blow aimed at Breskaro’s neck, Togisi hesitated. His eyes were wide as he gazed on Breskaro’s ruinous face. 

A lead bullet zipped through mounts and riders and whizzed past Togisi’s nose, distracting him a moment.

Aleui, Harmulkot and Esha drew near, but Mot, battered by axe and blade, was becoming sluggish. His clawed feet plodded along. His tail no longer struck out but dragged the ground. There was no significant damage, nothing more than dents, but the ancient power plant within him was failing after days of galloping to Peithoom Swamp and then returning as fast as the batrakosians could manage.

Mot bit the head off a warhorse, half-heartedly. The falling rider struck Mot hard across the nose with his axe. The metal beast stumbled. 

General Togisi glanced at Harmulkot and narrowed his eyes. Breskaro swung wildly and overbalanced himself. Togisi darted in to a cut a line across Breskaro’s cheek.

Eyeing Togisi, Aleui held up her hand and chanted the spell of darkfire, the most powerful attack she could manage, one that would certainly drain her. Beside her, Esha was aiming a sling bullet at Togisi. 

An impassioned Issalian knight, blood-spattered, singing hymns of praise to Seshalla, broke free from a group of batrakosians. Unnoticed, he lowered his lance and charged Aleui. Mot stumbled as he approached. His lance missed Aleui but found a deadly home nonetheless. 

The lance punctured Esha’s side and drove deep through her ribs, lifting her from Mot’s back. Her slight body was held up in the air, skewered on the lance. 

“Esha!” Breskaro cried, dropping his guard entirely.

Togisi lunged in. His sword sliced through Breskaro’s ribcage and lodged beside his black qavra heart. With a howl of pain, Breskaro fell to his knees.

A sound like the snap of a spring echoed from within Mot. Steam billowed out from its eyes and it collapsed with a groan and a clattering crash like a dozen metal shields thrown together into a pit. Aleui tumbled to the ground.

A trumpet sounded on the Plains of Kerokar. Hooves thundered to the beats of a battle hymn. A light like a ray of sun came across the battlefield. In rode the Scarlet Guard and the White Guard, led by the radiant figure of the Matriarch with the Crystal Sword of Seshalla glowing like a bolt of pure sunlight in her hand.
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The embattled Issalians began to cheer, recognizing the notes on the horn. The light carried by the Matriarch vanquished the afternoon shadows that had deepened in the pass. Batrakosians fled before her, those that weren’t struck down by the White Guard. All the crusaders fought with renewed zeal and the Mûlkran lines at the far end of the pass began to collapse.

Breskaro was struggling to rise up from his knees. Esha ... Orisala ... I must... Dark ichor poured from his wounds. Even over the battlefield stench of blood and bowels came the spicy aroma of embalming fluid.

Togisi twisted the sword maliciously. Breskaro cried out. 

“Have I found your weakness, Breskaro?” Togisi laughed and turned the sword again. “It’s over now. The Matriarch has come with the White Guard. You don’t have a chance.”

Breskaro’s fading eyes scanned the battlefield until he spotted Esha, lying face down in a pool of blood, a broken lance protruding from her back. Aleui, still appearing as Harmulkot, was fighting back to back with Whum against a squad of Issalian knights who had surrounded them. Whum would dodge attacks then jab with his daggers. Aleui defended with her night-black shield and swung about with her spiked mace. The Valiants, no more than a dozen remained of them, and they were too far away to help. 

Kedimius was nearest to Breskaro. He was sitting up but his eyes rolled as he faded in and out of consciousness.

“Kedimius,” Breskaro whispered, inaudibly over the battle and the blaring trumpets. “Help ... Orisala ... must...”

The Akythiri Mechanism! 

Breskaro cried out in pain again. His flesh was dead. He had no other choice but to try it.

He looked at the Matriarch and the White Guard streaming into the pass. The brilliance of the Crystal Sword of Seshalla was overwhelming. 

No choice.

Togisi shoved the blade deeper in, prying at Breskaro’s qavra heart. Breskaro placed his hands on his own chest and activated the Akythiri Mechanism. Waves of energy pulsed through him. The wires that threaded through him grew hot again. The device hummed and a wisp of smoke spiraled out from the unit on the back of his neck.

Suddenly, Breskaro was standing in the Shadowland, inside the circle of standing stones, again facing the Keeper of Death. Breskaro glanced about in utter confusion, not understanding.

The Keeper cocked his head and blinked his beady black eyes. “You should not be here.”

Breskaro, feeling no pain anymore, replied, “Why am I here? I’ve got to go back!”

“I do not know how this is possible,” the Keeper of Death said. “It is most ludicrous. Torment, yes, but not back here to me. How?”

“You’ve got to send me back. I’ve got to save Orisala. I’ve got to save Esha, Kedimius ... Harmulkot, Whum, Aleui. All lost without me. The whole city will fall. The people...”

The Keeper stepped toward him, his head now cocked to the other side. “Have you found a heart and purpose after all, Breskaro Varenni? A heart that can love more than one or two who yet live? Even despite death? Despite your withered soul?”

“Yes,” Breskaro snipped, “I have a purpose again. A better one this time. To defend those I love and those whom I call friends, and I’ll do whatever it takes. I’ll break the world if I must.”

“A man with a heart that truly beats, sorcerous and wretched or not, is a man who does not belong in the Shadowland. Love is a powerful thing. From a spark to a flame, you have gone. Break the world if you dare. But your passion is too strong for the Shadowland. This is not a place for love.” 

The Keeper unfurled his wings and stepped forward. “You are still, of course, ultimately doomed. Torment will gladly take the passionate.” He placed a hand over Breskaro’s chest. “I find it best to think on love when gathering my strength.”

Breskaro closed his eyes and pictured Orisala, Esha, Kedimius, Whum, even Harmulkot and Aleui. 

The Keeper of Death shoved him backward. “Return!”

His consciousness returned to the world of the living. The emerald flames ignited, filling his eyes and leaking out from the corners. His qavra heart beat strong and proud, with as much life-force as after he had consumed Deltenya. The bleeding stopped; wounds healed; strength returned to his limbs.

Breskaro’s deathly pale face wrinkled into a deep smile. He launched upward and kicked Togisi in the chest. Then he punched Togisi’s right hand which was grasping the hilt of his longsword. Togisi lost his grip and fell back. Breskaro pulled the sword out of his chest, spoke a single word of power, and the blade erupted in darkfire. 

Magnos tumbled back in surprise and terror. Breskaro feinted, with a half-step to the right, then spun clockwise on the ball of his foot, swinging the longsword in a great arc. The razor-sharp Eprosian steel, ignited with sorcerous fire, clove through the metal armor that guarded Togisi’s neck. 

The blade sliced through flesh and bone. 

The head of General Magnos Togisi rolled free from the burning stump of his neck.

Breskaro bent backward and released a primal scream of victory. He darted over to Kedimius, picked him up, threw him over his shoulder. Then he sprinted toward Esha. 

A knight charged him. Despite carrying Kedimius, Breskaro easily ducked under the lance and cut through the warhorse’s front legs. He split skulls, decapitated mounts, and severed arms and legs until he reached Esha. He dumped Kedimius beside her. He couldn’t tell whether Esha was breathing, but he stood nearby and cut down every enemy who approached, whether on foot or horse. With blade and darkfire and his strength renewed, none could stand against him. 

Larekal staggered over to to join them and fought with Breskaro, despite a nasty wound that had blinded his left eye. Whum and Aleui broke free and joined them, along with Amrasi and the last three Valiants. They stood there together, with Esha and Kedimius at their center, fighting against the waves of soldiers that washed up against them.

A horse made a noise that was more of a caw than a neigh and burst through the line. Breskaro leapt onto Nightsoul’s back the moment he reached them.

“The mechanism!” Harmulkot shouted to him. “You must use it or we’re doomed. Raise many. Raise them fast.”

“I’ve almost strained it to breaking already!”

“There’s smoke...” Kedimius’ eyes were starting to regain their focus. 

“Breskaro, I know,” Harmulkot said. “I know. But we have no choice. You must risk it. The Matriarch is near.”

“Don’t,” Kedimius warned.

A shaft of light streaked toward them, though the soldiers in between them and the Matriarch broke up the beam. Harmulkot’s illusory appearance on top of Aleui flickered. She nearly disappeared.

“Too late anyway,” Harmulkot muttered.

Breskaro cast the spell of the ram of force and aimed it toward the Matriarch who was only a hundred paces away now. The spirit ram reached halfway to her before it dissipated, knocking down many of the Issalians that stood between them. Without them in the way, the glow intensified.

The light burned Breskaro. Nightsoul, his coat turning dry and brittle, looked away. Breskaro was forced to as well. He gazed down at Esha. 

A shaft of light struck Esha. She convulsed and gasped for air. She struggled to get free from the lance pinning her to the ground.

Not dead yet. I can still save them.

Breskaro’s eyes flared and he turned toward the Matriarch and the scalding light. “We must charge into it, my friend,” he told the demon horse, patting it on the neck. “We’ve no choice but to fight her head on.”

Kedimius pulled the lance out from Esha’s back and rolled her over. He clasped his hands over the puncture wound that came out below her ribs, from which blood was pouring. The Matriarch’s light sparkled in Esha’s golden eyes. 

Aleui took one of the Valiants’ mounts and joined Breskaro.

“It comes to this,” Harmulkot said. “I am glad to have you as my champion, Breskaro Varenni.” 

Breskaro spurred his mount and lifted his sword, still blazing with darkfire. “We fight! For Orisala!”

“For Mûlkra!” Aleui cried, brandishing her mace.

They rode together, Amrasi and another Valiant at their sides. The battlefield cleared between them and the Matriarch who pointed the Prime Matrix at them. The crystal blade emitted a wide beam of light. Beside her with a crystal matrix in hand rode the priestess Ilsimia. 

The light from the Prime Matrix narrowed into a focused beam that the Matriarch turned against Amrasi. The Valiant captain collapsed into a lifeless corpse and slipped from the saddle. While Ilsimia took out the other Valiant, the Matriarch pointed the brilliant light of the Prime Matrix at Aleui. The illusion making her look like Harmulkot vanished as the goddess swirled back into her qavra.

The Matriarch and Ilsimia turned their matrixes toward Breskaro, and the beams of white light engulfed him. 

The darkfire licking his blade flared out. Nightsoul’s animating spirit cried out and vanished into the Shadowland. The mount beneath Breskaro turned to rotten flesh and bones and crumpled beneath him. He landed on his feet and staggered forward.

The Matriarch pulled up only ten paces away and continued to blast him with the full force of her matrix, singing all the time. Aleui continued to ride but Ilsimia intercepted her. Aleui ducked under Ilsimia’s outreached staff and knocked her from the saddle with her mace. Ilsimia tumbled to the ground. Aleui turned toward the Matriarch and spurred her mount forward. But before she could reach the Matriarch, two of the Scarlet Guardsmen intercepted her. Their concentrated sword-strikes overwhelmed her. Grievously wounded, she fell from the saddle. 

Under the focused light, Breskaro fell to his knees and pain erupted within every part of his being as his flesh and organs burned. Wounds that had healed minutes earlier reopened and spurted dark ichor. Blood and embalming fluid boiled within him. 

The cheers of the Seshallan army grew dim. The Matriarch’s power was stripping his soul from his tortured body. The world grew dark. Layers of the Shadowland raced by. He saw, for a single moment, the sad countenance of the Keeper of Death before a tremendous gate wreathed in ice and flame sped toward him. The screams of the damned echoed in his ears.

The Matriarch rode up and loomed above him. Her power rained down upon him. Breskaro’s physical form was almost spent. 

Suddenly a sharp crack, like a bolt of lightning, cut through the noise of both the Shadowland and the physical world. Thunder boomed and echoed through Kerokar Pass.

Breskaro’s consciousness shot back into the living world. 

The Matriarch recoiled above him. A jet of blood spurted from her forehead, where a lead bullet had pierced her helmet and shattered her skull. Her eyes rolled back into her head. She slumped in the saddle then tumbled to the ground. The crystal sword landed beside her and went dim. 

The battlefield around them fell silent.

The Matriarch was dead.
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Esha stood fifty paces away, her arm still outstretched from casting the sling bullet. A grin spread across her face. Her eyes burned with golden flame. The wound from the lance had sealed completely.

“Gotcha!” she cried as she launched into a sprint.

Kedimius, Whum, and Larekal lumbered after her. Everyone else, whether Issalian or batrakosian or Mûlkran, simply stood and stared.

Breskaro stood on shaking legs and lifted his sword, expecting the Issalians to attack. Still they hesitated. Aleui, badly wounded, crawled toward him. Her assailants didn’t even notice. The silence spread all the way through the pass. Mûlkrans at the far end of the pass regrouped as the Issalians withdrew. Though the battle was still the Issalians’ to win, they were stunned and without leadership.

Not understanding what was going on and barely able to focus on anything, Breskaro turned to Esha, but she zipped past him and leapt onto the corpse of the Matriarch. Standing on the body, her feet firmly planted atop the Matriarch’s pregnant belly, Esha took up the Crystal Sword of Seshalla. She pointed it high in the air and shouted:

“The Prime Matrix is mine!”

Now the Issalians acted. Knights of the Scarlet Guard roared and rushed toward her, but skidded to a halt as a swirling, sparkling radiance formed around the crystal sword and streamed down upon Esha. It was brighter by far than the beam the Matriarch had focused on Breskaro. The tip of the sword disappeared into this vortex and slowly more and more of the sword dissolved.

One Issalian didn’t stop. A priestess. 

Ilsimia, with a dagger drawn, charged toward Esha, who didn’t see her. Esha continued to hold the sword high, bouncing on her feet with excitement. Fuming with religious fervor, Ilsimia lunged at Esha’s back. Breskaro stumbled forward of failing legs but he couldn’t reach her in time. But a man intercepted her. He shouldered into Ilsimia and she tumbled backward and landed with a sickening thunk on the blade of an upturned axe that lay upon the ground. The blade punched through her back and protruded from her chest.

Blood bubbling from her mouth, she gazed at her attacker in horror. His expression matched hers. 

“I loved you,” she murmured.

Kedimius stroked her brow. “My love — I — I didn’t mean—”

“You can go to her now,” Ilsimia spat. “To ... hell with ... you.” She spasmed violently and went still. 

Kedimius knelt in the dust weeping and didn’t even look at the miraculous scene occurring behind him.

The last of the Prime Matrix disintegrated into the swirling energy cloud which now enveloped Esha. She rose into the air, high enough that everyone on the battlefield could see her. Silence reigned in Kerokar Pass. Even the groans of the dying ceased.

Esha threw her arms outward and lifted her head toward the sky. The Matriarch’s armor tore open and the unborn child within ripped free of the womb.

The fetus was made of golden light rather than flesh, with a small sapphire glow on its chest. As it rose toward Esha, it grew from a babe to a toddler to a child. 

The glowing form merged with Esha. The light intensified; the energy swirled; then there came a blinding flash. 

Where Esha had hovered before there was now a woman of unsurpassed beauty, with long golden hair, golden eyes, bronze skin, and svelte form. A sapphire qavra stone was embedded in her chest. Crimson garments of silk spun from the aether and wrapped around her, forming a tunic. A spear with a staff of ebony and a tip of blue-cast steel also materialized.

Every Issalian knew the woman before them and the Spear of Endless Dawn was legendary. Until this moment, it had rested on the altar of the Grand High Temple of Seshalla, where Breskaro himself had placed it after recovering it on a quest. Every knight who had knelt at the altar and pledged himself to the service of Seshalla knew instinctively that this was their goddess.

“This battle has ended!” she yelled into the pass with a vibrant, lyrical voice. “I, Seshalla, declare this!”

The fighting had ceased anyway. The Issalian knights knelt throughout the pass, ignoring their Mûlkran enemies entirely. The Issalian regulars hesitantly followed the knights’ lead. Puzzled by the turn of events, the Mûlkrans didn’t seize the advantage and attack. Instead they began to regroup and help their wounded withdraw. The batrakosians who remained fled toward the city.

Seshalla drifted down and landed in front of Breskaro. She reached out a hand to steady him, but he lurched away. His eyes burned with emerald rage. His vigor was returning, though his skin was blistered and weeping blood and puss. 

“Come forth again, Harmulkot, my old friend,” said Seshalla.

“And old enemy,” said Harmulkot as she ghosted out from the qavra hanging around Aleui’s neck. “Which will it be this time?”

“Too many years have passed for us to be enemies, sister.”

Harmulkot rose high and shouted, “Warriors of Mûlkra, our fight is at an end! This war is over!”

Those Mûlkrans throughout the pass and beyond cheered.

Seshalla also rose into the air and proclaimed: “Warriors of Issalia, this crusade has come to an end. Mûlkra is not your enemy.”

Murmurs spread throughout the army. 

“I know this is confusing. You’ve been told that I ascended to live with the Great Deities. The Matriarch and her predecessors misled you. My power was bound within the Prime Matrix. For centuries I was held prisoner. But now I am returned and a new glorious age may begin.”

Seshalla landed and followed Breskaro. He was trudging toward Mûlkra. 

“Breskaro,” she said in a voice that had a hint of Esha’s accent. She looked, too, as if Esha had grown into a sleek, powerful woman of amazing beauty and aura.

He stopped and turned his head to the side. “You deceived me.”

“I didn’t intend to. Esha had no idea she was a Qaiar Inheritant. That knowledge was buried deep within.”

Breskaro looked to Harmulkot who had joined them. “You knew, didn’t you?”

“After the metal beast, yes.”

“You were right not to tell me.”

“I am sorry, Breskaro,” said Seshalla.

“I gave my life for you.”

“I know. And I am honored.”

“For seven years I hated you for abandoning me in the Shadowland.”

Seshalla leaned in and whispered, “I have not the power to take a man into Paradise.”

“I came back from the Shadowland a second time minutes ago, in part to save Esha ... to save you. I returned to find that my shield-maiden was my master all along.”

Seshalla placed a hand on Breskaro’s shoulder. “As Esha I didn’t know who I truly was because I was not fully myself.” 

Breskaro turned slightly and met her golden eyes. The green fire coiling within his own began to dim.

“Esha loved you, Breskaro. Instinctually she recognized your service to me. That is what drew her to you. She knew you would protect her and guide her.”

“What if I’d let her ... you ... die upon that cross?”

“Esha would have been reborn again, somewhere, and would have lived out her life waiting for another opportunity to become me again.”

Breskaro’s eyes scanned the battlefield, noting the many fallen. “So many died for ... the idea of you.”

“I was trapped and cursed for centuries just as Harmulkot had been. It was not my doing. I swear to you I will correct all the wrongs of the Seshallan faith. I will reform the Church and restore the purity of our society as best as I can.”

Her voice came then into his mind. “Does Orisala have an oval birthmark on her chest?”

“Yes,” he thought in return. “I already know it marks her as a descendant of Harmulkot.”

“Only Harmulkot can use the device to heal Orisala, but do not trust her. I will do what I can to help you.”

Harmulkot approached them and said, “Who will you serve now, Breskaro Varenni? Whose champion shall you be?”

“I am yours, Harmulkot. Until our deal is done.”

“Then let us settle matters here.”

Breskaro went to Kedimius and Seshalla followed him. Kedimius was still weeping over Ilsimia. 

Seshalla knelt beside him. “You did what you had to, Kedimius Threnna. You had my back, just as you promised you would. I am grateful.”

“It was a terrible promise.”

“It was a foretelling. But Esha only knew it was important that you promise. In doing so, you saved the goddess you had pledged your life to. Had Ilsimia struck down Esha at that moment, my power would not have been restored and this battle would yet rage at a cost of many more lives.”

“It is little comfort.”

“I know. Be strong. I am ever in your debt.”

“Then release me from all the promises I made to you when I became a knight.”

She placed a hand on his head. “I release you from my service, Kedimius Threnna, though I shall always name you as one of my greatest champions.”

Nodding to Breskaro, Whum limped over and patted Kedimius on the shoulder. “I’m sorry, Ked. If you need anything...”

Following Harmulkot, Breskaro checked on Aleui. The priestess was cut badly on one shoulder and on her leg, but a young Issalian knight, spattered with blood, had bandaged her wounds and was holding her up. She was thanking him for his generosity. Harmulkot whispered something to Aleui who smiled broadly.

“The mechanism!” Breskaro said in alarm, remembering the damage the device had taken, how it had overheated and expelled smoke. “Harmulkot, I had to turn its power onto myself. And the wires took a lot of damage when I was blasted by the crystals.”

She examined the back of the device and shrugged. “Turning it on oneself is unprecedented. Try raising a single corpse with minimum power.”

Breskaro animated a soldier and had him sit up. “Everything seems to work, though it feels a bit ... off.”

Harmulkot groaned. “Let the corpse go. If any remain out here, let them all go.”

Breskaro released all the undead from his mind and throughout the battlefield those who remained slumped to the ground. 

“Is it bad? Can we still—”

“I think we can still save Orisala with it, though I’m not certain anymore. It has taken a lot of damage. Do not use it for anything else.”


Chapter 57




During the weeks of clean up, burying the dead, tending the wounded, and clearing the pass, Breskaro hid himself away in the library and concentrated on practicing binding spells. He didn’t attend the ceremony celebrating the surviving batrakosians for their efforts before they returned to Peithoom. Most of all, he couldn’t bring himself to face Seshalla, though he also couldn’t get her out of his mind. But soon she was gone, along with Kedimius, racing back to Issaly with the White and Scarlet Guards. Kedimius intended to give Ilsimia a proper funeral in Issaly. And Seshalla had to convince a city and an empire of her identity and her right to rule.

Whum finally cornered Breskaro in the library.

“You’re up to something, old friend.”

“Guarding my back,” Breskaro replied.

“You think Lady Harmulkot will try something?”

“You think she won’t?”

“How’re your wounds?”

“Healed, though the burn scars haven’t faded. Seshalla offered to treat them but...”

Whum bobbed his head. “Weird, huh? Such a sweet little girl. I mean, she was strange all right. The way she used that sling ... But she was a good kid. It wasn’t her fault, you know.”

“Maybe once I’ve seen to Orisala, I’ll be able to deal with it. But right now ... I’ve spent so long holding on to my anger, seven years in the Shadowland, only to discover it was all misplaced. How do you have revenge on an idea?”

“You crucified a thousand priests is what I heard.”

“It wasn’t that many. But I did kill a lot of ... I guess you could call them innocents.”

“Do you regret it?”

“I’d do it all over again.”

“You know that’s not the same,” Whum replied. “Do you regret it now that it’s done?”

Breskaro closed his eyes and took a deep breath. He shrugged. “I should care.”

Whum pulled up a chair and sat across from Breskaro. “What will you do after Orisala’s recovered?”

“Spend time with her,” Breskaro replied. “As much as I can.”

Whum grinned and shook his head.

“I know you. You’ll spend time with her, maybe even a year, but you’ll grow restless and she’ll be wanting to live her own life. What will you do then?”

Breskaro fingered the bronze mask. He’d left it dented but had fixed the strap. “I didn’t really think I had a chance of making it through this. And once Orisala is well...” He shrugged. “I’ve extracted my vengeance. Brought down the Matriarch, punished Sir Fortrenzi, killed Magnos. But it all feels ... hollow. I spent seven years in the Shadowland. The Keeper of Death warned me my soul wouldn’t be the same in life. Maybe I’ll always feel this way. But I don’t know.”

“You still haven’t answered my question,” Whum said.

Breskaro sighed. “I don’t know. That’s my answer. I don’t know.”

Whum patted him on the shoulder and headed toward the door. “Well, that’s not a problem I have. I’ve got an underworld to run. There’s a lot to do now. Many things are changing. Harmulkot’s even promised me a seat on the council.”




~~~




Breskaro and Harmulkot prepared to leave for the Temple of the Rose of Keshomae. Breskaro exchanged qavra with Aleui who was staying behind to run the city until Harmulkot returned. 

“You can trust Whum,” he told Aleui. “He’s a man of his word, so long as you can get a word from him.”

She smiled devilishly. “I don’t think I’ll have any trouble from him.”

Breskaro climbed into the saddle, disappointed to be riding a normal horse. None would ever match Nightsoul. He’d felt a bond with the demon horse, had sensed they were somehow alike.

“It is not necessary for them to meet us at the shrine,” Harmulkot said to him as he rode out through Kerokar Pass. 

“I don’t want Seshalla there either,” Breskaro said, though he actually did want her there, figuring she might could counter Harmulkot if necessary. Harmulkot hadn’t done anything not to earn his trust. But he still had a suspicion, perhaps unfounded, that she was up to something. “But I’m not going to try to stop her. As for Kedimius, he has a right to be there. She may still love him.”

“If the mechanism does not work, if it is too damaged, what then will you do?”

“I will tear apart this world until I find a way to cure her.” Breskaro clenched her qavra in his fist. “And you will help me.”




~~~




Breskaro, Harmulkot, Seshalla, and Kedimius gathered outside Issaly and traveled to the Temple of the Rose of Keshomae. Breskaro brooded. The others picked up on his mood, and so the party rode in anxious silence.

Nalsyrra and High Priest Artorio greeted them outside the temple. Artorio bowed respectfully before Seshalla. He tried to seem calm in the presence of two goddesses, one of whom was said to be evil, but he visibly quivered in fear. He couldn’t bring himself to look at Harmulkot who walked with them in her ghost form. 

Kedimius was astonished by Nalsyrra’s appearance: the ebony skin and yellow eyes, the silver tattoos and the alizarin qavra. Harmulkot and Seshalla were not. Breskaro, who had already sensed Nalsyrra’s danger and power, was stunned to see a glint of worry in both their eyes. The goddesses shared a meaningful glance behind her back that he couldn’t interpret.

“Your handiwork is evident,” Seshalla said to her.

“It is good to see you again as well,” Nalsyrra hissed.

“Thank you, Nalsyrra,” Harmulkot told her. “Your help has aided us as promised.”

High Priest Artorio said, “We did as you requested, Sir Varenni.”

“I’m grateful.” Breskaro handed him a bag filled with gold coins from the Mûlkran treasury, such as it was. “This is payment for keeping my daughter alive.”

“We need no payment,” Artorio replied. “We did it out of love.”

“Then use it to further your care for all that come here.”

“You shall have,” said Seshalla, “full access to the libraries of Issaly for further research. Those who worship Keshomae are welcome in my city.”

“And the same goes for Mûlkra,” added Harmulkot. “And do not look so shocked. We are not evil as you have been led to believe. Our manners are different, but so too is our knowledge. There is much you might learn from us.”

“Perhaps so, Lady Harmulkot,” said Artorio apprehensively.

Breskaro took the grimoire from his backpack and held it out to Nalsyrra. She shook her head.

“You keep it. I have it memorized.”

“You can hold all this in your head?”

“And more besides.”

“Nalsyrra knows more of sorcery than anyone,” Harmulkot said. “More even than I did in my prime. A rumor once went around that she had invented it.”

“The Star Spirits invented sorcery,” Nalsyrra replied.

They entered the convalescence ward and went to Orisala’s room. Her eyes teared upon seeing Breskaro walk in. And when she spotted Kedimius, she managed a twitch of a smile. 

“I have returned as promised,” Breskaro said. “I look worse for the wear, I know. For a while I looked better, if you can imagine that.”

Kedimius took up her hand and kissed it. “Orisala, I don’t know why you left or what happened, but I am here for you. If you will take me again, I am yours. I will do anything you ask of me. I am pledged to Seshalla no longer. I am pledged only to you.”

Orisala smiled at him but then she spotted Nalsyrra and became alarmed, her eyes growing large and darting around the room. 

Kedimius looked to Nalsyrra, and she replied, “My appearance frightens her, I’m afraid. This happened before when I first visited her.”

“Are we ready?” Breskaro asked.

Harmulkot bent over Orisala and met her eye-to-eye. “I am the goddess Harmulkot. We are related, you and I. You are my many times great-granddaughter. My last living descendent.”

Orisala studied the face of the ghost goddess but, surprisingly, didn’t seem afraid of her.

“I am not as bad as you may have heard. Most of what has been done in my name in the last several centuries was not done with my influence or approval. I have been bound away from the world.”

Breskaro kissed Orisala on the forehead. “Sleep, my dear. When you wake, you will be healed.” He cast the spell of somnolence and her eyes closed.

Harmulkot ghosted onto Breskaro so that she could operate the Akythiri Mechanism through him. 

Kedimius, Seshalla, and Nalsyrra backed up to watch. Breskaro allowed Harmulkot to control his body and bond with the mechanism. He didn’t like it, but there was no other way. She chanted and his hands, under her direction, swept over Orisala. The device hummed as waves of energy pulsed from Breskaro’s palms. Thousands of energy particles penetrated deep into Orisala, repairing the damaged nerves and vertebrae along her spine. 

The machine grew hot and started belching puffs of smoke. But Harmulkot continued, guiding the energies into healing organ and tendon damage and rebuilding atrophied muscles. Orisala’s skin glistened with sweat, and occasionally she would twitch, but still she slept.

The birthmark on Orisala’s chest darkened. The energies pulsing from Breskaro’s hands intensified.

“Orisala is now healed,” Seshalla said into Breskaro’s mind. 

“She’s not stopping.”

“Harmulkot has begun her gambit. She has likely found some way to break the curse and take a new host. We must stop the procedure.”

“Harmulkot!” Breskaro strained to move away from Orisala. “Stop at once!”

Harmulkot ignored him. Her will kept him pinned beside the bed as she continued to direct the machine’s energies using his hands.  

“I will not allow you to take my daughter to be your host!” His eyes flared. “I won’t lose her the way I lost Esha. You leave me no choice.”

Breskaro began chanting the spell of greater binding. The energy for the spell came only from his qavra heart since he no longer had access to the power of Harmulkot’s stone. Breskaro stumbled through the words. The spell was nearly beyond his ability, and Harmulkot’s will was strong. She wanted to succeed with a passion equal to that of Breskaro’s desire to save Orisala.

 Another voice joined Breskaro’s as he began to chant the spell a second time, hoping for better success. Seshalla’s casting of the spell of greater binding was perfection, but a spell that could bind an arch-demon was still no match for a Qaiar, even one diminished as Harmulkot was.

Harmulkot’s qavra flared to life and burned free of the metal basket that held it to the chain. It floated toward Orisala. 

Kedimius leapt forward and reached out for the qavra. The moment his hand got near it, a spark blasted him back. He drew his dagger, but Nalsyrra grabbed his arm and shook her head.

“You cannot stop it.”

“You’re powerful,” he said. “Can’t you do something?”

Nalsyrra shook her head. “To do anything now would only make matters worse. Besides, this is what must be.”

The qavra landed on the birthmark on Orisala’s chest, just below her collarbone. Her eyes opened wide. Harmulkot released her control over Breskaro and ghosted onto Orisala. The qavra blazed with an amethyst light so intense they couldn’t look.

The main unit of the Akythiri Mechanism, on the back of Breskaro’s neck, overheated. The part Nalsyrra had given them popped and smoke billowed out. One final scalding charge ran through the wires beneath Breskaro’s skin. He collapsed to his knees in agony. Nalsyrra ripped the unit off his neck, tearing it free from the wires, and threw it out into the garden where it exploded.

His system went into shock from the sudden disconnection, Breskaro blacked out.


Chapter 58




Breskaro awoke to a view of a garden dappled in morning sunlight. He was lying on Orisala’s bed in the room she’d been confined to for the last three years. But Orisala wasn’t there. Seshalla was sitting beside him, a smile on her full red lips, her golden eyes alight. 

“You’re awake,” she said. “We were starting to wonder if you would fade into shadow.”

His senses returned and he bolted out of bed. “Orisala? Did we succeed?” He staggered. “Where is she? Harmulkot—”

Seshalla shoved him back down onto the bed. “Sit and wait.” 

Seshalla left, and moments later Orisala entered the room, walking smoothly, smiling warmly. She looked like Orisala, yet there was a grace and refinement to her movements that had never been there before. Her limbs were sleek and muscled. She was a taller than before, nearly as tall as Breskaro. Orisala’s hair had regrown already and was flowing past her shoulders. Most telling, her brown eyes had changed to a deep purple that matched the qavra on her chest.

“Harmulkot,” Breskaro said.

“Yes,” she replied, “and no.”

She surged forward and took him up in a big hug. She kissed his ruined cheek. 

“I missed you so much, daddy.”

“Sala?” he said with hope in his voice.

She laughed. “Yes, it’s me.”

“But Harmulkot—”

“Is part of me. You didn’t have the strength to bind Harmulkot, even with Seshalla helping. But together, you gave me the chance to become the dominant half of our melding instead of Harmulkot.”

“Where Esha became part of me,” Seshalla said, returning to the room, “Harmulkot instead became part of Orisala. It is reversed. Orisala is dominant, not Harmulkot.”

“I have inherited all her memories and experiences,” Orisala said, “as if I lived them. But it’s my personality that is the default, and not the other way around. Though, I can tell I’m changed by her. Her personality ... It bleeds into mine a little. I mean, I have memories of her experiences, how could that not change me?”

“So I should call you Orisala?” he asked.

She hugged him tight. “Of course! I’m still the daughter you fought your way back for. But in public, you should call me Harmulkot. I have to take on her mantle and rule Mûlkra. There’s much that I must make right there.” She frowned. “You should not have come back for me like you did. It is the most wonderful thing you could ever have done, but you’ve damned yourself. You’ve—”

“Hush. I did it willingly and I would do it a hundred times more. I’m not worried about Torment. But I do worry about Harmulkot’s experiences. There were dark things in her past. And when I returned ... There was—”

“Some memories I would prefer not to have. But I have them nonetheless. I must deal with them. With Seshalla’s help, I’m meditating and learning to build mental walls, to keep all of it from rushing in on me at once. It will likely take me some time to work it all out.”

“It was easy for me to absorb Esha,” Seshalla said. “For Orisala to absorb Harmulkot...”

“I can’t even figure out the simplest spell yet,” Orisala said laughing.

Breskaro closed his eyes and smiled.

“What is it?”

“Your voice,” he said. “Your voice.” He touched her cheek. “You are strong and young. You will live for centuries. I am ... happy.”

Kedimius entered. “Master Breskaro! You’ve returned to us.”

“Not even the Shadowland can hold me. Are you Harmulkot’s champion now, Kedimius?”

“It seems my destiny,” he said, as she took him into an embrace.

“Then I’m pleased for both of you.” Breskaro looked around. “Where is Nalsyrra? I would like to thank her for all that she did in helping us.”

“Father,” said Orisala, “Nalsyrra caused all this!”

“What!? How?”

“She’s the one who kidnapped me, broke my spine, and threw me out into the river. She saw to it that I was recovered and hidden here. She made sure that Kedimius never found this place when he searched for me.”

Breskaro began to rise, weakly, but Seshalla put a hand on his chest. “Rest. There’s no point. She’s gone. As soon as the mechanism exploded, she fled with her child. There was nothing we could do to stop her.”

“We could hunt her down.”

“She is far away by now,” said Seshalla. “And she is too powerful for us. Orisala cannot work magic yet and I do not have my full strength, either. We wouldn’t stand a chance against Nalsyrra. She has powers beyond any Qaiar godling ... the Star Spirits...” Seshalla shook her head.

“So Nalsyrra brought all of this about?” Breskaro said.

“That’s what she does,” said Seshalla. “She is a powerful ally but she always knows more than you and has greater designs than you can imagine. Allying with her is a risk, but Harmulkot had no better choice.”

Breskaro felt the scarred place on the back of his neck where the mechanism had been. Then he looked at the skin on his arms, scorched multiples times on the inside and out by sorcery. Healing Orisala and fighting Harmulkot had drained him, and he had only one qavra now. His injuries from the battle against the Matriarch showed more now than they had a day earlier.

He touched a bit of singed wire that poked out from his forearm. “I’m a wreck. I must look more hideous than I did when I came out of the mausoleum.”

“You will recover somewhat,” said Seshalla. “The wires ... I’m not sure you can do anything about those. You’ll need to feed again, somehow, to fully heal.”

“Then I will stay as I am.”

“Maybe we can find another way for you,” said Seshalla. “For now, I can grant you some strength. It is temporary. However, if you became my champion, I could channel energies to you much more easily.”

“But he is my champion,” said Orisala testily. “My champion and my father. His devotion is to me. He came back from the Shadowland for me.”

“You have your champion already,” said Seshalla. “And while he may love you enough to dare Torment, Breskaro was pledged to me long ago.”

“That’s enough,” said Breskaro. “I am no one’s champion. Those days are over.”

“Where will you go now?” Seshalla asked, twiddling at the cords of her sling like Esha often did. “I would love for you to come back to Issaly with me.”

“Mûlkra first. I want to spend a few months with Orisala. Then I will visit you, Seshalla. After that, I must find my own way, my own place in the world.”

“But, father,” said Orisala, “I want you to live with me in Mûlkra.”

Breskaro took her hand. “I will visit often, but I’m a dead man. Whum was right. You have your own life to live now. An amazing, impossibly long life. I made that possible and now....” 

He stared outside, at a world that seemed to him lacking, as if it were no more alive than he was himself. 

“Well, there is one more thing I must do,” he said, thinking of Peithoom.


Epilogue




Three Months Later




With his wings tucked tight around him to block out the rain, the Keeper of Peithoom stood on the shore watching a raft slowly pole its way across the lake. The three men were later than he had expected, by an entire week. One man, brightly armored and handsome, bore the always-grinning face of a young man in love. The cloaked man twirling his mustache had the eager expression of one addicted to adventure. But the tall, powerfully built man with a viridian qavra hanging from a sliver chain around his neck did not show his true face to the world.

Their voices carried across the water. 

“See, there’s the Keeper standing on the shore awaiting us,” said Breskaro Varenni. 

“Our final quest is at its end then,” lamented Whum, Lord of the Darkhearts. 

At that the Keeper chuckled to himself.

“It’s not over until we return home and Orisala forgives me for going with the two of you,” said Kedimius Threnna, Champion of Harmulkot. 

“Ah yes,” replied Whum, “the most dangerous part of this quest: Harmulkot’s wrath.”

“She will forgive you,” said Breskaro without mirth. “And I vouched for your safety. Besides, it’s just this once, for old times’ sake. I promised her.”

The Keeper couldn’t help but chuckle again. 

Whum patted Breskaro on the shoulder. “Still no humor in you, old friend. I’d say it was death’s fault but there was little there before.”

A mote of green danced playfully through Breskaro’s black eyes.

The sun was setting as they came ashore. Kedimius and Whum bowed, their faces etched with the stupefied awe that the Keeper found tedious. Breskaro merely nodded, respectfully, and then unwrapped a piece of cloth to reveal twisted metal fragments.

“I take it your venture was successful?” the Keeper said.

“My daughter is happy and whole.”

“I am glad for you then.”

“This is all that’s left of the mechanism,” Breskaro said. “It exploded when the ritual was finished.”

He shrugged his wings. “I never expected the device to return. But I did expect you. And your two comrades.”

The Keeper leaned over then and whispered one of his final two secrets.

Breskaro’s eyes lit into an emerald balefire.
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Chapter 1




“Hear me, O Goddess! What must I do?”

There was no response, no sound at all except for the crackling of leaves in a censer on the altar. The aromatic smoke that poured from the silver burner swirled through the ancient shrine and coiled around Zyrella Anthari, the last true priestess of the White Tigress.

Zyrella's knees ached from hours spent on the flagstones. She had begun her ritual upon arriving with her templars but still had no answer to the dream that had led her here. 

Zyrella lifted her hands towards the statue of her goddess. She called on the Tigress again, desperately now. Sparks began to dance in the amethyst channeling stone that hung around her neck. Only through these rare gems could one convert willpower into magical force. Intuitively, she knew now what she must do. Unbidden dreams and unexplained urges—this was all she had ever had to guide her. It would have to be enough this time as well.

With a gesture and a few arcane words, Zyrella activated the spell that allowed her to see into the Shadowland. Her azure eyes turned milky white as she gazed intently into the smoke, her mind focused on the White Tigress. 

She expected to see a vision that would give her instructions for a ritual that could free the goddess from bondage. Instead, her spell uncloaked an enemy spying on her through the Shadowland. 

The man wore the rust-colored garb of a palymfar assassin, and at his neck was a jet qavra stone pulsing with malefic energy. His mask was lowered, revealing a scowling, hawk-like face and amber eyes lit by zealous fire. Zyrella had never seen him before, but everyone knew the Slayer.

Her muscles tensed. Her heart pounded. If he could observe her in this way, then he was near, no more than a few hours away. 

Zyrella ceased chanting and clutched her own channeling stone. The energies she had summoned slipped away but the vision didn’t end. Neither did she dismiss it. She fixated on this assassin as a soldier might stare at his own severed hand, or a mother at a stillborn child. 

She stared at Jaska Bavadi, more commonly known as the Slayer.

Minutes passed, and through that time Zyrella experienced the pain of a broken heart and the joy of a lover’s touch upon her breast, grief that only death could bring and the contentedness of feasting with loved ones. But most of all, she experienced fear. For this man drew her as a moth to flame, and this strange and unexpected attraction frightened her more than the deaths his arrival would bring.

Heart pounding, body trembling, Zyrella harnessed that fear, and though it felt as if she were tearing away part of her soul, she dismissed the image. Then she buried her face within her hands and fought backs tears of frustration. 

Her templar guards could handle a half-dozen palymfar, but not the right hand of Grandmaster Salahn. She couldn't guess how Salahn had known to send Jaska here, but she wasn't surprised. For years, she had hidden from Salahn, biding time for a day when his powers would wane. She now knew that day would never arrive. Unless she stopped him before sunset, he would absorb the life force of the White Tigress and become immortal and invincible.

“I will not fail,” she muttered, refusing to remain discouraged. “I cannot fail. Not after all these years.”

Zyrella breathed through a series of calming meditations and cleared her mind. She chanted and peered into the smoke again. This time, she directed the magic with more care, concentrating on her spirit-link to the White Tigress, who was imprisoned by Salahn inside a remote pocket of the Shadowland. The bond that would normally be hers by right as a high priestess had only formed recently, despite the magical barriers set by Salahn, during the prophetic dream that had led Zyrella here, through parched scrublands, to desolate Mount Barqeshal. 

This time Jaska Bavadi didn't appear. 

Zyrella fell into a deep trance, learning every nuance of the complex ritual she needed. When she finished, she cleansed her hands with holy water and doused the smoldering leaves. She drank one swallow and splashed the remainder into her dry, stinging eyes. Then she walked outside and joined her templar captain and faithful companion of twenty years. 




~~~




Dressed in a chainmail hauberk overlaid by a travel-stained, white burnoose, Ohzikar Sanwared stood guard between a pair of cracked columns that supported the decaying roof of the shrine's entrance. In his memory the place had shone with purity. Now returning two decades later, he found it just a ruin.

For the last two hours, Ohzikar had looked out across the wide vista of jagged hills and scrub plains, worrying about the storm clouds gathering along the horizon. Except during spring, rain rarely fell in Hareez. However, occasional storms plagued hot summer days like this. Such a storm could be torrential, and it could cover the approach of assassins. 

Zyrella took his arm, and they walked through the remainder of the shrine's courtyard. Over the centuries, most of it had crumbled into the river canyon below. In the space that yet remained grew a dozen lethargic shrubs, two stunted trees, and several trails of limp vines. It was no longer the lush garden in which they had played together as children. 

The deep lines of Ohzikar's contemplative face eased into a strained smile. “Well, how did it go? Can you free her?”

"I saw what I must do. The goddess has conserved all her energy, waiting for this moment when Salahn is most vulnerable, but I’m not sure I’ll be strong enough to help her."

Frowning, he brushed bits of ash from the limp strands of her ebony hair. Worry and fatigue, even an aura of hopelessness, weighted her features. He'd never seen her like this before.

"There’s something more that’s bothering you. Tell me."

"The Slayer is coming for us. I caught him spying on me from the Shadowland, so he can’t be far away."

Ohzikar blanched and his jaws quivered, but then he stood erect and clenched his teeth. "Bavadi is only one man. We can stop him. At the least, I will delay him long enough."

"There may be others with him, Ohzi. I don't want to lose you."

Ohzikar took her into his arms. "Do not fear. Trust in my strength." He stroked the back of her neck. "Ever since we were children, we knew this day must come. We have trained and endured many hardships. We are ready. This is our destiny, and our goddess needs us."

Zyrella brightened, if only a little. "I would be lost without you, Ohzi." She stood on her toes and kissed him on the cheek. "I must prepare now."

Ohzikar escorted Zyrella to the shrine entrance. Halfway to the altar, she let slip her robe. The silk slid from her smoothly muscled, olive skin like a cloud through thin mountain air. For some moments, Ohzikar admired her. Then he sighed and marched off to prepare his templars for Jaska's arrival. 




~~~




Four palymfar advanced along a rugged trail that twisted up Mount Barqeshal. The warrior-assassins wore their traditional rust-colored burnooses with deep hoods and saffron veils over an umber bodysuit reinforced with studded leather and padded cotton. The colors allowed them to blend with the deserts and mountains of Hareez. Each man also wore around his neck the signature palymfar device: a leather choker bearing in the center a jet qavra stone.

Jaska Bavadi lifted a hand and the group paused. His men wiped the grit from their eyes. Jaska blinked hard once and looked around. The sun was dipping behind the mountain while storm clouds loomed in the east, growing ever stronger. It was going to be a rough night. A grim smile flashed across his face.

His second, a towering man named Kasap, stepped up beside him. “Will we make it in time, master?”

“We will get there before the Grandmaster begins the final stage of his ritual. It is the best we can do.”

“Do you really think she could stop the ritual?”

The witch had proven capable of avoiding them for a decade, despite their best efforts. And no one else had ever successfully evaded Jaska. With his jaw clenched, he hissed, “Yes, I do.”

Grandmaster Salahn believed Zyrella unable to interfere, but for months, the preparations needed to bind the demonic White Tigress had consumed his attention. A dream had convinced Jaska otherwise. A disturbing dream of striped fur and olive skin, of whispered messages in a language he couldn’t speak. But in the dream he had understood one thing quite clearly: Zyrella had arrived at the abandoned shrine on Mount Barqeshal, determined to stop Grandmaster Salahn. Jaska had immediately abandoned a mission in progress and set out with the five warriors accompanying him. 

“Come, Kasap, we’re close enough now to scry the enemy’s position.”

He led the five warriors accompanying him behind a large outcrop where they could work in hiding. Jaska said to them, "Link your qavra with mine and concentrate on the temple."

"What should we look for, master?" Kasap asked.

"Nothing. Simply hold the connection. I will observe the enemy alone. The witch is sure to have scrying wards set up and one individual backed by greater power is more likely to break through unnoticed."

Jaska dropped into a meditative state and opened his inner sight. Shadow tendrils snaked from the others' qavra to Jaska's larger stone. Jaska's eyes clouded as he projected his spirit into the murky Shadowland that draped reality like a burial shroud. In that between-realm, he raced ahead to the shrine. 

Inside he discovered Zyrella kneeling at an altar and peering into a cloud of smoke. Her olive skin and raven hair shone in the sunlight streaming through cracks in the ruined temple’s roof. He had never seen her before, but he recognized her aura through a talent given to him by Salahn. 

A sudden attraction toward her sent chills down his spine. Jaska shook his head, trying to regain his focus. He would not fall prey to her enchantments. Unexpectedly, she peeled away his scrying cloak and their eyes met. It felt as if their souls touched and he could do nothing but stare at her, helplessly.

Abruptly the connection severed. Jaska retreated to his body, deeply disturbed by her presence. Body and mind, he burned with a passion that left him feeling spent, as if they had already made love. 

Finished with the ritual, his men walked around and stretched. Jaska started to join them, hoping to dispel the lingering effects of the witch's sorcery. But as the scene raced through his mind, he cursed to himself. Zyrella had distracted him from an important detail, one he now pictured as an afterimage: the statue of the White Tigress standing complete. Years ago he had visited this shrine and had seen the statue toppled and broken into pieces. Now it was whole again.

"Master, what's wrong?" Kasap asked.

Looking at Kasap and the others, all recently students of his, a brief worry flashed through his mind. These young men were not experienced enough for anything like this. But this was all he had to work with. There was no other choice.

"Great forces are working against us, and the witch is far more powerful than I thought. Come, we must hurry."




~~~




Zyrella knelt on a cushion before the altar and arranged the elements she needed: incense and fresh leaves in the burner, more holy water, and henna for drawing diagrams upon the altar and wide tiger stripes on her body. She deepened her breath and gazed up at the form of her goddess: a marble statue of a large mountain tigress with curving, black marble stripes fused into the white. 

An identical statue stood in the Grand Temple of the White Tigress in Kabulsek. This one, however, was greater in power. Though this original shrine had waned in prestige, it yet held more power than Salahn knew. A high priestess could tap this power through secret rites, and Zyrella now knew those rites.

Long ago the White Tigress had stalked these barren foothills of the Wedawed Mountains as an ordinary albino tiger until the great deity Kashomae lifted her to godhood on this very spot. But like all the other lesser deities in Hareez, the Tigress had fallen to Grandmaster Salahn who trapped them in the Shadowland and leached their spirits to increase his power. The White Tigress was the key component in his quest to become a god because he needed to absorb the spirit of another entity who had made the same transition. 

Thunder boomed in the distance, and a warm breeze whipped hair into Zyrella's face. Sparks scintillated within the amethyst qavra that dangled between her breasts on a golden chain. As her senses sharpened, she heard the faint resonance of screams uttered years ago when the palymfar had attacked the shrine. Her grandmother and two aging templars had led Zyrella, Ohzikar, and the other children to safety. 

Today those distant echoes stoked Zyrella's desire for vengeance. Picturing lost family and friends, she desperately channeled this emotional force into the ritual, hoping it would give her strength enough to free the White Tigress.




~~~




The Gasrah River cut a canyon through the foothills beneath Mount Barqeshal and wound through the lowland scrub. Gusts of wind brought the rich scent of the stirred loam along its verdant riverbanks all the way up to the mount's summit. Dark clouds and a rushing wave of rain followed. Rivulets formed in the dry dust, swept around the jagged rocks, and poured from the mountain. Within minutes, the Gasrah swelled to twice its normal size. 

As best as he could in night and storm, Uurta Kalara scanned the terrain as he scratched through his beard. Having drawn the longest straw, he stood sentry along the path going up the mountain, just out of sight from the shrine. Every sixty-count each called out to signal that all was clear. 

The unwelcome rain slid from the oiled cloak Uurta had donned over his burnoose. Often the wind sprayed this runoff into his face. He couldn’t wait until his turn was up. He was suffering from a cold and felt miserable. He was getting too old for this and had already lost his edge. He had considered retiring, but like the others, he had forfeited a peaceful life when he vowed to serve the White Tigress and avenge his murdered family.

Something moved within the shadow of an outcrop. Chills ran across Uurta's skin. His hand fell to his sword hilt. His orders were to sound the alarm as soon as he even thought he spotted an enemy. But he delayed, not wanting to look like a frightened fool, as he had a month ago when he had nearly beheaded a washerwoman who caught him by surprise.

Suddenly, a mesmerizing voice whispered through the rain. "You cannot move, and you will do nothing to resist me."

Uurta stood dumbstruck as the rust-red shadow of Jaska the Slayer closed on him. He called on his training but couldn't break free of Jaska's mind control. His only peace was in knowing that when he didn't call out in turn, the others would be alerted. Thunder struck and lightning illuminated murderous eyes as the steel claws of the Slayer's bagh nakh tore through Uurta's throat. 




~~~




Jaska placed his left hand over the dying templar's throat and chanted a spell before dumping the body into the canyon. In the back of his mind, he began counting. It was a technique all palymfar mastered, that they could count even while talking, sneaking, or fighting. Only spell casting could disrupt his counting.

His students rushed past him and moved into their attack positions, following a narrow trail he’d spotted when scrying, a trail their enemy apparently didn’t know about, or had forgotten. Most of these templars had probably been children when the temple was destroyed.

Fifty-seven, fifty-eight, fifty-nine… "Uurta Kalara!” yelled Jaska using the voice he’d stolen from the templar. “All's clear!" 

Jaska did not follow his men. Instead, he took a different, more difficult route. Using a spell of darksight, which allowed him to see through the night’s veil as if it were early twilight, Jaska scurried over boulders and talus with ease. 

On the backside of the shrine's courtyard, he reached a sheer rise the height of three men. Jaska spoke another spell. The magic crawled down through the tendons and muscles of his legs. Once he felt the muscles tighten until it felt like they might burst, he knew the spell was ready. 

He leapt up and caught the ledge.

Quickly, he glanced into the sparse courtyard. To his left, twenty yards from the shrine, the mountain's flattened summit fell into the Gasrah River Canyon. To his right the shrine melded into the surrounding rock. Opposite him, a gap in the crumbling defensive wall marked the location of the former gate. 

Two templars paced the cliff edges, but currently, neither patrolled close by. The remainder waited in the courtyard's center. Within the shrine, the priestess chanted her profane rituals. He didn’t see the templars’ captain anywhere. A sixty-count passed with no reply from Uurta and the templars stiffened. 

Suddenly an arrow whistled on the wind then punctured a templar's eye. The victim writhed and moaned as he died. A second arrow thunked against a readied shield as the templars took defensive positions. 

Kasap and his brothers Denar and Tebyn charged through the gap and crashed into the nearest templars. Kasap swung a battle-axe in sinister arcs while Denar and Tebyn slashed with their sabers and tiger claws. The templars recoiled in surprise. 

After a few moments, the three palymfar retreated, as if they were overwhelmed, drawing the templars along with them. 

When the two patrolling templars rushed to join the others, Jaska climbed up into the courtyard. Blended with shadows and rain, he passed unseen and entered the shrine.

A short hallway opened into a torch-lit sanctuary thick with the dizzying smoke of burning leaves and incense. Jaska's breath caught in his throat. On the dais stood the pristine statue of the White Tigress. At the altar below knelt the priestess Zyrella. Her pale, naked flesh bore painted tiger-stripes that trailed from her onto the floor and up the dais to the statue. 

Though he needed to kill Zyrella swiftly, Jaska eased forward with lethargy. Already her presence was mesmerizing him. But he willed himself on, knowing he must strike before she turned this strange force directly against him.
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Millennia have passed since the witch-king Khuar-na last threatened the world of men. Now returned, he and his fiery behemoth have scorched the fertile fields of the West to desert waste. Only the Kings of the East can stand against him, and only if Bregissa the Skald can successfully lead them with her secret, stolen power.

An air-pistol-wielding priestess battles a sorcerous witch-king and a giant, flaming monster in this this sword & sorcery short story of truly epic proportions.
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Part One







With claws like sabers, a house-sized paw rips free from the earth and uproots a giant elm. Another bursts forth, sixty paces away. Between them, an angular head explodes upward and topples a stone granary. A scaled body the length of two villages snakes up after it, driven by eight powerful legs. Dirt crusts its scales of crimson, gold, and amber … until a dismissive shiver casts a cloud of dust so large it obscures the moon.

Flaming eyes open.

Ancient malevolence views the world once again.

A flick of its spiked tail decimates a stand of olive trees. Then the behemoth lowers its head, opens its razor-fanged maw, and out rolls a dark, oily tongue. Wrapped within that tongue is something like a man, a being not seen in three millennia.

This … man … of an old, forgotten race breathes. 

He remembers.

“Khuar-na,” he says, naming himself as he slides from the tongue. He rubs a scale on the lowered snout of the behemoth and murmurs: “Old friend.”

Khuar-na runs scarred hands along his body, touching the pockmarks where wounds once bled. Deep, deep within the hot earth, the magic of the Scorch-Walker healed them. Their gamble paid off. The nightmare has ended.

Khuar-na scans the lush fields around him. How many centuries have passed? he wonders. This was hot barren waste when we dug in. Our glorious homeland. The splendid sands are gone. It is naught but the stink of human fields and orchards now.

Faint footsteps, hushed cries. The Scorch-Walker snaps his head up. Khuar-na turns and a smile spreads across his reptilian face. 

A family fleeing a farmhouse: A panicked husband and wife urge their four children to run as fast as they can and stick together.

My sons and daughters. Where are they now? Dust of centuries. Murdered by the humans who overthrew me.

With one hand, Khuar-na caresses the rune-carved amulet of dark-iron hanging from his neck. I used to be merciful. There was a time when I would have regretted this. He extends the other and a gout of sulfurous hellfire springs from his palms and streaks unerringly toward its targets. The humans burst into flame. Their flailing limbs light the night like maddened fireflies.

Khuar-na is pleased, and into his mind, the Scorch-Walker laughs. They are one in their joy and united in their desire for vengeance.
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A teenage wizard burdened with a mysterious destiny, a cat-girl ninja he can't help but fall for, and a bat-winged daemon that doubles as a diary embark on a journey of self-discovery in a world teeming with monsters and magic. Perfect for fans of Percy Jackson and Avatar: the Last Airbender, this enchanting Asian-inspired fantasy series delivers fast-paced adventure for readers young and old.







Book 1: The Storm Dragon’s Heart

   

Turesobei dreams of adventure and a chance to prove he's no longer a child. Wizards should be careful what they wish for.

  

Destined to become his clan's next and perhaps greatest ever high wizard, Turesobei feels smothered under everyone's expectations. And he's fed up with people treating him like he's still a child, especially his grandfather, the current high wizard. After foiling an assassination attempt on his treasure-hunting dad, his grandfather sends Turesobei on his father's expedition to find a powerful artifact known as the Storm Dragon's Heart. He's supposed to blow off some steam and get a dose of real world experience. 

  

But disaster strikes, and their quest becomes a race for survival.

  

Aided by a sassy ninja cat-girl and a mysterious diary that transforms into a bat-winged familiar, Turesobei battles sinister cultists, vengeful spirits, and a mad wizard from a rival clan who's determined to use the artifact to destroy Turesobei's homeland. 

  

To fail is to lose everyone he loves, but success carries a terrible price.
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Chapter 1




“Haiyah!” yelled dozens of Chonda Clan warriors. Their wooden practice swords clacked together, thudded against metal shields, and clattered against the interlocking rings of their mail armor. “Haiyah!” Clack, thud, clatter.

The noise rose to the topmost level of an elegant granite tower—the home of Lord Kahenan, High Wizard of the Chonda. There, in his workshop, his fifteen-year-old grandson Turesobei chanted ancient words of power and in his mind pictured the runes for darkest night and relentless fire. Sparks danced about in the amber channeling stone that hung from his neck.

Slowly, as Turesobei concentrated, a ball of dark-fire formed over his sweating palm. Around the orb’s black center crackled purple flames that burned hotter than any natural fire. But as long as Turesobei maintained his focus, the fire couldn't hurt him.

“Haiyah!” Clack, thud, clatter.

Beads of sweat popped out onto his face. His hands shook. His whole body trembled beneath his steel-gray outer robes. Across from him sat High Wizard Kahenan, bobbing his bald head and tugging at his braided white beard. 

“Excellent,” he said in a smooth, lilting voice. “Go on.”

“Haiyah!” Clack, thud, clatter!

Turesobei tried to shut out the noise that blared through the open windows. He lifted his opposite hand and willed the ball of dark-fire to fly across the space between them. The orb rose and began to move.

“Haiyah!” Clack, thud, clatter!

Halfway, the orb began to bounce and weave. He couldn’t control it much longer. Turesobei rushed the orb. But he overdid it. The orb struck his opposite palm so fast that he lost control and the dark-fire seared his skin.

“Kaiwen Earth-Mother!” 

He drew his hand away, letting the spell drop entirely. The dark-fire orb sputtered and disappeared as it fell toward the floor.

Lord Kahenan scowled and offered no sympathy.

“Haiyah!” Clack, thud, clatter!

Tears welled in Turesobei's eyes. “By the gods, Grandfather! Tell them to practice somewhere else. The orchard isn’t a training field. Kilono should know better.” 

He wouldn't have dared to address any other adult that way, but Kahenan insisted that he always speak freely. Kahenan thought such behavior befitting of a prince of the Chonda.

“But Sobei,” he said, calling him by his familiar name. “I asked them to practice there. For your benefit.”

Turesobei clutched his wrist as a giant, puckered blister rose on his palm. “What?!” he said through gritted teeth. “Why would you do that?”

“Because the world does not know you need peace and quiet. And magic, I am afraid, must be worked in the world.”

“Arrrgh! I give up. I don't even want to be a wizard.”

Kahenan laughed. “What nonsense! Of course you do.”

“No, I don't. No one ever asked me.”

“No one asked me either, Sobei. But it is what you were born for, to succeed me as the High Wizard of the Chonda.”

Turesobei blew on his burned palm. He could have soothed it with a minor healing spell, but he was too upset to even think of the proper words. 

“You never tortured my father with all this training.”

“He could not even summon a normal flame, much less dark-fire. That’s why he’s a knight of the clan. Now come, let me heal your hand so you can try again.”

Turesobei stood. “I refuse.”

“To have your palm healed?”

“No!” Turesobei stretched out his hand. “I refuse to try the spell again.”

Kahenan grabbed Turesobei's forearm and studied the burn. “Ah, then you should have said so. A wizard should always say exactly and only what he means.”

“You know what? You're an infuriating old man!”

Unmoved by Turesobei’s insolence, Kahenan laughed and replied: “Old people are supposed to infuriate the young.”

“Well then, you're the worst of them all.”

With a twinkle in his eye, Kahenan replied, “That is because I am also your teacher. A good teacher always infuriates his students.”

After his dramatic sigh turned into a wince of pain Turesobei said, “Please, Grandfather, this is starting to hurt really bad.”

Kahenan turned serious. His eyes fell into creased slits. With a voice that always reminded Turesobei of rushing water, Kahenan chanted. A tiny golden cloud condensed from the air and drifted down onto Turesobei's palm. The cloud felt like cool, dense fog on an autumn morning. Kahenan's tongue licked at the corner of his mouth as he focused the healing energies. 

The blister disappeared and the skin healed. The pain faded to a dull ache, like a bruise. And it would feel like that for several days.

Kahenan stood and belted Yomifano, his legendary sword, to his waist. His emerald robe billowed out, and he drew his hands into its voluminous sleeves. “You may go now, but I expect you back early this evening.”

“I already told you: I’m quitting.”

“Yes, but I neglected to tell you that you cannot quit. I will never allow it, your parents will never allow it, and the King will never allow it. The clan's future depends on you.”

“I’m not the only one here who can do magic,” Turesobei said. There were other apprentices and four more wizards, too. But Kahenan spent very little time with them. All his efforts focused on Turesobei.

“None of them have even half your talent, Sobei. You know that. Besides, I have invested nine years of intensive training in you. I will be lucky if I live that many more. I cannot start over.” Kahenan smiled warmly at Turesobei. “And I would also like for my grandson to succeed me, just as I followed my grandfather.”

Turesobei muttered curses at his fate as Kahenan nodded toward the door. “Now, go. I have important rituals to conduct.”

Turesobei became interested in his apprenticeship again. “Um … Perhaps I could stay, after all … You may need my help.”

“Well, I had intended for you to stay. However, I think your punishment for impudence—this time—will be to go away and leave me in peace.”

Turesobei bowed sullenly then stalked toward the door. Outside, the soldiers continued to practice. “Haiyah!” Clack, thud, clatter!

“Oh, by the way, could you tell Arms Instructor Kilono to move elsewhere? All that noise is very distracting.”

Turesobei clenched his fists, restrained a yell, and began to storm out of the tower. 

“Sobei,” Kahenan called.

He spun around. “What!?”

“You are forgetting your books.”

When he’d arrived for his studies, Turesobei had placed his spell books on a table beneath the open east window. He stomped over, swept the books into his arms, and rushed out. But without realizing it, he took one book too many, a book that wasn’t supposed to be there, a book that hadn’t been there until a few moments ago. It was, in fact, a book unknown to Lord Kahenan or any other living wizard.

Awake for the first time in centuries, the arcane runes embossed on the cover shimmered beneath Turesobei’s touch, and if not for his anger, he might have felt this subtle pulse of magic.
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