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Chapter 1

The pavilion reeked of death. Hours earlier, brave men had fought and died in the tent’s close confines, their blood soiling the rich Nebaran carpets as their lives drained away.

Needlessly, and all for my sake.

Sianna Atreus, rightful queen of Ketania, lay on her cot, clutching her maimed hand to her breast, and fought to hold back tears of pain, sorrow, and frustration. She was a prisoner of the Nebarans and in particular the evil fiend Nesnys, warlord of the invading army.

Sunlight streamed through the gap of the tent flap, but Sianna paid it no mind. Her thoughts were still on the tragedy that had occurred the past evening. Her friends, Rafe and Creel, along with a number of other valiant men, had given their all to rescue her from the heart of the Nebaran army camp. Her rescuers might very well have succeeded, too, had not Nesnys reappeared from wherever she spent much of her time, bringing an abrupt end to the rescue attempt.

The whole situation had been a trap, and Sianna had been helpless to do anything about it.

She knew she wasn’t worth the loss of life for her sake. That was the cold, hard truth, with which she had come to terms during the agonizing hours since the disastrous nighttime rescue attempt. She was merely one inexperienced young woman, barely more than a girl, expected to ascend the throne and somehow miraculously salvage the kingdom from ruin. Her parents and brothers were dead, and all the weight of duty and expectations fell upon her untried shoulders. And hours earlier, a dozen brave and capable men had fought and either died or been taken prisoner, all for her sake—for their belief in the promise of a frightened young woman.

Signs of the desperate fight had since been cleared away. The broken tentpole had been replaced, the tables and chairs righted, the corpses dragged away. Even the worst of the soiled rugs had been removed, yet the stench wouldn’t leave the tent. It still stank of death and of Sianna’s own vomit and charred flesh, where a hot brazier had cauterized the finger Nesnys had bitten off as punishment. The lingering odors alone made her want to be sick again. However, the contingent of guards filling the tent didn’t seem to be bothered by it overly much, busy heartily shoveling down their plates of breakfast.

Added to all the tragic loss of life was Sir Edwin’s betrayal. The fact he’d shown cowardice in fleeing before Nesnys was a sin that was possibly forgivable. But what Sianna had a tougher time digesting was that his proclaimed love for her was a farce.

How could any man whose love is true abandon his beloved to the hands of such a fiend?

With such dark thoughts and the burning ache in her maimed hand plaguing her, she barely noticed the tent flap thrown aside until sunlight speared her eyes. Dark silhouettes loomed in the doorway.

“Chain that wench up beside the other one till the warlord says differently,” someone ordered in a rough Nebaran voice. “A queen should be allowed a maidservant, eh?”

“Sianna?”

The second, familiar voice broke through Sianna’s miasma of bleak thoughts. She saw sunlight flash on blond hair, then two men were shoving a tall, slim woman toward her.

“Iris?” Sianna could only watch with wide eyes, thinking for a moment she was hallucinating.

Then her friend was in her arms, the two women clutching each other.

“I’m so sorry we failed you, Sianna. Rafe and the others…” Iris choked back a sob.

Sianna tried to ignore the men attaching a shackle from Iris’s ankle to the tentpole, joining her own there. Her friend’s pretty face was marred with bruises, one eye blackened and swollen, her lower lip split and crusted with dried blood. Iris hadn’t gone down without a fight, a fact that made her heart fill with a sudden surge of pride.

“Sit beside me, Iris.” Sianna swung her legs off the cot to make space and clasped Iris’s hand when she sat down. “Oh, gods, how could you all be so foolish? She’s using me as bait for a trap, you know…” 

Her words devolved into unintelligible sobs, then Iris was holding her, stroking her hair as she had when she was a child.

“Shhh. It’ll be all right, Sianna. Somehow. Sol will provide for us.”

“I’m not worth it. And those brave men died on account of me.”

“Hush,” Iris said firmly. “Don’t talk like that.”

Sianna looked at her friend—really looked at her—and saw Iris had changed in the weeks since she’d last seen her. She had a newfound fire, a strength and determination that hadn’t been there before.

Iris gasped. She gently gripped Sianna’s left wrist and tilted her maimed hand to examine it better. “Gods, what did these brutes do to you?”

“My punishment for killing one of my captors and trying to escape,” she said bitterly. “At least that bitch summoned a healer to tend to my broken ankle, but she ordered him not to touch the hand as a reminder. As if this ugliness wouldn’t have already scarred me forever.”

“Who did this? Nesnys?”

Sianna nodded.

Iris grimaced. “I saw Rafe and Creel and some of the others outside, chained to posts but alive, I think. What of Sir Edwin?”

“Fled like a coward when faced down by Nesnys.”

Iris put an arm around her. “I’m so sorry. About everything.”

“No, I’m the one who should be sorry, Iris.”

“Don’t say that. The whole group volunteered to come—every one of us. They love you and believe in you! They need you—we all do.”

Sianna didn’t reply, not wanting to give voice to any more of the vitriol filling her thoughts.

“Well, at least we’re together again,” Iris added.

Sianna hugged her again, a bittersweet and selfish happiness at her friend’s presence warring with guilt over her being there. But she had to take what scant comfort she could find, she supposed, although doing so made her feel ill inside.




***




Kulnor couldn’t believe Creel still lived. The man had clearly bled out in the pavilion, for Kulnor had seen how much blood soaked into the fancy Nebaran carpets covering the ground, and he had no right to still be alive. Yet he was. Not only was he alive, but he had regrown his lower leg and foot. Even now, the skin was pink and new, a contrast to the rest of the man, who was dirty and bloodstained. However, his new foot had a fair chance of becoming frostbitten, for the cold was cutting, autumn swiftly turning to winter.

He had tried to reach his human friend and do what he could to save him, but the Nebaran whoresons had knocked Kulnor unconscious before dragging him from the tent and chaining him up outside with Rafe and the other warrior, a veteran named Jahn. Neither of them was as bad off as Creel had been the past eve, yet now, as dusk was approaching the day after the raid, Creel seemed in perfect health, not a bruise or cut on the man, though he’d spent the entire day fast asleep.

As Kulnor was considering that uncanny fact, Creel opened his eyes, squinting in the slanting rays of the descending sun. He glanced around, noting the others there, all chained in a row to sturdy poles driven into the earth on the parade ground before the officers’ pavilions, mere steps away from where their ill-fated rescue attempt had come to an end. Creel also took note of the guards posted around the clearing, ordered to watch them at all times, Kulnor assumed.

If not for that damned fiend who showed up, we could’ve gotten away. Well, also if that yellow-bellied lordling hadn’t turned tail. Kulnor spat in the dirt at the memory. He remembered seeing the hurt in the young queen’s eyes at the betrayal by her knight.

But worse than the emotional hurt were the pained cries that had come from the tent following their failed rescue attempt. Kulnor had regained consciousness while being chained to the post, in time to hear the queen’s agonized screams as the fiend must have been torturing her. He didn’t even know the lass, but the thought filled him with rage and sympathy both.

Kulnor turned his thoughts back to the present and his awakened friend. “Welcome back.”

Creel looked over at Kulnor. “Guess we failed then, huh?”

“What gave it away? The chains or the arse-beating we took?”

Creel grunted what might have been a laugh. Rafe and Jahn were both looking over at the two of them, although they didn’t seem surprised at Creel’s revival.

“Sir Edwin fled,” Rafe spat. “The coward! He had a chance to try and grab Sianna, but he got unmanned and fled when that bitch Nesnys stared him down.”

“What of Sianna?” Creel asked, staring at the command tent intently, as if he could see through the canvas walls.

“She got her ankle broken in the fightin’, looked like,” Kulnor said. “I saw a healer go into the tent early this morn, so I reckon she’s gotten it treated at least. But right after they dragged us out here… well, from the screams, I think that wench tortured her.”

Creel grimaced at the news, and Rafe and Jahn looked both shocked and concerned, for they’d still been unconscious at the time.

“We haven’t seen Sianna since the fighting,” Rafe said. “They captured Iris earlier today and took her into the pavilion. Both women must still be in there.”

“Unless they sneaked yer queen out the back,” Kulnor said. “That lass has more fight in her than that craven knight did, I must say. Seems the type of queen a fella could be inspired to follow.”

“Aye, that she is,” Rafe replied solemnly.

“What the Abyss happened with yer leg, Creel?” Kulnor asked, his curiosity finally getting the better of him. “I thought sure ye’d bled out in that tent. Ye looked dead enough hanging there, but slowly yer leg started growin’ back… ’Twas the damnedest thing.” He still couldn’t get over the way the strange nub had slowly grown back from the stump of his leg over the course of the day, until he had a brand-new foot.

Creel wriggled the toes on his bare foot. The other still had his old boot on it. “I’ve the constitution of a hundred dwarves,” he said. “’Twas but a mere flesh wound.”

Kulnor barked laughter. “Bah! Too bad ye don’t have the strength of a hundred. Then ye could snap those chains like the strings of a whore’s bodice and get us outta here.”

“Oh, gods… don’t make me laugh. It hurts too much,” Jahn wheezed. He had a couple of cracked ribs, from the sound of it.

Even Rafe, who’d been thoroughly depressed after their failure, cracked a wan smile.

A short time later, an officer trailed by a squad of soldiers strode onto the parade ground. A pair of men dragged an unresisting figure between them. Kulnor recognized Sir Edwin by the blond hair, though the lordling had been beaten and bloodied quite thoroughly. The knight sullenly glanced at the four of them as he was thrown to the ground before an unused post on the opposite end from Kulnor. The Nebarans went about shackling the coward.

Good they put him down there. I don’t want to even look at that cowardly prick nor hear his bellyaching.

The Nebaran officer regarded Kulnor and the others. He was an older man with close-cropped iron-gray hair and beard. He had a veteran’s hard look to him—an impression reinforced by a left arm missing below the elbow.

“I counted a mere dozen of you bastards, living and corpses, yet three dozen of my men died last night,” the officer said, scowling. “If the warlord didn’t want you lot kept alive, I’d have your heads right now.”

“And why exactly does she want us alive?” Creel asked, but the officer ignored him.

“More incentive for the next bunch o’ fools to make a rescue attempt, I reckon,” Kulnor muttered.

The officer pointed a finger at Edwin and gave a toothy smile. “This little rat bastard who got unmanned and fled during the fighting was found hiding near the latrines. I’m surprised he didn’t climb right in. My shites are harder than his backbone.” 

The officer and his men laughed, and Kulnor had to admit he was probably right about that. 

“We did discover another of your conspirators hiding out in the grass with your getaway mounts,” he gloated. “A little blond-haired lass. Any more rats skulking around I should know about?”

Kulnor glared at the man but said nothing. The others remained silent as well.

The officer scratched at his beard. “And the damnedest thing is we’ve apparently got traitors in our own ranks. If I catch any of the bastards, I’m gonna ram a spear so far up their arses they’ll be tasting their own shite. Were it up to me, I’d do the same with the lot of you.” He started walking away but then turned back as if thinking of something else. “The warlord made it clear the little princess is off limits, but that other lass we found… I’m of half a mind to let my men take turns with her. Pretty little thing.” He leered.

Rafe shouted a curse and strained mightily at his chains.

The officer laughed. “That your wench then, boy? We’ll take good care of her—don’t you worry.” He turned on his heel and started to walk away.

“Colonel Mazun!” one of his men called, pointing at Creel. “Look at his leg… What in the bloody Abyss?”

Mazun turned and studied Creel a moment, clearly as astonished as his soldier. “Was that not you bleeding out in the tent with your foot chopped off and ruining the carpets? What manner of deviltry is this?”

“No deviltry at all, just a steady diet of dwarven spirits—puts steel in your sword,” Creel joked. “You should up your own intake.” He glanced pointedly at the stump of Mazun’s arm.

The colonel’s face turned an ugly red. He snatched a pike from one of his men then strode up to Creel. He raised it in the air and drove the butt of the pike down hard onto Creel’s bare foot. Kulnor winced at the sound of cracking bones. Again and again he slammed the polearm down, shattering toes and foot bones alike.

Creel cried out, a wordless howl of rage and pain. His lean muscles bunched and corded as he yanked ferociously at the chains. He snarled like a caged animal, and the colonel took a step back at his ferocity. Kulnor thought briefly the chains might tear from the post, but after a few moments, Creel’s rage subsided. He lifted his bloodied ruin of a foot, putting his weight on the uninjured one.

“Why don’t you try that when I’m not chained up?” Creel’s icy-blue eyes burned with fury and hatred.

Mazun glared at him coldly, then spat on the ground and turned and stalked off, tossing the bloodied pike back to his man.

Wish these whoresons would get it over with if they mean to kill us. Reiktir, if ye mean to call me home, grant me the chance for a clean death—and some vengeance afore I fall.




















Chapter 2

Wyat clapped Elyas heartily on the back, telling him he was proud to see his son becoming such a fine warrior.

Elyas beamed, filled with pride at his father’s approval. He collected the training swords and went to stow them back in the barn. His muscles were pleasantly fatigued after a strenuous sparring session with his father. These days, he beat his old man more often than not.

The afternoon sun was sinking low in the sky, and the cool autumn air felt refreshing on his sweaty skin. From the house came his mother’s voice calling them to dinner. He glimpsed Taren lounging against a hay bale, a book in his lap as usual.

Elyas felt happy, perfectly content with the life he’d once yearned to leave behind for some foolish reason. His parents were still alive, his cousin was safe, and Elyas was filled with a young man’s hopes and dreams. He knew nothing of war or suffering or slavery—all terrible nightmares he’d experienced.

He shut the barn door and jogged toward the house, eager to quench his thirst with a glass of refreshing cider and fill his belly with his mother’s delicious pheasant stew.

Then Elyas heard the distant voices—indistinct, yet he was sure they were calling him. He resisted their lure, not wanting to leave his happy life.

But the voices grew more insistent. “Elyas!”

A feeling nagged at him, the thought that he had left something unfinished, some important task. He stopped and cocked his head to listen.

The voices, two of them, were discussing his condition. He felt a flicker of recognition but couldn’t quite place them. He frowned, listening intently and trying to make out what they were saying.

“His pulse is weak but stable,” the first person was saying. “Fortunately, the man is as healthy as a bull. I think the flesh may survive, yet that depends on whether his spirit has the desire to return to this misery that is his life. Such matters of the spirit, I cannot speculate on.” The voice sounded sorrowful, yet it was one Elyas was inclined to trust, that of a compassionate soul.

Then the second person spoke. “Elyas, I have need of you. Return to me.” This voice was gentle, yet it was that of a person unaccustomed to any type of tenderness—that he somehow knew without a doubt. Yet it was strangely compelling.

He frowned, confused as to who could be summoning him, but someone was in need of him, a person whom he had strong yet conflicted feelings about.

I am needed. It can’t hurt to set this pleasant reverie aside for a brief time, can it?

Reluctantly, he allowed the voices to draw him in like a rope thrown from a ship to a man overboard. The lovely afternoon blurred and faded, his home and family gone, evanesced to a dream.

Elyas surfaced into pained wakefulness. He fought through a disorienting haze of pain and confusion, opening eyes crusted shut to the familiar sight of rough-hewn wooden rafters overhead. The smells of herbs and salves and medicinal concoctions were pungent, but underlying those scents was the coppery tang of blood. The room seemed hazy, surreal, and he realized he must have been dosed with a powerful potion, likely containing poppy milk.

The infirmary. What is this? Oh gods, was this not all a bad dream?

“Ah, there you are.”

He blinked at the smiling face that leaned over him, recognition taking him a moment. A woman of middle years, comely, with brown hair and eyes and a kindly face, gazed down at him.

“He’s awake? You’ve done well, Edara.”

Edara’s smile faltered, and she drew away, her gaze flinching away from his, a sorrowful or perhaps even ashamed expression creeping in. Her face was replaced with another, also familiar.

Elyas flinched at seeing the cruel yet beautiful countenance. This woman had ashen hair and striking pale gray eyes, although those orbs were but a glamour, he knew.

“Welcome back, my champion.” Nesnys smiled. “We have much work yet to do.” She ran her fingers along his cheek almost tenderly, causing him to shudder.

The afterglow of the dream barely lingering at the fringe of his thoughts dissolved into nothingness, plunging him back fully into this nightmarish reality.

“Why didn’t you let me die?” he croaked, throat feeling as if it had been scoured with rough sand. “Why, damn you?”

Edara held a cup of water to his lips, her expression pained. “Drink slowly, Elyas.”

Elyas thought to push her away angrily, but he had no strength. And he thirsted like a man dying in the desert. He allowed her to help raise his head and trickle some water between his cracked lips.

“Why not let you die?” Nesnys considered his question. “I do not take kindly to others sabotaging my plans. Your fight was subverted because of your injuries, which Edara here told me of in detail. That matter shall be rectified shortly.” She tucked a loose strand of pale hair behind her ear in a strangely human gesture. Her fingers slid across his bare chest, nails scratching lightly at his skin. “I happen to know that the finest of weapons must spend the longest being tempered in the fires of the forge. I mean to see what emerges from the flames. Will the steel become much stronger, forged into a fine weapon, or will it be flawed and brittle, only to break once wielded? That we shall determine.” She smiled and patted his cheek with what might have been taken as fondness in anyone else.

Even through the fog of the poppy milk, one thought struck Elyas above all others. Anhur must truly be displeased with me. I fought as best I could, but it wasn’t enough. I’m cursed to never be free of this fiend, even in death.

He didn’t know whether to laugh or cry at his fate. Instead, he closed his eyes and fell back unconscious, the bitter toll too much for him to withstand so soon after returning from the threshold of death.




***




When Elyas reported to the training yard at first bell, he saw the cause for the tormented screams during the past night. Sometime after midnight, a man had begun screaming and hadn’t let up until nearly dawn. The agonized cries had reverberated through the barracks, chasing sleep away for the duration. Elyas wasn’t able to bring himself to care enough to investigate the source of such woe, although he heard others moving about the barracks in the night to do so, concerned voices conversing in whispers.

Now, in the breaking light of day, the sight of the tormented man brought Elyas a certain grim satisfaction.

Caul the Crusher, champion of House Pasikos, had been chained naked to the wall of the training yard. His flesh was a tormented canvas of dried blood, livid bruises, and a host of ragged cuts. He had been beaten and flayed severely, his body swollen with contusions and striped with bloody whip strikes. His tongue had been torn out and his hands and feet crushed, possibly with hammers or heavy stones. On top of all the other punishment the man had endured, he’d also been gelded. A prodigious amount of blood had streamed down his legs and soaked into the dirt beneath his mangled feet. The gladiator must have finally bled out at some point during the waning hours of night, Elyas guessed.

The other men, gladiators and guards alike, made warding signs against evil, and Elyas heard the word “warlord” on more than one tongue. He honestly didn’t know how he should feel at the thought that Nesnys had avenged his shameful loss in the arena by going after the man most responsible for his injuries. Pleased? Disgusted? Angered or shamed that she fought his battles for him? Perhaps all and none. He surely wouldn’t be fighting any of his own battles worth a damn anymore. Under better circumstances, he might have felt amusement at the irony, for ultimately Nesnys herself had set the chain of events in motion by demanding the prime match be reassigned to Elyas.

I’ve got my own avenging demon, it would seem.

His missing arm was somehow afire despite the fact he had lost it five days prior—hewn from his body by the Sledge’s massive greataxe. At times, the nonexistent limb hurt like the Abyss, a phantom pain that kept him awake at night. Other times, he felt nothing at all, other than the curious awkwardness as his body was forced to try to acclimate itself to its uneven balance, caused by missing a sizable bit of its mass.

The morning run was less onerous than the rest of the training, and Elyas contented himself with falling in with the others as they passed Caul’s broken form and exited the gate. His body shuffled along with an awkward gait, left arm swinging with his natural motion, the right a dull ache of loss. Shoat must have pitied him, for he didn’t even bother to shackle him to the others anymore.

The rest of the daily routine, which he had previously come to—if not quite enjoy—at least take comfort in the monotony and pleasant exertions of training his body, had instead become something he dreaded. Every minor task now was much more difficult. And wielding a weapon in his left hand was fruitless. He’d grown somewhat proficient at fighting with a dagger in his off hand as a secondary weapon. But he’d never been dextrous enough, like his friend Harlan, to pull it off very well. With no choice but to use his left hand to wield his sole weapon—a longer, heavier sword—well, that was naught but another harsh reminder of what he’d lost.

Thump. Thump. He smacked the training blade awkwardly against the stuffed dummy like some green worm. The other men’s pitying looks only added to his bleak mood.

He constantly wondered why he was even alive and still housed in the barracks among the warriors. Other gladiators before his time, if disfigured too badly to continue fighting, were usually sent to work in the fields with the other slaves or assigned other duties. Those who were untrustworthy simply disappeared in the night, likely put down like rabid dogs. Elyas suspected he fell into the latter category, yet he saw no signs that he would receive such a fate despite his wishes to have such an existence ended.

So why am I still alive? Nesnys means to temper me in the forge, whatever that means. More of her damn games, no doubt, since as a cripple I’m useless to her plans of conquest.

He couldn’t even muster up hatred or spite for her any longer. Those were the thoughts of a man who still had a future—a reason to keep fighting. Elyas was no longer such a man. The toll of loss had been too heavy, and finally he had succumbed to despair after being pushed well past his breaking point.

His tormented dreams had been strange of late, and he felt a certain longing to see Nesnys again. She was the only one who seemed real anymore, not like others who were merely phantoms belonging in the past to the man he had been, a man who had died in the arena.

Mayhap I can convince her to strike me down in anger next time I see her. Yet that desire was a false one, for it wasn’t the reason he wished to see her, though he still resisted admitting it to himself.

He sighed and tried to focus on swinging the training blade confidently, with the smooth, natural stroke that had been second nature to him. The blade missed the padded part of the dummy by an inch, striking the solid post hard and sending a reverberation through the hilt and up his arm. The sword slipped from his clumsy grasp and tumbled to the dirt.

Elyas cursed and retrieved his sword. He tried to summon to mind the peaceful and comforting dream that had felt so real just before he had been revived in the infirmary.

It would have been better had I never answered that call and come back to this horror.




















Chapter 3

Ferret, Taren, and Mira arrived back in Llantry on a brisk early winter day. Flurries of snow swirled in a cutting wind. Few people ventured out on the streets even though it was only afternoon, judging by the position of the cloud-shrouded sun. The mood in the city seemed even grimmer than on their previous visit, although the weather could have played a role.

Ferret stalked through the streets unbothered by the weather, even though her friends were bundled up in their cloaks, Taren especially. She trailed a couple of steps behind Taren and Mira, the pair pausing on occasion to check street signs and once even asking Ferret if she recalled the directions, which she did. She had always had a knack for remembering the path she had taken—a big help while exploring the foreign city of Nexus over the past month.

As they walked, her thoughts were mostly fixated anxiously on the path awaiting her. The knowledge that a cure to her condition might be found at the mysterious Shirak Research Station, another facility created by the Order of Artificers, filled her with excitement, even though the unfeeling metal shell she inhabited ticked and clanked its way along, unfeeling as ever.

Between the three of them, they were able to locate the Giantslayers Inn after taking only one wrong turn, and that was before her friends had bothered consulting her. Walking into the warm, inviting inn felt almost like returning home. Even though Ferret couldn’t feel the warmth or smell the roasting food, she had a capable imagination and could envision it all very well. The hearth was blazing, and people filled the common room, looking happy while partaking enthusiastically of their food and drink. At a nearby table, a plate stacked high with slabs of roasted turkey and potatoes drizzled in gravy looked delicious enough to make her drool, if such a thing were possible.

Mayhap I could drool some oil, she thought sarcastically.

The dwarf maid Tilda spotted them as they congregated just inside the door, stomping the snow off their boots and unfastening cloaks. Ferret liked Tilda and thought they might’ve become friends in another life—one in which she was still a real person.

“Welcome back,” Tilda said with a smile. She waved for them to take a seat in the curtained-off booth they had sat in on their prior visit. “Me da’s out right now to the butcher’s shop, but he’ll fill ye in on the news when he returns in a short while. In the meantime, can I get ye some food and drink?”

Taren and Mira ordered mulled wine and tea respectively but no food, since they had just eaten a short time ago. Ferret shook her head at Tilda’s inquiring glance, and the dwarf reached out and patted her arm sympathetically. A short time later, Tilda returned with the drinks.

“Creel and Queen Sianna never made it to Carran, did they?” Taren asked in a low voice.

Tilda looked distressed. “Nay. Well, Creel’s gone to Carran now, but there was treachery when they went to the castle. The queen was kidnapped, and Creel barely escaped the dungeon with me da’s and Rada’s aid. He’d best tell ye what’s happened when he returns.”

The three of them sat there in thoughtful silence, for Taren had known of Sianna’s capture already, a dream from the goddess Sabyl the source of his information, of all things. Ferret would have laughed if someone told her a month earlier that Sabyl was Taren’s grandmother, but she believed it now after having spent the past month in his mother Nera’s company, she who was the Lady of Twilight, the ruler of Nexus.

“What do we do now?” Mira asked after a long moment.

“Find Dak,” Ferret said.

“Rescue Sianna,” Taren added.

Brom Stormbrew returned a few minutes later. Ferret could hear him in the kitchen complaining to his wife about the increase in the price of meat from the week prior. Tilda brought drink refills, and Brom joined them shortly after. The dwarf greeted them then pulled the curtain shut and sat beside Ferret with a tumbler of his precious spirits in hand. He related the story of Mayor Calcote’s betrayal and Sianna being spirited away in the night. He and Rada had sprung Creel from the dungeon although Rada tragically lost her life during the fierce fighting to escape. The dwarf was clearly saddened by her death. Ferret squeezed his thick, gnarled hand sympathetically, struck by his emotion, and he gave her a sad smile in return. She couldn’t help but wonder how Creel was taking the woman’s loss.

“Creel took the younguns and went to Carran to hold a conclave with me people and the elves, as the queen directed them,” Brom said. “Reckon he’ll try to raise some support to free the lass soon as he can. Problem is, there’s no tellin’ where those bastards took her. Nebara, most likely.”

Taren pulled out a smooth, flat stone from a pocket and held it in the palm of his hand. One edge of it glowed a very faint orange. “She’s somewhere west of here, but quite a distance away,” he said. “Not Nebara, fortunately.”

Ferret perked up, studying the stone in his hand with interest, as was Brom. “How do you know that?” she asked.

“This is a locator stone, part of a set. I gave Sianna the other stone before we went our separate paths.”

“How very thoughtful of you to give her that.” She regarded Taren with interest for a long moment, not able to pass up the opportunity to rib him, but he kept an admirably straight face, pointedly ignoring her comment. That didn’t stop her from kicking his foot gently under the table, however. “Good thinking,” she admitted.

Taren flashed her a quick grin.

Brom grunted what might have been agreement. “West o’ here, eh? Well, that be a good start.” He frowned at the bottom of his tumbler, apparently not realizing he’d already drained it in a couple healthy gulps. “Are ye meanin’ to go to Carran and join up with Creel?”

Taren shook his head. “No. From what I’ve gathered, a rescue attempt already failed once, and if I was to wager, I’d say Creel would have been involved. We’ll try to find out where they are holding Sianna first and then decide what to do.” He looked at Mira then Ferret for confirmation.

Ferret nodded emphatically. If Creel needed her aid, she’d do anything she could to help—she certainly owed him that. She did like Sianna too, even if she gave Taren some grief over his obvious feelings for her. If a rescue attempt meant kicking some Nebaran arses, then her current form was perfectly well suited to do so.

“I’ll have Tilda prepare rooms,” Brom offered. “Ye’ll be stayin’ the night?”

Taren shook his head. “We’ve a few hours of daylight left yet, and the sooner we try to rescue our friends, the better. I’d wager Creel would do the same.”

“Aye. Anything I can do to help, lad, just let me know.”

“Thank you, Brom. You’ve done quite enough for now, I think. If you’ll direct us to a reputable stable, we’ll be off shortly.” He pulled out a coin purse. 

Brom waved his gesture away. “Nay, me friends don’t need to pay for food and drink, especially when ye’re out there risking yer hides for the good o’ the kingdom. I’d recommend ye try Kerrol’s stable, a few blocks west o’ here. He’s an honest enough fella and keeps a good stock o’ horseflesh, according to Creel.” He gave them directions while they finished their drinks.

They clasped hands with the dwarf, thanking him for the news and hospitality, then ventured back out into the cold.




















Chapter 4

Nesnys stood alone on her balcony in the Pasikos manor, drinking a goblet of wine and watching the stars come out. She wore only a silk robe hanging open in front, her customary armor left in her room a few steps away. Even her weapons were out of reach, not that she was ever truly without any weapons.

But this evening, she was in an unusually tranquil mood. The concept of sloth would normally have been unthinkable to her, yet she had been curious as to what it felt like—not a vice she had ever known, nor did she see herself partaking much of it in the future. Yet she had to admit there was a simple appeal to standing aside while events took their course, like sitting on the banks of a swiftly flowing river and watching the current sweep past.

Most of her plans were in order, save for a couple crucial pieces. She had discovered the location of the Tellurian Engine on a plane known as Voshoth, accessible solely from the Hall of the Artificers. Once the control rod was secured, she would be able to activate the machine at a moment’s notice upon her lord’s command. Her despised sister’s elusive whelp had disappeared once more, causing a possible complication, yet she would find the boy eventually. Of that she was confident. Failing that, the Tellurian Engine was the final option, one that would hand Neratiri a great defeat if not destroy the bitch outright, along with her precious Nexus of the Planes and the tens of thousands of souls therein.

Nesnys had captured the troublesome girl-queen Sianna Atreus, and her military forces were in position to deal a devastating final defeat to the Ketanians at a time and place of her choosing. One crucial piece still to be placed upon the board was the champion she needed. Perhaps “needed” was too strong a word, but she had invested enough time and effort into her plaything that she wasn’t about to admit defeat on that front yet.

Hence her current introspective mood. She was sorting through strategies as to how best to win her champion over to her cause. She could simply force him to serve through a combination of psionic suggestions and use of the Soulforge armor, yet she preferred the less heavy-handed—and more effective—approach.

Let him give himself over to me willingly.

Her stratagem to slowly corrupt a good man was novel for her, yet it held a delicious appeal. Such subtleties were not ordinarily in her nature, so the game was proving challenging. Yet after so much time spent in preparation, her plans were finally laid and the moment at hand.

She took another drink of wine as a chill breeze stirred her robe, caressing her naked skin, but the cold didn’t bother her. Her thoughts wandered as she recalled her recent preparations.




After several days in the infirmary, Elyas yet remained unconscious despite Edara pronouncing his wounds mending well and no longer a threat. He had awoken for a brief moment, only to sink back into oblivion. The thought that he would elude Nesnys and find his peace in such a way grated on her.

“He is yet sick in spirit,” Edara said.

Nesnys dismissed the healer from the room. She sat beside the comatose man and extended her psionic talent, pushing into his mind deeper than she had gone before. Within, she found him dreaming.

She glimpsed images of his blissful home life, training at arms and excursions into town, hunting and fishing and tending to chores around the farmstead—little of interest to her.

Then she uncovered some most interesting memories—the sight of Elyas’s cousin in his thoughts. Nesnys seized hold of those to study in great detail.

How fate smiles upon me! The cousin of Elyas is Neratiri’s child—Taren.

The irony was delicious, and she knew she must turn her champion against his cousin, who was a brother in all but blood.

Perhaps he shall join me as well, with the right overture. She thought on that for a minute, deciding it was worth the attempt if this boy Taren could be located.

Nesnys dove deeper into Elyas’s subconscious, rifling through his thoughts and desires, hopes and fears. Psionic manipulation was not a skill she had much finesse with, yet her innate talent was strong. She tried to use care in her manipulations, for fear of rendering the man a half-wit, bolstering those areas of his mind where she found his pride, sense of duty, and self-preservation. She subdued his innate goodness, compassion, and sense of justice, along with the bleak futility he seemed to be currently embracing, which was a drain on his spirit. She stoked his competitive spirit and desire to please. Then she found a desire of another sort—his carnal desire—and delighted to find images of herself within. These simmering coals she breathed forcefully upon until they were a conflagration. Stepping away, she gazed upon her work with pride. Although she was no master at psionic manipulation, she didn’t think she had caused any damage to the man’s mind.

Such suggestions and influence would be ineffective without the subject’s nature already tending toward such a path, so she blazed a wide, paved road, nudging him to take the first steps.

Following her telepathic manipulations, she communed with Shaol and asked her lord for a boon. When she had explained her plan, he had agreed.




Nesnys pushed aside those memories and straightened, gazing at the stars a moment longer before reentering her room and ringing the bell to summon a servant.

“Send for my gladiator,” she snapped when one of the servants knocked hesitantly at her door then poked his head inside. “And bring more wine.”

“Gladiator, Mistress?” The man looked confused and terrified.

“Tell the guard captain I want him delivered here. He will know of whom I speak.”

The servant bowed and raced off. A few minutes later, another servant delivered a full decanter of wine. She lounged back in a chair, drinking of her replenished goblet. She felt a stirring in her blood, similar to before a battle—bloodlust, yet different—a formidable challenge and the need to conquer it. Yet there was more—a stirring of need, a warmth in her loins that would not be denied much longer.

The time had come to make her final proposal, one last battle of wills with her plaything. And nothing less than a soul hung in the balance.




***




Elyas took some small amount of solace in his bath at the end of another wretched, demeaning day. His body was bruised and sore, yet that was nothing compared to the raw ache in his missing arm.

He’d made a total fool of himself earlier, sparring with a new man—a worm—who had recently arrived during Elyas’s convalescence in the infirmary. The middle-aged man was easily the least promising of the new fighters, although he had narrowly survived his initial pit fight by sheer luck, as rumor had it. He was probably nearing his fifth decade, wiry but not especially fit, and missing an eye. The worm wasn’t particularly strong or fast yet was cunning enough to have survived thus far.

And Elyas hadn’t even managed to pose a challenge for this lowest worm despite his best efforts. His left-handed swordsmanship was pitiful, clumsy and slow. A shield for defense might have aided his cause, yet he couldn’t hold a shield on the same arm that wielded his sword. He’d repeatedly fumbled his blunted training sword when their blades clashed together, dropping it a couple of times and sustaining a number of bruises and welts from his opponent. The pity in the worm’s eyes during the lopsided bout had only added to the sting of defeat.

There is no reason to even care anymore. Soon enough, someone is bound to put me out of my misery.

Elyas thought back to the comforting dreams he’d had while in the infirmary. So real were they, he wondered if he had actually crossed over into the afterlife, only to be dragged back to his current woeful existence. He tried to summon those precious images of home, but they were beginning to elude him as dreams tended to do, the finer details lost until he retained only vague glimpses of his family and home, along with the general impression of happiness.

That happiness was once more denied him since he’d been brought back from the brink. Such a foolish choice he had made in paying heed to those insistent voices.

He shifted his position, watching the water slop against the sharp stone edge of the bath. He briefly considered whether he’d be able to hold himself under water until he drowned, but he thought it unlikely. Perhaps if I knock my head against the stone hard enough to fall unconscious. The thought was beginning to gain some traction when the tramp of boots and jingle of mail interrupted his reverie.

“Ironshanks,” the lead guard said crisply, “you are to report to the manor at once.” The man was all business. Elyas didn’t detect any pity from him, which he appreciated.

The same couldn’t be said of the guard’s partner, who looked at him with not only pity but perhaps a touch of disdain as well.

Elyas barely noticed, for the guard’s order perked him up with an unexpected surge of emotion. Nesnys. Finally, I’ll see her again. Surprisingly absent was the anger and hatred he’d once felt toward her. Perhaps those sentiments died with me.

“Aye, if you’ll allow me a change of clothes first?” he asked.

“Make it quick. Be at the gate in five minutes.” 

The guards retreated.

Elyas nearly ran to his cell. He cast aside his sweat- and dirt-soiled clothes and changed into fresh ones. The early winter night was cool for Nebara but could have been midautumn back home. He was used to the mild temperature and skipped donning a tunic. A minute later, he was at the gate, the lead guard nodding in approval at his haste.

Four guards marched him up to the manor house. On the previous occasion he’d been summoned there, Elyas’s wrists had been manacled, but since he’d lost his arm, they no longer bothered with trying to bind him, which dealt another wound to his decimated pride. They entered the house through a servant’s door then passed through the kitchens and up a narrow flight of stairs to the third and top floor. He had never been inside the building before but barely spared a glance around himself, his thoughts focused entirely on the impending encounter. They reached a door at the end of the hall, and the lead guard knocked.

“Come,” came the reply.

The lead guard opened the door and bowed deeply. “The gladiator Ironshanks, Warlord.”

“Send him in. You may leave us be.”

“Yes, Warlord.” The guards prodded Elyas into the chamber and closed the door behind him.

At first, he didn’t see Nesnys, as the room was dim, illuminated by only a pair of candles and the starlight from the open balcony door. She shifted slightly, drawing his attention to where she was reclining in a comfortable chair, one long leg hooked over the armrest. She wore a diaphanous silk robe hanging open and revealing her naked breasts.

Elyas’s breath caught in his chest at the sight of her.

“Come to me, Ironshanks.” The last word was said sarcastically, and a smile teased her lips. Her eyes roved across his body as he approached, unflinching at the sight of his maiming.

He cleared his throat, suddenly nervous and fighting down his sense of shame at his injury. “You summoned me?” He felt foolish the moment the words were out but didn’t know what else to say.

“Obviously. As I’ve said before, I have a use for you, Elyas, son of Wyat.” Nesnys sinuously rose to her feet, not bothering to cover her nakedness with the robe. “Perhaps more than one.”

Elyas swallowed hard, trying with great difficulty to focus on her face. Her body was an alluring blend of sensual curves and lean muscle. A part of him yearned to explore it, and he was ashamed to feel his body reacting accordingly.

“A use for me? But I failed in my challenge. The Sledge… I should have died.”

Nesnys ran a hand casually across his bare, muscled chest, walking slowly around him to study him from all angles. “When it came to my attention that the fight was subverted, I took that as a personal affront. The perpetrator has been punished accordingly, as no doubt you’ve seen. Yet I still believe you might’ve prevailed had you not been injured previously. You did well enough, considering. Besides, this game amuses me.”

He gave a sharp intake of breath when her hand slipped down across his belly, teasing the waistband of his breeches, her breath hot on his neck. She stepped away, returning to the side table beside her chair and refilling her goblet with wine.

“Drink.” She offered the goblet to him, pinning him in place with her eyes—devouring him, one might say.

Elyas drank, grateful for the way the wine soothed his suddenly dry throat.

“As I’ve said before, I wish you to join me in my crusade. Serve me—lead my men to glory.”

She had made the offer previously, but now that he was in a position to accept, he found himself at a loss for words. “You want me to lead your men?” he asked stupidly, unsettled by both the intimate setting and her sensuality.

“You heard me. I told you before if I was pleased with you, I’d offer to make you a partner in my war.” She plucked the goblet from his hand and drank.

He teetered on a razor’s edge of embracing her darkness, but then he pushed those tempting thoughts aside. “I… no, I despise everything you stand for—everything you’ve done! My father killed, my home torched! My cousin lost, somewhere… Thousands of men slain in battle, not to mention the innocents murdered or run off their lands. Harlan killed in this meaningless combat in the pits.” As the words tumbled out, he was surprised and a bit horrified to realize the old passion was gone. He felt like a thespian merely reciting words from a well-read script.

“Do you truly despise me so?” she asked, her intense gaze inscrutable.

He stared, dumbstruck, totally unhinged by how he was feeling. His past seemed but a dream, unreal to him. Nesnys was real, standing here before him now. She is asking for my service—she believes in me enough to make this offer.

“Those past events you speak of—what have they led you to, but to prepare you for this—for the glory you were born to seize by the might of your sword!” Her pale eyes were filled with a sudden fire.

He shook his head. “This is wrong. I cannot. It’s… evil.”

Nesnys waved his denial aside. “Good, evil… Those are simplistic terms. The multiverse is not simply black and white. You must have learned that by now. Where were all those good people you were loyal to in the past when you needed them the most? They shed not a tear, gave not a single shite about your fate. I was the only one to stand for you, to give you the chance to become something greater than you ever could’ve dreamed—to be a champion!”

“A champion!” He laughed bitterly, looking down at the ugly ridge of flesh marking his missing arm and remaining portion of shoulder. “I’ve tried my damnedest to wield the sword left-handed, but it is useless. The weakest untrained worm out there defeated me with ease!” He gestured angrily out the open balcony door.

Nesnys ran her hand down his muscled left arm, and Elyas flinched but didn’t pull away. He stood his ground. Nesnys took his hand in hers then closed her eyes and began speaking softly in a foreign tongue.

“Why wouldn’t you just allow me to die? At least give me the honor of killing me yourself.” Emotion leaked into his voice as he regarded her.

Her voice grew louder, and he shuddered involuntarily at the vile intonations of her speech as it slithered inside his ear like a parasitic worm.

Nesnys reopened her eyes and smiled at him, surprising him, for this smile seemed out of place on her face—without the usual malice or mockery, it seemed. She released his left hand and stepped away. “I have spared you because you shall serve me well. Now give me your hand.”

He reached out to her, but she swatted his left hand away. “Your sword hand—give it to me.”

“What game are you playing? This is nonsense…” He trailed off at the intense gaze she was focusing on his missing arm.

Elyas looked down and gasped, reeling back a step in shock. His missing sword arm, which often pained him like a phantom limb, was there again, although not completely. It appeared as the phantom limb it often hurt like—ghostly in outline.

“Balor’s balls! What—”

“Silence,” she commanded. “I said, give me your hand.”

Elyas watched helplessly as his ghostly arm rose seemingly of its own accord until it was captured by Nesnys’s hand. And by the gods, he could feel her hand, the warm skin and strong fingers gripping his own, even the rough warrior’s calluses on her palm.

She chanted some more in the speech that made his head ring with discordant sound. Splashes of color sparked in his vision, and he felt as he once had in the moments before he blacked out after downing too many ales.

But this time, his vision cleared once she finished speaking. He gasped, shocked beyond words, for his arm was whole again. The limb was chiseled with slabs of muscle, honed from months spent training for the pits, the skin crisscrossed with scars and bronzed by the sun, just as it had been prior to his defeat by the Sledge.

His eyes met hers, and he was speechless.

Nesnys smiled, again without malice, almost warm even. She sauntered across the room and picked up a sword in a leather scabbard that was lying on a dresser, unnoticed by Elyas earlier. She tossed it to him, and he was thrilled to hold his father’s old sword, which he had thought lost, sheathed in the fine scabbard Princess Zylka of the elves had gifted him.

“Draw your sword,” she commanded.

Elyas did so. He slid the blade free and took a couple practice swings, the keen steel feeling perfectly weighted in his hand, his stroke powerful and controlled once more, the way Anhur intended.

“I-I don’t know what to say.” He had to blink back tears of relief and astonishment.

Nesnys stepped toward him, clearly undaunted by him being armed while she was not. He lowered the blade, the thought of attacking her not even crossing his mind.

“Join with me, Elyas. Be my champion! Together, we shall conquer this world.” Her words rang inside his skull, and he felt a sensation stirring inside him—a fierce gratitude for this woman, sudden and unexpected. He had been ready to die a miserable husk of a man, and she had restored his hope. She was the only one who thought he was worth sparing.

She’s using me—this is but another of her games! But the warning voice was faint and easily ignored, lacking in urgency and crumbling to ash, disappearing before a gale of sudden gratitude and desire.

“What must I do?” The words tumbled out as he was nearly overcome by conflicting emotions, unable to think clearly.

“Swear fealty to me.” Her eyes burned with some inner fire, and even though she maintained a human visage, she was both fearsome and alluring at the same time.

Elyas dropped to a knee. “I swear to serve you for as long as I draw breath.”

She clutched his head in her hands, fingers running through his short hair, then held his face to her muscled belly, the swell of her firm breasts pressing against his forehead. “I accept your oath, Elyas son of Wyat. This oath binds you to me, and if you would seek to ever break it, thereupon your death shall follow. Now rise, a conqueror!”

Elyas rose.




















Chapter 5

The stable master Kerrol was a barrel-chested older man with thinning hair whose stables looked well-kept and tidy. Ferret knew next to nothing about horses, but the mounts stabled within seemed of good health and spirit. The animals didn’t like her much, shying away at her approach, so the trio decided to purchase only two mounts. Ferret assured Taren she would be able to keep up with them on foot.

Taren haggled with the man a couple of minutes before parting with a number of gold coins from the heavy purse Nera had given him. Kerrol didn’t object too strenuously or push them to buy a third mount. The stable master grinned and shook Taren’s hand when the negotiations were complete, then he bellowed for his son and two grandsons, who served as stable hands. Within a few minutes, a pair of healthy, spirited horses were ready to go, saddled and bridled.

Snow was falling more heavily by the time the trio departed the city gates. They drew curious looks from a large group of guards huddled around a fire but were left to go on their way without incident. Once outside the walls, they turned onto a nearby country lane, crossed a fallow field, then rode into the Llantry Woods a short distance. Ferret jogged along tirelessly with Taren and Mira as they rode.

Once they were far enough to be out of sight of the city and any travelers who might be out on the roads, Taren reined in. He dismounted and handed his reins to Mira, then consulted his locator stone again.

“I should be able to transport us a good deal closer to where they have Sianna captive. Unfortunately, I can only take us places I’ve seen before.” Taren closed his eyes and concentrated a long moment.

Sparks seemed to flicker in the air, coalescing into lines of fire that formed the outline of a door. The backdrop of the woods seen within the door shimmered as if through a heat haze for a moment then disappeared entirely, replaced by a gloomy-looking scene of burned buildings and a huge, thick-trunked tree.

The horses stirred nervously at the magic use but calmed when Taren patted their flanks and spoke to them in soothing tones. He gave each one an apple to munch on, taken from his pack.

When the horses were settled, Taren gestured for Ferret and Mira to pass through the gateway he’d created. Ferret stepped through and found herself on the muddy road outside the grim town of Mitterwel, free of snow, although gloomy gray clouds filled the sky. The great hangman’s tree loomed overhead in front of her, its boughs filled with bodies dangling like morbid fruit. Mira led her nervous horse through the gate next, followed by Taren. A moment later, the flaming gateway faded and was gone.

Ferret studied their surroundings, wary for the Nebaran soldiers who had been stationed there the last time they had passed through, but she saw no sign of them. Nobody was about to witness their arrival.

“Looks as if the locals got tired of their occupiers,” Taren said with satisfaction. He pointed at the tree.

Ferret then realized what had become of the occupiers. Most of the corpses had the dark hair and sharp, hawk-nosed features of Nebarans, many still dressed in their black-and-gold uniforms. The oldest of the corpses was scrawny and badly decayed, and she suspected it was the spy they’d uncovered during their skirmish in the local tavern. A score or so corpses ladened down the branches, all Nebaran from what she could determine. Crows also huddled in the branches, apparently hopeful of the prospect of fresher meat, from the way they peered down at the three of them.

I’d like to see you try to take a bite outta me—likely break your beaks off. That thought brought a small internal smile, as did another, which she voiced aloud. “The townsfolk can thank Mira for starting this revolution.”

Mira nodded solemnly but seemed pleased at the way events had turned out.

Taren studied the locator stone once more. He turned, palm extended outward, and Ferret watched the orange arrowhead glyph rotate and point across the town, toward the direction she guessed was northwest.

“Sianna is much nearer now, although I think we still might have a few days of travel to get to where she is,” Taren said. “Somewhere across the central plains, it would appear. I can’t gate us any closer, so now we must ride.”

They mounted up and brought the steeds up to a brisk canter. Ferret was forced to sprint to keep up, but she didn’t mind. Running was effortless, the only difficult part maintaining her concentration on where she stepped so she didn’t stumble and fall.

Just then, the clouds decided to start unloading their fat white flakes, and snow swirled around them as Mitterwel swiftly disappeared behind their heels.




















Chapter 6

Elyas allowed Nesnys to take the sword from his hand with nary a thought of striking her down. She sheathed the blade and set it back on the dresser. When she turned back toward him, the raw hunger on her face made his pulse quicken, though he also felt a tinge of fear.

“And now,” Nesnys said, “let us seal our pact. I would have you in my true form.”

She slipped out of her silken robe, allowing it to fall to the floor. Her naked figure stole his breath away before she blurred and shifted. The metal wings reappeared on her back, folded neatly behind her. Talons sprouted from her fingers, and her eyes were pupilless silver coins once more, her teeth sharp and pointed. She was a bit terrifying yet somehow every bit as sensual as she had been a moment earlier, perhaps even more so with her wildness.

As she stepped forward to press against him, he noticed an old scar mottling the flesh on her flank. He hissed when she raked her talons down his chest just hard enough to draw blood. Elyas cupped one of her breasts in his newly restored hand while running the other down the smooth flesh of her hip and thigh. She gave a sharp intake of breath then shoved him backward hard against the wall. She was on him in an instant and unfastened his waistband and roughly yanked his breeches down. He seized a handful of her thick ashen hair and jerked her head back then kissed her throat. His other hand gripped her buttock and pulled her against himself, her smooth flesh hot against his own. A low growl reverberated in her throat, and she shuddered in pleasure. He grunted when her talons pierced the flesh of his back. She leaned forward and buried her teeth in the muscle between his neck and shoulder, eliciting a bellow of pain.

Nesnys abruptly flared her wings wide then swept them forward to impact the wall, striking sparks from the stone and cocooning the two of them in iron. Blood coated her lips, and her breath was hot on his face as her talons dug furrows across his back and shoulders. Upon noting his arousal, she smiled wickedly. She gripped his neck and lifted herself then mounted him right there against the wall.

He lost himself in a swell of violent passion.




***




Elyas woke to find Nesnys gone some hours later. He lay sprawled across the four-poster bed, feeling as thoroughly drained as if he’d battled the Sledge again, only to have narrowly survived this time.

Nesnys’s passion was as fearsome as her swordplay. He was sore and bruised, scratched and cut from her claws, and her teeth had left bite wounds in several places. Dried blood caked his neck and back, judging from the prickling sensation as he peeled the sheet free. The bedding was slashed and torn, likely from the sharp edges of her wings when they had moved their coupling to the bed. Elyas lay there propped up on his elbows in a stunned state of awe, feeling much as he had as a green lad after lying with a whore for the first time.

Gods, I don’t know if I’d survive another bout of that. He would be hard pressed to consider their exertions lovemaking—“copulating” would be more accurate. Yet even with his doubts, the prospective challenge excited him.

With a groan, he levered himself fully upright, got his feet planted, then walked over to the dresser, where a carafe of water waited. He drank half of it in one go. He was surprised to realize he was holding the carafe in his sword hand and again marveled at his arm’s restoration.

The price of this, though… Therein lies the problem.

He pulled on his smallclothes and breeches and walked out on the balcony and leaned his elbows on the balustrade. The sun already had crested the horizon, and a fine view overlooking the vineyards spread out below him. Slaves were at work in the fields, pruning vines and plucking weeds, perhaps even harvesting any late-season crop. Although he couldn’t see the training yard from the balcony, he knew the gladiators would be finished with their breakfast and immersed in their grueling exercises and sparring. For a moment, he yearned to join them, to redeem himself in the eyes of his peers now that his arm was restored, but he swiftly cast that thought aside.

Peers no longer… Everything has changed now. His eyes sought the northern horizon, where hundreds of miles away lay his homeland. Just barely visible in the distance stood the jagged Sundered Peaks, the boundary between the two nations. I can’t wait to leave Nebara behind and return to Ketania.

While he stood there and drank more water, he reflected on his actions of the past night. To his surprise, he felt no great shame or disgust with himself for either giving his oath of fealty or lying with Nesnys. Those expected feelings seemed a dim memory. Instead, he felt grateful for the restoration of his arm and a measure of admiration and lust for his lover.

“Now where has she gone off to?” he wondered aloud, frowning as he probed a scabbed claw mark across his chest.

“Retrieving a gift for my mighty champion,” came the reply from behind him.

He glanced over his shoulder to see Nesnys crossing the room, a bundle slung over one shoulder. He didn’t know if she’d used the door or teleported herself inside, but it mattered not. She retained her natural form, including the shiny black mail—formed of fine, smooth scales like those of a fish—which clung to her as if it were liquid poured over her body. Her sword and dagger hung at either hip. She didn’t quite smile, but her eyes held a sultry challenge as she regarded him.

Elyas swallowed nervously, for he wasn’t confident he was in any shape to go another round with her if she hungered for more passion.

Fortunately for him, she didn’t. She slung the heavy sack down on the floor, where it landed with a metallic clatter.

“Appropriate armor for a mighty warrior.” She clasped his groin and squeezed firmly, eliciting a sharp intake of breath as she leered at him. “Ironshanks indeed.” She laughed and released him then leaned on the balustrade beside him. “Come, try it on. With this Soulforge armor, you shall be a truly unstoppable warrior.”

Within the sack was an impressive set of full-plate armor. He pulled out a heavy soot-black helm that was fearsome in appearance, fashioned in the likeness of a snarling fiend’s head, with small horns jutting backward from the crown. It had slits for eyes, its maw a cleverly fashioned visor that rose on concealed hinges. Runes were etched in the helm, breastplate, and other pieces. The whole set smelled strongly of steel yet also carried a faint brimstone scent—that and perhaps a subtle coppery odor of old blood, though he could have imagined the latter. The armor made him suddenly uneasy, and he started stuffing pieces back into the sack.

“I’ve never worn full plate,” he objected. “I’d need a squire to don such a thing.”

“Nonsense. I’ll aid you.” Nesnys snatched the sack away and overturned it, spilling pieces all over the floor with a clamor, then shoved a gambeson and set of padded breeches into his arms. “Put these on.”

Elyas did so, removing his short pants and pulling on the full-length breeches. He next donned the gambeson then picked up a vambrace and shrugged.

“Stand over there,” she directed. “Hold your arms and legs apart like so.”

He did so, legs spread a bit past shoulder width and arms held straight out to his sides, feeling a bit foolish. The morning was chilly, yet already he could tell he would be sweating in no time wearing the thick garments covered with all that steel.

Nesnys regarded him raptly, a look of intense concentration on her face. The pile of armor rattled and shifted then rose up into the air, sorting itself into separate pieces. Elyas was enveloped in a maelstrom of flying steel in the next moments. A heavy mail shirt dropped over his head, followed by breast- and backplates clapping around him. A gorget slammed around his neck, then pauldrons, greaves, vambraces, and the remaining pieces followed until he was thoroughly ensconced in steel—all but the helm, which Nesnys held in her hand.

As thick as it was, the armor was surprisingly light—likely the result of an enchantment. He flexed an arm and was satisfied to discover it more maneuverable than expected. He slapped a gauntlet against the thick breastplate, and the metal rang.

“Now you look a suitable warrior.” She nodded with approval. “I had a thought earlier: I would like you to ask your cousin to join us.”

“Taren?” Elyas was surprised by the question, wondering how Nesnys knew of him. But then he remembered how the inquisitors had pursued Taren and him across Ketania, and he realized she must have assigned them the task.

“Yes, Taren.” She said his name slowly, as if tasting it, and seemed to be judging his reaction.

“I… I don’t know. Even if I knew where he was, I don’t think he’d approve of us. Of any of this.”

“Leave finding him to me. Your role will be to talk some sense into him. Let him know that together we can negotiate a surrender. Ending the war will spare many thousands of lives.” She smiled.

“If that is your wish, then I’ll talk to him.” Surely Taren would approve of restoring peace to Ketania. He held on to that thought.

“Excellent. Here, ’tis time to finish suiting up so we can be off.” She held up the helm. “This might hurt a bit.”

“Hurt?” He frowned in confusion.

He received his answer a moment later when the helm shot out of her hand. He ducked instinctively, but it didn’t collide with his head, instead hovering above him then slowly lowering into place. He caught a brief glimpse of what resembled protruding fishhooks ringing the steel dome and opened his mouth to protest, but he was too late. The monstrous helm descended over his head, carving bloody channels in his flesh. He cried out in alarm as a hot wave of pain assailed him. He reached for the helm to cast it aside but was again too slow. The helm clacked down against the gorget and locked in place. His gauntleted hands fumbled at the seam, but he couldn’t find any catch to release. His head blazed with agony as he stumbled about, clutching the helm, desperately trying to wrench it free, not considering what it might do to his head if he did so.

“Don’t fight it,” Nesnys said. Through the narrow eye slits, he saw her watching his struggles as dispassionately as a fisherman might watch a caught fish flopping around on the shore as it slowly suffocated.

Elyas finally relented, breathing hard while trying to calm his panic, and soon the pain faded. It was still there, down deep, but the raw edge was gone. His hysteria ebbed away like dirt rinsed off in a stream, and then he felt calm and collected.

“Much better. How do you feel, my champion?” Nesnys sauntered closer, studying him from head to toe.

Elyas didn’t feel much of anything, in truth, his doubts and fears of a moment earlier snuffed out as if they’d never been. He was curiously unfeeling and briefly wondered what was happening to him, then that conscious thought slipped away.

All he knew then was that his mistress was standing before him and she had a duty for him to perform. The desire to please her became the only thing that mattered.

“I am ready to serve, Mistress.”

A slow smile spread on her face, one filled with cunning. “Then let us go review your troops, General.” She muttered in the fell speech. The words she spoke sounded natural somehow, and for an instant, he wondered how he’d been discomfited by them earlier.

The room swirled and was gone, Nebara replaced with Ketania, his life as a slave replaced with that of a general. And all he’d had to do to put all of that behind him was sell his soul.




















Chapter 7

On the night of their third day of riding since having departed Mitterwel, Mira reined in her horse when Taren called a halt. Her steed was blowing hard and foaming with sweat despite the cold air, a testament to their hard riding. Mira patted the animal’s neck and dismounted, glad to have solid ground beneath her feet again. She had been on horseback on only a handful of occasions in her entire life prior to their departing Llantry, and those had been vaguely remembered experiences as a child. The days in the saddle had made her sore, but she was pleased her riding skill had improved.

Her nose and cheeks were numb from the cold air blowing steadily in her face. She could have fortified her body against the cold but had decided against doing so, wanting to conserve her ki energy for the rescue attempt, for she suspected she would need every bit she had.

Taren dismounted just ahead of her. He grimaced, knuckling his back and stretching his legs. He was a more accomplished rider than she, but he too was obviously sore from the long hours in the saddle.

A multitude of campfires burned on the distant horizon ahead, giving the sky an eerie glow. Finally, they had reached the Nebaran camp. Darkness had fallen just two hours past, and the camp was still alive with activity.

Taren had been insistent on maintaining the rapid pace, and Mira knew his urgent desire to rescue Sianna was more than simply a dutiful citizen’s obligation to his liege.

He’s clearly got feelings for her. At first, she probably wouldn’t have noticed, had it not been for Ferret’s teasing him. But now it was apparent in the frequency with which he checked his locator stone and the consistently grave expression on his face. Assuming their rescue attempt succeeded, Mira hoped he didn’t get hurt as a result of his feelings for the queen. Sianna would almost certainly marry someone of her own station, regardless of her feelings on the matter. She had a kingdom to secure, and a marriage was a potent tool to ensure that she could, by sealing an alliance. Creel had mentioned as much at some point during their earlier travels.

Taren’s interest in Sianna disappointed Mira somehow, though she could not say exactly why. She cared for Taren, but not in a romantic fashion. He was eight years her junior, and she had a duty to perform. Charge or even friend seemed too slight a term to describe their relationship. Perhaps she thought of him as a younger brother.

She could almost hear Brother Cerador’s stern admonishment over her frivolous thoughts: “Focus on the task at hand, Miralei. The danger is great, and a lapse in concentration could prove fatal.”

Mira took a sip of the last of the water from her skin, but it was foul tasting, so she poured it out. Fortunately, she could hear the sound of running water in the darkness, somewhere ahead and off to her right. She led her horse over and took the reins of Taren’s mount.

“I’m going to water the horses,” she said.

“Thanks, Mira. We’ll rest here a couple hours before we move on the camp.” Taren took out his locator stone and held it out in his palm as he’d done every few hours for the past three days. The stone glowed brightly now, pointing straight ahead at the army encampment. Mira didn’t need him to tell her that Sianna was being held in the camp, judging from the direction indicated and intensity of the stone’s glow.

Heavy footsteps sounded behind them, and Ferret finally caught up with them. She slowed to a stop then stood gazing at the illuminated camp ahead, completely unwinded after having run for hours. No breath passed her lips—the only sounds she made were the faint machine noises of cogs turning within her metal body. She couldn’t run as fast as the horses at a full gallop, but the animals couldn’t sustain such a pace for long, so Ferret was able to at least keep them in sight at her slower pace.

“How are you faring, Ferret?” Taren walked over to the girl and placed his hands on her shoulders, looking into her glowing amethyst eyes, likely studying her with his second sight.

“Feeling fine, though I’m ready for something more interesting than running hours on end. It’s damn boring.”

Mira smiled. “Not quite as boring when you’re trying to keep from falling out of the saddle at such a pace.”

“I apologize for the fast pace,” Taren said to both of them. “I worry about Sianna and don’t know how much longer she’ll be there.”

“We understand completely.” Ferret patted his cheek, and Mira thought the girl would have had a smirk on her face if she could’ve.

“Remind me to use my key again, Ferret,” Taren said after a moment, a faintly bashful look on his face. “It seems running continuously depletes your energy reserves much more rapidly, which makes sense. You’ll be fine for now, I think, but I’ll recharge you all the same before we move on the camp.”

Mira collected Taren’s water skin and led the two horses in search of the stream while Taren sat down to rest. She found the stream after about fifty paces of walking through the waist-high grass, although the horses ended up being the ones leading her to the water. The animals gratefully dipped their muzzles in the stream and drank deeply. She knelt and splashed water over her head and onto her face. The water was cold but refreshing. After drinking deeply herself and refilling the skins, she returned to the others with the horses, who wanted nothing more than to graze now that they’d drunk their fill.

Taren was leaning against a stunted tree, munching on some of their provisions. He thanked her when she handed his water skin over and took a long drink. Ferret sat quietly in the long grass beside him.

Mira hitched the horses’ reins to a tree branch where they would have plenty of grass to graze on, then she settled down wearily on the other side of Taren. She took out some of the salted meat and dried fruit and nuts from her pack. She wasn’t particularly hungry but knew she needed to replenish her energy.

“So we wait a couple hours, and then what’s our plan?” Ferret asked. “Sneak into camp and keep using the stone until we find her?”

“Seems as though we’d have a tough time not being spotted by guards,” Mira pointed out.

Over their campfire the past night, they had discussed Sabyl’s warning of Sianna being used as bait for a trap. Taren had shrugged and replied, “Then I think we’ll give them more than they expected.”

Mira didn’t doubt that—from what little she’d seen of Taren’s abilities since his training with his mother over the past month, his magical talent had grown quite impressive. Even so, she was still worried that she wouldn’t be able to adequately protect him. If he overexerted himself, there was the danger he might fall unconscious for an extended period, and his collapsing in the middle of the enemy camp could prove the death of them both.

Taren frowned as he considered. “I don’t like the idea of consulting the stone too much since it’s imprecise and will take a long time to accurately pinpoint her location. And as you said, it’ll be hard to do so without being spotted. But I’m not confident I can discern her particular aura with my second sight either, and I’d hate to guess incorrectly. So we might be stuck using the stone—unless anyone has any better ideas?”

“I could try to sneak in and look for her.” Ferret rapped her knuckles against one metal foot, making a hollow clunk. “Can’t move very quietly anymore, though. There’s hundreds of tents up there—how will we know which one she’s in?”

Taren rubbed his temples. In the darkness, discerning his features was difficult, but Mira thought he looked exhausted. She felt the same—they’d stopped for a few hours each night to sleep and had taken short breaks throughout the day to rest the horses, but other than that, they’d kept moving steadily since leaving Mitterwel. Oddly, clinging to the saddle was nearly as tiring as covering the long miles on her own two feet, she’d discovered.

“I have something I can try,” Mira said, “a talent I accidentally discovered months ago, but I think it would work well for scouting the camp.”

“What’s your idea?” Taren asked, intrigued.

“We call it a spirit walk. I can step outside my body for a time and move about. The trouble is not getting swept away and being able to reel myself back in to my body afterward. I’ll be deep in meditation and, once I begin, cannot be roused.”

“Is it safe for you to do so?” he asked.

She nodded. “Yes, so long as I maintain my focus. But I think I’ve grown in my abilities and should be able to manage it better now.”

“Let’s give it a try, then. Ferret and I will keep watch while you meditate.”

“You should try to get a quick nap in,” Ferret told Taren. “I can keep watch.”

Taren shook his head. “I sincerely doubt I’ll be able to relax enough this close to the encampment. Best that we get our business done with and be on our way. Plenty of time to rest later if all goes well.”

Mira finished her food and took another drink of water then situated herself comfortably in the grass. She crossed her legs and rested her palms upon her thighs. She took long, deep breaths and silently repeated a calming mantra to herself.

Once she was relaxed and centered, she focused and gently pushed out against the confines of her body, picturing her spirit flowing out as easily as her breath would through her nose and mouth. She slipped free of her flesh more easily than expected and then stood looking down upon her own body. Taren and Ferret were watching her. She stepped away, but they evidently couldn’t see her spirit form.

Now, onward to the camp. Swift as the wind, silent as the night.

Mira strode forward into the darkness. One last look over her shoulder showed Taren looking right at her spirit form, face filled with marvel.

Then Mira was sprinting through the night, the grass a blur around her, not a blade bending to mark her passage. The enemy camp rushed closer with no sense of motion as if reeled in on a line, even swifter than her horse could gallop.




***




Taren watched Mira for a few minutes, but she remained motionless, her breathing deep and steady. He slipped into his second sight and was about to probe the Nebaran encampment himself when he saw a ghostly form moving away through the high grass. The aura of Mira’s body had deepened to a pale green, like the surrounding trees and grass, while her spirit form was a pure amber glow, nearly a bright white, much like he’d seen when examining Ferret’s essence.

That’s Mira’s spirit—her soul. The thought awed him.

Mira seemed to look back at him a moment then streaked off into the night as if launched from a bow.

“Do you want to wind me up?” Ferret asked, startling him.

“Sure. Now’s a good time.”

He removed the Ring of the Artificers, as he had come to think of it, from his finger, then moved behind Ferret and extended the ring. The metal band went through its neat folding movements and transformed into the wide-bowed hexagonal key, which slid into the slot in Ferret’s back with a solid click. Taren turned the key, counting its rotations. When his count reached twenty-two, the key stopped. He removed it and watched in fascination as the magical mechanical energy of her body intensified, surrounding the concentrated amber glow of her soul until her twin auras were nearly indistinguishable from each other.

“All wound up and ready for action,” she said. “Thanks.”

“Don’t mention it. Once Sianna is safe, we can seek out this Shirak Research Station and get you restored.” He rested his hand on her shoulder, feeling the faint thrumming vibrations resonating through her body.

Like a mechanical heartbeat. I need to find this cure for her. She’s been so brave and patient—I doubt I could’ve coped nearly as well in her situation.

Ferret reached back, her metal fingers closing around his hand and squeezing gently. “That means a lot—you have my gratitude.”

Taren was about to reply when a burst of fire streaked out of the night, the sudden brilliant illumination nearly blinding in intensity. He cried out in shock and stumbled backward. The fiery bolt passed sizzling about an arm’s length over his head and struck something behind him.

A pained screech drew his attention. He whirled in alarm to find a winged horror winging up into the sky. It had leathery batlike wings, a cadaverous body resembling a skeleton covered in shrunken leather, and a head like a vulture. The beast shrieked in pain and rage, a fresh wound sizzling in its chest.

That thing was about to swoop down and attack us! The thought was disconcerting.

A second fiery bolt streaked out of the darkness from off to their right an instant later, followed by a third. Now Taren could see a line of fire—a flaming bowstring—being drawn a few hundred paces away, up in the sky. An erinys immediately came to mind at seeing the weapon.

The bat-winged fiend had gained significant altitude. It tucked its wings and dove to avoid the next couple flaming arrows. The demon screeched a word in the fell speech, and a green fireball crackled from its hands toward the distant erinys.

By then, Ferret was on her feet and Taren placed himself in front of the defenseless Mira, summoning his magic to form a protective globe around the two of them.

The horses bucked and whinnied in fright. The tree branch snapped off from the force of the animals tugging on the reins, and the steeds raced off into the night.

Damn it! This pyrotechnic show will rouse the entire encampment. The earth magic brimmed within him, warm and reassuring as he tried to track the demon’s position in order to loose his magic at it.

Ferret ran and leaped for the bat-winged fiend when it dipped low, but its leathery pinions pumped the air, and it gained altitude, pulling just out of her reach.

More bursts of magic flashed back and forth in the darkness overhead as the two combatants exchanged fire. Taren lost visible sight of the demon as it ascended into the night sky, but he could see its ill red aura with his second sight. He let a trickle of magic flow, melding it into a snare, and tossed it at the fiend. He caught one of its wings with his magical rope of force and yanked on it. The creature tumbled from the sky, one wing pinned awkwardly. It shrieked angrily and loosed a bolt of fire at Taren. The green fire crackled and burst against his shield.

Ferret jumped again and snared the struggling creature by the ankle. She dragged it down with her as she landed. The beast spat a globule of green fire atop her, blasting her to the ground and slipping from her grasp. It chanted in the fell speech and also slipped through Taren’s snare, becoming incorporeal for a moment. He thought it might be about to teleport away, but the erinys barreled into it. The latter clawed at her foe and barked something in the fell speech, nullifying the first fiend’s magic. The two thrashed and fought, clawing and tearing at each other in midair.

Taren recognized Sirath, the erinys who had aided them previously by fighting her sisters in the forest. She thrust the creature away from her and drew her hellfire blade. It erupted into a fount of fire, red-orange limning the black tongues of flame. Her opponent sought to escape, but Sirath was swifter. She powered after it, wings pumping furiously, then twisted around in a corkscrew motion, one wing flaring out and its sharp edges tearing a large gash in her foe’s leathery wing, slowing it further. As it lost altitude, Sirath dove atop it, sword leading the way. The fiery blade split the demon’s head and proceeded to hew the creature’s emaciated body in twain as easily as if it were made of butter. The two pieces fell into the grass, glowing red and sizzling from the hellfire blade’s touch, a stinking smoke pouring off the corpse. Grass withered and died as black ichor spattered the ground.

“Greetings again, son of Neratiri,” Sirath said in her throaty voice. She descended until she hovered before Taren, her wingbeats stirring the tall grass, then extinguished her blade. “You’ve come into your power.” She bobbed her head in a gesture of respect.

Taren was momentarily entranced with Sirath’s aura—it was a crackling ball of energy, like a falling star—a deep red as the other demon’s had been yet roiling and sparking with a bright, pure light, as if the two were battling for primacy. He tried to blink away the bright spots in his vision following the pyrotechnic battle.

“Well met, Sirath. I thank you for your timely aid. What was that thing?”

“Scaixal, one of Nesnys’s lieutenants. The creature proved crafty in evading me so long, yet it gave up its concealment when it made its move to strike at you.” She seemed well pleased with herself.

Seeing movement in the grass, Taren remembered Ferret had fallen. He ran over and took her arm, helping her from the ground. “Are you injured?” Her metal pauldron and backplate were scorched and partially melted in one patch along her upper back, but the damage didn’t seem to have penetrated her outer carapace.

She swiveled her head and rotated her arms to make sure everything worked, then she shrugged. “I’m fine, I think.”

“What are you doing here?” Taren asked, returning his attention to Sirath.

“You are not the first to seek to rescue the mortal queen. I aided the others, yet they failed in the attempt.”

“Creel?” he asked.

“Yes, the monster hunter and his companions. Three nights past, they sneaked in to rescue her, but Nesnys had laid a trap, and they were captured, many slain.”

“How did they know of her whereabouts?”

“I brought word of her presence when I discovered she was a prisoner in camp. They thought the risk worth making the attempt. Your friends are currently chained in the center of the camp. Perhaps your gods favor you this night, for Nesnys is away. You have a fair chance of success, especially now that Scaixal is destroyed. None but human soldiers remain to face you.”

“That is good news.” Taren felt a spark of excitement flare anew. Now if Mira can find where they are holding Sianna…




















Chapter 8

Mira visualized her spirit form as the wind itself, sweeping silently over the grass, her cloudy features an indistinct simulacrum of her physical self. She instinctively swept past the lines of small tents near the edges of the encampment, thinking a valuable prisoner wouldn’t be kept at the fringes. Sentries appeared from the gloom and then were gone as she blew past, leaving them unaware of her presence.

She passed many rows of the common soldiers’ tents before coming upon a paddock containing a number of horses gathered near one end. A rise loomed just beyond the paddock, crowned with large pavilions and a perimeter of brightly lit torches. Mira slowed her approach and ascended the rise, passing through the wall of one of the pavilions. A group of soldiers were inside, eating and drinking around a long table. Stacks of coin and sets of dice were laid out on the table.

Exiting the tent, she found herself on a parade ground. A dozen or so guards posted around the perimeter were keeping watch. At the far end of the field, a group of prisoners were chained to thick posts driven into the ground.

Mira drifted closer to them then stopped abruptly, shocked to recognize some of them. Five men were chained there in all: Creel, Rafe, and three others she didn’t know, one of whom was a dwarf. The men looked beaten and bloodied, save Creel, although all looked weak and in pain or discomfort.

As she regarded them, Creel raised his head and looked right at her, a puzzled expression on his face.

“Can you see me?” she asked, but her words were as silent as the night sky, and she knew he couldn’t hear her.

After a moment, Creel lowered his head again, evidently unable to see her. He must have sensed me somehow. Now, where are they keeping Sianna?

She passed through the wall of the nearest tent, finding more men dicing and drinking within. In the next tent, men were snoring in their sleep.

Then she reached the largest, the apparent command tent, and inside she found Sianna. The queen was chained to a pole by a manacle around her ankle and lay on a cot at one side of the tent, curled up and facing away. A blond woman sat on the ground beside her cot, elbows on knees and head lowered, hair obscuring her features. A dozen or so officers sat around a large table, eating, dicing, and drinking liberally, judging by several decanters of wine on the table.

Excited at finding Sianna and the others, Mira passed through the wall and back outside. She concentrated until she could make out the faint golden tether leading back to her body. Following the golden thread, she raced back toward her companions.

Passing near a campfire, she noticed a group of Nebarans standing and pointing into the darkness. Mira looked up and saw red and green bursts of fire alternately streaking across the night sky in the direction of where she had left her friends.

There’s trouble, and I’m unable to protect Taren! Fear gripped her, and she redoubled her pace.




***




Taren was speaking with Sirath when Mira suddenly came awake with a jolt. She sprang to her feet, hands raised defensively and casting around for danger.

“Easy, Mira,” he said.

“Taren?” She saw him and relaxed visibly although not completely, regarding Sirath with distrust.

“It’s all over now,” he replied, pointing at the seared corpse of Scaixal lying in the grass. “Sirath saved us from being ambushed by that fiend.”

Mira exhaled in relief. Then she clutched his arm with about as much excitement as she ever exhibited. “I found her! And you won’t believe who else.”

“Creel. And some other men,” Taren said wryly.

Her eyebrows rose in surprise. “Yes. How did you know?”

“Sirath told us of their failed rescue attempt three nights ago.”

“Oh. Well, Rafe is with them and three others whom I don’t know.” She explained the layout of the camp—where Sianna was being held and Creel and the others chained up.

Taren nodded thoughtfully. “We shouldn’t tarry much longer. I suspect they’ve already seen the spell effects lighting up the sky and will send a patrol to investigate. Are you ready?”

“Ready as ever,” Mira replied. “And yes, they have taken note of the magical battle.”

“Again, you have our gratitude, Sirath,” Taren said.

“I wish you good fortune, Neratiri’s son.” Sirath pumped her wings and sailed gracefully up into the sky and was lost in the darkness.

“All right, then,” Taren said. “I hope to be able to free Sianna and our friends and gate all of us out of there. However, that takes some time as well as a large mana expenditure, so I might not be able to do so, depending on how many of them we have to fight. If that plan fails, then we’ll try to escape by any means necessary. The Nebarans will be on their guard now that something is amiss, so we need to try to be in and out as quickly as possible. Anything I haven’t mentioned?” When Mira and Ferret shook their heads, he added, “Stand close to me.”

The two women both moved close beside Taren, and he drew steadily on the earth magic, forming a disc of force as Nera had said his father had used to good effect in the past. He’d done it once before in training but only to move himself a short distance. The principle is the same. He guided them to step forward until all three were on the disc. Concentrating, he levitated the platform into the air then sent it scudding forward several feet off the ground. Mira adjusted her stance nervously, planting her staff for balance.

“We’re flying!” Ferret sounded awed as she clutched his arm.

Taren grinned in exhilaration. We need to go higher. If we’re lucky, they won’t see us then.

As they drew nearer the camp, he raised them higher into the sky until they were sailing about a hundred feet above the ground. A mounted patrol of about a dozen Nebarans were riding in the general direction whence they’d come, going to investigate the earlier battle. With Taren’s and Mira’s horses fled, the patrol would find only the corpse of Scaixal out there. He held his breath, but the horsemen didn’t look up, instead focused on the way ahead of them. Taren and his friends passed over the perimeter of the encampment, where more nervous sentries stood peering into the night, unaware of their passage.

“Ready yourselves. I’ll take us down onto the parade ground. I’m going for Sianna. Mira, stick with me. Ferret, try to free Creel and the others.” With his second sight, he studied the hill at the center of camp with the officer pavilions but saw no hidden dangers other than a large number of soldiers assigned to the surrounding tents.

Nothing we can’t handle. I hope.

He eased them down right in front of the command pavilion Mira pointed out. They were literally on top of the guards posted at the pavilion entrance when they were spotted by a guard across the parade ground, who shouted a warning. Mira leaped off the platform, still three or four paces in the air, and attacked the pair outside the command tent. Her foot slammed down atop one man’s head, snapping his neck and felling him instantly. The second man cried out in alarm, reaching to draw his sword. Mira landed nimbly then jabbed him in the throat with the butt of her staff. He choked and staggered away. She cracked him in the head with a swing of her staff and he dropped, unmoving.

Ferret sprang off the opposite edge of the disc, racing toward the prisoners.

Taren saw Creel glance up, clearly astonished at their appearance, before he turned his attention toward Sianna’s tent. He dispelled his disc, then Mira led the way through the tent flap, with Taren right on her heels. The stink of pipe smoke and unwashed bodies struck him the moment he got inside. Their entry elicited startled curses from a dozen men already rising to their feet from around a long table, roused by the guard’s cry. The Nebarans drew steel and moved to engage.

He spotted Sianna to his left, lying on a cot. She sat up, alarmed by the sudden commotion. Iris glanced up from where she sat on the carpet beside the cot, looking equally startled.

Then the guards were upon them. An alarm bell began sounding somewhere, clanging loudly. Taren thrust out one hand, sending a wall of force before him like a battering ram. Six guards rushing him were lifted off their feet and thrown backward into the table, overturning it and spilling men, dice, stacks of coins, wine goblets, and the remains of a meal all onto the floor. A pair of officers who hadn’t rounded the table yet were also slammed backward, colliding with the rear tent wall and ripping it open as stakes tore free of the ground.

Mira became a spinning whirlwind, staff and fists and feet lashing out. Men either fell before her or staggered away, stunned and battered. One man grabbed the monk’s arm, but she dipped low and pulled, hurling the man over her hip and onto the ground. A swift blow to the face from the butt of her staff stilled him.

“Taren!” Sianna was on her feet, running toward him, Iris a few steps behind. The queen’s face registered hope and fear.

Sianna’s chain snapped taut when she reached the end of its length, secured as it was to the tent pole. She would’ve fallen had Taren not caught her in his arms. She hugged him fiercely.

“I knew you’d come—I had faith. They let me keep the stone you gave me.” Her eyes were shining, and she looked beautiful despite the dark circles under her eyes and mussed hair, still darkened from the dye she had used to disguise herself back in Llantry. “But Nesnys… she knows about the stone! This is another trap!”

He briefly hugged her back then released her. “Right. We have to go. There isn’t much time.”

“What about Creel and the others?” Sianna asked. “They yet live, I think.”

“Ferret is freeing them.” Taren knelt down and gripped the manacle around Sianna’s ankle. With a push of magic, he tried to shatter the steel, but it resisted, throwing off sparks, the magic rebuffed.

Magically strengthened. Trying another approach, he felt out the enchantment, sensing the bindings of power and durability, a remarkably complex spell that he didn’t have time to fully decipher. He simply unmade the layered enchantments, absorbing the spell as easily as he would the earth magic. The spell unraveled, turning the manacle to ordinary steel. He started as something reverberated at the edge of his senses a moment, and he cursed, realizing the manacle must have had a warding among its layered enchantments.

Nesnys will know now—we need to hurry.

The manacle shattered easily from his magic, and Sianna was freed. Iris was bound with an ordinary chain, which he broke also. Sianna quickly scooped up a short sword that had fallen during the fighting. Iris followed her lead and recovered a dagger.

Mira stood over a pile of fallen soldiers, a trickle of blood running from the corner of a split lip. Another cut bled on her arm. The tent was free of attackers for the moment. A number of men lay groaning on the ground, while others were unconscious or dead.

“Mira? Are you all right?” he asked.

She nodded. “More are coming.” 

Shouts and the drumming of booted feet sounded outside the tent. Taren looked about with his second sight and saw many more approaching. The whole camp seemed to be charging the hill. Ferret was still freeing the others on the parade ground nearby.

“Quick, outside to the field,” he said.

“Just a moment.” Sianna ran to a large chest and threw it open, then lifted out an armful of weapons. Iris went to help her.

There’s too many of them. I won’t have time to open a gate. We’ll have to do this the hard way. Taren took a deep breath and stepped back outside, only to face an army of soldiers.




***




Creel stared at Ferret uncomprehendingly as she ran up to him.

“Ferret?” he finally managed.

“Aye, it’s me, Dak.” She couldn’t form a smile but felt one warming her on the inside all the same.

The nearest pair of soldiers rushed her, one with a spear, the other a sword. She grabbed the spear in her hand and easily ripped it out of the man’s hand. The other stabbed at her, the blade tearing her bulky tunic and deflecting off her breastplate. She spun the spear in her hand like a staff and cracked the swordsman in the head with it hard enough for the wooden shaft to break. The stunned spearman groped for his sword, but she stepped up and punched him in the chest. Bone crunched as he was launched into a nearby tent.

Ferret turned back to Creel. She grasped the links of chain attached to his wrist manacles and snapped them easily in her hands. She freed Rafe next then the other two humans and finally the dwarf on the other side of Creel.

“Gods, it’s good to see you, Ferret,” Rafe said with a grin. He rubbed at the loop of steel chafing his wrist.

“Here come the reinforcements,” the dwarf growled.

Ferret whirled to see a dozen or more soldiers rushing at them from all directions. The other posted guards must have hesitated after seeing how easily she had dispatched the first two, until they had more favorable numbers. Creel intercepted one man, seizing his sword arm. The two wrestled a moment before Creel threw his opponent to the ground, then punched him in the face a couple of times and came away with the Nebaran’s sword. Ferret grabbed the nearest wooden pole, eight feet in length and as thick as her waist, and ripped it from the ground. She swung it like a gigantic club and blasted the nearest three attackers off their feet. She waded into the knot of charging Nebarans, swinging the pole and sending men flying with each blow. The rest quickly wised up and retreated out of her range.

By then, Rafe and the other prisoners had all recovered weapons from the fallen men. They formed a defensive ring as more soldiers poured out of nearby tents. An alarm bell was ringing somewhere, summoning ever-increasing numbers of reinforcements.

Gods, there must be more than half a hundred of them! Ferret fell back to defend Creel and the others while the soldiers moved to hem them in with a ring of steel.

The command pavilion abruptly ballooned outward and tore free of its moorings then flew across the clearing to smother a large group of soldiers. Men cursed and blades poked through the canvas as they sought to free themselves.

If Ferret had still had a heart, it might have soared at the awesome sight of Taren striding toward them across the field, his eyes blazing like stoked coals. Mira, Sianna, and Iris were a few steps behind him. Taren threw his hands in the air, and a curtain of fire billowed up from the ground, crackling and streaking across to encircle the entire clearing. Tents instantly caught fire around them, and men shrieked in pain and cried out in fear. About a dozen Nebarans remained trapped inside the ring of flame, the bulk of their numbers trapped on the outside. The soldiers remaining inside the ring regarded the mage warily, balking at Taren’s display of magic.

“We have your weapons,” Sianna announced. She and Iris carried armloads of swords and other arms.

Creel and the others gratefully reclaimed their weapons. The monster hunter kicked off his one boot so that he was barefooted rather than wearing only a single boot.

Ferret saw one group of soldiers circling around to join their comrades. She charged them, the wooden post held horizontally in her hands. One soldier lost his nerve and turned and leaped through the curtain of fire. His clothes ignited instantly, and he tumbled to the ground, crying and thrashing around. The other four stood undecided, so Ferret decided for them. She plowed into them, the thick post knocking them back into the flames. One man dove aside, and when she turned to level him as well, he threw down his sword.

“I surrender! Mercy!” He dropped to his knees, hands raised.

“Like you’ve shown mercy on the Ketanian people?” she growled, slowly advancing.

Pleading, the man’s eyes went to the others then to his fellow soldiers, but he found no help there. Instead, Creel, Rafe, and the other former prisoners were cutting the remaining soldiers down. Three men surrendered and were herded over near the posts.

“Ferret,” Creel called. He shook his head when she glanced over. “He’s surrendering, lass.”

“They’ve murdered and pillaged their way across the countryside. I’ve seen their mercy in Ammon Nor and Mitterwel.”

“Aye, but their leaders are the responsible ones. This lot likely just does as they’re told, afraid to disobey or desert. We’re not like them.”

Ferret sighed and lowered the pole, knowing Creel was right. To have the strength to fight back against these invaders felt tremendous, even though the price of doing so was the loss of her humanity. She gestured sharply with the pole, and the soldier scurried over to join the others who had surrendered.

Creel nodded in approval then turned toward Taren with a smile on his face. “Well met, Taren! You’re faring a bit better than we did.”

Taren smiled. “Yes, but this won’t hold them for long. We need to come up with a plan to escape.”

“You don’t have an escape plan?” Iris asked, pulling free of Rafe’s embrace, her joy turning to dismay.

“Well, I think I’ve expended too much energy to form a gate at the moment. We did have a couple horses until they bolted when a fiend attacked us out there in the darkness.” He shrugged. “How did you all get here?”

“We had horses too,” Iris replied. “After the men were captured, they sent out patrols and found me and the horses waiting. They brought me to join Sianna, and the horses were added to their stables.”

“So we take more from the paddock,” Creel said.

A man Ferret didn’t recognize approached Sianna. He was beaten pretty badly, but she saw he’d have been handsome normally, almost pretty. Rafe and the dwarf scowled at him.

“Sianna, I plead for your forgiveness.” The man fell to his knees before her. “Allow me to prove my worth to you once more, my love.”

Sianna’s face was hard to read as emotions flashed across it, but Ferret thought she saw affection replaced swiftly by anger and then disgust. “Now is not the time, Sir Edwin. See us valiantly to safety, and then perhaps I shall listen to what you have to say.”

Sir Edwin bowed low, his forehead nearly on the ground. “I shall sacrifice all to regain your favor if that is what it takes.”

The dwarf snorted beside Ferret. When she looked at him, he nodded at Edwin. “Bastard had the chance to get to yer queen, but he turned tail and fled to save his own skin there at the end.” He spat on the ground then stuck out a hand. “Name’s Kulnor Strongaxe, of Silver Anvil Hall.” He looked at her curiously but didn’t remark on her appearance.

She liked him for that and shook his hand. “Ferret.”

“That’s Jahn over there.” He pointed at the last man, an older veteran, by the look of him, who was watching over the Nebarans who had surrendered.

“And that’s Taren and Mira. Friends of mine.” The two were huddled with Creel, Sianna, and Iris. Hopefully, they’re coming up with a plan to get us out of here. The ring of flames still crackled around them, but she could see the soldiers on the other side, waiting to get at them.

A crossbow bolt suddenly shot through the curtain of flame, igniting as it flew. It struck an invisible barrier near Taren and splintered, the tiny flame guttering in the grass.

“We’d better go now,” Mira said, looking warily at the soldiers milling outside the flames.

Aye, let’s be away.

“Everyone, gather round,” Taren called. “I’ll try to levitate us all—”

The air suddenly distorted in the center of the clearing, next to where Taren and the others were standing. Creel cursed, waving for the others to back away. Dark shapes shimmered and then solidified into a group of cloaked soldiers surrounding a tall woman with black wings.

Ferret felt a sudden rush of fear. Too late to get away now.




















Chapter 9

Mira looked on in shock as the group of foes magically appeared nearly within arm’s reach, materializing out of thin air. A ring of ten cloaked soldiers surrounded a winged woman. Both groups stared at each other for a long, tense moment.

The winged woman finally broke the silence. “So, this is my sister’s whelp, I presume.” She had eerie silver eyes that regarded them coldly, though her gaze focused primarily on Taren. “You have her mettle—I’ll give you that. I’ve been searching for you a long while now, boy.”

“And you must be Nesnys,” Taren replied with admirable calm. “My mother sends her regards.”

Nesnys’s lip curled in disdain. “You’ve proven quite resourceful, slipping free of my grasp, yet imagine my good fortune to find you here in my very camp. And you think to steal my prisoners away? I see I erred and was too merciful.” Her gaze went pointedly to Sianna, who paled. “This time, none shall be spared. Kill them all except the mageling!”

Everything happened at once then. The cloaked soldiers lunged forward, the majority toward Taren, Sianna, and Creel, while a few others went for Ferret and the other men, including Edwin, who had skulked away after Sianna’s scolding.

Mira intercepted the first two attackers. She whipped her staff in an overhand strike, which connected with the man’s helmet with a resounding clang that reverberated up her arms. To her surprise, her foe seemed unaffected. She shifted her weight and kicked her second opponent in the chest, but he merely wobbled backward a step. Then the first soldier was grasping a handful of her cloak, yanking it violently and flinging her aside. The clasp broke, and her cloak tore free. She rolled with the momentum and came back to her feet in an instant.

Taren unleashed a blast of fire at his attackers. Flames gushed over three of the soldiers, halting them in place as they were bathed in fire, cloaks blazing like torches. After a moment, he let up on the fire, and their cloaks fell away in burning wisps. The men’s armor glowed like molten steel from the heat, and it took Mira a moment to realize they weren’t men at all but automatons of the sort they had encountered in the Hall of the Artificers, looking much like Ferret, save for red eyes gleaming from their metallic masklike faces. They whirred and clanked as they advanced, undeterred by the fiery attack.

Two of the constructs seized a shocked Taren, grasping his arms and throwing him to the ground. Creel and Rafe were battling several others, as were Sianna and Iris, the latter two poking at them nervously with a short sword and dagger, respectively.

Ferret collided with one of the enemy constructs with the loud clang of metal. They both fell to the ground, but the girl was quicker to scramble to her feet. She grasped the other by the leg, lifting it to swing it around several times, then hurled the automaton past the wall of fire and over the nearby tents.

Nesnys chanted loudly, and the flames ringing them abruptly dispersed. Human soldiers poured into the clearing to join the battle.

This isn’t looking so good. Mira tightened her grip on her staff and leaped back into the fray. She leg swept one of the automatons holding Taren. It fell heavily to the ground, momentarily relinquishing its grip on the mage. Another reached for her, its fingers grasping, tearing at her tunic. Mira sidestepped and shoved it forward, knocking it into the other one holding Taren, freeing him for the moment. She grabbed her charge’s arm and dragged him clear of the nearest foes.

One of the constructs dove for Mira, trying to tackle her. She dipped under its grasp and drove her shoulder into its metal flank. Pain spasmed down her arm from the impact, but she ignored it, using the construct’s forward momentum against it as it started falling forward. She rose up to her full height, thighs and back protesting at the weight as she spun and then heaved the automaton into a pair of approaching Nebaran soldiers, flattening both men.

Then chaos enveloped them as what seemed like half the Nebaran army charged in. Mira spun around, alternately lashing out with her staff and striking with kicks and elbows to keep the attackers away from Taren, who was slow to regain his feet. One soldier fell back with broken ribs, another with a shattered wrist. A sword stabbed at Taren’s back, but Mira dove forward and knocked it aside, her staff striking the flat of the blade. The man’s eyes widened in surprise, then he was flying away, launched by a spinning kick to the side of the head.

“Creel! Get Sianna away!” Taren shouted, seeming to have recovered. “Ferret, go with them!”

He gestured, and soldiers and constructs tumbled away from him in a wave as if they were leaves swept away by a mighty wind. A second tent tore free of the ground, billowing up into the air, then a path was cleared leading down away from the rise. Taren seemed to wobble on his feet at the effort his magic took, but he didn’t collapse, fortunately.

Aware of Creel herding Sianna in the direction Taren had opened, Mira faced off with another trio of soldiers. She lost sight of all the others in the confusion, focused on the nigh impossible task of protecting Taren. More soldiers pressed in, then the men were throwing themselves at her, seeking to drag her down beneath their combined weight, and she knew she couldn’t keep them all at bay. Instead, she instinctively focused her ki around her feet and legs, bolstering her next attack. She leaped upward, spinning in the air and lashing out with both feet. A wave of ki energy rolled off her feet like a small whirlwind, knocking five men to the ground and leaving her momentarily clear of attackers.

But then something struck her with a loud crack, and she staggered forward, pain blazing across her shoulder and back. Nesnys strode toward her, a whip crackling with energy in hand. She snapped the whip back behind her and then struck again. Mira raised her staff to block. The whip coiled around the sturdy length of wood then tightened as Nesnys sought to tear it free of her grasp, but Mira resisted. Her staff suddenly splintered and broke apart in two pieces as the whip retracted.

Shocked, Mira barely dodged the next blow, narrowly deflecting it with one half of her broken staff. She tossed the broken pieces aside.

Nesnys smirked at her destroyed staff, thinking she had the advantage. She brought the lash back to strike again, but Mira went on the offensive. She sprang at the fiend, leveling a powerful kick toward her midsection. Nesnys recoiled, her wings flaring wide before they folded inward, sheathing herself in a cocoon of feathers. However, they weren’t feathers at all but some type of cunningly fashioned metal. The wings flexed slightly at the impact, just enough for Mira to bounce off, her foot and ankle smarting from the collision. Nesnys was forced back a step from the force of the blow, but she spun and flared her wings wide, jagged edges coming within a hairsbreadth of slashing Mira’s face, but she leaned back just in time. She darted in again, inside the reach of Nesnys’s lash, raining a flurry of punches against her black scale armor just as she completed her spin. The demoness tried to catch hold of Mira, the talons of her free hand scratching her neck. Mira twisted and yanked on her wrist, throwing the fiend over her hip and onto the ground.

Nesnys snarled, and a pale dagger appeared in her left hand then sliced through the leg of Mira’s breeches, though it didn’t draw blood. She backed away, but then an automaton seized her from behind, arms clamping around her like bands of steel, pinning her arms to her sides.

“Mira!” Taren cried.

“Run, Taren! Go with the others.” She struggled against the powerful grip but to no avail.

“I won’t leave you.” The others must have heeded Taren’s entreaties to flee, as he was the only one remaining besides Mira, the two of them surrounded by dozens of men and automatons, though the human soldiers gave the mage a wide berth. Taren’s eyes glowed with the magic he held.

“Such loyalty is touching.” Nesnys had regained her feet, her lash somehow reformed into a longsword in her hand. She sheathed the pale dagger and barked a command word, suddenly splitting into four identical duplicates of herself. The four all beat their wings in sync and took to the air.

Taren threw a blast of fire at Nesnys. It struck her, but a duplicate image simply blinked out. The other three dove at Taren, and he threw himself to the ground. Her sword hacked a deep gouge in the turf, sending dirt and grass flying. He sent another blast into the sky and another image disappeared. Nesnys gained altitude, and Taren took advantage of the brief lull, turning and grasping one arm of the construct holding Mira. His eyes blazed brightly, and she felt power ripple into the automaton. Its arm seemed to resonate violently for a brief instant, then the metal shattered, coming apart in a rain of pieces, cogs and springs bouncing away on the ground.

Mira freed herself from its one-armed hold, backing away and keeping Taren behind her. The automaton, undeterred by the loss of an arm, lunged at her once more. This time, she leaped over its charge, rolling over its shoulder and catching it by the neck and upending the machine, sending it hurtling away, knocking a hole in the crowd of surrounding soldiers.

She turned to find Nesnys striking at Taren, who was busy evading the grasp of yet another automaton. Twin images of the winged fiend soared down and slashed at him. Mira tackled him aside, feeling the sword cut meant for Taren slash across her back. Fire burned along her back down to her hip. She rolled away, wincing as she got back up again. Her wounds were starting to take their toll.

Taren slung his dagger, Lightslicer, at Nesnys. The curved, silvery blade spun through the air, and the last image disappeared upon contact. Nesnys turned and banked in midair then dropped right at the two of them, sword plunging downward. Taren and Mira both leaped aside, and the fiend landed between them. She whirled, wings flaring, the sharp tips slashing open Mira’s forearm. Nesnys thrust her sword at Taren, and Mira gasped in horror as the blade pierced his chest.

A rage Mira had never known suddenly boiled up inside her. She kicked the back of Nesnys’s plant leg in the knee, and the demoness fell back awkwardly, sword coming free of Taren, its tip bloodied. Fortunately, it didn’t appear to have sunk deep, although Mira knew that causing a fatal wound wouldn’t take much. She slammed a fist into Nesnys’s face, rocking her head back, then drove a knee into her side. The fiend snarled, spinning away, her wings spiking into the ground and preventing her from falling. She regained her balance in an instant, a slash of her sword near enough to Mira’s face that she could feel the rush of air.

The ground suddenly erupted beneath them, a stony fist gripping Nesnys’s legs. She hacked at the stone, striking sparks, but was held fast. Mira was readying another attack on her, but she intoned words of magic and disappeared.

Mira looked around, surprised, then her gaze went to Taren. He was on his knees, clutching the wound in his chest, face pained. Blood streamed between his fingers.

“Take them down!” Nesnys screamed in fury. The demoness had reappeared in midair a dozen paces overhead.

A spear flew in their direction. Mira swatted it aside, moving nearer to Taren. A crossbow bolt hissed through the air, then another. Taren cried out, and Mira felt a line of fire traced along the back of her neck. Then a barrage of quarrels were streaking in from every direction. She steeled herself, fully expecting to be riddled full of bolts, but her eyes were only on protecting Taren. He staggered to his feet, and Mira realized no other quarrels had ever reached them, instead deflecting harmlessly off a magical globe shimmering around them. Taren wobbled on his feet, a bolt lodged in his thigh. Mira caught him before he could fall, holding him upright. She gasped at how much blood had leaked from his chest wound, soaking his robes.

Oh, Balance, don’t let him die! She pressed her hand to his chest, feeling his heart thumping rapidly as she tried futilely to hold his lifeblood back. This can’t end here in failure.

Taren extended a hand and with a silvery blur, Lightslicer reappeared in his grasp.

Nesnys dropped down from above, hacking her sword against Taren’s defensive sphere. Sparks flew, and her blade rebounded. She snarled a curse and slashed and chopped furiously at the globe. Energy crackled like tiny lightning bolts along the globe as she hammered at it. Automatons marched out of the surrounding throng and pounded at the sphere with their fists.

“Can’t hold much longer,” Taren gasped. “Need to… escape…”

Mira slung his arm over her shoulder and supported his weight. “Can you open another gate?”

“No… takes too much energy.”

Mira dragged him along as they started forward through the crowd in the direction where the enemy troops seemed the thinnest. During the battle, she had lost all sense of direction. The globe stayed centered on them as they walked, though they moved agonizingly slowly. She glimpsed faces filled with fear and hatred surrounding them. As the globe neared the soldiers, most fell away, afraid of the magic, although a few poked at it with spears or fired more crossbows at it. The automatons followed in their wake, pounding the shield steadily with their fists.

Nesnys chanted again, hovering above them, and a stream of hellfire shot from her hands, swirling around the globe in an angry inferno, the flaming tongues black at their hearts, crackling red-orange around the edges. The globe seemed to weaken and contract as they shuffled along. Taren’s breath hissed in thin gasps, and the air turned as hot as a forge within their bubble.

We’re going to die here.

The realization wasn’t as alarming as Mira would have thought. Instead, she accepted that death wasn’t the end, merely a transition point in a journey. Her only regret was that she had failed in her duty to protect Taren.

As rivulets of sweat ran down her face, she glanced over her shoulder, seeing Nesnys’s cruel face illuminated by the stream of hellfire, silvery eyes glinting a malevolent red, lips curved in a smile of triumph.

A bolt of fire suddenly slammed into Nesnys’s hip, sending her spinning away. The stream of hellfire cut off, and the fiend fought to stay aloft. Another bolt of fire crackled in, but the fiend twisted in midair, the attack striking her wing and fizzling out.

“I challenge you to single combat, Nesnys, spawn of the Engineer and Raelach, she who was once Seraph Arahne!” a voice cried.

The erinys Sirath flew into view, tendrils of flame curling off the bow in her hands. She fired a couple more rapid shots, but her arrows this time were aimed ahead of Mira and Taren, blasting a few soldiers from their path. Fighters dove and took cover, leaving the way momentarily clear.

Soldiers stood around gaping in shock. The automatons had stopped their persistent assault on the sphere during Nesnys’s magical assault and seemed to be awaiting further orders.

“Sirath, you have meddled for the last time, you cursed harpy!” Nesnys shrieked in rage. “I shall destroy you utterly this time!”

Mira and Taren pushed ahead, through the scorched edge of the clearing where the circle of fire had burned. They passed through a lane between two large pavilions then started down the hillside and picked up their pace, Taren panting weakly as she supported him.

A glance back showed the two fiends facing off in midair, a hundred paces apart, hovering in place as their wings slowly beat against the air. Sirath glided nearer to Mira and Taren. “Farewell, son of Neratiri. May you live to destroy this termagant along with all her fell schemes.”

“I thank you, Sirath,” Taren said.

Sirath nodded in return, a beatific smile on her face, and in that moment, Mira glimpsed the stunning beauty she had once possessed as a celestial. Then Sirath was soaring up into the night, loosing a rapid stream of fiery arrows at Nesnys.

The latter spun and twisted away, Sirath’s arrows tracing lines of fire across the night sky like shooting stars.

Mira turned her attention back to their own plight. They were at the edge of a large clearing with a bonfire, endless rows of soldiers’ tents beyond that. A cordon of steel barred their path beyond the bonfire, although the Nebarans didn’t seem to be in any hurry to tangle with Taren’s magic.

Why should they? It must be obvious we won’t last but a few more moments… They can wait us out till we fall then finish us.

Shouted orders came from behind them as officers sought to regain order and muster a pursuit. Boots drummed the ground, and armor jingled as ranks of soldiers raced down the hillside. She and Taren were surrounded.

“Taren, can you summon that flying disc again? Else we’ll die here.” She hated to ask any more of him, but she was speaking truth.

His face was ashen, slick with sweat, but he nodded, leaning ever more heavily on Mira. “I-I think so… Just a moment.”

The globe shimmered as he altered its magic, shimmering with an opalescence. For a moment, Mira couldn’t help but think they were ensconced within a soap bubble. She looked around nervously, men within a dozen paces and closing in, armored automatons among their ranks.

Then she and Taren were rising off the ground, the sphere levitating in the same manner as the disc had earlier. The bottom was smooth and curved, so standing was difficult, and Mira had to shift her stance, bracing Taren against her hip. They bobbed a couple feet off the ground for a moment then scudded forward, men diving out of the way with startled shouts. Spears and quarrels ricocheted off the globe as Taren guided them higher, out of melee range. The lights of the camp retreated swiftly, then they were enveloped in darkness, soaring onward into the night.

All the while, Mira kept repeating a mantra to herself as she supported her wounded friend. Please don’t die on me.




















Chapter 10

Kulnor watched as the strange armored lass with glowing purple eyes charged through a group of Nebaran fighters like a battering ram, sending them flying like an aurochs barreling through a stack of empty ale casks. Men cried out, flung away into tents and colliding with each other, tumbling and landing in a sprawl of limbs and fallen weapons.

He didn’t understand exactly what Ferret was, nor what those mechanical soldiers they had encountered were either, but they were clearly forged from the same mold. Ferret acted like a real person—if he hadn’t seen her metallic features, he might not have known the difference. But the constructs, if they were sentient, seemed of limited intelligence, from the brief encounter he’d seen. They reminded him of those clockwork windup toys he’d seen a traveling merchant selling in the market once when he was a small lad.

But Kulnor was a practical fellow. He didn’t care what Ferret was as long as she was on his side. And she certainly was a potent ally. He followed her lead as she bulled through the resistance, leading the way out of the camp. Creel and the others had been lost in the melee when the winged fiend had appeared and chaos reigned. Creel grabbed the queen and hustled her off in the opposite direction, but they were too far away, and Kulnor and the others had gotten cut off by the mob of combatants. The mage had yelled for Ferret to get away, so she was, with the others in tow.

“’Ware!” Jahn called out.

Kulnor raised his warhammer just in time to block a spear thrust from a soldier darting out from behind a tent. He parried the blow high with the hammer’s thick haft then thumped the butt end into the man’s stomach. The soldier’s breath whooshed from his lungs, and the spear dipped down. Kulnor snapped the shaft clean in half with a hammer blow, then a second caved in his opponent’s chest. His foe sprawled against the side of a tent, causing it to collapse. He nodded thanks to Jahn for the warning.

“We need to find Sianna and the others,” Edwin whined from the rear of their group.

Leaving the bellyacher behind wouldn’t have bothered Kulnor much, but the knight managed to keep up with them, and he was competent with a sword when he had stones enough to put it to use.

Ferret abruptly tripped and fell down. A soldier had thrust a halberd into the lane they were running down, catching between her legs and tripping her up. Four men jumped her, swords and spears jabbing at her.

“Reiktir smite ye!” Kulnor roared, plowing into the men attacking Ferret.

His hammer shattered a man’s forearm as he tried to fend off the dwarf’s charge. He continued on, leaping past Ferret, hammer raised high. Another soldier instinctively raised his sword to parry, but the heavy warhammer smashed through his defense and pulverized the lower part of his face, crushing jaw and cheekbone. Shattered teeth flashed white in the torchlight before flying away in the darkness.

Sensing an attack coming at his back, Kulnor whirled, but the attack never came. Jahn was withdrawing his sword from a Nebaran’s ribs, and the fourth soldier had Edwin’s sword in his belly. The man with the broken arm turned and fled.

Kulnor helped Ferret back to her feet. “Ye all right, lass?” Up close to her, he could hear a series of clicks and whirs issuing from her body.

“Aye, I’m fine.”

Kulnor was surprised to find no foes immediately upon them for the first time since they had fled the clearing.

“Duck down,” Jahn hissed.

Sounds of pursuit neared, torchlight appearing from the darkness. The four of them crouched between a couple of tents, momentarily catching their breaths as Nebarans raced past their hiding spot. Kulnor and the two men bled from numerous cuts and scrapes although Reiktir must have favored them, for none of their wounds were serious.

Ferret poked her head into a tent then waved them inside. It looked to be a four-man tent from the arrangement of bedrolls.

“We need to blend in better.” She rooted around in some packs and pulled out a cloak and a black-and-gold surcoat with the imperial lion on it.

Kulnor could stand in the low tent, but the others couldn’t, so they went to hands and knees as they joined Ferret in rummaging through the gear. Their haul came out to two cloaks, a mail shirt in poor repair, a helm, and two surcoats.

“Ah, just what I need.” Jahn fished a wineskin out from where it was tucked under the edge of a bedroll. He sniffed at the contents before taking a long drink then offered it to Kulnor, who gladly accepted.

Kulnor favored ale and dwarven spirits, but the wine served to wet his dry throat just fine. He offered it to the others, but Ferret shook her head, and Edwin scowled at him. Jahn shrugged and finished it off.

“We need to find the queen at all costs, and you lot are sitting there drinking and poking through people’s belongings.” Edwin glared at each of them.

“We won’t survive, running around camp like this much longer, you fool,” Ferret snapped. She tossed one of the surcoats to him. “Put that on.”

Edwin’s face turned red, and he spluttered in outrage at the affront.

“Just put it on. Sir.” Jahn reached for the other surcoat. He looked as though he’d lost his patience with the knight also. “This might fool them at a casual glance.”

“Better than runnin’ around with our pricks hangin’ out, I reckon,” Kulnor said. He studied the mail shirt, saw it was too long for him, and handed it to Jahn. He pulled one of the cloaks on, though it was long enough to drag the ground, then he drew the cowl up. Ferret still wore her own cloak but also raised her cowl, leaving only her amethyst eyes glowing from within and the shiny glint of her mask of a face.

Jahn donned the mail shirt and the surcoat over it. He held out the helm to Edwin. “You probably look less Nebaran than I.” He might have had fair hair and a beard, both graying, but Edwin’s golden locks and pale face especially stuck out in present company.

The knight accepted it without complaint, thankfully.

“Now what?” Jahn asked.

“Wait here. I’m going to scout around.” Ferret slipped through the tent flap and was gone.

The trio sat there in uncomfortable silence as the minutes dragged by. Kulnor wiped some gore from his warhammer on a blanket while they waited.

After several minutes, the tent flap suddenly rustled, causing each of them to raise his weapon, but it was only Ferret.

“Did you find the queen?” Edwin asked.

Ferret shook her head. “Nay. Taren was still up there a moment ago. There were a bunch of blasts of fire and magic, then he and Mira flew away.” She sounded relieved.

“Say what?” Kulnor asked. “They broke free just like that?” The last he had seen, the mage and his companion had been in dire trouble, surrounded by scores of enemy troops, not to mention the fiend.

“Sirath came to their aid. She bought them time and distracted Nesnys so they could get away. We should go while most of the attention is focused on the battle. If luck holds, we might be able to march right out of here. You two have the uniforms—just act like you belong here,” she advised Edwin and Jahn. “Me and Kulnor will follow you.”

They left the tent, and Kulnor saw what she was talking about. Nesnys and Sirath were fighting in midair, diving and twisting, the latter shooting flaming arrows, the former trying to snare her foe with her crackling whip.

The four gawked at the spectacular battle a moment, then Ferret tugged on Kulnor’s arm. The two of them fell in behind Edwin and Jahn, the knight leading the way with a haughty stride that Kulnor suspected was second nature to him.

The camp was as chaotic as a stirred-up hornet’s nest. Many soldiers stood slack-jawed, pointing and staring at the aerial battle. Officers and sergeants barked orders, trying to organize a pursuit while underlings ran to and fro. Within a few minutes, Kulnor and the others approached the outer perimeter of the camp, unchallenged since donning their thin disguises. Torches were moving down the rows of tents behind them, while ahead they could hear the drumming of hooves as riders were dispatched to search the surrounding area.

“Oi! Where are you lot going?” A scowling sergeant had just finished bawling out a pair of laggard soldiers and was stomping over toward them.

“Colonel Mazun just ordered everyone down here to sweep the surroundings,” Edwin said, using the name of the officer who’d been in charge of their imprisonment. “The prisoners escaped—he wants them found.”

The sergeant squinted at Edwin and the others. With the nearest torch behind them, their features were shadowed. “Colonel Mazun, eh? And who the shite are you?”

Just then, an explosion of magic lit up the sky, a loud concussion rumbling overhead. Everyone stared.

Kulnor heard a thump and looked back to see Ferret holding the sergeant up, his eyes rolling back in his head. She dragged him back between a couple tents.

“Come on. This way.” Ferret started off into the darkness. None of the search activity was in the immediate area, and no one appeared to be watching them.

“Is that where the queen has gone?” Edwin asked.

“Aye,” Ferret said.

The encampment fell away behind them as they ran off into the night.




***




At first, Creel feared he would have to physically drag Sianna away. Taren had provided them with a clear path—they needed to seize the moment and flee.

“Taren!” Sianna cried, torn between running to the mage and escaping.

“Sianna, we must flee!” He gripped her arm, getting her attention. “Don’t make this all be for naught, Your Majesty.”

Rafe and Iris crowded close, also seeming torn about the decision to abandon the others.

Sianna collected herself then nodded. “Yes, you are correct. We’ll try to escape then do what we can for the others.”

Creel breathed a sigh of relief then led the way through the empty passage Taren had cleared, Final Strike in hand. His thoughts turned to Ferret—he’d last seen the girl near Kulnor and the other men before Nesnys and her ilk teleported into their midst and chaos erupted. He felt a tinge of guilt at leaving her, but his hands were tied at the moment. His first duty was to save Sianna.

He soon realized Taren had somehow formed an invisible corridor they could move through unmolested. Soldiers charged at them and were thrown back after colliding with the invisible walls of force.

Neat trick, that is.

They ran down the hillside and alongside the paddock, soldiers pacing them, having ascertained the nature of the magical barrier. Barked orders, the jingling of mail, and thudding footsteps sounded behind them, but they had a little distance on their pursuers. He just didn’t know how long the tunnel would hold up, or for how far. The dewy grass was cold and slick under Creel’s bare feet, but it was better than stumbling around clumsily with only one boot on. Spasms of pain wracked him, emanating from deep in his bones, leaving his extremities tingling when the pain subsided. The spasms were getting more insistent after days spent captive without his potion, but they were not yet crippling. When his condition degraded too far, he wouldn’t be able to wield a sword. He hoped they would’ve put many miles behind them by the time that occurred.

What in the Abyss was with those automatons? Where did they come from? Is Nesnys creating them for her army within the chamber that metamorphosed Ferret?

Creel’s rumination was cut off when a pair of soldiers abruptly charged at him, and he realized the magical corridor had ended. He’d grown complacent with Taren’s magic, but fortunately his reflexes were as keen as his blade. He instinctively deflected the first man’s sword stroke aside, slashing his thigh open to the bone. He dodged the next man’s strike and stabbed him through the neck.

Rafe finished off the man with the thigh wound. A dozen more fighters were closing on them, with half a hundred or so swarming toward them from all directions now. The paddock at their back was the only place momentarily free of foes.

“The horses!” Iris shouted. “We need horses.”

“Go!” Creel pushed her toward the paddock. “You too, Sianna.” He and Rafe backed up to put the fence at their backs, standing side by side to hold off their pursuers. He grimaced at the numbers rushing them.

Best make this lot pay such a heavy price that the next ones approach with more caution.

“Get some horses for us, Iris.” Sianna spoke with admirable calm, her voice barely quavering. She stood on Creel’s left with the short sword she’d picked up in hand.

Creel didn’t have time to argue with her, as the first dozen men were upon them. He leaped forward to meet them, trying to draw the majority away from Sianna while hoping she didn’t get cut down. Then everything became a blur. Swords and spears were slashing and stabbing at him. Lines of pain burned across his back and arms, chest and thighs. Final Strike hewed about, inflicting grievous damage. The sword quickly sated its thirst and grew to its most devastating potential.

He hacked off a Nebaran’s sword arm then spun and nearly cleaved another foe in half at the waist. Entrails exploded outward, and yet a third attacker slipped and fell in the slick mess. A blade bit into Creel’s shoulder—his reflexive backswing took a head. He exchanged blows with two more men then felled them both.

Glancing over, he saw Sianna exchanging thrusts and parries with an opponent, her bladework neat and economical. She dodged a sloppy strike and stabbed the man in the chest. Another foe already lay twitching at her feet.

Rafe had slain a pair of soldiers, but a third was forcing him back. He was bleeding from a cut above his brow and looked to be temporarily blinded in one eye. Sianna took a couple of quick steps then lunged and skewered Rafe’s attacker through a kidney.

Creel blinked sweat from his eyes and realized they had no more immediate attackers. Butchered bodies lay all around his feet. The approaching enemies were clearly wary of engaging him. Even Rafe was staring, mouth open at the sight of corpses strewn all about him.

“Over here!” Iris was waving, trying to herd a group of horses toward them.

“Move it!” Creel shouted. “Next attack, we’re dead.”

A thrown spear streaked out of the darkness, but Creel knocked it aside with a quick swipe of Final Strike.

Sianna slipped through the fence rails first, then Rafe clambered over. Creel eyed the soldiers, still maintaining their distance.

“Get some crossbows up here,” a veteran barked. 

Soldiers shuffled, and crossbowmen stepped forward.

Time to go. Creel sheathed Final Strike and ran, vaulting over the wooden fence and sprinting toward Iris. She hadn’t had time to try to find any tack—they would be forced to ride bareback.

Crossbow bolts filled the air, a hissing swarm passing Creel. A line of pain blazed along his calf, and another grazed his arm while the feathers of a third quarrel tickled his ear, but none struck him more than a glancing blow.

Ahead, Sianna had paused to eye the unbridled horse before her. She gave a surprised squeak when Creel grabbed her by the waist and nearly threw her onto the steed’s back. Rafe boosted Iris onto another horse.

Another crossbow bolt cut a bloody gash across Creel’s cheek, and he cursed. Nebarans were swarming into the paddock, twenty paces away and closing fast. He smacked the rump of Sianna’s horse, and it bolted forward, Iris’s following close behind. Rafe nearly lost his balance when his own horse took off in pursuit of the women’s mounts. Two other horses bolted along with them. Creel cursed again, angling to catch a riderless horse. He put on a burst of speed and ran alongside it for a couple of brief strides. He gripped the horse’s mane and launched himself into the air. A moment of weightlessness ensued as the horse pulled him, then his left leg was over its back, and he was holding on tightly, leaning low over its neck as it raced after the others.

The four of them galloped lengthwise across the paddock, putting their immediate pursuit swiftly behind as they headed toward the far end of the pasture. Creel caught up to Sianna and pointed off to their right, where the supply train was set up. Numerous wagons were parked in lines among the camp followers’ tents. They slowed their mounts then steered their horses in that direction, where he hoped they would encounter fewer soldiers.

Creel took the lead and urged his horse toward the fence. It leaped the wooden rail, then he and the others were cantering down the lane past smithies and wainwrights and into a wide clearing where benches were set up around fire pits. Lantern light illuminated the faces of a number of camp followers and a few soldiers milling around in the clearing, obviously awakened by the sounds of combat and pyrotechnics from the parade ground at the center of camp. Creel and his companions seemed to have outrun any organized pursuit for the moment, but that wouldn’t last long.

A shouted challenge rang out. Several of the idle soldiers moved to cut them off, drawing steel. Creel scattered them by angling his horse into their midst and laying about himself with Final Strike, cleaving two men’s heads open and not slowing. Nebarans nearly fell over themselves to get out of the way. He rounded a firepit and charged through another group of soldiers, slashing and hacking to clear space. With a final burst of speed, they made it past the clearing. The haphazard tents in this part of camp left broad lanes open for maneuvering supply wagons, so they galloped four abreast. A pair of sentries thought better of trying to stop them, then they were racing across the cleared perimeter of the camp and the grassy plain ahead.

A spasm nearly tore Creel from his horse. Damn it—I need my elixir.

He studied the tall grass surrounding them and realized that finding the place he’d stowed his pack in the darkness would take him a while, if it hadn’t already been confiscated.

Creel dropped back to ride alongside Iris. “Did they take our gear we left behind?”

“I don’t think so. I concealed the packs in the grass while I waited for you all to return. When the Nebarans found me, they brought me and seized the horses but didn’t search for more than a few minutes to ensure nobody else was hiding.”

“We’ll need our gear. Without it, we’ll freeze to death.” And I’ll become useless without my reagents to make my elixir.

He looked at the sky, noting the position of the constellations and determined they were moving east. Need to head north—that’s the direction whence we approached. And hopefully, we can reach Lord Lanthas’s men before we are overtaken.

They angled their path to the north and put some distance between themselves and the camp for several minutes before reining in. The perimeter of the camp was lit up with torchlight, and many horsemen with torches were heading out into the darkness in pursuit. Fortunately, the darkness worked in the companions’ favor, making them difficult to spot.

A mile or two to the south, a brilliant pillar of light suddenly lit up the night, drawing startled gasps and oaths from his companions. The column ascended into the sky, shining on some thin clouds, and by the time Creel’s eyes began to adjust to the brilliance, it faded and was gone.

“Was that from Taren’s magic? Or Nesnys’s?” Sianna asked softly. “Oh, Sol, please grant him protection.”

Iris put a sympathetic hand on her shoulder.

“I don’t think that was either of them,” Creel said, puzzled, for the light looked to be divine in nature, not a conjured light. Kulnor’s doing, perhaps? He watched the horizon intently, but whatever had caused the column of holy light didn’t repeat itself.

His attention was diverted back to Sianna and the others, who were shivering in the predawn cold, for none of them had cloaks, wearing only their travel clothes. And Creel’s bare feet were numb blocks of ice.

“Let’s find some cover where you three can wait and rest a bit. I’ll head back and try to recover our packs. We’ll be needing the provisions and warm clothes.”

Sianna nodded. “I trust your judgment, Master Creel—you’ve the most experience of any of us by far.”

He led them onward, circling farther to the north, slowing their pace to avoid exhausting the horses. They rode for perhaps fifteen minutes more until Creel could make out a small rise on the plain with a knot of scrubby trees and brush. They stopped on the lee side of the hill and dismounted, chilled and drained after the harrowing escape.

“If I’m not back by dawn, then continue north to Carran. If a patrol finds you before I get back, then give the horses their head and don’t slow down. The gods watch over you.”

“Sol guide you, Master Creel,” Sianna said. “I thank you for your courage.”

Her hopeful smile warmed his heart as he headed off on foot back toward the camp and the spot where he estimated they had first arrived by Sirath’s teleportation spell. The distance couldn’t have been more than a mile, but it felt much longer, with his pain flaring up. More than once, he stumbled or slipped and fell, his numb feet not helping matters any.

At one point, he was forced to drop to his belly in the wet grass to avoid a patrol of a dozen footmen. He was tempted to ambush them or at least try to pick one of them off to steal the man’s boots and cloak, but he wasn’t confident he could pull it off in his condition without an alarm being raised.

Eventually, he crossed a small stream and located the grove of stunted trees where they’d left their gear three nights past. He was relieved to uncover his pack and satchel of reagents. He rummaged inside and pulled on some warmer clothes and a spare cloak. Unfortunately, he didn’t have any spare boots though a long drink from the flask of spirits stowed in his pack did as much to warm him as the cloak did. He gathered what he thought were Rafe’s and Iris’s packs, took a spare cloak for Sianna from one of the other men’s packs, and started back. He left the other packs behind in the event Ferret, Kulnor, and the others escaped and managed to make it back there.

During his return, he stopped at the stream to fill a couple of the water skins that had been stowed with the gear. The cold water chilled him when he drank deeply, but it was refreshing and cleared his head.

As the sky lightened to gray, a number of mounted patrols could be seen scouring the grasslands, but the tall grass and darkness were his allies, and he made it back to the others uneventfully a short time before the sun crested the horizon. The three youths were huddled together by the horses, trying to conserve some warmth.

“Can we build a fire?” Rafe pleaded, his teeth chattering.

Creel nearly relented, seeing how cold the three were. He was tempted to brew his elixir, but with the sun up in mere minutes, their tracks would be easy to spot by the Nebaran scouts.

“Too many patrols about. Here.” He tossed Sianna the extra cloak, which she gratefully donned, and gave the other two their packs. 

They took a few minutes to put on warmer clothes, drink water, and eat some rations.

Just then, a distant horn blew a shrill note that carried in the chill air. They froze for a moment before Creel climbed the low hill and peered over the top. A party of a dozen horsemen was riding directly for them, about a quarter mile distant. He hurriedly slid down the hill, falling on his backside once, then everyone was scrambling to mount up.

“We ride for Carran and don’t look back!” he called, urging his horse forward, the others at his heels.




















Chapter 11

Nesnys dove away from Sirath’s flaming bolts, spinning and dodging as the erinys’s shots traced fiery streaks across the sky. Nesnys was momentarily reminded of the cataclysmic beauty of the assault on Enkhold during the Planar War. She and her allies had fallen suddenly upon a small haven providing succor to a group of the Architect’s allies. Her father had given her command of the raid, and her force descended from the sky like Shaol’s hammer of doom, raining hellfire onto the pastoral land below until the foliage was blackened and charred and rivulets of blood stained the blasted ground. That had been a truly glorious day.

And I shall do the same to this plane. I shall raze it with steel and fire. But first, I will eradicate my old foe.

As she sought to close the distance on Sirath, Nesnys was forced to hastily shield herself with a wing against a fiery bolt that nearly struck home. The erinys was crafty and knew she would be no match for Nesnys if it came to melee combat.

“Cast aside your weapons, and perhaps I shall grant you a merciful death,” Nesnys called.

“I think not,” Sirath replied. “I shall fight until I prevail or, failing that, throw myself upon Sol’s judgment.”

“Sol’s judgment?” Nesnys said incredulously. “It is much too late to hope for his mercy. The moment you allied yourself with my fool of a mother and rebelled, you condemned yourself. Your only chance is to hope Shaol shows you mercy.” She smiled gleefully at that, for she knew her master would likely sentence Sirath to an eternity of torment for this betrayal, perhaps even chained to the Wall of Lost Souls in Achronia, Nesnys’s own demesne.

Before Sirath is returned to the Abyss to face Shaol’s wrath, I shall enjoy tormenting her here.

She knew in the back of her mind that this fight was a diversion and Neratiri’s whelp and the little queen and the others were trying to escape her clutches. Why Sirath would ally herself with the mortals, she neither knew nor cared. The mortals would be dealt with very soon, while the long-awaited opportunity to slay her old foe was too tempting to pass up.

Nesnys teleported, suddenly appearing in the air behind Sirath. The erinys expected the move, spinning and diving away, wings tucked in close around her. Nesnys unleashed a spell she was already preparing, casting a wide net across Sirath’s path, the tendrils of power cinching tight to catch her in its grip. That, too, was evidently expected, for Sirath teleported away just as the net was near to closing.

While that was occurring, Nesnys focused her innate talent on the Abyssal iron forming one of Sirath’s wings, the same that had replaced the one Nesnys herself had hewn from her back during a past battle. She could sense the iron in the wing, cocooned in magic giving it form and function, and had to grudgingly admire her sister’s handiwork. She had always thought her own metallurgical affinity but a curiosity, one that she had never bothered to try to better develop.

Sirath reappeared a bowshot away, out over the plains to the south of her army encampment. The erinys sent a rapid trio of arrows in her direction, but Nesnys disdainfully avoided them.

With her metallurgical talent, she seized the iron particles arrayed in Sirath’s wing, drawing them toward her as a powerful lodestone might. The erinys thrashed as she tried to fight it, rotating around the pivot point of her held wing as she sought in vain to break the pull. Nesnys drew her foe to within range and then held her in place. Sirath would have teleported away again, but Nesnys expected the move and finished casting a teleportation-nullifying field over the area.

Sirath raised her guaxhokj-horn bow and drew the fiery string back, an arrow of pure fire forming. But again, Nesnys was the quicker. She flicked Willbreaker out, and the whip latched onto her opponent’s bowstave, disrupting the shot and sending it wide. Nesnys hauled on the whip and wrenched the bow free of Sirath’s grasp then cast the weapon aside. The flames snuffed out as the bow fell to earth.

The erinys seemed resigned to her defeat and instead drew a sword hilt from her hip. Hellfire bubbled up from the crossguard and formed the blade. Ages past, the sword had been forged of holy fire, but its very nature had been corrupted when its wielder, the then-seraph Arahne, Nesnys’s own mother, had been cast down to the Abyss. Thus had the nature of the celestials themselves been corrupted, the seraph and her virtue followers metamorphosed into erinys after their fall.

Nesnys relinquished her grip on Sirath’s wing, hungering for this test of arms. Sirath flew at her, the flaming sword lashing out. Willbreaker flowed back into a longsword, forming just in time to parry the blow. When the blades met, sparks and roiling tongues of flame entwined in a seething torrent of energy. The erinys hammered at Nesnys’s defenses, but she knew she was the superior warrior and was already savoring her victory. She was content to parry the attacks for a moment as she took the erinys’s measure, then she abruptly flared her own wings and caught her opponent with the sharp metal edges, carving a deep slash across Sirath’s feathered leg. Bloodied feathers flew as Sirath spun away. Nesnys caught her next strike in a high parry, the two striving against each other, wings pumping furiously. Sirath’s taloned feet lashed out, attempting to disembowel Nesnys, but her armor turned the attack. Sirath suddenly relented, tucking her wings and dropping away. Nesnys surged forward, and she barely raised her legs up before the hellfire blade swept past with only inches to spare.

She immediately tucked into a steep dive, pursuing her foe. Willbreaker clanged off Sirath’s iron wing then screeched across the blackened cuirass she wore. Nesnys snatched the collar of Sirath’s cuirass with her left hand and drove her knees into her back, letting all her weight fall onto her smaller opponent. The erinys plummeted rapidly, wings beating frantically as she tried to maintain altitude. She vocalized the words of a spell, but Nesnys struck Willbreaker’s pommel against her skull, hard—once, then twice. Bone cracked, and ichor welled from the wound, the rushing wind of their fall causing droplets to spatter Nesnys in the face. Sirath’s words slurred and choked off, her body going limp as she began a free-fall tumble to earth.

Nesnys leaped clear a few paces above the ground, letting her foe slam hard into the dirt, shattering bones, while she landed neatly a few paces away.

Sirath lay broken and motionless, her sword lost during the descent. Her Abyssal iron wing had stabbed deep into the soft loam and was propping up her upper body. Her legs were shattered and twisted, as was her natural wing. Nesnys delivered a powerful kick to the ribs, dropping Sirath flat onto her back, the iron wing wrenching free of the ground and throwing up clods of dirt.

Sirath’s gold-flecked eyes still held life in them, and she regarded her tormenter impassively. Nesnys was surprised and angered by the lack of fear she saw in those eyes. She stomped her boot onto a slick shard of bone protruding from Sirath’s ruined thigh. The erinys hissed in pain but otherwise remained silent.

“Nothing to say for yourself, harpy?” Nesnys asked, relishing the prospect of prolonging her hated rival’s suffering.

“You are little more than a beast ruled by base impulses. You lack the cunning to win this campaign you’ve launched. Taren and the young queen shall defeat you.”

Nesnys snarled in a sudden rage, dropping to her knees on top of Sirath, pinning her down by the shoulders. She seized Sirath by the head, her talons slicing through the patterns of branded scars in her skin. Ichor seeped from the wounds, and she slammed Sirath’s already concussed skull into the ground, the bone cracking and dark fluid cascading over her hands. Next, she grasped Sirath’s feathered wing and murmured a spell, igniting it into a burning torch, feathers and flesh searing away until it became a withered, twisted stump.

Sirath writhed weakly beneath her, face twisted in agony, and Nesnys was afraid her corporeal form would perish prematurely. But after a moment, Sirath’s gaze sharpened, and her battered countenance took on an expression of peace.

“O gracious and mighty Sol, please allow these words of your once servant to fall upon your ears.” Her voice was little more than a throaty murmur. “Many aeons past, I lost my way and would seek redemption for my acts with virtuous deeds performed. I throw myself upon your mercy.”

“No! I will not allow you to escape me so easily!” Nesnys snarled. “You are mine, Sirath, and I shall have my vengeance! Then, once you respawn in the Abyss, our lord Shaol shall torment you for all eternity.” Enraged, she battered the erinys with fists and talons, cursing her and tearing her flesh. She became lost in her brutality, furious and unnerved by her enemy’s acceptance of her fate. She suddenly froze in shock upon realizing Willbreaker was jutting from Sirath’s chest, buried deep into the ground with the crossguard pressing against Sirath’s ornate breastplate.

No! What have I done! Damn you… You’ve made my rage get the better of me.

“I am Lihanael the Sagacious, Virtue of Sol,” the dying creature whispered softly through swollen and bloodied lips. The spark in her gold-flecked eyes faded, and she had a beatific smile on her face.

Nesnys grew thoroughly unnerved and perplexed by Sirath’s response to her punishment. She rose, backing away from the tortured erinys. “Why do you smile? What is this euphoria? I do not understand.”

“Ah, the light… I had forgotten such beauty…” Rapture filled Sirath’s face, tears of gold leaking from her eyes, and Nesnys was struck by her sudden beauty, painful to look upon.

Sirath—Lihanael—was enveloped by an aura of warm radiance, intensifying to the point Nesnys was forced to turn her back. She cried out and staggered away, blinded and burned by the purity, and recalled how the wretched priest of Sol had blinded her when she had pursued Sianna the first time.

Lihanael had become a blazing sun, her warmth and goodness repellant to Nesnys. She sensed rather than saw the pillar of light that stretched up into the starry firmament, abruptly turning night to day, then moments later was gone as swiftly as it had appeared.

When Nesnys recovered her vision and her nerve some time later, she returned to find Willbreaker buried deep in the turf, with no corpse sheathing it. Where she expected scorched, blasted ground from both the fire she’d conjured to burn her foe and the searing sunburst that had enveloped Lihanael, the ground was instead covered with a dense patch of golden flowers, a type she’d neither seen nor imagined before. They radiated a soft, golden glow in the fading darkness at the edge of dawn, like luminescent lotus flowers dipped in gold.

Nesnys angrily trampled some of the flowers underfoot. The stems broke, and the delicate petals and leaves were crushed flat. When she lifted her foot, her boot was covered with a luminous powder, glowing faintly. She cursed and rubbed her boot in the grass, trying to cleanse it, agitated by the experience. The flowers unnerved her, much like the repellant effect of Lihanael’s dying glory. She withdrew Willbreaker from the ground and stepped away hastily.

The battle’s resolution had been anticlimactic and disquieting and put Nesnys in a pensive mood. Her unleashed rage and the destruction of her foe had been strangely unsatisfying. She had the lurking suspicion that she had provided Sirath exactly what she had desired, and that thought nettled her greatly.

As Nesnys took to the air, ready to return to camp and ruminate on what had occurred, she chanced to glance down. A golden patch of ground glowed softly beneath her, looking much like the silhouette of a celestial lying there with outspread wings.




















Chapter 12

Taren’s strength gave out after a short time, perhaps only a couple of minutes, possibly as long as a quarter hour. Mira couldn’t say exactly, for gliding silently through the night, she lost all sense of time.

Without warning, Taren suddenly crumpled against her, losing consciousness, then they were falling. Fortunately, he’d brought their floating globe within a few feet of the ground once they’d left the enemy camp behind, so the abrupt fall wasn’t too painful. Mira lost her hold on Taren and flew head over heels, tumbling through the cold, dewy grass. Fortunately, it provided a relatively soft landing. She hadn’t realized how swiftly they’d been moving in the darkness.

She picked herself up, every part of her body aching after the brutal fighting, and knelt over Taren as he lay sprawled on his back. The crossbow quarrel was still lodged in his thigh, and his robes were stained dark with sticky blood, an alarming amount from the puncture wound in the muscle a couple fingerbreadths below his collarbone. She didn’t think the wound in itself would be fatal, but blood loss, or later, infection, were the worst dangers. She tore a strip from the sleeve of his robes, balled it up, and pressed it tightly to the wound. His skin felt cool and clammy, and the pulse in his neck was faint.

I must lend him aid lest he die.

Mira had once seen Brother Cerador perform a seemingly miraculous feat, aiding a grievously injured monk who had fallen down a steep escarpment in the mountains by sharing his injuries, but she herself had never attempted such a feat. She focused on breathing deeply and steadily while repeating a calming mantra to herself. Then she grasped Taren’s arm with both hands and focused on the warmth of his body, trying to feel his spirit to establish a connection with him. Within her inner calm, she could sense Taren’s spirit and sought to join with him, focusing on guiding her own spirit through her hands and slipping out of the confines of her own body, much as she had done during the spirit walk. But this time, she slipped inside the shell of Taren’s body, experiencing a moment of intimate closeness beyond anything she’d ever imagined as their spirits merged.

He was unconscious, his mind sheltered from the sudden storm of agony that wracked his body and almost overwhelmed Mira, nearly ejecting her back to her own self. Instead, she fought through it, slowly mastering and controlling the pain as she had her own wounds. She neared the worst source—the hot blaze in his chest. She did her best to contain and soothe the ache, then tried to take it unto her own self. As she did, the pain in Taren diminished. Next, she turned her attention to the wound from the quarrel in his leg and other, lesser injuries. The combined pain nearly stopped her breath, but she smothered it as she would a stubborn fire, absorbing it until she couldn’t bear to take any more.

She retreated back into her own body once more and found herself lying on the ground panting, gasping as she sought to master the pain. A jagged dagger of agony stabbed at her breast, while another slightly lesser pain burned in her thigh. She looked down to see herself bleeding from the chest and thigh as if she too had been stabbed by Nesnys’s sword and pierced by a crossbow bolt.

Slowly, Mira mastered the pain as it sank deep into her until she had it contained. With some difficulty, she sat up, suddenly dizzy, not having realized she’d fallen over during the ordeal.

Taren was still unconscious, but his pallor seemed to have improved, and his breathing came more easily. She removed the wad of cloth over his stab wound and was relieved to see the bleeding had slowed to a trickle. With some difficulty, she wrapped a bandage around his chest, the cloth torn from a spare tunic in her pack, then bound another around the quarrel in his thigh. The quarrel posed no immediate danger, but she did snap it off an inch above the flesh so it wouldn’t tear on anything. After she got him bandaged, she turned her attention to binding her own wounds. When she was finished, she fell back, exhausted, waiting until she could muster her strength again.

Either I’ve managed to save Taren for now, or I’ve killed us both.

She looked around and saw the Nebaran encampment far in the distance, ablaze with bonfires and torchlight. She lay there for a time, meditating, trying to recover what strength she could. After a time, she became aware of distant shouts and the rumbling of hooves as mounted patrols canvassed the area in search of them.

Mira got to her feet, swaying a moment as she waited for another dizzy spell to pass. The cold had soaked into her body as she lay there, weakened from her injuries as she was. When her dizziness passed, she shouldered Taren’s pack along with her own then lifted him gently in her arms, cradling him to her chest. Her body was toned and strong, and he was slender of build, but even had she been in peak health, he still outweighed her by a significant margin. As it was, she struggled to keep from collapsing.

I can do this—just focus on putting one foot in front of the other.

She summoned her ki to aid her, bolstering the muscles of her legs, back, and arms.

Mira moved out at a steady pace, the tall grass brushing past her, continuing in the direction they’d been traveling. Step by step, she fought to keep moving northwestward, from what she could glimpse of the stars through the scattered clouds. The exertion drove the chill from her body, for which she was thankful.

Each step soon became a struggle, yet she was determined and her willpower fierce. After a seemingly interminable trek, the sky began to lighten. By then, her ki was expended, her wounds paining her once more, and her concentration frayed. Iron willpower alone kept her going.

Finally, Mira could continue no more. After spotting a nearby clump of bushes, she lowered Taren to the ground beside it then crawled into the small space beneath them and dragged him in beside her. Once she stopped moving and exerting herself, she began shivering, weak from their ordeal and soaked in dew, blood, and sweat. She remembered the ring Nera had given Taren and found it in his pocket. Hoping it might aid them in evading pursuit, she slipped it on his finger. Her cloak had been torn away during the battle, but Taren still had his elven cloak in his pack. She lay down, curled up against Taren’s side to conserve their warmth, then spread his cloak over the two of them.

For a time, she lay there shivering in the fading darkness, but gradually their shared warmth became comfortable. The cloak was much more insulating than the thin material suggested. Weariness would be denied no longer, and she fell into the deep sleep of utter exhaustion.




***




Ferret knelt in the trampled grass, studying a dark patch staining the ground. She could see well in the dark in her transformed state although everything seemed leached of color, the world around a portrait of grays upon grays.

Blood. And a lot of it. She searched some more and found a torn strip of blood-soaked blue cloth. This must have been them.

“Ye findin’ anything, lass?” Kulnor asked from a short distance away where the three men were hunkered down, grateful for a breather.

The three were all weak and tired after the long night and having been given little to eat or drink the past days during their capture. Unsurprisingly, the dwarf seemed the best off, because of the renowned hardiness of his people.

“Aye, there’s blood here. They must’ve come this way.”

“Let’s be after them, then. They can’t have gotten far ahead.” Sir Edwin lurched to his feet and came crashing through the grass, then something squished beneath his foot, and he nearly fell. “Ah, shite!” He’d stepped in a mound of horse dung, which he tried to wipe off in the grass.

“And fresh at that,” Jahn added, barely attempting to conceal a grin. He knelt beside Ferret and studied the bloodstain and the trampled grass. “The Nebarans are on their trail. Probably twenty or thirty minutes ahead, I’d reckon.”

Ferret thought so too. They’d seen torches and heard the rumbling of hooves in the distance throughout the night, along with shouts, barked orders, and an occasional horn blast. On multiple occasions, they had been forced to drop to their bellies in the tall grass to hide from pursuers. Torches were still visible moving through the plains of high grass, making those searchers relatively easy to avoid. She was grateful she’d tagged along with Creel while hunting during their travels and learned a little of tracking, else she’d likely not have noticed the way the grass had been trampled in this area, dirt scuffed beneath boot and hoof.

“Come on.” Ferret led them along the path through the grass where the blades were flattened by the Nebaran horses.

She couldn’t see any torches in the distance ahead but knew dawn would arrive soon, the sky already lightening to gray on the horizon. Daylight would make her friends even easier to track, and being wounded and on foot, or so she assumed, the Nebarans would inevitably catch up with them before long.

She increased her pace to a steady jog. Her companions grumbled behind her but puffed along gamely as best they could. They were doing well for their condition. Jahn winced and held his side as he moved. Kulnor had offered to heal his cracked ribs, but the veteran had declined, telling him to save his talents for when they really needed them. She liked both the dwarf and the human soldier—they were staunch, no-nonsense companions.

Edwin seemed driven—his shame after having been dressed down by Sianna following his display of cowardice had seemingly made him a new man. Yet Ferret neither liked nor trusted him. She knew his type well: a dandy who would walk the streets of Ammon Nor and toss a few coppers into a beggar’s cup to impress a companion yet send an urchin scampering with a kick to the rump when nobody was looking.

Hopefully, we can be rid of this lout once we find the others.

The sky continued to lighten in the east, and some muted colors seeped back into the world. Before long, it would be light out. Ferret slowed and scanned the ground ahead for tracks. Hoof marks were still visible in the soft ground beneath the trampled grass.

Still going in the right direction.

A snort from nearby caused her to freeze. Kulnor bumped into her from behind. She waved the others back. Looking around, she realized they were on a slight incline, and she couldn’t see more than a couple dozen paces ahead of her.

Crouching low to the ground, Ferret crept forward to where the terrain leveled out. A horse loomed out of the grass ahead, the tall blades nearly brushing the animal’s belly. It eyed her with distrust when it raised its head, munching on a mouthful of grass. Four other riderless horses were nearby. A sixth mount still had a rider.

She rose up high enough to spot the other five soldiers. They had spears and swords leveled at a clump of bushes ahead. One man, who looked to be a scout from his woodland garb, knelt on the ground and peered into the bushes. After a moment, he walked quietly back to the mounted man.

“What is it?” the mounted soldier asked impatiently.

“Think they might be hidin’ in those bushes, Sergeant,” the tracker replied. “Definitely wounded—drag marks on the ground and some blood on the leaves.”

“About damned time,” the sergeant grumbled. He dismounted, his mail shirt jingling, and drew his sword. “Cut through those damn bushes, and if anything of flesh and blood gets in your way, don’t hold back unless it’s that mage the warlord wants.”

Ferret crept back to her companions. “Six soldiers ahead, and they’re about to ambush them. We’ve got to go now.”

“Right.” Edwin drew his sword and marched past Ferret, striding toward the Nebarans and making no attempt to hide his approach. “For Queen Atreus and the Kingdom of Ketania!” he shouted and charged.

The Nebarans whirled in surprise, then quickly moved to attack. Two men stepped forward to meet Edwin. Ferret ran past the knight on his left, extending the blade from her arm and barreling toward the Nebarans. A spear tip ricocheted off her chest, then she was leaping at the sergeant. She collided with him, hurling his body backward, while a quick cut sent his severed head spinning into the air.

A Nebaran beside her reeled back with Kulnor’s throwing axe buried in his chest. Ferret stabbed another man then tossed him aside. The fighting was all but done at that point. Edwin and Jahn both slew their opponents, and Kulnor downed the remaining man, leaping from the grass and surprising him as he made a run for the horses. The Nebaran folded over at the waist as he collided with Kulnor’s warhammer. Another blow to the head caved in the top of his helm, and blood spurted from the earhole.

“Sianna! My queen!” Edwin was already shoving his way through the bushes. “I’ve come to make penance and see you back on your rightful throne.”

The foliage shifted, and Edwin grunted in surprise, staggering back, his sword sent sailing from his hand. An instant later, he was knocked on his backside.

Mira materialized from the bushes and stood over him, hands raised defensively, blinking at Kulnor and Jahn in confusion.

“Mira! They’re friends,” Ferret said.

Her gaze sought out Ferret, and she relaxed. “By the Balance, it’s good to see you, Ferret.” The monk embraced her then looked at the others.

“I apologize. I didn’t recognize you.” Mira offered a hand to help Edwin up, but he angrily shrugged off her aid.

“Sianna isn’t here, is she?” Edwin asked when he regained his feet.

Mira shook her head.

“You lied to me!” he shouted at Ferret, fists clenching. “You said we’d find Sianna!”

Ferret shrugged. She hadn’t exactly said any such thing. “I reckon we shall. Just not quite yet.” She turned away from the fuming knight.

“Don’t turn your back on me, you little scamp!” Edwin stomped toward her.

Ferret ignored him. If the arrogant lordling laid his hands on her, she fully intended to knock him back on his arse as Mira had—only more forcefully. She almost hoped he would.

“Oi! Take it easy, there.” Kulnor interjected himself between Edwin and Ferret. “Ye had no qualms ’bout headin’ in the opposite direction from yer queen during the raid.” He stood with hands on hips, glaring at the knight.

Edwin’s face flushed an ugly red.

“No need to fight amongst ourselves,” Jahn said diplomatically. “Not when there’s a whole army of foes out there. I’m sure we’ll find the queen soon enough.”

“Aye,” Kulnor said. “We owe the lad and lass here for helpin’ us escape anyway. Least we can do is aid them in return.”

Ferret was pleased Kulnor and Jahn stuck up for her and was happy to see Edwin put in his place. Then she remembered Taren and met Mira’s eyes. “Is Taren…?”

“Wounded badly.” Mira sighed. “I feared he’d not make it through the night.”

Now that Ferret could see her clearly, she realized Mira was in bad shape herself. She had bloodied bandages wrapped around her upper chest and thigh, and her back was crusted with blood from a couple of deep gashes she’d been unable to bandage. She was surprised the monk was even able to stand. As if the exchange had taken the last of her strength, Mira wavered and looked as though she would fall. 

Ferret took her arm and helped her sit down. “Kulnor? Can you see to my friends, please?”

“Aye, gladly.”

“Taren first,” Mira insisted.

Ferret shoved her way into the bushes then paused in confusion, for nobody else was there. It took her a moment to note Taren’s elven cloak was hunched up as if covering a person, but when she pulled it aside, he wasn’t there. She realized he must have been wearing that magic ring his mother had given him.

“Arse pain,” she muttered, patting around until her hands met resistance, not easy to do without a sense of touch. Eventually, she found Taren’s hand and slipped the ring off, and he instantly materialized in her vision. He was unconscious, so she gently picked him up and carried him free of the bushes. Jahn and Kulnor held the branches aside for her.

She knelt and set Taren down in the grass beside Mira. He was pale, his breathing ragged. When Kulnor peeled his bandages away, she gasped at the puncture wound in his chest. He also had a broken-off crossbow quarrel in his thigh and a deep gash in his forearm.

“The lad’s lucky to be alive and not bled out,” Kulnor said in surprise, peering first at the chest wound then at the crossbow bolt. “I’ll need a dagger to dig this quarrel out.” Jahn offered him one, then Kulnor’s eyes grew huge when he looked at Mira, realization dawning. “Yer wounds—”

“They’re matching,” Ferret finished, noticing how Mira had the same injuries, plus more of her own.

The monk nodded. “I was able to share his wounds.”

Ferret put an arm around Mira’s shoulder and hugged her, being sure to be gentle. “I’m so glad you’re both alive.”

She smiled wanly. “Me too, Ferret. Have you seen Creel and the others?”

“Nay, not yet. We’ll find them soon enough.” She was aware of Edwin brooding a short distance away.

“Are you thirsty?” Jahn offered Mira a water skin he’d found in one of the horses’ saddlebags, and she gratefully accepted.

Kulnor gently pried the bloody quarrel free of Taren’s thigh and tossed it aside. Blood welled up from the wound as soon as it was removed. He then began chanting in Dwarvish, his baritone voice growing in intensity. With his holy symbol clutched in one hand, the medallion glowing with a silver light between his fingers, he placed his other hand over the wound in Taren’s chest. A soft, warm glow emanated from his hand. For long moments he chanted, then he finally removed his hand.

The bloody puncture wound in Taren’s chest had closed up to an angry red scar. From what else Ferret could see, the quarrel wound had left a white, puckered scar on his thigh, and the gash on his forearm was healed to a fine white line.

Kulnor grunted in approval. “He should be fine with a bit o’ rest. Now, let’s get a look at ye, lass.” He came over and knelt beside Mira. “Ye can lay back and rest easy.”

Ferret watched, awed, as he worked his priestly magic upon Mira as well, calling upon Reiktir’s aid. Once he finished, her wounds had closed to scars as Taren’s had, and she had fallen asleep.

“They’ll need a day or more of rest,” Kulnor pronounced after examining Mira’s wounds, which he appeared satisfied with.

“We don’t have a day to rest,” Edwin snapped. “In fact, I should leave you all here. My duty is to see the queen to safety.”

Good riddance, Ferret thought, but aloud she said, “Fortune smiles at us, for we just happen to have six horses here.”

The group exchanged glances, and she saw a couple of tentative smiles, the first in hours.

“Ha. Right ye are, lass. Reiktir does indeed favor us this day. Although I wish I had me pony.” Kulnor looked at Jahn. “Best let me heal those cracked ribs so ye don’t slow us down any more.” He went to work on Jahn’s ribs when the man agreed, his whole side purple and swollen when Kulnor lifted the mail shirt and tunic.

The sun was well up in the sky by the time they were ready to move. After some cajoling, Jahn managed to convince one of the horses to let Ferret mount, although the animal was clearly unhappy about the arrangement. She held the reins in one hand, the other around Mira’s waist before her, the monk fast asleep in the saddle. Jahn rode with Taren, the other two leading the extra mounts. Kulnor had offered to ride with Taren, but with his short limbs, he was having enough trouble staying on his own mount without trying to support another.

They rode out, heading north for Carran. Relieved that her friends would be all right, Ferret was starting to think fortune might actually smile upon them for once.

Now, I just hope Dak and the others got away too.




















Chapter 13

“Keep riding. I’ll try to slow them down,” said Creel.

Sianna nearly protested, but she knew they’d be little help to Creel, who had already reined in and turned his mount to hold off their pursuers. Iris did protest, but he had waved her objection aside. The sun was up, and they could no longer hide under cover of darkness from their foes.

The Nebaran patrol that had discovered their trail spotted them soon after they fled the poor hiding place where Creel had left them while he went to gather their gear. As Sianna and her companions rode north, their pursuers slowly closed the gap. The landscape of central Ketania varied little from the constant grassy, rolling plains they’d traversed the entire morning. Despite her hopes of finding some type of cover to hide their passage or throw off pursuit, the land remained stubbornly unchanging.

“He did the same thing on the way to Carran and nearly killed himself,” Iris explained as they left Creel behind. “He had to be a hero and let Rafe and me escape.” Her voice held as much admiration as it did annoyance.

He is a hero. As are all of you.

Sianna and Iris were both accomplished riders, although riding bareback at such a pace sorely tested their skills. Poor Rafe, however, was able to do little other than cling to his galloping horse for dear life. She figured if it came down to a fight, they would be in trouble with neither saddles nor stirrups. And a fight looked increasingly more likely, as they were all exhausted, including their horses, with their current pace steadily slowing.

She hated to admit it, and the thought that Creel was about to sacrifice himself for her escape galled her, but she knew he was right—they wouldn’t have a chance without his interference. She could only pray Sol protected him.

Glancing over her shoulder, she saw Creel ride right into their pursuers. One Nebaran toppled from his saddle a moment before Creel reached them, a dagger sticking out of his chest. Creel and another rider’s mounts collided, swords glinted in the sunlight, and the Nebaran was unhorsed. Riders swirled around Creel, half the group intent on taking him down, while the remaining half dozen swerved around the skirmish to continue the pursuit.

If he doesn’t rejoin us in time, it’s six on three now—much better odds. Perhaps we can ambush them somehow?

She refused to consider the possibility that Creel wouldn’t survive. She’d seen him survive extraordinary wounds—a severed leg, a flaming arrow to the chest—and didn’t know how he regenerated from his wounds but knew the gods must surely favor him.

Even as the thought of an ambush crossed her mind, she knew it wouldn’t work. They didn’t have enough of a lead, and the lack of hiding places doomed that desperate plan.

She was so intent on leaning low over her horse and trying to will more speed from the animal that a spear took her by surprise. It flashed past a handbreadth from her thigh, lodging into the soft loam. A quick glance back revealed their pursuers were less than ten paces away.

Sol help us. Rafe caught her eye, and she knew he intended to take them on so that she and Iris could escape.

“No, Rafe!” Not only did she fear the outcome if he fought the Nebaran soldiers, but she thought it likely he might fall and break his neck in the attempt, being an unskilled horseman riding bareback.

“Look!” Iris pointed ahead to their left. A pair of riders dressed in the black-and-gold surcoats of their foes rode out of a shallow gully and raced directly toward them. One of them was waving wildly, hailing his fellow Nebarans.

Sianna uttered a salty curse she’d heard from the guardsmen at Castle Llantry and steered her horse away from these newest riders, cutting back to the northeast, her companions following her lead. Her horse was panting heavily now, its flanks starting to foam, and she knew the poor animal desperately needed rest and water before it gave out.

She glanced back to see their pursuers had slowed to allow the other pair of riders to approach. One of the pursuing soldiers abruptly fell from his horse as if yanked down by unseen hands. A second followed in short order, then the two new arrivals drew steel and crossed swords with their comrades.

What is going on here? She reined in her horse, turning to watch the fighting. Iris and Rafe pulled up as well, the three of them observing curiously.

Only two remained on horseback among the group of combatants. One of the men stood up in his stirrups and shouted something, waving his hands over his head at them. Sianna exchanged confused looks with Iris and Rafe. They waited a moment longer.

The tall grass stirred as someone or something rapidly approached. Sianna drew her short sword, deciding she’d had enough fleeing for the time being.

“Wait!” a voice cried, sounding familiar. The grass parted, and an armored figure slowed to a stop before them.

Sianna blinked, needing a moment to recognize the person. “Ferret?” she asked incredulously.

“Aye, it’s me. And the others.” The girl’s shiny metallic face regarded her impassively, purple eyes glowing, but Sianna thought she sensed a smile behind the words. “Where’s Dak?”

“Creel rode back to hold off pursuit,” Rafe answered heavily. “Again.”

“Oh. How many?” she asked, looking around.

Sianna shook her head. “A half dozen or so.”

“He’ll catch up soon enough, then,” Ferret replied confidently. “It’ll take more than that to bring that tough bastard down.”

Sianna smiled, thinking that was probably true. “What of Taren?”

“He’s hurt… unconscious, but Kulnor thinks he’ll be fine. Same with Mira.”

“Your Majesty!” Sir Edwin rode up, dressed in the colors of Nebara, along with another man Sianna didn’t recognize who was dressed the same. “Are you well?”

She nodded. “Yes, Sir Edwin. I thank you all for your timely intervention.”

Edwin looked pleased. “We’d have come to your aid sooner, but this one”—he scowled at Ferret—“lied to me and led us after that mage instead.”

“I’m glad she did,” Sianna replied with a smile at Ferret. “Taren risked much on our behalf, and I’m heartened to hear he and Mira made it out alive.” She got the impression Ferret was pleased at her words, but Edwin clearly wasn’t.

The knight’s expression darkened, but he held his tongue.

“Let’s rest a moment,” Sianna said. “Our mounts are about spent.” She dismounted less gracefully than she had hoped, her cramped legs making the maneuver difficult, but patted her horse on the neck and stroked its muzzle.

“We found a bit of cover back this way.” Ferret waved for them to follow.

They walked their horses back to the gully that Edwin and the other man, who introduced himself as Jahn when she inquired, had ridden out of.

“Perhaps you and your companions would prefer saddled mounts, Your Majesty,” Jahn said. He had gathered the reins of the Nebarans’ horses and was leading them over.

“That would be wonderful. Thank you.”

He bowed, pleased at her approval.

Sianna’s heart skipped a beat when she saw Taren’s condition. He was unconscious and looked nearly a corpse with ashen face and dark circles under his eyes. His robes were torn and bloodstained. Mira lay beside him, looking just as bad off. An odd, color-shifting cloak was draped over the two of them to keep them warm. Without thinking, Sianna knelt beside Taren, clasping his cold hand.

“The two of ’em ought to recover just fine, Yer Majesty,” the dwarf, who had been introduced as Kulnor, told her. He had stood guard over the two during the skirmish. “Just need a fair bit o’ rest.”

She nodded, relieved, and wished Taren would awaken right then so she could thank him for all he’d risked for her. “Thank you for tending to them, Master Kulnor.”

“It’s me pleasure, Yer Majesty.” Kulnor bowed.

A gentle hand fell on her shoulder. “Sianna. Perhaps you should address the men,” Iris said.

She knew what her friend meant. Sianna, it’s unseemly to be so concerned with a commoner, and you must act the part of a queen. In reality, after seeing the faces of her friends sleeping so peacefully, all she wished for at that moment was to be curled up in a warm bed herself somewhere. She got back to her feet, ignoring her aching muscles, and straightened her tunic, although it was dirty and disheveled. Sir Edwin was watching her with a sullen look. He’s going to be a problem, I fear.

The group was all regarding her now, as if awaiting orders.

“I’d like to thank all of you for your bravery in coming to my rescue and also during our escape. Ketania is honored to have such noble-hearted defenders. And Master Kulnor, I fear I am in your debt, as well as your people’s, for your role.”

The group looked both pleased and a bit discomfited by the praise—all save Ferret, whose metal mask revealed nothing. Sir Edwin at least relaxed, nodding to himself. Kulnor looked embarrassed by the praise and mumbled something about just doing the decent thing.

The sound of rapidly approaching hoofbeats jolted them back to alertness. The men drew steel and formed a defensive wall in front of Sianna.

She relaxed when Creel rode up to the mouth of the gully. He hopped from the back of his horse, wincing at some ache when he landed. He was cut up and bloodied, but none of his wounds looked especially serious.

“Well met,” he said.

Ferret strode forward to face Creel, stopping before him with arms crossed. Sianna would have bet money she was glaring at the warrior, although she was sure it was feigned annoyance.

“What kept you, Dak?” Ferret asked.

“Had to find a pair of boots that fit,” Creel answered with a sheepish grin.




















Chapter 14

Creel glanced over his shoulder for perhaps the tenth time in as many minutes. The pursuit was still several hundred paces behind but definitely gaining on them. And an awful lot of troops were in pursuit this time—far too many to fight at once, at least two score from what he could see, probably even more. The Nebarans must have discovered the corpses from the last skirmish more quickly than expected, for they had barely an hour’s reprieve before they were again being pursued.

All we can do is deal with them when they get closer.

He squinted ahead, hoping to glimpse some sign of the Ketanian troops who were supposed to be deployed south, but he saw nothing but the monotony of the rolling plains, occasionally broken by copses of scrubby trees and bushes.

After he caught up with the others that morning, they had taken a brief but much-needed break to eat, drink, and rest. Creel had built a tiny fire—just enough to brew his elixir, although it had clearly been appreciated by the others, for more than one cold pair of hands warmed themselves over its limited heat.

I shouldn’t have built the fire. They must have spotted the smoke, no matter how little there was. Either that or they have some truly skilled trackers. But he knew if he hadn’t drunk his concoction, he might have already tumbled from his saddle, as his pain had gotten steadily worse throughout the course of the morning. But since he’d quaffed his brew, he felt much improved.

A small blessing we’ve got saddled mounts now. They had taken the enemy patrol’s horses and left their own winded steeds behind.

He glanced around at the others, amazed they’d made it this far without losing anyone since their escape. Thanks to Taren’s arrival. The lad’s trip to Nexus surely paid off—he’s come into his power now.

Despite Kulnor’s ministrations, the mage remained unconscious—in addition to the trauma of his wounds, he was thoroughly drained from overexpending his magic during the rescue. That wasn’t uncommon, as Creel knew from his former Magehunter days. A mage who had overdrawn too much of his own reserves would take quite some time to fully recover.

Mira looked little better off than Taren though she had woken just before they set off. She insisted on riding with Taren, supporting him with her arms around his waist. Kulnor said she had taken some pretty nasty wounds, which he’d healed, but she badly needed rest as well. Creel wouldn’t have been surprised to see the pair hit the ground at any moment, but thus far, the monk’s iron determination had kept them mounted.

Kulnor clung to his reins and saddle horn with a white-knuckled grip, in danger of falling at the rapid pace they were maintaining. The stirrups couldn’t be shortened enough to fit the dwarf’s short legs, and he bounced and bobbed wildly in the saddle the entire time.

Sianna, Iris, Edwin, and Jahn all rode well, especially now that none had to ride bareback. A saddle and bridle worked wonders—even Rafe now seemed an accomplished horseman.

Ferret preferred running, leaving them a couple of spare mounts in case Taren woke or a horse ended up going lame. Sunlight glinted on Ferret’s smooth skull where she ran steadily a short distance from Creel, near Mira and Taren’s horse.

Likely thinking the same, that they could fall off at any moment, and ready to help. He smiled as he watched the lass. Despite all she’d been through, she was as practical minded as ever.

Movement off to the right caught his gaze, and he cursed, for from over a small rise, another patrol had emerged. He quickly counted eight mounted soldiers heading toward them at a trajectory that would cut them off. Their party could manage against that many, but they’d be slowed enough that the larger Nebaran force in the distance would catch them.

Nebarans crawling across this whole land like flies on a dragon-sized heap of shite.

Edwin, who was riding in the lead, also spotted the patrol and waved to the others. They veered their horses farther west to avoid them, but Creel could see the Nebarans would be right on their heels, within range to put a crossbow bolt or spear in someone’s back.

This is becoming painfully routine. “Keep riding!” he shouted.

Sianna evidently knew what he was about to do, for she glanced back and frowned, shaking her head. But he knew what his duty was, and that was to see his queen to safety. If that required sacrificing himself, then so be it.

Damn it, when did I get to be so noble? He snorted in amusement at the thought. I reckon I’m the best suited to take a few swords for the sake of the kingdom, if nothing else.

Creel broke off from the others and spurred his mount directly toward the rapidly approaching patrol. But this time, he wasn’t alone. Ferret, Kulnor, and Jahn followed his lead. Rafe looked pained, as if he wanted to accompany them also, but he must have decided he’d best remain and protect the women.

Eight Nebaran horsemen charged at Creel and his three companions.

Creel hefted one of the spears he’d collected earlier from the Nebarans he’d slain and heaved it, striking a horseman in the chest and causing the man to pitch backward off his horse. Final Strike was in his hand the moment the spear struck, then he was clashing against another horseman. He ducked a clumsy swing at his head and laid open the man’s guts as he rode past. He wheeled his mount around just in time to see Kulnor get unhorsed when he tried to parry a sword stroke, his legs too short to give him enough leverage. Ferret grabbed one horseman by the leg and hurled him from his saddle as easily as if he were made of straw. Jahn slowed his mount to trade a couple blows with his opponent, then dropped him by splitting open his helm. The remaining Nebarans swarmed around Jahn and Ferret.

Creel turned his horse and slammed into the knot of horsemen. Final Strike slid into one attacker’s back, and the man slumped from the saddle. Ferret hurled another soldier violently to the ground with a crunch. The final two men attacked Jahn simultaneously; he parried the first stroke aside, but his second opponent thrust his spear at his back. Before the spearman could find his target, a glint of silver flashed, and he dropped his spear with a cry, a hand axe lodged in his shoulder.

“Thought ye’d take all the fun, eh?” Kulnor, dirty and bruised with bits of grass in his beard, waded up and smacked the wounded spearman on the knee with his warhammer.

The soldier shrieked as his knee shattered and he struggled to control his horse, but the animal reared and threw him. It trampled the wounded man before running off. Kulnor put him out of his misery. The final soldier was slumped in his saddle, bleeding from a chest wound as Jahn wiped his blade clean.

“Thought we’d lost you there,” Creel said to Kulnor, suppressing a smile.

The dwarf scowled and glared at his horse, which was innocently munching on grass a short way off. “It ain’t right for any Reiktir-fearing dwarf to ride such a mammoth beast. I need the feel o’ the earth close ’neath me feet.”

“We’d better hurry before those bastards catch the queen,” Jahn warned.

“Aye, we can’t afford to get too far behind,” Creel agreed.

Ferret retrieved Kulnor’s mount. Before the dwarf could protest, she boosted him into the saddle. He spluttered a curse, sprawling on his belly across the saddle and nearly toppling off the far side to fall on his head, but he managed to grab the saddle horn. With Ferret’s aid, he was able to unceremoniously right himself. Jahn returned his hand axe, then Creel swatted the mount’s rump. Kulnor’s startled bellow was drowned out by the hoofbeats as the rest of them spurred after Sianna and the others.

Creel cursed when he saw that not only were he and his companions well behind the bulk of the Nebaran pursuers now, but they wouldn’t be able to reach Sianna without going through roughly fifty of their foes first. And that would be assuming they could even catch them at all on their tired horses.

Nothing for it now but to keep after them.




***




The pursuit gained rapidly once Creel’s small group split off to deal with the intercepting patrol. Sianna’s mount was winded, as were the other horses.

She glanced over her shoulder and saw their pursuers were less than thirty paces back. They’ll be able to put spears in our backs at any moment.

She wished Taren would rouse, for his magic display during the rescue had been awe-inspiring. But after a quick glance at the mage, she knew he wouldn’t wake, and even if he did, she doubted he’d be much use in the inevitable fight. His chin was on his chest, and he jounced around precariously on his mount. Somehow, Mira was managing to keep the two of them from falling, but the monk looked as though she was hanging on by sheer willpower alone.

Ahead lay more of the endless rolling hills and still no sign of any of Lord Lanthas’s troops. She did spot a copse of trees off to the west a short distance.

It’s not much, but perhaps we can muster some type of defense within the cover of the trees. She called out to Sir Edwin and pointed, and he nodded, evidently having the same thoughts.

So this is it, then. I cannot expect others to keep fighting my battles for me.

She was strangely calm, considering that they would make their stand a couple hundred paces away. They would either be recaptured or die. She had little doubt as to the outcome, with only two true fighters, Rafe and Edwin, along with herself and Iris, and then Taren and Mira, who were in no shape to contribute to the fighting.

I’ll stand with the men and hopefully make Sir Colm proud as I take as many down with me as I can. You wanted a warrior queen, Rafe, and you shall get one, she thought grimly.

Something abruptly flew past her, a barely glimpsed blur. At first, she thought it was a low-flying bird, but then another streaked past, and several more in rapid succession.

Arrows. There are archers in those trees! Her belly clenched in despair, for their foes seemed to be everywhere.

Yet the volley of arrows continued unabated, and none of her companions were struck. A glance over her shoulder revealed a handful of riderless horses, and others with wounded soldiers clutching at arrows protruding from them.

Lord Lanthas’s men! Thank you, Sol.

They neared the grove. Several indistinct figures in woodland garb were smoothly nocking and loosing arrows with no apparent pause, even to aim. Yet their arrows flew true.

Edwin slowed his mount when they reached the trees, and Sianna and the others followed suit, careful to keep out of the archers’ line of fire. She drew her short sword, and they passed among the slim cover of ash and elder trees.

“Don’t let them surround us,” Edwin advised. “Stay within the shelter of the trees. Sianna, keep behind me.”

“I will not,” she replied. “I shall fight alongside you.”

He eyed the sword in her hand and thought better of arguing, for by then, the enemy was already upon them. Swords and spears in hands, a score or more of Nebarans charged at Sianna and her companions, the rest of them fanning out to deal with the archers.

Sianna thought she glimpsed a flash of silver moving in the tall grass before the two lead horsemen. One of them cursed, stabbing his spear at someone, then both riders were toppling sideways, the breast- and girth straps of their saddles slashed, and they hit the ground. But four more horsemen instantly took their place.

Edwin spurred his mount forward, trampling one of the fallen men and meeting the next horseman with sword drawn. Rafe intercepted another, and they exchanged blows.

A Nebaran pushed past the fighting men and grinned at Sianna, revealing a number of missing teeth, although no humor was in his expression. He slashed at her with his sword. She ducked, nudging her horse closer, then stabbed at Gap Tooth’s leg, the tip of her blade opening a deep puncture in his thigh. He cursed and swung at her again, forcing her to lean away to avoid the stroke. Her horse was suddenly jostled from the opposite side, and a hand seized Sianna roughly by her hair, jerking her nearly off her horse.

“You be that li’l queen we keep hearin’ so much of?” Foul breath assaulted her, and a pinch-faced man leered down into her face, holding a dagger to her throat. “Reckon there’s a good reward for your pretty head. Throw down yer sword.” His horse shied sideways, and Sianna was dragged partway out of her saddle and across the man’s thigh, momentarily balanced awkwardly between the two horses.

Before she could consider dropping her sword, she felt a puff of air near her ear followed by a wet sssht sound. Hot blood spattered her cheek and neck, and the man’s dagger was gone, along with his hand. He looked down at the stump spurting blood, wide-eyed and disbelieving, then he screamed. Sianna turned her head in time to see a dagger ram swiftly between the man’s ribs, then his grip on her hair was gone. He sagged away, and Sianna was abruptly falling between the two horses.

“I’ve got you,” a soft voice said in her ear. Hands gripped her, easing her fall, and set her on her feet.

She turned to get a look at her rescuer and gasped in surprise. Large storm-gray eyes regarded her from a beautiful heart-shaped face, and a knot of silvery hair was piled high atop her rescuer’s head, exposing long, pointed ears. The elf was even shorter than Sianna by a couple inches, and a mischievous smile played on her lips.

The elven maid gave her a wink then darted away. A curved sword appeared in her other hand, raised overhead to parry a blow from Gap Tooth. Turning his blade with expert precision, the parry became a fluid slash that carved deep into his ribs through mail and flesh. The elf spun away gracefully as blood erupted, then she was amongst the thick of the chaotic fighting, where horses bit and kicked and men hacked and slashed. The silver-haired elf slashed another saddle rigging, and that rider fell, cursing, but a quick slash of the saber silenced him before he even struck the ground.

“Sianna!”

She turned to see Iris riding up. Her face was pale with shock, and Sianna saw she held her dagger in hand, which was bloodied. But she also had a long gash on her arm, which had soaked her sleeve crimson.

“I’m wounded,” Iris gasped.

Sianna helped her from the saddle, and Iris nearly collapsed. Hooves crunched broken twigs, and a horse came around a tree. Sianna stabbed immediately, laying open a Nebaran’s thigh to the bone. He shrieked and slashed wildly, but she easily ducked. His horse danced sideways, and Sianna stabbed him again in the lower gut. The man spurred his mount away, leaking blood heavily from both wounds. She looked around for more opponents, but the immediate area was clear. A dozen or more black-and-gold-clad forms lay unmoving around her, riderless horses milling around. The sounds of fighting still filled the air but were more distant, farther away through the trees.

“Sianna! Over here.” Mira waved to her from a short distance away. She stood protectively over Taren’s comatose form, propped up against a fallen log.

She led Iris over to the others then eased her friend down beside Taren. Iris’s arm had a deep gash in the bicep and was bleeding freely. Sianna tore off a strip of her own sleeve and bandaged the wound as best she could, then hugged her friend and waited anxiously, sword clasped tightly in hand. She said a quick prayer to Sol that her companions would survive.




***




Creel leaned low over his flagging mount’s neck, trying to will more speed from the poor animal as they approached the mass of Nebarans ahead. From the look of it, Sianna’s group was putting up some stiff resistance. He’d seen a number of arrow-riddled corpses and assumed some of Lanthas’s men must have joined the fight. He thought Edwin and Jahn fortunate to have discarded their borrowed surcoats when they last rested, lest they too might have sprouted arrows.

Smart lass, taking them into the grove where their numbers can’t work to such an advantage.

A group of Nebarans milled around just at the edge of the copse of trees, either unwilling or unable to reach their prey within. The sizable force appeared to be greatly reduced in number already, although many could have been spread out among the trees and not visible.

Nearby, a horseman suddenly dropped, a red-fletched arrow in his throat, then Creel was upon the enemy patrol’s flank. He felled two soldiers before they could react to his presence. Ferret and Jahn fought alongside him, and even Kulnor managed to unsaddle a Nebaran with a toss of his hand axe, though he lost his own balance and tumbled from his horse in the process.

Another Nebaran fell to an arrow to Creel’s left. Only a handful of men still remained out of the fifty or more who had been pursuing Sianna and the others. Rafe and Edwin were ahead, fighting furiously within the trees. Ferret pummeled another from the saddle, and Jahn ran his opponent through. Kulnor crushed a horseman’s leg, spooking the mount so it bucked and threw its rider. Another wet crunch signaled the end of that foe, then nobody was left to fight nearby.

Over a score of Nebaran corpses littered the area, extending into the grove. Creel rode into the trees, eyes wide at all the bodies.

“Who made all these corpses?”

Even as he wondered that aloud, he spotted a small, lean figure dancing among a trio of horsemen about twenty paces away, ducking completely under the mounts’ bellies and coming back up, flashing blade chopping into the soldiers’ legs and torsos. In seconds, the three were unhorsed or slumped in saddles, bleeding out.

However, the thunder of hooves announced more of the Nebarans, who emerged from the trees a bowshot away to regroup. They wheeled around in formation and charged toward Creel and the others. Arrows sailed from within the cover of the trees, and the score was swiftly reduced to a mere dozen by the time they were in melee range.

Creel threw his remaining spear, and a soldier toppled off his mount, leaving eleven. Ferret leaped high, brushing aside a stabbing spear and clobbering another horseman with a punch to the chest, sending him flying. She yanked the next from the saddle by the leg, and Kulnor pounced on him when he hit the ground, hammer rising and falling.

A short, silver-haired figure raced past Creel, leaping up and opening a horseman’s throat with a precise slash of a saber. Creel sprang from his horse to tackle a soldier who was poised to strike Jahn in the back. He hit the ground atop his opponent, hearing bone crunch beneath him, then rolled free and finished the man. He looked around for another foe, but the fight was over. Arrows dropped a couple more Nebarans, and the remaining trio put their heels to their horses and fled the battle. More arrows streaked in pursuit and found their targets. The last soldier made it about thirty paces before he slumped with a red-fletched arrow in the back.

Creel looked around to take stock of the situation, astonished to not see any of his companions down. Ferret, Kulnor, and Jahn all appeared uninjured. Rafe and Edwin stood a short distance away, breathing heavily and looking shocked to still be alive. Creel couldn’t see Sianna and the others.

The brush parted a few paces away, and five elves emerged, four archers following a silver-haired female warrior, her blades now sheathed.

“Well met,” Creel said. “We thank you for your aid—that was timely indeed.” He expected a curt, formal reply, as elves on the plane of Easilon were notoriously unfriendly to humans, but he was surprised.

“Greetings,” the elven maid replied cheerily with a crooked grin. “The thunder of scores of horsemen charging across the plains was awfully hard to ignore. We were curious as to what caused such a stir, so much so that we had to see for ourselves.”

Creel found himself smiling at her cheerful enthusiasm. “We’re very fortunate for your curiosity, then. I’m Dakarai Creel.” He wiped Final Strike off on the surcoat of a fallen Nebaran and sheathed it.

“Aninyel Dawnseeker,” she replied. “Your group fought well. I’d guess close to three score against less than a dozen. ’Twas a challenge I simply couldn’t pass up.” Aninyel’s luminous eyes were bright with good humor as she surveyed the battlefield. “I thought I spotted a friend among your number. Is Taren here somewhere?”

“Back this way,” Rafe called, pointing deeper into the grove. “He’s still unconscious.”

Aninyel’s smile evaporated, a look of concern replacing it. “Was he wounded in battle? I’d hate for anything untoward to befall him.” She strode in the direction indicated, and Creel walked with her. The elven archers followed silently.

Mira stood over Taren protectively, regarding their approach warily, though she looked on the verge of collapse. Beside them, Sianna sat with an arm around Iris. They were all still alive, fortunately, and none seemed seriously injured, though Iris’s arm had a bloody bandage around it.

“It’s all right, Mira,” Creel said. “The fighting is over. This is Aninyel. She knows Taren.”

“Ah, he’s spoken of you before,” Mira replied with a weary smile, stepping aside.

“Not all of it bad, I hope?” Aninyel crouched beside the slumped mage. She felt his wrist for a pulse then angled her pointed ear before his face to listen for his breathing. After a moment, she looked up, relieved. “He’s fallen into a deep sleep. From his use of magic?”

Mira nodded. “He expended himself greatly—too much, I fear. He was also seriously wounded, but he’s since been healed and simply needs rest now.”

Aninyel nodded and rose smoothly back to her feet. “Then he has grown in his talent a great deal since our last meeting.”

Sianna brushed herself off and rose also. “I’d like to thank you and your archers for your aid. I’m Sianna Atreus, and I am in your debt.”

Aninyel cocked her head to the side. “Atreus? Are you the queen who’s holding the conclave?”

“Indeed. And a friend of Taren’s is a friend of us all.” Sianna smiled.

“Ah! Most fortunate we meet then, Your Majesty,” Aninyel said with a grin and a smooth bow. “Allow us to accompany you to Carran. As I was telling Master Creel here, we were scouting ahead for my king’s procession and couldn’t resist investigating the racket made by such a number of charging horses.”

“Sol smiles on us this day,” Sianna replied. “We would be honored to travel together.”

Aninyel turned and spoke briefly to one of her archers in Elvish. Creel didn’t catch all of it but heard enough to make out that he was to deliver a message for their main party to await them and care for their wounded.

“Certainly, Blade,” the elf replied with a respectful nod. He turned and sprinted off to the northwest.

Aninyel turned back to them with a smile. “I’m sure King Nardual would be most honored to meet you, Queen Sianna. And your brave defenders.”

“Are ye needing tendin’ to, milady?” Kulnor asked Iris once the conversation reached a lull.

The blond woman shook her head, looking embarrassed, although her bandage was soaked through with blood.

“Yes, if you would be so kind, Master Kulnor,” Sianna answered for her maid.

“Aye, Yer Majesty. I’d be happy to.”

While Kulnor briefly examined Iris’s wound and called upon Reiktir for healing, Creel took stock of the others and was again shocked at how fortunate they were to have come through the battle nearly unscathed. Sianna, Rafe, Edwin, and Jahn all had received only minor cuts and bruises, while Mira and Taren looked the same as before. Kulnor still had grass in his hair and beard but seemed uninjured. Ferret’s clothes looked to have acquired a few more slashes and tears. Iris seemed to be the only one to have been dealt a serious wound, though as he watched, the bone-deep cut across her forearm closed up from Kulnor’s healing magic.

Glancing around at the corpses, Creel judged from the precise cuts on many that Aninyel must have taken out well over a dozen of the fighters on her own. A great many more had died from her archers’ deadly rain of arrows.

Blade, that elf called her. A King’s Blade, then, he decided, impressed. The Blades were renowned elven weapon masters and obviously lived up to their reputations. Aninyel was currently sipping from a wineskin and chatting with her archers while the others rested. Creel would have never guessed from her appearance her deadly swordsmanship.

“Not a bad day’s work, eh?” Ferret asked, coming up beside him. “Rescue the queen from Nesnys’s evil clutches, and everyone gets out of there in one piece. Chop up a few score of these scum-sucking bastards and live to tell the tale. And then on top of that, we meet some elves.”

“Aye, and quite a tale it’ll be. I’m sure you’ll do it justice in the telling some day.” He clapped a hand on her shoulder and knew she would have beamed had she been able.

After spending about half an hour so everyone could get some much-needed rest from the saddle, they rounded up the horses that had wandered off. Once the group was mounted up again, they followed Aninyel and her three archers, who led them on foot at a tireless jog, the pace slow enough that the weary horses wouldn’t be taxed unduly.

The plains behind them remained blessedly free of pursuit for once, and Creel finally allowed himself to relax a bit.

Finally, a good turn of fortune for a change.




















Chapter 15

“I thank you for answering my summons for a conclave, King Nardual,” Sianna said formally. “And also for providing succor to myself and my companions.”

The handsome elven king smiled and inclined his head. “You are welcome. I am interested in the prospect of forging an alliance to defeat this common threat to our lands and hope it will lead to a future when all the kingdoms of Easilon have a warmer relationship.”

She was surprised at his cordiality, for she’d always heard stories of the arrogant and unfriendly elves. However, she did recall Taren speaking of his pleasant experience with the hospitality of Nardual’s sister during his earlier journeys.

Sianna and her companions had met up with the elven host earlier that afternoon. Aninyel had spoken with the king, who ordered a halt and established camp since they had wounded among them. Sianna was glad for the opportunity to bathe and eat prior to their audience with Nardual. Servants had also delivered a pretty dress for her to wear, and she almost felt like a queen for the first time. The fact that her elven counterpart, although ageless in appearance like all elves she’d seen, was relatively young and inexperienced, much like herself, might have made her feel more comfortable in his presence. In that regard, they were alike, and she thought it boded well for their future as hopeful allies.

“I just hope our people won’t be alone in this endeavor,” Sianna admitted. “Gods willing, we’ll have more envoys with positive tidings awaiting us in Carran.”

Kulnor cleared his throat. “Yer Majesty, I delivered the message from me queen, Sioned Hammerhelm of Silver Anvil Hall, to yer Duke of Carran that ye’ll have our axes and shields at yer side. King Stonefist’s as well, I reckon.”

She felt a surge of relief. “I thank you for such hopeful news, Master Kulnor.” Sianna gave him a warm smile, and the dwarf looked pleased.

“Would you care to share more detail about the threats that have arisen within your kingdom of late?” Nardual asked. “I’ve gleaned bits and pieces from scouts along the edges of our lands but would like to have a more thorough knowledge of the threats we face and the enemy’s capabilities. I find it concerning how they were able to reach out and kidnap you from your own castle. They similarly struck at the heart of one of our cities in the attempt to abduct your mage friend, leaving my sister wounded in the aftermath.”

“I too am both alarmed and disheartened by their reach and resources.” Sianna took a sip of the fine wine that had been offered before she launched into her story from the time they had been attacked by assassins in Castle Llantry and forced to flee. Iris and Creel occasionally supplied some bit of information she had overlooked or answered a question of Nardual’s. She had just gotten to the part when she was betrayed and captured at the castle, when an elven servant slipped inside the tent and whispered something to Nardual.

The king nodded and turned his attention back to Sianna. “It would appear that your friend has woken. I know you have all been concerned about his condition, so please, let us adjourn our discussion for now. We can talk more on the road tomorrow. Go, see your friend, and then rest and recover this night.”

Sianna thanked him and rose. The others followed her out of the tent. As she went to look in on Taren, she couldn’t help but feel excitement mixed with apprehension.




***




Taren awoke to the low murmur of nearby voices. He paused a moment before opening his eyes, afraid of finding out what kind of shape he would be in. He felt utterly wrung out, similar to the time he had fought the inquisitors in the town square in Ryedale, been shot with a quarrel in the shoulder, and completely exhausted his magic during the battle.

He cracked his eyelids and saw he was lying on a cot in a mint-green pavilion of a gossamer material. He stared at the ceiling in confusion, allowing memories to slowly resurface: the chaotic battle in the Nebaran encampment, he and Mira left alone as they bought the others time to escape—their fight with Nesnys and being nearly overwhelmed until Sirath’s intervention and sacrifice, followed by their desperate flight into the night—the grip of fear as he realized he would probably die as his strength gave out, then succumbing to oblivion.

Not dead, but where am I?

He sat up, feeling weak and dizzy, and looked around. Mira lay on a pallet, sleeping peacefully opposite him, and the sight of his friend brought relief. And, craning his neck farther, he saw seated beside his cot…

“Welcome back!” Aninyel grinned at him.

“Aninyel? What…? Where…?” He tried to imagine how he might have ended up back in Fallowin Forest but failed.

“Drink this. Then we can catch up.” She held up a cup of what looked and smelled like an herbal tea. “This should help restore you after your talent drain.”

He drank the honeyed brew, which was cool with a subtle minty taste. The drink was tasty and refreshing. After a couple long draughts, he drained off the cup and could already feel some energy returning.

“Your queen was quite worried about you. Seems you’ve been busy impressing all the highborn ladies of the realm.” Aninyel patted his hand and winked. She wore green-and-dun woodland garb. Her gray-blue hair flowed loosely and shimmered like polished metal in the candlelight. Her large gray eyes twinkled with amusement.

Taren flushed. “Uh, sure. How did I get here? Is Princess Zylka around somewhere?” He looked around, but just the three of them were in the tent. Quiet voices could be heard from nearby, perhaps an adjacent tent.

“I’m afraid she’s not. Zylka remained behind as steward of the throne in King Nardual’s absence, so he might attend the important conclave. As to how you got here… Well, that’s a rather long story. Your friends, a few of my rangers, and myself defeated nearly three score of Nebarans who were pursuing you.” She looked rather pleased with herself. “And you slept right through it all! Though it was certainly your quintessential example of quantity over quality. Not a worthy challenger amongst the lot of them. A bit of a disappointment in that regard, I’m afraid. It was, however, worthwhile in rescuing some notable persons, such as Queen Atreus and yourself. As an aside, King Nardual seems impressed with your young queen thus far. I think this bodes well for future alliances.”

He smiled as he listened to her rambling commentary. “Glad to hear that. Where exactly are we?”

Aninyel shrugged. “Exactly somewhere along the road to Carran. We should reach it in a couple days. Where’s that big oaf of a cousin of yours?”

Taren wondered that himself. “Elyas joined the Ketanian army when we arrived in Ammon Nor. This was… Gods, I don’t know. Two, maybe three months past now?” Time was running together, and he wasn’t sure how long he’d been unconscious. “I hope he’s well… The army fared poorly against the imperial forces.” Sabyl said he’d been taken prisoner after Nesnys defeated him in a duel. Please, look after him, Grandmother.

“So I’ve heard. Don’t move—your queen wanted to be informed when you awakened.” Aninyel walked over to the tent flap and whispered quietly to someone outside, then she came back to flop down on the grass beside Taren’s cot again. “Big meeting going on in there, but a bit too much talk for my liking—I volunteered to keep an eye on you instead.” Her eyes sparkled with mischief.

At that moment, Taren realized he was wearing a fresh set of elven robes such as he had worn back in Egrondel, although these were a blue color, nearly the same as the ones from Nexus, which were surely ruined. “You didn’t, ah…” He plucked at the robes, face growing hot.

Aninyel gave him an innocent-looking smile. “Undress and bathe you?”

“Well… yes.” He tried to keep from flushing worse, but that was a losing battle.

She laughed, like musical chimes to his ear, and he grinned despite his embarrassment. He’d missed his elven friend.

“I left that up to the real servants. Although I’ll have you know I made a fantastic servant myself back in Egrondel.”

“Can’t argue with that,” he replied, still maintaining his grin.

“However… I may have supervised the process… just a bit.” She gave him a lascivious wink then burst out laughing once more at Taren’s discomfort.

“What has happened while I was unconscious, other than a battle against pursuing Nebarans?” he asked when they had both stopped laughing.

“Well, from the way I hear it, you’ve got her to thank for your survival.” She nodded at Mira, who remained asleep. “I like her already… Seems she’s quite the lioness when it comes to protecting your backside.” Aninyel then told what she knew of how he and Mira had escaped the camp, Mira somehow sharing his wounds to keep him alive, then Ferret and the others finding him, and eventually meeting up with Sianna and Creel. The whole group were pursued until the elves came to their aid.

“Three score, huh? That’s impressive even for you.”

Aninyel beamed. “I did have some help. Your friends aren’t too bad in a scrap either.”

Mira woke, blinked in confusion, then sat up. She looked over at Taren then smiled, her relief evident.

“I hear you saved my arse again, Mira.”

She shrugged, looking embarrassed. “I was simply doing my duty. Although this was a close one.” She slowly got to her feet, stretched, then came over to stand before him. After an awkward moment, she leaned down and gave him an embrace.

Taren hugged her back. “What did I ever do to deserve such a loyal friend?”

Mira smiled, looking pleased, and perched on the cot beside him.

The tent flap stirred, and Creel came inside, followed by Ferret and Sianna.

“Good to see you up, lad,” Creel said. He clasped hands with Taren.

“Thank—oof.” He was cut off by Ferret’s hug, her enthusiasm squeezing the breath from his lungs.

“Easy there, lass. He’s just recovered,” Creel said with a chuckle.

Ferret stepped away, then Sianna stood before him. She looked regal and lovely, wearing a cream-and-emerald gown of elven style. Her auburn hair was combed out and glimmered in the candlelight, her green eyes sparkling with warmth to match her smile.

“I’m happy to see you well, Taren. I… We all have you to thank for our rescue. You and Mira both.” She reached out a hand, and he took it. She gave him an awkward handclasp with both of hers, looking as though she’d had something else in mind but was being mindful of proper etiquette.

Aninyel had no such qualms, however. “Aw, just go ahead and give him a big hug like the others did, Your Majesty.”

Sianna blushed and looked as though she would draw away but then took a calming breath and did embrace him, although it was brief and as proper as she could manage. She was warm and soft and smelled good. Taren didn’t want the embrace to end.

“See, that was worth it, right?” Aninyel regarded the two with a big grin after Sianna stepped away.

Taren saw the others hiding smiles too. He cleared his throat. “Well, now that greetings are taken care of, where does all this leave us?”

Sianna met his eyes, and he saw strength and determination there—that of a queen, not a frightened young woman on the run. “We’ll make Carran in a couple days and then hold the conclave, during which we shall make our plans as to how to defeat this scum and drive them from our lands.”

Taren nodded, the unfamiliar sensation of hope blossoming in his heart. Sianna seemed a queen in more than just name, strong and confident, and he began to think for the first time that if the elves and dwarves joined them, they just might have some chance at overcoming Nesnys and her army.




















Chapter 16

As her friends rode with the elven procession, Ferret found herself much of the time walking beside Kulnor, who sat on the back of a wagon. He disliked horses, and the elves had no ponies for his use. Although he walked at times, with his short legs, he had difficulty matching the quick, tireless pace set by the elves. She felt a camaraderie with the dwarf, who was an oddity, out of place among the others, much as she often felt.

“You said your queen’s name is Hammerhelm?” Ferret asked Kulnor.

“Aye, Sioned Hammerhelm, Queen of Silver Anvil Hall and a Shining Blade of Reiktir himself.” His eyes were filled with a faraway look that Ferret associated with fondness or even worship.

“What’s a Shining Blade?”

“Reiktir’s order of paladins. They minister with axes and hammers against evil.” He grinned. “Unlike us priests, they have a strict code of honor and discipline and all that. Too much nonsense for me. I simply tend to our host o’ faithful and smite those that require smitin’.”

Ferret nodded, thinking she’d like to see one of the underground dwarven strongholds someday once the kingdom was at peace again—an elven city too, for that matter. A proper bard should travel the lands and learn all she could of different cultures, especially those appearing in the ballads she planned to compose someday. “You ever hear of a Waresh Hammerhelm?”

Kulnor’s face darkened. “Where did ye hear that name?”

“Saw it on a tomb in Nexus of the Planes.”

“A tomb, ye say? So the madman be dead?” Kulnor looked surprised but not displeased by the news.

“Aye, he was apparently some big hero in the Battle of Nexus.”

“That so?” The dwarf stroked his beard thoughtfully.

“So you knew him, then?” She was burning with curiosity to solve the mystery of Waresh. During her time in Nexus, she’d learned of his deeds since he joined up with Nera and the others before the battle, where he eventually sacrificed himself in redemption for a past betrayal, but she knew little of his earlier days.

“Me? I was just a youngun, but aye, I remember the bastard. Was me brother’s best friend, and Waresh got him killed on that fool quest to reclaim Torval’s Hold. Everyone else, including me brother, died in the doing, yet Waresh alone survived. Came back a madman, murdered his parents—the king and queen—along with many others, burned down half the hall, then fled into the night like a common cutthroat. Only by Reiktir’s blessing were Sioned and meself away at seminary in Stonespur Citadel. Otherwise, we’d likely have been killed too, her especially.”

“Oh,” Ferret said, momentarily speechless. “I’m, uh, sorry to hear that. About your brother and king and queen and all.”

Kulnor waved her apology away. “Bah, it’s old history by now. Ye had no way of knowin’ about it.”

“’Twas the axe, the way I hear it.”

“Eh?”

“He found a magical axe that was cursed… scrambled his wits, you know? I’m not saying that’s an excuse for his crimes, but doesn’t seem like one honored as a hero of Nexus would’ve just done all those terrible deeds for no reason.”

Kulnor grunted noncommittally, though his earlier anger was replaced by a look of curiosity. “Could account for his madness, I reckon. I remember hearin’ about an axe he brought back from the wyrm’s treasure. What else did ye find out about Waresh in Nexus? I think me queen might be eager to hear news of her brother.”

Ferret was happy to tell him, as she imagined any proper bard would be.




***




“I see you skulking around over there, Taren,” Ferret called, smiling inwardly at his reaction.

Taren jumped, looking around guiltily as if caught red-handed picking someone’s pocket, before he relaxed upon spotting her. He had left the tent he shared with Creel and Kulnor and approached Sianna’s tent before stopping prior to rounding the front, as though reconsidering his actions. Ferret had spotted him from a distance while aimlessly strolling near the edge of camp.

“I was about to request a meeting,” he explained when she approached, “with Her Majesty and the others, to tell them what I learned in Nexus from Mother and Sabyl. You haven’t mentioned any of that last conversation we had in Nexus before leaving, have you?”

“Nay, it hasn’t really come up. So much else has been going on.” She was a bit surprised at herself for not having mentioned it sooner to anyone. Creel had been out of sorts and not much in the mood for conversation, and Ferret wasn’t that close to any of the others save Taren and Mira.

Taren nodded. “Will you round up the others if you see them? Mira and Creel and Kulnor perhaps?”

“Aye. Her Majesty’s tent?”

“If she agrees, which I think she will.”

Ferret went to find the others. She and Mira shared a tent, and the monk was meditating out back, sitting in the grass as was customary for her. After a few minutes, she tracked down Creel and Kulnor, found sitting on a rock and sharing Creel’s flask while talking in low tones. All three readily agreed to join them.

Rafe and Jahn had apparently appointed themselves Sianna’s bodyguards over the past day or two, the pair standing at the entrance of the queen’s tent, and they waved Ferret and the others inside with cordial greetings.

Inside the spacious pavilion, graciously loaned to Sianna by Nardual, Taren and the queen were already talking. The ever-present Iris was at Sianna’s side. Ferret was surprised to find Nardual and Aninyel with them, apparently invited at Sianna’s discretion. The group were sharing wine and some type of elven sweetmeats that looked tantalizing.

“Have a seat,” Sianna said. “Taren has news to share that affects us all. Some of you may have already heard parts or most of it, but I think it important we all know as much as possible and plan accordingly. Go ahead, Taren.” Her smile seemed a bit too friendly for a queen to a subject, in Ferret’s estimation, something she filed away to possibly tease Taren about later.

“While I was in Nexus,” Taren said, “my mother and grandmother confirmed some details I had suspected and also imparted some new information. Nesnys is my mother’s half sister, and she apparently holds a blood feud against Mother for matters unresolved between them before I was born. We suspect this entire war is a means of distraction, to keep all eyes averted from the true prize—trying to seize Nexus and wrest it from Mother’s control.”

“Your mother rules Nexus?” Aninyel asked, her eyes wide. “I’ve heard tell of the Lady of Twilight, a figure as mighty as a god by some estimations.”

Taren winced. “She does rule it. I’d prefer we keep that to ourselves, however.”

Sianna apparently hadn’t known that fact either, for she was staring at Taren as if he’d descended before her on a moonbeam. After a moment, she recovered her composure. “Yes, of course we will, Taren.”

“Your secret won’t leave this tent,” Nardual assured him.

Taren looked relieved. “Thank you. I feel I should apologize for my family’s role in this bloodshed and chaos, unintentional though it may be. It’s awful that so many innocents are swept up in Nesnys’s schemes for vengeance.”

Ferret was as surprised as anyone when Mira spoke up, saying “You’ve no control over your heritage.” 

The others murmured agreement, and Taren gave Mira a grateful smile before continuing. “Yet it’s my duty to somehow bring an end to this war and try to set things right again. We suspect the war is a ploy to try to capture me, as the Inquisition has already attempted, and use me as leverage against my mother. Failing that, we believe it likely Shaol will order Nesnys to enact another objective of theirs: a machine exists that the Engineer and his minions built millennia ago… something called the Tellurian Engine. It can be accessed only through the Hall of the Artificers. It is imperative that they do not activate this machine, for it could not only destroy the whole of Easilon but disrupt the current order to the multiverse. I’ve been charged with locating and destroying a control rod for the portal so the plane containing the Tellurian Engine cannot be accessed. My road leads to the Hall of the Artificers once again.” He looked at Ferret and smiled. “I was already going to take Ferret, as I promised her, to try to get her restored. Our travels will take us to a couple different planes. I know Mira will join me also.” He turned to Creel. “I know this is a lot to ask, but will you join us? I was bade to tell you your path leads there… I’m assuming you know what that means.”

Creel took a sharp breath. He was quiet a moment, studying his clasped hands as he leaned forward, elbows on knees. “Aye, lad, I’ve had an inkling now that my path is meant to follow yours. Till the end.” He looked up and glanced at Ferret a moment before meeting Taren’s eye, his face grave. “I’ll accompany you,” he said simply.

“If I hadn’t seen the lad’s magic with me own eyes, I might think his tale the result of one too many ales,” Kulnor said, stroking his beard thoughtfully.

“Sounds like a formidable challenge, Taren.” Aninyel regarded him with a look that might have been pride mixed with jealousy. “I had a feeling Zylka was right to look out for you. Bet she likely wouldn’t have imagined you here now, come into your talents and about to venture forth on a quest to save the entire plane of Easilon from destruction.”

Hmm… that’s not bad. I should use that line. Ferret eyed the elven Blade with newfound respect.

“‘Every journey begins with but a single step,’ as my uncle used to say,” Taren said. “And we can only deal with each challenge as it arises.”

The group was silent then, Taren watching Sianna, who appeared to still be digesting the news. After a long moment, she nodded slowly.

“This is all a bit difficult to process, I’ll admit, but I’ll not hold you back from this worthy quest. Any of you.”

“I don’t want to rush off and abandon you, Your Majesty, or the kingdom at such a critical time,” Taren added hurriedly. “I hope we have a bit of time remaining to try to eliminate the threat of Nesnys and her army. I’d feel much better about departing on this quest if we can first strike a telling blow, one that cripples Nesnys’s forces. But if circumstances change and time runs out, then I’ll have to leave at once.”

“How will you know when time grows short?” Nardual asked.

“Grandmother speaks to me and shows me things in dreams.” He looked embarrassed at the admission.

Ferret was still amazed that Taren’s grandmother was the goddess Sabyl. Ever since they had returned from Nexus, she’d pledged to not take any good fortune for granted, were her luck to finally swing back in her favor. Wouldn’t that be nice for a change? She had even thought of donating a bit of coin at any shrine to the Mistress of the Night she might come across, assuming she ever had any coin to spare.

“You have my blessing, Taren,” Sianna said. “As well as my gratitude, to all of you for all you’ve done—and mean to do—to aid the kingdom. I’m greatly heartened to have such staunch friends to turn to for aid in the times to come.” She took them all in with a radiant smile.

I see why Taren is so besotted with Sianna. In that moment, she looked beautiful and gracious, like a queen from the ballads. Her clothes might have been donated by the elves, and she might not have been wearing a crown, but Ferret had no doubt of Sianna’s royal blood.

The meeting wound down shortly after that with mostly small talk. Creel wasted no time slipping out of the tent. Ferret was tempted to join him but stuck around in case anything interesting happened. When it didn’t, she quickly grew bored.

She went to look for Creel, to get his thoughts on the matter, but curiously, he hadn’t returned to his tent when she checked.

Something is on his mind. More than just what Taren laid on him. She then remembered Brom telling them of Rada’s death during the rescue attempt to free Creel from the dungeons. I’m a bloody fool… That must be it. I’m not much use consoling someone but reckon he could use a friend right now. Mayhap if I can get him talking tomorrow…




***




By the next day, Ferret was certain Creel wasn’t quite right. He seemed distracted at the best of times, outright melancholy at the worst. He mostly either rode by himself near the rear of the column, or he went off on his own, disappearing for several hours at a time.

I know just the thing to cheer him up.

Ferret approached the elven baggage train, a series of graceful-looking wagons pulled by a team of oxen. A young elven maid, perhaps Ferret’s age, though she might have seen a hundred or more summers, considering the elves’ long life spans, was walking beside one of the wagons.

“Pardon me, but can I get some spirits from you?” Ferret asked, assuming the elf a servant. “My friend could use a stiff drink, I reckon.”

The elf stared at her wide-eyed, like a spooked doe on the verge of flight. Ferret realized her hood had fallen back again, as it was wont to do. The elf managed to recover her composure and blushed prettily, then remembered her manners and bowed her head.

“Apologies, but what do you seek?” Her Common was lilting and accented, voice soft and childlike, and she seemed embarrassed to speak.

Ferret thought she had a lovely voice and felt a moment of jealousy, imagining the elf singing the most spellbinding aria.

“Spirits… dwarven spirits. You know, the strongest rotgut you’ve got.”

“My apologies, but I have only wine to offer you.” She looked downcast.

“Ah, well, that’ll have to do.” Ferret felt slightly guilty, as though she were browbeating the poor lass. “A skin if you got it.”

The elf looked relieved. She hopped into the back of the wagon and reappeared a moment later with a full wineskin and a fetching smile.

“Appreciate it. You’re a lifesaver.” Ferret would’ve returned her smile had she been able, but the elf seemed pleased to be of help nonetheless.

She found Creel ranging a long bowshot away from the caravan. He looked up when she came running up, tromping heavily enough that only a deaf person wouldn’t have been aware of her approach.

“Ho there, lass,” he said, his face brightening slightly.

That’s a start. “Ho, yourself.” She fell in beside Creel, his horse shying away nervously from her presence, but he got it under control with minimal effort. “Thought you could use a drink. They were fresh out of dwarven spirits… Actually, I don’t think the poor girl even knew what they were, but this is the next best thing.” She tossed him the wineskin.

“Encouraging my drinking habit, eh?” A half smile cracked his melancholy façade. “Timely aid, since I did run out of my libation the past night. Too bad I’m not a lord, or I’d make you my faithful cupbearer. Say… I could speak to Sianna about that if you’re interested. Getting a position close to a monarch is sure to raise your status in the world.”

Ferret laughed. “I don’t think I’d make much of a servant. Too mouthy, or so I’ve been told.”

Creel chuckled. “Nay, reckon you aren’t the servant type.” He unstoppered the wineskin and took a long drink. “Mmm, this is tasty.”

“So, what’s eating at you?” she asked with her usual bluntness.

Creel was silent so long that she thought he wouldn’t answer, but then he sighed, face wracked with grief. “It’s Rada… She passed on.”

“Ah, Brom mentioned she fell during a rescue attempt.” She had suspected Rada’s loss was troubling him, though it had been hard to imagine the usually stoic monster hunter affected so deeply.

“Aye. Rada and Brom came to free me from the castle dungeon back in Llantry. And she wasn’t well to begin with…” His voice was steady, but unshed tears glimmered in his eyes. “They sneaked into the castle and freed me from my cell. During our escape, Rada took a crossbow bolt in the kidney and bled out.”

“Gods, I’m sorry, Dak.” She rested a hand on his forearm, comfortingly she hoped, but felt awkward doing so. “She seemed like a great woman.”

“Aye. I think you and her would’ve gotten on famously.” He patted her metal hand, squeezing the hinged fingers, though she couldn’t feel it.

Ferret thought it a good sign he was talking, but she was unsure if she should say anything more, lest she put her metal foot in her mouth. So, she simply walked quietly beside his horse, but Creel seemed to appreciate the companionship, for which she was glad. He steadily worked at the wineskin as he rode.

After a time, he finally told her the full story, beginning with when he and Sianna had gone to the castle, the mayor’s betrayal, and then the two of them being tossed in a cell. He went on to detail their desperate escape and Rada’s passing, then the pyre they built in the woods for her.

Ferret wished she could’ve been there for him. Perhaps she could have made some small difference, and Rada might have lived. I could at least have made myself of use as a shield against those damn crossbow bolts, she thought bitterly.

“So how did you like Nexus?” he asked.

“Oh, it was exciting—so many amazing things to see!” She regaled him with details of their stay.

Creel seemed most interested learning about Nera and Taren’s relationship with his mother. But a close second was about Ferret’s own training, which she thought the most boring part.

“You’ve been learning your letters and sums?” he asked.

“Aye, started to. I’ve a good ways to go, but I figure a decent bard should know how to read… and I reckon arithmetic could be of use.”

He nodded. “Good on you, lass. I’m proud of you.”

She beamed inwardly, surprised he cared about such a mundane detail.

After a short time, Creel perked up and studied their surroundings. “Unless I miss my mark, we should be arriving in Carran soon.”




















Chapter 17

Nesnys licked blood off her talons, still fresh from tearing out a man’s throat, as she made her way back to her pavilion. Soldiers wisely scrambled to give her a wide berth.

Rage simmered inside despite the death of Colonel Mazun, along with several junior officers and guardsmen she had executed for their incompetence in allowing Taren, the Atreus girl, and their companions to all escape from her camp. Her fury at losing them had been so fearsome that not even torturing and executing a dozen men had quelled her anger.

Her scouts reported the escapees were currently being sheltered by a sizable host of elves. Nesnys yearned to strike at them directly but knew such a gambit could prove foolish, for the elves were formidable opponents and were traveling in substantial numbers. If they had powerful mages and clerics among their number, they would be even more capable.

She remembered her satisfaction as Willbreaker had slid into the boy’s chest. The wound hadn’t been immediately fatal, precisely as she intended, although Taren should have bled out soon after without rest and proper treatment. What she hadn’t intended was underestimating the strength of his magic in not only providing for his own escape, but also in winning freedom for the others. Since having joined with the damnable elves, Taren had almost certainly found the healing and succor he needed.

I was so close, and yet he continues to elude me. Damn that bitch Sirath to the lowest pit of the Abyss.

Following her battle with Sirath, Nesnys had returned to the encampment the following morning disconcerted and angry, only to receive more ill tidings once she learned of the escape of all her prisoners.

Nesnys threw aside the flap and entered her pavilion in the center of the camp. The inside remained dark, as she liked it, a brazier warming the air, though the cold didn’t bother her much. She rang a bell and then seated herself at her table, reclining and propping her muddy boots on the edge. She could smell the scent of blood still clinging to herself and inhaled the delectable scent, closing her eyes for a moment. Sometimes, she thought not all the blood in Easilon would sate her.

“How may I serve, Warlord?” A young aide bowed low just inside the doorway.

“Wine and fresh meat.”

“At once, Warlord.”

She stared at the unfurled campaign map on the table before her until the servant, a strapping young lad who made her think of Elyas, reappeared a short time later with meat and drink. She made a mental note to pay her champion a visit that eve and check on his progress. The blood of the incompetents had stoked her bloodlust, and Elyas was useful for satisfying her carnal desires—the best alternative to the licentious slaughter she truly craved.

With her sharp teeth, she tore a chunk off a bloody haunch of mutton, warmed but still raw as she liked it, then washed it down with a swig of wine.

“They think to hide from me behind the walls of Carran,” she mused. “The child queen will seek to rally her ragged remnants of the Ketanian army. Yet what does this host of elves seek to accomplish?”

Scouts had put the elves’ numbers at over two thousand, quite an impressive host for the long-lived and low-fertility race, girded for battle and marching in the general direction of Carran, no less. That was a surprising development—all her knowledge of elves on the plane of Easilon made them out to be hostile toward other races and reclusive, preferring to remain within their own borders and not involving themselves in the matters of humans.

Have I underestimated the mortals? ’Twould seem they are seeking to forge an alliance against me.

She finished her meat and wine, glowering as she stared at the map, wondering what her foes were plotting. I should crush them at once, yet I prefer to bring my full strength to bear once Elyas’s force arrives. If they build up a stauncher resistance in the meantime, so much the better—I shall send more souls to my lord. The lives of her Nebaran troops were simply numbers to her, tools for a purpose, but she wasn’t a patient creature. She desired to end the matter, seize Taren and present him to Shaol, then move on to grander endeavors, including witnessing the downfall of her hated sister, Neratiri.

For the hate of Shaol, is her whelp truly that puissant? Or merely incredibly lucky?

The memory of Willbreaker sliding into Taren’s chest filled her mind again as she stared at the glowing coals in the brazier, only this time she used her blade to flense the skin from his body, carving profane runes in his flesh and eventually opening his belly to spill his entrails onto the ground. All the while, he screamed, the agony music to her ears as she drank of his blood…

“Warlord?”

Roused from her reverie, she sat up straight and swiveled in her chair, dropping her feet to the ground. One of her captains stood just inside the flap of her pavilion, and from the look on his face, he was either well aware of her foul mood or simply nervous at disturbing her.

“What is it?” She rose and stalked toward him, leveling her glare upon the man.

The captain wilted but admirably held his ground. He saluted and bowed. “Apologies, Warlord, but I called out and received no answer. We captured a sorceress, and you wished to be informed at once of the captures of any mages possibly matching the criteria. This one, she… er, well, I can’t say exactly how many years she has seen, but she managed to slay several men with her magical trickery.”

Nesnys restrained her immediate instinct to snap at the man for being a fool, for in spite of her ill humor, her curiosity was piqued. Judging from the mud spattering his boots and cloak, the captain must have just returned from patrol and not yet learned of Taren’s role in the attack on the camp. The man was simply following orders and doing a better job of it than she could say for most. She wondered if torturing this mage might improve her mood, liking the idea the moment it crossed her mind.

“Very well, lead on.”

She stepped outside and spotted across the parade ground a pair of soldiers dragging a bedraggled form between them, while four other men surrounded the prisoner with bared swords.

Nesnys and the captain drew within a few paces, and at a gesture from the officer, the men cast their prisoner down on the ground. The young woman was a pathetic sight, wearing muddied rags, her skin bruised and filthy, long hair tangled. She gazed up at Nesnys with terror in her eyes.

Nesnys lips twisted in disgust at the sight. Such a pitiful thing. Wasting time to torment this creature will prove unsatisfying.

“I already know where the mage I seek is,” she said sharply. “This sorry creature is certainly not the one I need. Strike off her wretched head and be done with it.”

“Aye, Warlord.” The captain drew his sword while one of his men snatched a handful of the woman’s matted hair, yanking her roughly down onto her back.

“Wait—show mercy, please!” The woman lay there, unresisting, but her gaze held Nesnys’s with surprising strength, all signs of her earlier cowering gone. “I can be of use to you!”

Perhaps there is steel in this one after all. Nesnys signaled the captain to stay his hand. “How ever could a wretched creature like you possibly be of use to me?”

The woman brought her hands over her face as if to splash water on herself, then cast her hands dramatically downward. Her entire form shimmered, and gone was the dirty wretch—in her place a great beauty with a noble bearing, dark tresses falling in lustrous waves down her back. Her dress was pristine even though she lay undignified in the mud. The men grunted surprised oaths and gripped their weapons harder. The soldier holding onto her hair released his grasp, and the woman gracefully rose to her feet.

“Your parlor trick might bedazzle my men, but not me, illusionist,” Nesnys said. In spite of her words, however, she was impressed, for the woman’s art of illusion was remarkable for Nesnys to not see right through it. “You waste my time.”

“I can aid you in your campaign,” the woman said hurriedly. “Whatever you need… My illusions are second to none, and I can employ them to great effect against your enemies. All I ask is that you spare my life.”

Nesnys was intrigued at the possibility. After a long moment, she said, “I might yet find a use for you.” She turned to the captain. “I’ve changed my mind. Take her to Braddok and have her collared with a glyph of binding.”

“At once, Warlord.”

“I thank you for your mercy, Warlord.” The illusionist gave a respectful bow.

“I have no mercy, merely needs, so you’d best make sure you are the answer to one.” She watched as her men led the illusionist away, amused to note how they were reluctant to manhandle her as they had been so eager before.




***




Elyas rode at the head of his army. The mist-shrouded Downs of Atur were falling away behind the host as it marched north across the open heartland of Ketania. He had covered very nearly the same ground months earlier in a hasty retreat while a soldier in King Clement’s army. That march had been on lean rations amid a battered and demoralized force, and he had been plagued with fear and doubts the entire time. His earlier self, prior to dying in the arena and subsequent reforging into Nesnys’s champion, had been vulnerable to the emotional toll of war.

He experienced none of those misgivings any longer. Not only did he have the benefit of traveling comfortably on horseback with a well-provisioned army, but Elyas no longer felt such weaknesses of humanity. In fact, he did not feel much of anything other than a tranquil void of thoughts most of the time.

The fact that Nesnys had a second army already positioned within Ketania should have surprised him, but it hadn’t. His mistress was wise and knew what was best.

As a result, his force was well provisioned. A formidable supply train had met them the day prior, already prepositioned from Nesnys’s earlier march north, and he remembered the magical gateway they’d used to deliver goods from ships into the very heart of the kingdom, hundreds of miles from the sea. His host was fresh and eager to fight, having made good time marching north from the Nebaran capital of Orialan over the past months. He had taken command in Ammon Nor, the city now mostly a burned-out shell of its former self.

He did wonder when he would see his mistress again, for he always felt a strong desire to please her. She saved me from death and a life of humiliation and then made me her champion. She gave me a purpose, and I gave my oath to serve her.

His prior self had become a remnant of sorts, a faded spirit that haunted the depths of his mind, deeply ashamed of what he had become, but it was easily ignored and only rarely made itself known. He easily stamped out whatever feeble morality it might have sought to impose on him.

Elyas glanced back at the long column marching behind him, ten thousand strong—not as large as Nesnys’s first army, but sizable enough to handily defeat any Ketanian rabble that might seek to test him. Once he joined his host with Nesnys’s, they would be truly unstoppable.

Colonel Bertram caught his glance and saluted. He was a fine officer, from what Elyas had seen, having a keen mind for strategies and military tactics, so Elyas let him manage the myriad of routine tasks required to keep an army running smoothly.

Elyas nodded to Bertram and returned his attention forward. He had heard the mutterings around campfires at night. The men were a superstitious lot, and they had first thought Elyas was but another of Nesnys’s conjured fiends. The impression was understandable, for the Soulforge armor was certainly imposing, with its soot-black color, protruding spikes, glowing glyphs, and fiendish visage. As far as he could discern, the helm could not be removed, to his remnant’s horror and dismay, for it was fastened into his skull and locked to the gorget. Elyas the general merely saw it as a minor inconvenience to be overcome, so he took every opportunity to raise the visor when among the men in camp and show them he was indeed flesh and blood. He knew it a foolish vanity, but he also believed it a useful gesture to inspire loyalty if the men could identify with him at such a basic level as shared humanity.

“General!” A pair of outriders rode up, hailing him. “A party of refugees fled our approach, but we rounded them up for your review.”

This had become a common enough occurrence over the past several days of marching. He looked past the pair of horsemen, seeing the rest of their patrol herding a dozen people toward him. They were sorry-looking wretches, mainly women and elderly, dressed in rags and bearing young children with not a warrior among them. He remembered the way such people cluttered the streets in Ammon Nor, nuisances that were a drain on resources and breeders of disease.

A necessary task to eliminate such vermin. Sow fear and death far and wide, the mistress commanded. As if on cue, the pressure returned in his head, an agonizing, stabbing headache between Elyas’s temples, the Soulforge armor’s hunger. He knew of only one way to appease the armor and bring relief to his pounding skull.

“Accompany me,” he ordered the scouts.

He spurred his horse toward the approaching herd of refugees, the scouts falling in behind him. The sorry lot watched him in apprehension that swiftly turned to shrieks of alarm as they realized he wasn’t slowing his mount. Elyas rode right over an old man and boy who were either too slow or too foolish to move aside. Then his sword was in his hand, and blood was splattering his steed’s flanks and his armor. A skull split apart from a blow, and a woman fell screaming and was trampled beneath the hooves of his mighty destrier. Others turned to flee, only to be impaled on his men’s spears or shoved back to face Elyas’s judgment.

Within moments, it was done, broken bodies crushed and hewn apart, the ground muddy and trampled, stained crimson. One boy remained alive, a few years younger than Elyas’s cousin Taren, held at spearpoint by his men. The boy’s cheek was spattered with the blood of those whom Elyas assumed to be his kin, his eyes dull with shock. The crotch of his threadbare breeches was stained dark from his loosened bladder. Yet depite that, he was physically unharmed.

“Set this one free,” Elyas commanded. “Go forth, boy, and spread the word of what you witnessed here this day.”

The boy didn’t respond, apparently petrified by shock or fear, until one of the scouts clouted him on the ear with a spear shaft. He flinched and eyed Elyas fearfully, cowering like a beaten hound when seeing an upraised fist.

Elyas repeated his command, pointing sharply to the horizon.

The boy turned and fled.

Elyas ignored the carnage on the ground, turning back toward the column still marching north, although many had witnessed his massacre of the refugees. The act held no appeal for him, nor did it trouble him, for it was simply a distasteful duty to perform. Yet that faint remnant of himself deep inside roiled in agonized revulsion.

His headache had faded, mercifully, the Soulforge armor appeased once more for the time being.

“General, there’s a village an hour’s ride northwest of here.” The ever-efficient Colonel Bertram had ridden up and spoken with the scouts in the meantime. “If you approve, we might sack the town and then make camp there for the night.”

“Give the order,” Elyas said.

Sow fear and death far and wide.




***




The feedback through the Soulforge helm delivered Elyas’s feelings directly into Nesnys’s mind like a lightning bolt. The two were linked telepathically by the armor, much like their physical bodies were currently joined, her champion always a small flicker of awareness in her mind. But at times, his feelings and thoughts seemed to grow into a conflagration, as they were now. A curious mirroring of her own lustful desire and physical pleasure reflected back at her from her partner, magnifying the sensations Nesnys was feeling. This drove her to even greater heights of passion as she had her way with Elyas.

When she was sated, she rolled off him and lay beside the panting man. Elyas was flushed with ardor and lay beside her naked save for the fiend’s-head helm. Stripes of blood glistened on his chest and neck from her teeth and talons. The visor was raised, and his blue eyes stared at the ceiling.

“You have new orders, Mistress?” Elyas asked after a time.

She growled low in her throat, remembering why she had sought him out. She had arrived to find Elyas and his men sacking some nameless plains village, putting homes to the torch and townsfolk to the sword, save for the few witnesses they released. The sight of Elyas bathed in blood had inflamed her lust, and she’d given in to her desire right away, dragging him to his pavilion, where she’d taken him immediately.

“Indeed,” she replied. “Two days hence, I shall return and deliver you to Carran. You shall approach the gates under a flag of parley. Call for your cousin to be summoned and attempt to entice him to join us. Once you have done so, demand immediate surrender from the Atreus girl-queen.”

Elyas was quiet for a long moment. “I do not think Taren will concede to that.”

“If he will not join us and they foolishly refuse to surrender, then we shall raze their city to its foundations and slaughter their army to the last man. Perhaps Taren will come around once he sees the destruction we shall sow.”

“You told me that once I joined you, we could negotiate a complete and peaceful surrender,” he said stubbornly.

Nesnys rose up on one elbow, frowning in annoyance as she studied Elyas. His handsome face indicated no guile that she could see. Sometimes, he still showed irritating streaks of independence, yet she knew that should fade in time. She could compel him through the Soulforge helm, much like yanking hard on the reins of a stubborn steed, yet preferred not to do so, to avoid shattering his mind. If that occurred, she might as well have one of her automatons leading the army. Mortals could be surprisingly fragile in that regard.

I did say something to that effect as part of our agreement. “I may be inclined to show mercy if they are not so foolish as to resist your ultimatum to surrender. You concern yourself with recruiting Taren to our cause and leave the rest to me.”

“Aye, Mistress.”

They lay there for a time. Nesnys steered her thoughts back to her earlier torture and execution of those men who had failed her. She could still almost smell the fresh blood, the salty taste of it, and then seeing Elyas spattered with it had been too much to resist. She ran a hand idly down his muscled belly and then lower. After a moment of her ministrations, he was ready for another round. She smiled and mounted him once more.




















Chapter 18

Sianna had ridden beside King Nardual at the head of the elven host for much of the past two days. The procession moved at a brisk, tireless pace, even with all the elves afoot save Nardual, who rode a magnificent white stallion at the head of his people, and a handful of his distinguished advisors. Upon the elven king’s brow rested a graceful golden crown fashioned like interwoven ivy leaves studded with emeralds. He was handsome, with long brown hair and pale-green eyes. He spoke Common well and made polite conversation throughout much of the day as they rode.

Just that morning, a unit of the Ketanian army, which had been dispatched earlier to keep an eye out for Sianna and her rescuers, joined up with them to escort the procession to Carran. The men were led by a young officer, Lieutenant Mons, whom Jahn and Creel both knew and had favorable opinions of. Sianna thanked Mons and his men in a short speech that seemed to hearten the soldiers.

With the newly added two hundred infantrymen, along with Nardual’s two thousand elven warriors and another few dozen servants, retainers, and the like, their force was a small army in itself, and Sianna’s fears of pursuit had eventually begun to wane.

Iris and Rafe rode near her, their heads together in quiet conversation much of the way, sharing meaningful looks and smiles. The two were obviously a couple now, and Iris hadn’t denied it when Sianna had casually inquired that first night in camp. Their relationship didn’t bother her—in fact, she was happy for them as she thought of the two as her closest friends. Their relationship would be problematic once they arrived in court, however, for Iris was born nobility, albeit from a minor house, yet Rafe was lowborn. But Sianna hoped to eventually grant Rafe some lands and a title for his bravery and loyal service, which would put that pending scandal to rest.

The day after their escape from the Nebarans, Rafe and Jahn had appointed themselves as her royal guards. The move had obviously been planned in advance, and when they presented the idea to her as more of a mandate than a suggestion, she agreed to the idea, touched by their loyalty. She was getting used to the two men’s reassuring presence near her at all times.

Taren, Creel, and the others rode farther back in the delegation. Taren and Mira had recovered well from their injuries, the former spending much time conversing with his friend, Aninyel, the elven King’s Blade. Aninyel was not only skilled and deadly with her swords, as Sianna had witnessed firsthand, but also beautiful and charming, and she found herself a bit jealous of the elven warrior, wishing she herself could be such a formidable swordswoman. Not only that, but having the freedom to chat freely and be the subject of Taren’s attention was appealing.

She silently berated herself, annoyed at her straying thoughts, and swiftly banished the callow hope. You are a queen. Focus on your duty, you fool.

Yet she couldn’t help but remember her relief upon seeing the young mage awake and looking well in his tent and then the moment they shared a brief embrace, against her better judgment at the time. Iris had predictably objected when Sianna had confessed to her friend afterward, yet her disapproval seemed half-hearted. She wondered if Iris’s softening stance was a result of her relationship with Rafe.

Iris lecturing me on who I can flirt with is a bit like the crow calling the raven black, she thought with a hint of amusement. Sianna being queen was on a whole other level from her handmaiden’s situation, of course, but she figured in the grand scheme of events, embracing a lowborn youth was a minor infraction, and she didn’t regret it in the least.

“Would you care for some wine, my lady?” King Nardual held out a wineskin.

“Yes, thank you, my lord.” She smiled, relieved her reverie was interrupted, and hoped her expression had given nothing away of the turn of her thoughts. She took the offered skin and enjoyed a long sip of the crisp, slightly fruity wine.

Taren’s revelations the past night had been eye-opening, particularly at the extent of Nesnys’s plans. She tried not to think how the casual destruction of her kingdom and murder of her family was all just part of an elaborate diversion, for those thoughts made her furious. Better to focus on the next challenge in front of her, as Taren had said, and deal with what little she could control—rallying her kingdom to try to stave off destruction.

Just then, an elven scout appeared ahead, loping toward the procession with the easy grace of a wolf. Aninyel jogged over to intercept the scout. Following a brief discussion, the Blade approached Nardual, while the scout darted off ahead once more.

“Your Majesty, we are approaching the human city of Carran,” Aninyel said. “It will be visible in the distance in another mile. We should arrive in about an hour’s time.”

Nardual thanked the Blade, and Aninyel gave a quick bow and slipped back along the column again to ensure everything was in order.

Their impending arrival in Carran raised Sianna’s spirits tremendously. Having Lord Lanthas’s wise counsel would be a great boon, for her distant cousin was loyal to the Atreus family and had been a trusted friend to her slain father.

No more disguising my identity and traveling incognito with my companions. I’ll have to become a queen in truth now. The thought was distressing, yet with her cousin’s support and Sol’s blessing, perhaps she could pull off the guise and even manage to gain pledges of military support at the conclave.

Jahn had the presence of mind to dispatch a herald to ride ahead to Carran, so by the time Sianna arrived at the gates an hour later, her family’s standard flew over the city, a red falcon on a field of blue and white. She was shocked to see a mob of people cheering in the streets. All the attention made her feel both humbled and overwhelmed. Also, she felt exceedingly alone at the head of the procession with thousands of eyes soon to be scrutinizing her every move.

“Welcome to Carran, Your Majesty.” The captain of the guard bowed low, his guardsmen all having taken a knee. “A messenger has been dispatched to notify the duke of your arrival.”

She thanked him, and the captain led a small group of his men as an honor guard to escort her to the castle. Once inside the city gates, she discovered a small army of the city watch had been deployed to clear the street and safeguard against any threats to her person. She kept her head high and back straight to keep up the façade of a proper queen, which she thought might do well for the people’s spirits. Rafe and Jahn were reassuring presences to either side, while her friends rode just behind them. Next came Lieutenant Mons and his infantrymen, who seemed proud to accompany her all the way to the castle. Nardual had fallen back to head his own entourage, which followed behind the Ketanians.

Sol, help me to do right by my people and be the queen they need me to be in such dark times. She had to force herself to take long, steady breaths to help keep her nervousness in check.

Around them, people cheered and applauded, thousands packing the streets and leaning out of upper-story windows to watch. Those she took to be refugees and locals alike mingled together. One man in the crowd, a minstrel possibly, was enthusiastically sounding a horn as if he were an official herald. A number of wide-eyed children were perched on their parents’ shoulders, many waving at her.

Sianna smiled and waved back, doing her best to ignore the anxiety that knotted her belly.

“This is all for you, Sianna.” Iris had to nearly shout to make herself heard but looked delighted by the cheering throngs. She had nudged her horse up between Rafe’s and Sianna’s horses, the two bodyguards giving her a bit of space to either side.

“It’s all too much,” she muttered, though she knew her friend couldn’t hear her. This is the type of greeting Father should have received upon returning home in Llantry, alive and victorious.

“A rousing welcome, Your Majesty.”

She looked to her right in surprise to find Taren had also moved his mount up beside her. Mira and Creel rode just behind them, with Ferret walking beside the two. Sir Edwin rode slightly behind the others. He’d been sulking and maintaining his distance for the time being. She was somewhat glad of that, for she wasn’t ready to deal with him yet.

“Sorry, I didn’t mean to intrude on your moment of glory,” Taren said, somewhat teasingly, she thought.

“No, please, stay.” She was reassured by his and Iris’s presence, so she didn’t feel quite so alone.

Taren nodded and smiled. “You looked overwhelmed for a moment, if you’ll pardon me for saying. Thought you could use some company.”

“I was. And it does help to have the company of friends around.”

“Indeed it does.” He scanned the thousands of people lining the streets. “I don’t envy you, though. My relative anonymity seems a blessing sometimes.”

“I’m afraid you won’t get that luxury any longer, my friend,” she said somewhat tartly. “Details of your valorous rescue will soon be on every tongue in the city.”

Taren made a face as if he’d tasted something exceptionally sour. “I had hoped to enjoy it a short time longer, if I may be granted that boon, Your Majesty.”

She studied him frankly a moment, thinking he looked quite handsome in his blue robes, bathed and clean-shaven as he was. “Then you shall—but just for a short time longer. The tale of your heroism will do well to inspire people, I think. I’d also value your counsel, come the conclave.”

He grinned. “Thank you for that. I’ll do my best to provide what little wisdom I may. But now it looks as if important people are awaiting, so I’ll hang onto my precious anonymity a tad longer if you don’t mind.” 

And with that, he bowed his head before dropping back to ride with Mira, Creel, and Ferret. Iris had also abandoned her, leaving her with only Rafe and Jahn to either side, though they too fell back by half a horse length.

They were just entering the town square, a large space in the center kept free of traffic, blocked off by a ring of city watchmen. A pair of horse-drawn carriages was parked ahead. Standing before the carriages were Lord Loren Lanthas, along with his lady wife, Talia, an elegant and quiet woman whose easy grace Sianna could only envy. Even their two children were present, Sianna’s cousins, whom she only remembered as young children the last time she’d seen them: Lorena and Linden, the girl a pretty young maiden a year Sianna’s junior, her brother a stocky lad of twelve summers. Accompanying the duke and his family were a contingent of castle guards.

The guard captain and his men, Sianna’s honor guard, split to either side, clearing the way for her approach. She reined in a few paces from her cousin, the Duke of Carran. Around them were the press of thousands of her countrymen voicing their hearty cheers, a great roar such as she hadn’t heard since her before father had departed for war. As if rehearsed, the noise died down when Lord Lanthas raised a hand.

“Your Majesty, I welcome you to Carran!” Lord Lanthas bowed low. “This day brings great hope to troubled hearts as Sol has blessed us with your safe return. I see Sir Edwin, Lady Iris, Master Creel, and a few other familiar faces among you. These brave men, and lady, set out on a daring rescue mission, striking into the very heart of our foe’s camp to liberate our fair queen. And now they’ve returned, with Queen Sianna delivered safely from the evil clutches of the Nebaran scum and their demonic allies.”

Not quite how it played out, but it’s good theater. Sianna glanced around, seeking out Taren, but he and the others had faded into the background, it seemed. I’ll have to give credit where it’s due, but I did promise Taren his anonymity for a short time.

The crowd loved every moment of it, cheering and shouting, applauding and stomping their feet.

Sianna raised a hand, and the crowd hushed as it had before, much to her satisfaction. “I thank you, Lord Lanthas, and all the good people of Carran for this warm welcome.” Her voice sounded shrill and weak to her own ears in comparison to Lanthas’s effortless oration. “True, these heroes you see here before you delivered me from harm, yet I know such brave souls are not the only ones among us. I suspect more than a few undiscovered heroes are among you right now—your friends and neighbors. In the dark days ahead, we shall need each of you to be brave and aid in whatever ways you see fit to help keep our city and kingdom strong.” She didn’t know where the words came from, but they felt right. People murmured agreement and nodded their heads, their faces seeming heartened.

“I do not wish to inconvenience another who also was instrumental in my safe return. Please, allow King Nardual of the elven nation of Fallowin Forest to pass.”

The ranks of Lieutenant Mons’s soldiers parted neatly so that Nardual, Aninyel, and the king’s advisors could ride up to join Sianna and the others.

“Please welcome King Nardual and his people to our city. They are the first to answer our call in time of need, but not the last, and starting this very day, we begin forging new alliances. We shall join together with our neighbors from the Free Kingdoms and take back the lands from these invaders!”

As the crowds cheered, a feeling swelled in her breast, nearly unfamiliar since it had been so long since last she’d felt it—hope.




***




The speeches went on for some time longer, introductions and platitudes being made, and Creel wished dearly for a drink. However, he didn’t want to be the boor who drew unwanted scorn to himself and his friends by partaking of the wineskin Ferret had brought him earlier, though it tempted him dearly. The girl stood cloaked and still as a statue beside him, seemingly entranced with all the pomp and ceremony.

Committing it to memory to perhaps put to song some day. He glanced at Ferret fondly a moment and smiled to himself before turning his attention back to the nobility.

Sianna is a natural at this. The young queen carried herself with dignity and poise and was earnest and well-spoken, not to mention beautiful. The people of Carran already seemed to adore her, even though nearly all of them had only just laid eyes upon her for the first time.

The weather was pleasant enough that standing there wasn’t too onerous. It was a late afternoon day, mild for early winter, the sun shining and wind calm.

He wondered idly where Kulnor had gotten off to. I should’ve fallen back with the baggage train. Perhaps shared a drink with the dwarf out of sight of all this.

“What happens now?” Ferret asked.

The nobles were conversing quietly, and the pleasantries seemed over for the time being.

Creel grinned in relief. “Thank the gods that is over with. I reckon we’ll all go back to the castle and then have some sort of celebration later. Good thing, too. I could use a drink.”

“Wasn’t that cold lump of coal in your chest warmed at all?” Ferret’s gaze was challenging, although she seemed more amused than anything.

Creel snorted a laugh. “When you’ve been around as long as me, it’ll take more than flowery speeches to get excited about. Ah, looks like we’re about done here.”

Lord Lanthas was escorting Sianna and Nardual to a carriage. Accompanying them were Iris and one of the elf’s retainers who Creel thought was a steward. Lady Talia and her family climbed into the second carriage.

Creel beckoned to one of the castle guardsmen and handed over his horse’s reins. “We won’t be missed for hours, and I could use a reprieve from the saddle, a meal in my belly, and a drink in hand. A spot on Feldegast’s deck with a view of the lake would be grand right about now. What say you, lass?”

“Lead on, Coal-Heart.” Ferret sketched a mocking bow.

Creel grinned. “Wise arse.”

“Mind if we tag along?” Taren asked, surprising Creel. He and Mira had given the same guard custody of their mounts as well.

Around them, the crowd had begun to dissipate, people going back about their business, many chattering excitedly.

“Aye, the more the merrier. The pageantry a bit much for you two as well?” Creel began walking in the direction of Feldegast’s, the others falling in around him.

Taren shrugged. “I thought Sianna handled herself quite well out there, but Her Majesty did promise to shield me from impending celebrity for a bit, so I’d better take advantage of that while I can.”

Creel barked a laugh and clapped Taren on the back and winked at Mira. “This here is a smart lad. You’re learning fast.”

“Oi! This gonna be a private party?” Kulnor was jogging toward them, a grin on his bearded face. “I’ve a suspicion of where ye’re headin’, and there’s a tankard o’ ale there callin’ me name.”

“He’s quite astute as well,” Mira said with a smile.

“So he is,” Creel replied. “But then I’ve heard dwarves can smell even the thought of ale from a mile away. Come on, then, Kulnor. Ale enough for all, I reckon.”

For a time at least, the group of friends was able to put their recent hardships behind them. And after a few drinks had gone down, Creel reluctantly admitted to Ferret’s earlier observation that perhaps his cold heart had been slightly warmed by the queen’s eloquent speech after all.




















Chapter 19

“You look gorgeous in that dress, Your Majesty,” the young woman gushed. “You wear it much better than I could ever hope to.”

Sianna sighed. “Lorena, please address me as Sianna in private, all right, Cousin?”

“As you say, Sianna.” Lorena smiled.

The dress had been donated by her cousin, and a seamstress had been hastily summoned to shorten the hem and make adjustments to the bust and shoulders so that it fit properly. Sianna had arrived the past day with her old ragged tunic and breeches the only possessions to her name. Her dresses had been borrowed from the elves, to whom she was thankful. It would have been unseemly for the rightful queen to ride into Carran looking a ragamuffin. Her old clothes had since been burned, then the hasty manufacturing of a proper queen had begun.

Lorena, named after her father, was a pretty and gentle girl, well-mannered and demure, much like her mother, Talia. She was taken with fancy dresses and flowers and jewelry, all the things a high-bred noblewoman would naturally be interested in.

Perhaps I could have been her in a different life before such ugly choices had been forced upon me. Instead, I have to go out there and act the proper queen, pretending to be wise and strong beyond my years.

Instead of having perfect skin and silky hair as a proper queen might, Sianna’s skin was freckled and burned from the sun, and her hair was filled with tangles. She had grown fit and strong during her training with the sword and subsequent travels, her hands callused from holding a sword. An ugly knot of scar tissue remained where her smallest finger had been on her left hand.

Sianna genuinely liked her cousin, who had taken on Iris’s traditional handmaiden duties when it came to helping her dress, styling her hair, and seeing that she was generally made presentable. Not that I need such constant fussing, but it’s an honor for her to act as my handmaiden for the time. And I suppose I could use some attention, she thought as Lorena ran a hairbrush through her locks. The worst of the tangles had been defeated the previous evening, a grueling process that had dismayed Lorena at the time.

Sianna had promoted Iris to acting as her unofficial chamberlain, or at least her go-between for interacting with her cousin Loren and his household, as well as dealing with Nardual and his people. The young woman had taken to it naturally, impressing Sianna at her competence. Dear Iris is a blessing for me. Iris, of course, still managed to find the time to check in on Sianna and scold Lorena if she was falling short in any aspects of her duties.

All the attention was a bit irritating, especially given what she had been through in the past months, but she didn’t want to snap at Iris or Lorena. They were merely trying to be helpful, and she did recognize the importance of being seen a proper queen in even the small details. Somewhere deep inside, she mourned the loss of that strong-willed youngest child who had the freedom to run about in men’s clothing and train with the sword behind the stables. But that time was long past her now.

Yet I will keep up my training with the sword at some point. When she would be free to do so, she didn’t know, but she had been delighted when Iris returned her sword, left behind in her friend’s care back in Llantry prior to her idiotic choice to visit the castle. For the time being, she was too busy—consulting with Lord Lanthas and King Nardual in advance of the pending arrivals of the other dignitaries—to even think about swordplay.

She could scarcely recall the whirlwind of events of the past day. They had arrived in Carran, and she gave a speech and went through some other formalities in the town square, which seemed to go over well. Then, she was taken to the castle by carriage and eventually ushered into Lord Lanthas’s private study, where they’d caught up on events. She was embarrassed to admit she’d broken down sobbing while learning more details of her father’s and brother Jerard’s deaths from Loren, a recounting she’d insisted on. He could provide no further information as to Dorian’s fate, which to her was a faint glimmer of hope that allowed her to keep praying for his survival.

Following their informal meeting, Lorena was assigned to Sianna to see her bathed and dressed suitably for her appearance at the banquet celebrating her arrival. Sitting atop the dais with Nardual and the host family, she felt isolated, under the constant scrutiny of a roomful of courtiers, officers, common folk, and servants. Since the banquet, during which she’d only glimpsed her friends from a distance, she hadn’t seen Taren, Creel, or any of the others at all.

And now she was being prepared to go pay a visit to the Ketanian army camp and perhaps walk atop the city wall and survey the defenses, saying a few words of praise here and there, all to inspire the defenders and common folk—Lord Lanthas’s idea, of course, and she knew it was a shrewd one, although calculating in a way that made her feel uneasy at playing upon people’s emotions so blatantly.

Better get used to it. She sighed.

“Are you well, Sianna?” Lorena asked sweetly, pausing in brushing her hair.

She forced herself to smile reassuringly at her cousin. “Of course, dear. I just have a lot on my mind.”

“I imagine so. But you’ll lead our people to victory. Father told me so.” Lorena smiled innocently as she resumed brushing. “We must have faith in Sol.”

I wish I had such confidence. She felt a sudden, acute nostalgia for the time spent nearly two months earlier, sitting by a campfire in the forest with her friends, even under threat of assassins and winged fiends attacking them. She’d never felt more alive than at that time, as if she were an adventurer in one of the childhood tales she’d always loved to hear. But those adventurers in the stories always prevailed in saving the kingdom or defeating evil tyrants, great and valiant heroes, the lot of them.

Sianna was no hero, simply a young and untried queen without a throne. She sighed again, feeling overwhelmed by the burden of duty thrust upon her.




***




“Send in Sir Edwin,” Sianna called to the castle herald.

The morning had been fruitful, if tiring. First, she had visited the army camp with Lord Lanthas to review the troops and speak with the commanders, at which time she tried her best to seem knowledgable while listening to scouting and logistics reports. Following that, she had visited the city gates and even walked the ramparts a short distance, praising the readiness of the city guard and taking the time to speak with a couple of the men. Her presence seemed to hearten them at least, so she didn’t mind.

On the way back to the castle, her carriage stopped so that she could pay a visit to the city’s most renowned armorer, from whom she commissioned a breastplate for herself. That, at least, had been her own idea, which Lanthas seemed to approve of. The armorer had been delighted to take on the commission.

Upon their return to the castle, she had lunch with King Nardual, and the afternoon was spent dealing with routine business of the kingdom, including a council meeting. She had two remaining tasks to deal with that afternoon—the more onerous of the two she would see to first.

Sir Edwin entered the great hall and stiffly took a knee before her, bowing his head.

“Your Majesty,” he said.

She had seen little of the knight in the past hectic days since joining with Nardual’s delegation. Edwin hadn’t been invited to the council meeting or any of the events other than the banquet. She had glimpsed him briefly in the training yard that morning, sparring with men-at-arms and other minor lords. Edwin had looked driven, as if taking his unrestrained fury out on a hapless sparring partner might put him back in Sianna’s good graces.

Wonder if he can train the cowardice out of himself.

She hurriedly pushed that churlish thought aside. I will give the man the chance to make amends. He did acquit himself well against our pursuers during our escape.

“Rise, Sir Edwin.”

He did so, standing stiffly at attention. He wore his shiny suit of armor once again, polished to a fine sheen, and held his helm in the crook of one arm. His blond hair flowed loosely to his shoulders, and his face was handsome as ever.

Where once her pulse might have raced at the sight of him, now through the lens of betrayal, she only saw another courtier, self-important and full of bluster, his past charming flirtations merely a charade to better position himself to gain favor and raise his station with the prospect of marriage. Sir Edwin had already shown his true colors as a man lacking in courage the moment it was needed most.

“Thank you for granting me an audience, Your Majesty,” Edwin was saying. “I know I shamed you and shamed myself with my earlier actions. I sincerely repent of my failings and beg for your forgiveness. I am eager to prove my love and loyalty to you in whatever way you see fit.”

“I’m glad you are owning up to your inadequacies, Sir Edwin.”

“I am, Your Majesty. I failed both you and the kingdom.”

She inclined her chin, wondering if he was sincere or if this was merely a fine acting job. “Indeed. Should you prove yourself on the field of battle in coming days, I may grant you a pardon for your cowardice in the face of danger. A true knight embodies selflessness and bravery at all times. Prove your honor to me.”

“I shall do so, and may Sol strike me down if I fail.” He bowed low.

“Very well. You are dismissed.” That went well enough.

Edwin spun on his heel but then paused and turned back. “Majesty… Sianna, is there any chance you yet have feelings for me? That we might ever rekindle what we once had? I’ve never stopped thinking about you, night or day, ever since that day in the bailey, when you gave me your token and I rode out with your father for war.”

With some difficulty, she restrained the rush of feelings that came back from the memory of that day. How long did I spend pining over this man? And in the moment I needed him most, he failed me. After a brief struggle, she gained the upper hand and clamped down her self-control, becoming the queen she needed to be.

“I was yet a foolish girl, Sir Edwin. Circumstances have made me a queen. Whatever we once shared is gone now.” The words sounded harsh to her own ears, but she knew her rebuff was necessary.

Edwin took it with more grace than she had expected. A brief pained expression flitted across his features, but then he simply nodded. “Then in the hope there might be even a minuscule chance to find a place in your heart again, Sianna, I pray to Sol I might redeem myself in his eyes and in yours.” He bowed again and turned on his heel and strode out of the audience hall.

Sianna let out a long breath. Despite her determination to not allow him to affect her, his words still struck a chord. What feelings she’d once had for him plucked at her heartstrings like some half-remembered childhood memory.

Pull yourself together. Such a dream was that of a foolish girl and was never meant to be. What’s done is done. Now I must concern myself with winning a resounding victory on the field of battle.

At that moment, even though she had no actual crown, she could imagine the weight of it upon her brow, threatening to make her stoop like an old crone under its burden. The weight of duty… Father oft made mention of it.

Sadness came rushing back at the thought of her father, bringing with it memories of her mother and brothers—all dead and gone now. She was the only one left to try to hold the kingdom together.

A polite cough drew her from her reverie. The herald bowed when she focused on him.

“Shall I admit the others, Your Majesty?”

Sianna drew herself up and pasted a smile on her face, for the next order of business was cause for celebration, and it wouldn’t do for the queen to look as if she had just witnessed her pet kitten drowned in the bath.

“Send in the witnesses,” she called.

The elderly man rapped the butt of his staff on the throne-room doors. A moment later, the guards swung them open, and the group of chosen witnesses entered the throne room: Lord and Lady Lanthas, Iris, Jahn, Creel, Taren, Mira, and Ferret, along with a group of assorted courtiers and officers.

Rafe remained standing alone at the threshold as the others gathered by the dais. He was wearing the Atreus colors, blue and white with a red hawk on the breast of the surcoat. His uniform was neatly pressed, although somewhat ill-fitting—the best that could be found on short notice. His worn boots were polished to the best of his ability.

He could use a new uniform. Jahn as well. She made a mental note to mention it to Iris, if she hadn’t already thought of it.

The witnesses arranged themselves below the dais, making their bows and curtseys to Sianna. Once they were positioned as Iris directed them, Sianna descended, though she remained standing on the lowest step so that the others weren’t all looming over her.

Rafe hovered at the threshold to the great hall, his nervousness apparent to her, for she’d gotten to know her friend quite well in the past months.

“Guardsman Rafe,” she called out in a clear voice, “come forward and be recognized.”

Rafe strode down the length of the throne room, his eyes darting nervously across the faces of those gathered. Sianna shared a glance with Iris, who maintained an admirably straight face. This recognition wasn’t a total surprise to Rafe, as Sianna had floated her idea previously, just to make sure she wasn’t binding the man against his will to a life under a strict code of conduct.

“Your Majesty.” Rafe dropped down to one knee.

Sianna stepped down and approached her friend. “You may rise.” When he stood, she turned to address those present. “Guardsman Rafe, along with Lady Iris, has been my constant companion since I was forced to flee Castle Llantry in the night. Rafe has displayed exemplary courage and sacrifice both in service of the crown and to myself personally. He’s kept me safe from harm while he himself has been wounded several times in the line of duty but hasn’t let that deter him. And for his inspiring selfless service and valor, I am rewarding Rafe the most appropriate way I know how. Kneel, Rafe.”

Rafe dropped to both knees, and Sianna drew her short sword, the same Sir Colm had given her what felt like a lifetime ago. The blade rang out with a pure note that reverberated in the great hall.

“In the sight of Sol and men, do you swear to uphold the code of conduct of the knighthood? To serve queen and country selflessly, to live a life of virtue and honor, and to protect the innocent and defeat evil wherever it may fester?”

“I do so swear, Your Majesty,” Rafe said.

“Then by the power vested in me, I hereby bestow knighthood upon Rafe, son of Robert. Lands to be assigned at a later time.” She touched her sword to Rafe’s right and then left shoulders in turn. “I hereby dub thee Sir Rafe. Arise, Sir Knight.”

Rafe rose to his feet, his face split with a huge grin. “Thank you, Your Majesty. I am deeply honored.” His voice cracked with emotion, and he bowed low.

Sianna turned to the others with a smile, mirroring her friend’s joy. “Let us all congratulate Sir Rafe.”

The witnesses cheered and applauded, those who knew him best the most boisterous. Iris swept forward and boldly gave him a kiss on the lips. Once she stepped away, the others lined up to shake hands and clap him on the shoulder with many well-wishes.

Sianna’s eyes swept over the group of courtiers with distaste, the lot of them suddenly anxious to make themselves known to Rafe, since he was obviously held in high regard by the queen. Lorena had let slip earlier how tongues were already wagging around court about Iris and Rafe’s scandalous relationship. Some of the poison they spewed had enraged Sianna. She had made it a point to invite some of the worst of the courtiers to this ceremony.

This will set their tongues wagging again. Only now, with Rafe’s elevation, they have no cause to disparage my friends in such a manner. Perhaps now their words will be positive for a change.

She wasn’t so naive as to truly believe that, but she could always hope. And hope was in short supply these days. But for the time being, seeing recognition given where it was due made her smile.




















Chapter 20

Elyas studied the city of Carran in the distance. Its walls were formed of white stone, and beyond it, the blue surface of Zoph Lake shimmered in the morning sunlight. Carran was an impressive city from the perspectives of both size and economy, but he thought its defenses were lacking. The army encampment outside the walls was unimpressive, wretched even. Men drilled and sparred nearby, but from the numbers of tents, the entire force couldn’t have been much larger than four thousand men, roughly a third of what it had been months earlier.

He watched the men sparring with sword and shield for a time, many green recruits or conscripts, judging by their collective ineptness. More seasoned men served as trainers or sparred separately. I might have been one of those men, had fate worked out differently. Do any of my former comrades still live?

Before he could entertain those thoughts any further, Nesnys swooped down and landed gracefully before him with a rush of air.

“Go now,” Nesnys said. She had teleported the two of them a short ride from Carran and had just returned from surveilling the city and its defenses from the air. She intended to remain nearby, monitoring the situation.

“Aye, Mistress.” He dug his heels into his steed’s flanks and rode toward the city gates, a mile or so distant. He was unarmed, with only a headless spear shaft couched in his stirrup with a white flag of parley mounted atop it. His mighty warhorse covered the ground at a steady canter, and the gates quickly drew nearer.

A contingent of city guards warily regarded Elyas’s approach with crossbows loaded and swords at the ready. He obviously put them ill at ease from the intimidating appearance of his armor and towering bearing on horseback. Groups of refugees seeking entrance to the city shied away from his presence like nervous rats.

“That’s close enough.” A sergeant of the guardsmen held up a hand. “State your purpose here.”

“I am here at Warlord Nesnys’s behest,” Elyas answered. He ignored the surprised mutterings. “I seek parley with your queen and also require the presence of the mage Taren for a private discussion.”

Several of the guards exchanged uneasy glances.

“I know not this mage you seek,” the sergeant said.

“He will be in the company of those who rescued your queen. His name will be well known among those at the castle.”

“I shall send a runner to deliver your request, but this does not mean Her Majesty will see or speak with you.”

“I will await their arrival.” Elyas had no doubt that Taren would wish to speak to him and was confident the young queen would as well.




***




Sianna was in the midst of touring the castle defenses, another stop on her morale-building tour of Carran, when a rider dressed in the livery of the city watch galloped into the bailey below, drawing her attention.

“And the curtain wall is nigh impenetrable, Your Majesty,” the guard captain was saying proudly, as if the castle’s construction were his own doing.

Sianna wasn’t impressed, in truth. Carran’s castle was more a palace than a fortress and seemed vulnerable compared to Castle Llantry. Even in her uneducated opinion, the castle wouldn’t hold up long against a determined assault. Nor would the walls of the city.

The captain continued, “Any assault planned from the lakeside will cause them to think better.”

She was barely listening, instead eyeing the rider, who was conversing with the gate guards below. One of them pointed up toward her entourage. She was spared from any further lecture when the rider hailed the captain of the guard.

“Captain, I bear a message from the city gates for Her Majesty, the queen,” the man called up. When Sianna stepped closer to the wall, the watchman spotted her and dropped to a knee.

“Don’t make us wait, man,” the captain snapped angrily. “Get your arse up here and report properly. Uh, pardon my tongue, Your Majesty.”

She waved his apology aside with a smile, although she had an uneasy feeling at what this news might portend. Once she heard the message, she exchanged a solemn glance with Lord Lanthas.

“I shall ready the carriage, Your Majesty,” Lanthas said.

“Thank you, Loren.” She hiked up the hem of her gown and followed the procession down the staircase to the bailey, where Lanthas was already giving orders.

“Someone find Taren at once,” she called, and runners took off.




***




Taren was in the castle library, his favorite place to spend his time thus far while in Carran, when a messenger arrived, breathless, relief palpable on his face.

“Milord, the queen bids you attend her at once.”

Surprised, Taren closed his book and rose from the window alcove where he had been reading. “May I ask what this is in regards to?”

He hadn’t even seen Sianna since the prior day, when Rafe was knighted, but had heard she was busy holding council with King Nardual and Lord Lanthas ahead of the formal conclave and was also expected to further tour the city’s defenses later in the day.

“There’s a warrior arrived at the gates of the city, seeking parley on behalf of the Nebarans,” the messenger explained as Taren followed him out of the library.

Mira fell in beside him the moment he neared the door. She had been conducting her own studies of some scrolls she’d found to be of interest.

He was puzzled that Sianna would summon him so abruptly but not displeased. Any opportunity to see her was one he enjoyed.

They arrived in the bailey a couple minutes later, and he was surprised to find a carriage prepared. Sianna was speaking quietly with Lord Lanthas, and Sir Rafe and Jahn were leading horses out to join them. Other castle guardsmen were scrambling to procure mounts from the stables.

“Your Majesty.” Taren bowed to the queen. “My lord.”

Sianna grabbed his arm excitedly, eliciting a frown from the duke. “Taren, come. We go to speak with a representative of the Nebaran warlord.”

“Um, maybe a horse would be better…”

“Nonsense, come on.” Sianna climbed into the carriage.

Taren stepped aside, as was proper, to allow Lord Lanthas to climb inside, then he joined them, feeling uncomfortable at being singled out in such a manner. He sat down beside Lanthas on a cushioned bench seat, then Mira slipped in without waiting for an invitation and sat beside Sianna. Lord Lanthas glanced at her with raised eyebrow. Sianna patted Mira’s hand, implying her approval of the monk’s presence. The duke gave a soft grunt but said nothing.

The carriage moved at a word from Jahn. He and Rafe rode to either side of the carriage as it rolled out into the street, a handful of mounted castle guards following. They were met by a group of city watchmen arrayed before them, keeping the streets clear so that they could pass unimpeded.

After a few minutes of uneasy silence, broken only by the rumbling of the carriage wheels over cobblestones, Taren finally gathered the nerve to speak. “May I ask why I’m being included? I have no skill in such delicate negotiations, if that’s what this is.”

Sianna’s expression was unreadable when she met his eyes. “This warrior claims to be your cousin.”

“Elyas?” He couldn’t believe what he was hearing. “What…? Surely there must be some mistake.”

“Hence the reason you are here,” Lanthas replied. “And because this individual asked for you by name as a condition to any negotiation.”

How could Elyas be here? And why would he be representing Nebara in any negotiation? Could this be some elaborate trap?

He looked at Mira, who offered only a wan smile.

Patience. I shall find out the meaning of this shortly—that’s what she would advise. He smiled in response to the thought.

After what felt like a very long ride, they arrived at the city gates, which were engulfed in a riot of activity, with guardsmen running to and fro.

Rafe dismounted and appeared at the window. “Your Majesty, just give them a moment to provide for your security. Taren and Mira, if you wish, you may exit.”

Taren did so, with Mira preceding him. Several dozen armed guardsmen of the city watch formed a perimeter around the carriage, which had stopped just inside the city gates. About fifty paces outside the gate and past another cordon of guards stood a tall warrior dressed in soot-black plate mail, his face concealed by a helm fashioned to resemble a horned, snarling fiend. A massive black warhorse was grazing at the roadside a short distance away.

A chill ran down Taren’s spine at recognizing the armored warrior, for he’d seen the same imposing figure before in a vision from Sabyl, giving orders and slaughtering anyone who stood in his path while Carran burned around him.

Elyas? Could it be? Taren slipped into his second sight and saw the armored warrior glowing a fiery red, an ill magical aura enveloping him as if it sought to choke off what remained of the man’s own faint aura. He couldn’t be sure the man even was Elyas because of the armor’s fell enchantment.

“Are you the mage Taren?” the guard captain asked.

“I am.”

“He demands to speak with you first. Apologies, Your Majesty.” The guard captain looked ashamed to make Sianna wait.

The queen had just dismounted from the carriage, the cordon of guards opening before her so she might advance through a corridor of steel.

“Go ahead, Taren,” Sianna said.

He bowed and strode forward. Guards parted before him, then nothing separated Taren from the armored man save for a couple dozen paces of road. The warrior appeared unarmed, save for the terrible armor he wore, which, with its spikes and sharp edges, could be a weapon in itself. Taren swallowed nervously and took strength from Mira’s steady presence at his shoulder.

“Elyas?” he called.

The armored man reached up and raised the fiend’s-snout visor, revealing his cousin’s familiar face.

“Hello, Taren.” Elyas smiled.

“Elyas! How… what are you doing here?” He closed the distance, wanting to embrace his cousin, a brother in actuality, but the armor was forbidding, and he stopped up short, an arm’s length away.

“It is good to see you again, Taren. I’m here to ask you to join me.”

“Join you? You’re with them, aren’t you? The Nebarans.” He looked around as if an ambush lay in wait, but they were alone.

“Aye. My mistress wishes you to join us. Together, we can end this war.” Elyas’s voice was curiously without inflection, as if he were reading off a script.

Taren stared at his cousin’s face, perplexed at first, but then that was swept aside by a surge of anger. “What has happened to you? Why do this—join the enemy? You are a Ketanian! All your life, you wanted to be a soldier in the king’s army, and you did! You fought, valiantly, as I hear it. And then what happened?”

Elyas’s blue eyes clouded with pain. “I was defeated and then made a slave. Broken and forced to fight in the Pits of Leciras for the entertainment of the masses. And there I died.”

“Died?”

“Aye. I am that man no longer.”

“But why join with the enemy? You must be ensorceled somehow. What of Uncle Wyat—your father! Has his death come to mean so little to you?”

Elyas flinched as if struck. He blinked rapidly, and his eyes shone with unshed tears. A moment later, his jaw clenched, and he bowed his head, placing gauntleted hands on either side of his helm. A pained groan escaped.

Taren took a step forward, reaching out instinctively to try to aid his cousin, for something was gravely wrong with him.

Mira gripped his wrist and shot him a warning glance. “He doesn’t seem to be himself any longer—beware, Taren.”

Elyas straightened back up, and his face was blank once more, eyes slightly glassy. “Won’t you come with me, Taren? At least speak with my mistress.”

“Nesnys, you mean? She’s tricking you, Elyas, twisting your mind! Listen to yourself. You have to fight her influence.”

Elyas shook his head. “Nay, it’s too late for that. I gave my oath. Taren, this is the only way. Join with us so we might end this war and save countless lives, restore the peace. Nobody else has to die.”

He couldn’t believe this was his cousin. However, his face was familiar, albeit somewhat aged, as if he’d been through some truly hard times in the past months. Haven’t we both?

“Come with me, Elyas. You can leave all that behind. It’s this armor, isn’t it? It has a fell enchantment about it. Let me help you—I can try to break its spell and free you.”

He slipped into his second sight again, examining the armor more closely as he sought a way to unravel whatever foul enchantment gripped Elyas. A complex layer of spells cocooned the armor, particularly the helm he wore, and Taren was awed by the intricacy and puissance of the enchantment. He tried to insert a tendril of magic experimentally to see if he could temporarily block the armor’s influence, which he had no doubt was cursed in some manner. At the touch of his magic, runes on the armor suddenly flared, blazing like liquid fire. His probing tendril withered at the touch like a blade of grass thrown into a fire.

Elyas’s voice cracked like a whip. “Cease that at once!” His voice had suddenly changed as if he were merely a mouthpiece and someone was speaking through him for a moment. “Your tampering will not be permitted, mageling. You will destroy your cousin if you persist.”

Taren took a step back in shock, unnerved by the sudden change, and he knew he was hearing Nesnys’s words. He could see the binding from the helm Elyas wore, a thin dark tendril extending outward into the distance, like some foul vine that had bored into his head, tethering him to Nesnys at the other end, he assumed, although no sign of the fiend was apparent in the area.

Elyas shuddered, gripping the sides of his helm and giving another pained groan before he spoke again. He was himself again, or what remained of the man he had been.

“Taren, I ask again: will you join with us and put an end to the fighting? Think of all the innocent lives you can save. Please.” The pleading look in his eyes was at odds with his strangely emotionless voice.

Mira pulled Taren back a step. “I don’t think he’s your cousin any longer. His spirit is corrupted by evil.”

“Elyas…”

“I require an answer,” he demanded, voice cold and eyes strangely blank.

Taren sighed, flooded with a mix of pity and sorrow. “Then you know what my answer must be. My answer is no.”

“You have chosen poorly, Cousin.” Elyas raised his gaze back toward those gathered nearby. “I will speak with your queen now.”

Taren and Mira fell back, the monk with a comforting hand on his arm. All he could think about was that cold semblance of his cousin, corrupted by evil and enrobed in that cursed armor—and the manner in which Nesnys had spoken through him like a mummer through some marionette of flesh wearing his cousin’s face.

Sianna walked past them with Lord Lanthas at her side, searching Taren’s face, looking clearly concerned, but he barely noticed. Columns of guards passed by to either side, flanking Sianna.

Taren could do little but mourn the loss of his cousin. In the back of his mind, he again heard the seeress at the Midsummer Festival in Swanford, what felt like years past. Of those who you love best, one will die willingly, another a sacrifice unwilling, the last seduced by evil. He had already known the first was Wyat, the second Yethri, but now he knew the last was referring to Elyas.

He sat in the carriage without remembering getting there, his thoughts a bleak tempest. But soon, one thought rose above the others: I shall not forsake you, Elyas. I’ll find a way to end this and bring you back.




***




Elyas’s head pounded as he watched his cousin retreat with the short-haired woman at his side. His mistress was exerting her influence through the helm, mercilessly crushing the remnant of who he was, which had surfaced momentarily. The sight of Taren had given the remnant a sudden influx of energy, a yearning to somehow turn back time and revisit a happier time from Elyas’s past. Parts of their conversation had seemed to blank out, leaving holes in Elyas’s memory of their entire exchange, likely because of Nesnys’s intervention.

“I am Queen Sianna Atreus. What do you wish to say on behalf of your warlord?” A pretty auburn-haired woman stood a short distance away. She seemed much too young to be a queen yet held herself with admirable composure. Beside her was an older man Elyas belatedly recognized as Lord Lanthas, along with a few dozen guards, most with hands on hilts, a few with loaded crossbows leveled at Elyas.

Deliver the mistress’s ultimatum, then this will be over. In addition to leaving him with a wicked headache, his encounter with Taren had also left him feeling strangely unmoored from reality.

“Disband your army and be prepared to surrender the city of Carran to Warlord Nesnys in a week’s time,” Elyas answered coldly. “Do so, and your people shall be spared further bloodshed.”

“If that is all she offers, then you could have spared yourself the trip.” The queen’s green eyes burned with indignation. “I know better than to trust her word. You are the intruders upon my lands, so you will hear my demands. Order your army to throw down its weapons, cease all hostilities, and retreat across the border to Nebara at once. Only then shall peace be possible.”

“Do not be so quick to spit on the warlord’s offering,” Elyas replied. “She has little interest in occupying your country. Your people shall be spared, provided you hand over the mage Taren to us and surrender unconditionally.”

Sianna regarded him steadily a long moment, appearing unsurprised at his words. “And all she wants other than our surrender is Taren as her captive? I find that hard to believe.”

“That is all.”

“Your Majesty,” Lanthas said quietly in her ear, but loud enough for Elyas to just make out, “perhaps if she can make an overture of honoring her word, we should entertain the idea of handing over the mage—”

“Absolutely not,” Sianna snapped. “Taren is a good man—a hero—and shall not be turned over to the likes of Nesnys. I mistrust this sudden claimed lack of interest in occupying and making war on Ketania.”

“I require an answer,” Elyas said, his head pounding. He wanted to be done with this and perhaps find some refugees with which to quench the Soulforge armor’s hunger. “Hand over the mage and surrender in a week’s time. Disband your armies. If you comply, you will even be allowed to keep your throne.”

“I shall not. You go tell Nesnys that she shall pay dearly for all the destruction and loss of life she has wrought. We are done here.” Sianna turned on her heel and strode away.

Elyas suddenly was thrown off balance as the remnant surged up, passionately seizing control. “Your Majesty, there’s one other thing.”

Sianna stopped, his abrupt change in tone perhaps causing her to turn back around.

“I wished to pass on a message your brother Dorian entrusted me with at his passing. He wanted you to know he died a fighter, and that he never broke, never gave up hope of returning someday.” The words came out in a rush, unstoppable.

“Dorian? What did you say?” She looked confused, her calm façade slipping.

“Aye. He and I were captured and enslaved. Together, we were forced to fight in the Pits of Leciras. Your brother was a loyal and honorable man, who I counted as a true friend. Dorian died a gladiator in the arena nearly a fortnight past. He wanted you to know that his thoughts were for you and his family in his final moments.”

Her face paled from its angry flush of earlier. “Oh, poor Dorian…” She put a hand over her mouth.

“He—ahhh!” Elyas staggered and nearly fell at the brutal lances of pain driving through his skull. His vision blurred, and he feared he’d collapse, skull exploding like a dropped melon. A moment later, the pain relented somewhat, and his thoughts were clear once more, the remnant banished into the depths of his tormented mind.

“I shall deliver your response,” he said coldly and turned away. A whistle summoned his horse. He mounted up, casting aside into the dirt the spear shaft with the affixed truce flag, then took off at a gallop.




***




Sianna sat quietly in the carriage during the ride back. Her thoughts were on the strange emissary, Taren’s cousin, and on his tragic message about Dorian.

Sol, please bless Dorian’s soul.

Dorian and Sianna had always had a closer relationship than she had with her elder brother, Jerard, since the two were nearer in age. For a time, she had felt in her heart that Dorian wasn’t dead, even though she had no credible reason to believe he lived. She’d always held out a sliver of hope, a fantasy in truth, that he had escaped into the countryside after the army’s defeat and was raising a resistance, poised to drive out the invaders. Perhaps he would even return and resume his position as rightful heir and king so that she wouldn’t have to keep bearing the heavy mantle of rule. The thoughts had been a childish hope, but to hear confirmation of his death, although not unexpected, snuffed out that small light of optimism and put her in a bleak mood.

She stole a glance at Taren, who seemed equally devastated as he stared out the window, obviously lost in his own thoughts.

It must be a crushing blow to know your cousin turned traitor and is now working for the enemy.

The emissary had unnerved her and not only because of his fearsome armor. He had at first been cold and emotionless, as if reciting a script, but then he acted as if someone else had broken through whatever influence Nesnys held when he told her of Dorian’s passing, some desperate need to tell her such, and the attempt had obviously pained him to do so.

He’s ensorceled somehow. And I’ll wager Taren knows it and will seek a way to undo it. She felt a certainty of that and wished to reach out to him, to seek mutual comfort for their respective losses, but duty weighed heavily upon her, abolishing her freedom to do so, especially under Lanthas’s disapproving gaze.

She sighed and turned her gaze out her own window, unseeing as they passed through the city. Her unsettled thoughts turned back to the demands made. So they do want Taren badly—as he suspected. She remembered the nearly unbelievable story Taren had recounted a few days past in the elven camp. Nesnys and her master Shaol sought to capture him in order to manipulate his mother, the ruler of Nexus. Failing that, they sought some mystical machine to try to reorder the multiverse and destroy Easilon in the process.

Could I truly spare Ketania if I turned him over to her?

Guilt filled her simply at the thought of handing Taren over to that fiend. Even if she didn’t both owe him her life and consider him a friend, she knew she would never do such a thing. Nesnys cannot be trusted, and I could never turn anyone over to such a monster.

She couldn’t resist another glance at Taren. Least of all you.




***




Nesnys was annoyed at Elyas’s stubborn resistance. She’d been forced to rein him in while he was speaking with his cousin, warning the mageling not to meddle with the Soulforge armor, but then Elyas managed to totally slip the bit like an unruly charger when he blurted out the message about Sianna’s brother. Nesnys had been forced to hurt him to reassert control.

He withheld that information from me. The thought irked her, for at one time, she could have exploited the situation with Sianna’s brother to her advantage, but that was in the past now.

Taren will not join us, as expected. The path that remains is to take what I want by force. She wasn’t displeased, for that had been her plan all along. Finding out Elyas’s personal connection to Taren had been a route worth exploring, however.

Fire and blood shall now reign, and I shall capture and break Taren, then crush the fool girl and her armies. Shaol shall be pleased.




















Chapter 21

The morning following the unsettling encounter with Elyas, Taren woke after a restless night filled with tormented dreams. The nightmarish images he vaguely remembered: those of Elyas being dragged to the Abyss in that infernal armor he wore, the armor’s enchantment making it come alive. He cried out and struggled in vain as the armor delivered him to an eternity of torment at the hands of Nesnys and even worse demons.

Taren splashed water on his face from the washbasin in his chamber then wet his hair and smoothed it back. He dressed in the spare robes he’d brought back from Nexus. The material had a satiny feel to it, soft between his fingers yet sturdy. If Sianna wanted him as an advisor for the conclave, he figured he had better look the part.

He briefly wondered if he was doing the right thing, waiting for the impending conflict with Nesnys rather than setting out at once for the Hall of the Artificers.

Mother and Sabyl said it is urgent, yet I cannot leave my friends to be slaughtered and the kingdom destroyed. What good are my talents if I can’t use them to save those I care about? Sabyl hadn’t necessarily discouraged the idea when she’d sent him a vision as a warning, and he felt confident she would alert him if events took a turn for the worse.

And what of Elyas? Is he ensorceled somehow or truly corrupted with evil? He said he gave an oath to Nesnys. That admission had come as just another in a series of shocks, and he couldn’t believe his cousin would serve her voluntarily. I’ll find a way to free you, Cousin.

Taren shook his head and sighed, feeling overwhelmed by the burden of responsibility. He stood at his window, looking out over the harbor and the lake in the distance.

I’d give it all back—the magic, the adventure, all of it—just to return to how things were a year ago, before Aunt Shenai took ill. No war and death, no evil plots threatening Easilon and the whole multiverse. Just a simple life free of such cares.

But he didn’t have that luxury. He was needed to take up the mantle of his birthright—the thaumaturge he was expected to be—and put a halt to Nesnys and her master’s plans.

A soft knock at the door ended his disheartening rumination.

Mira stood outside in the hall. “Good morning, Taren.”

“Morning. Heading to breakfast?”

“If you like,” she agreed.

“Sure, just let me get my boots on.” As he pulled on his boots, Mira stepped inside, and he could tell by her manner she had something on her mind.

After a moment she spoke up. “May I ask a favor?”

“I don’t know, Mira,” he replied seriously. “You can be awfully burdensome at times.”

Her eyes widened, growing comically round at his unexpected reply, and he could hold back his laughter no longer. She smiled and looked relieved when she realized he was merely teasing.

“Mira, you can ask of me whatever is in my power to grant. Surely, you’ve earned that.” He squeezed her shoulder affectionately then followed her out into the hallway.

“It’s nothing major. I was hoping you wouldn’t mind accompanying me to find an herbalist in the city. I’d like to purchase some tea leaves, if you could spare a bit of coin.”

The prospect of accompanying Mira on a minor errand would be a welcome relief to take his mind off weightier matters for a time. He knew she was unnerved by the bustle and crowds of such big cities and also wouldn’t want to leave him alone if she were gone.

“I don’t mind at all. We can go now if you like. I’m sure we can rustle up some food when we get back.”

From the way her face lit up, he felt like a bit of a selfish lout for his lack of consideration for his friends, Mira especially, who was the most loyal and least demanding person he had ever known and probably ever would. She thanked him, but simply knowing he could do something for her for a change would have been thanks enough.

An elderly chambermaid Taren queried in the hallway gave them directions to an herbalist. The morning was cold and the sky clear though the wind was biting. Without difficulty, they located the shop, tucked away down a narrow side street a couple blocks away from the harbor. The aroma of herbs and spices filled the air the moment they stepped inside. Rows of shelves were lined with jars and bins filled with more varieties of leaves, roots, seeds, herbs, and other plant-based substances than Taren had imagined existed. His only comparable experience was the small herbalist in Swanford, which had about a quarter the stock of this store. The shopkeeper was happy to help them, and Mira was delighted to find the type of green tea leaves she enjoyed back at her monastery. The shopkeeper filled a pouch with the dried leaves, and Taren gladly parted with a few coppers from the purse his mother had given him.

Not being in any particular hurry to return to the castle, they walked down to the docks. The brisk wind kept the lake’s more unpleasant odors, fish and algae, from being overpowering. Despite the cold morning breeze, the weather remained fair and sunny for early winter. Fishing vessels were out on the water, plying their trades, white sails dotting the choppy waves as far as the eye could see. The lake itself seemed nearly as great as the ocean to Taren, its blue waters stretching to the horizon. He wondered if such a large lake froze over in the depths of winter. Seeing Mira enjoying the sight as much as he did made him happy.

A good-sized fish market was set up just off the docks. The sight of some large, freshly caught trout made him think of how delicious they would taste after frying them up over a fire. Naturally, that led to his stomach grumbling at its emptiness. Once that occurred, Taren decided they should head back to the castle and scrounge up some breakfast. Mira, naturally, was agreeable.

They returned to the castle and found Ferret waving at them excitedly from across the bailey. “Taren! Mira! I’ve been looking all over for you two.” She jogged toward them, footsteps clanging on the flagstones. “The dwarves are arriving! So is the other elven party!”

“We were just about to get breakfast,” Mira said, unmoved by Ferret’s excitement.

Ferret stared at her a long moment before her head swiveled to look at Taren. He got the impression of astonishment from the girl. “You what? Then go grab a quick snack. If we hurry, we can watch them all marching into the city. The queen and everybody else already left for the gates to greet them.”

Taren’s stomach might not have agreed, but he was curious to take the measure of their hopeful allies. “Come to think of it, it does seem rather quiet around here.”

None of the routine training and drilling of guardsmen that usually was taking place was happening. In fact, the bailey was nearly deserted, very odd for midmorning. Only a few guards were in sight to man the castle, the majority apparently escorting Sianna and her retinue.

“Exactly. We’re the only ones not there.” Ferret regarded him as if that were some great injustice.

Taren exchanged a glance with Mira, then both laughed. “Well, if you require an escort, milady, I shall be happy to oblige.” He bowed and offered up his arm to Ferret.

She looked at him with what might have passed for an irritated glare at first, but couldn’t resist giggling after a moment. She gamely accepted his arm. They passed back through the gates, receiving polite nods from the guards.

“Will we even be able to see anything?” Mira asked. “If the entire city is there to watch…”

“Why do you think I wanted to find you two? Taren can magick us out there, right?”

Taren realized Mira was right, for the streets around the castle were deserted, which meant the vicinity of the city gates would be packed with spectators. “Well…”

“Oh, even better—why don’t you fly us out over the city wall? Then we can see the actual meeting taking place outside the city.” Ferret’s grip on his arm tightened painfully in her excitement.

Might as well use my talent for something besides destroying things for a change. “Fine, but I won’t be able to if you break my arm.”

“Oops, sorry.” Ferret released her grip.

“Is Creel with the queen?” Taren asked.

“Nay. He’s down at that tavern he likes,” Ferret said sourly. “Says he has no interest in such ‘grand pomposity.’”

Taren chuckled. “Sounds just like him. All right, stand close.”

He formed a disc of force as he had done previously, a relatively simple manipulation of his magic. When the three of them stepped on, he sent the disc levitating high up into the air. They rose swiftly, and the expanding view was spectacular as the castle and city shrank down like a detailed model. Buildings looked like a child’s arranged blocks, with a confusing labyrinth of streets winding between them. Boats bobbed out on the broad expanse of Zoph Lake, and he could see the main street culminating near the city gates. A tremendous mob of people crowded the streets and rooftops for blocks around the gates, all trying to get a view of the popular young queen treating with the visiting dignitaries.

They glided toward the city wall and, at Ferret’s urging to go faster, soon were scudding well above rooftops and then past the city wall itself. Up there, the wind was cold and cutting, and Taren clutched his cloak more tightly about himself. Unsurprisingly, Ferret was unaffected by the cold, but he hadn’t expected Mira to be similarly unconcerned.

I need to work on a magical solution to this, he thought with a tinge of jealousy.

He took them into a sweeping curve to the northwest, and there lines of troops appeared, moving toward the city.

Nearer to the city, a smaller, less orderly host of elves moved along in their graceful, loping strides, quicker than a comfortable pace for a human. Several riders led the procession on horseback. The elves numbered roughly a thousand, Taren guessed.

Farther to the north marched a neat, orderly column of dwarves, the sun glinting off their armor and weapons. As he brought the three of them closer, he could hear their baritone voices raised in some marching song. He estimated their numbers at around six thousand, likely the combined hosts of both King Stonefist’s and Queen Hammerhelm’s warriors.

“Do you think such a force will be enough to defeat the Nebarans?” Ferret asked. “Assuming they all agree to join the war?”

Taren thought on that a moment, running the numbers in his head. “I’m no military expert, but even if all the elves and dwarves agree to join us, we’d still be short a few thousand troops. No telling what actually will happen when battle is joined, however. A solid battle plan and motivation to defend home and hearth could make up the difference. I’ll bring us back around.”

They arced around to the west, curving southward until they neared the road leading to the city gates. Taren brought them down a few hundred paces south of all the activity around the gates to avoid drawing too much attention to themselves, landing between the army camp and the crowd. Already, he could see Sianna, Nardual, Lanthas, and a number of others formed up to greet the arrivals, surrounded by ranks of city guardsmen keeping the refugees and crowds at bay.

“This looks like a nice spot, wouldn’t you ladies agree?” Taren sat on a large stone beside the road.

“Yes, this will do nicely.” Mira joined him.

Ferret seemed disappointed at not getting closer but settled for climbing a nearby oak tree, where she found a perch in the boughs.

In spite of the sunshine, Taren’s face was numb, and he blew into his cold hands to try to warm them. He hadn’t expected how cold it would be up in the air, exposed to the full brunt of the raw wind.

“I don’t suppose you have any extra warmth to spare?” he asked Mira jokingly, noting she still seemed to be ignoring the cold.

“I’ve never tried, but now I’m curious.” Mira scooted nearer until their shoulders were touching, then she took his hand in hers. She closed her eyes for a few moments, then he felt warmth gradually flow into him, first his hand, then up his arm and into his chest. Soon, he was warm and comfortable, as if sitting indoors beside a hearth. Even a stiff gust of wind seemed to not touch him.

“That’s marvelous, Mira!” He noted with his second sight they were surrounded by a soft white glow, her ki encompassing the two of them. “If it’s too much effort, then don’t tire yourself.”

She smiled. “No, it’s not much different than fortifying my own body. Just a bit of additional ki expenditure, but not much at all.”

By that time, the elven delegation from Lothloras of the Silverwood Forest had arrived at the gates. They were led by Queen Shalaera, a tall, stately elf wearing a plum-colored riding dress. She could have been a statue carved of marble, for her skin was pale and flawless, her hair so white it nearly glowed in the sunlight.

Taren was more interested in watching Sianna, however. The queen wore a riding dress of the blue-and-white of her royal house. Over the top, she wore a shiny breastplate with a falcon emblazoned on it, as well as her short sword on her hip. Her auburn hair shone like newly minted copper in the afternoon sun, pulled into a long tail at her neck.

Sianna and the elven queen exchanged words, then Nardual and Lanthas greeted her also. From that distance, Taren couldn’t hear any of the conversation, but the two elves seemed quite cool toward each other. After a few minutes of conversation, Sianna and the others turned and led the Queen Shalaera’s delegation into the city.

“I’m missing that breakfast right about now,” Taren muttered when his stomach grumbled. “I knew I should have gotten something to eat first.”

“If you two lovebirds are done holding hands,” Ferret shouted, “we’ve got company approaching!”

Taren blinked in surprise, having forgotten his and Mira’s hands were clasped. He let go of her hand and stood up on the rock. Riding toward them from the direction of the army camp were Kulnor, his friend Harbek, and their contingent of dwarves mounted on their stout ponies.

Ferret leaped from the tree bough, paying no heed to the twenty-foot drop, then walked over to join them, leaving deep depressions where her metal feet had struck the loam.

“Ho there, me friends,” Kulnor called heartily as they rode up. “Seems ye’ve the right idea to avoid the crowds.”

The priest and his group of warriors looked sharp with their crisp surcoats and polished armor and weapons. Harbek carried a dark-blue standard with a large silver anvil device upon it, the colors matching their uniforms.

“Aye, Taren magicked us so we could fly over the crowds,” Ferret said.

“That so?” Kulnor’s eyebrows rose. “Did ye get a look at where me queen and her army is at?”

“I’d say about another hour or two at their current pace,” Taren replied. “They were a fair distance behind the elves.”

“And rightly so,” Harbek grumbled. “Our people want as little to do with ’em as possible. The old witch leadin’ that Silverwood lot is about as pleasant as a starvin’ orc, from what I’ve heard tell.”

“Speakin’ of starvin’,” Kulnor said, “I reckon it’s lunchtime. Would ye care to join us? We got bread and cheese and sausages. Plenty to go around.” He motioned to several of his men, who began unloading their saddlebags.

“And ale,” Harbek added with a grin. He patted a wooden cask strapped to the back of his pony.

Taren smiled. “Like a blessing sent from the gods. Thank you—that would be perfect.”




***




Mira smiled when she recognized Queen Sioned Hammerhelm at the head of the host of dwarves. She had encountered the fiery queen months earlier in the foothills of the Giantspear Mountains when she began her quest with Brother Cerador.

Hard to believe that was only this past summer—feels as if years have passed.

Kulnor and his dwarves had ridden out a short time before to meet Sioned and provide an escort as her honor guard.

“I like dwarven picnics,” Ferret remarked. “But I’d like it even better if I could eat and drink.”

“You learned some new songs though, didn’t you?” Taren asked.

“Aye. And some salty ones at that.”

Mira had to smile. The dwarves’ picnic had been little different from any meal they might have shared in a tavern, save for being under the open sky. The boisterous group drank ale and sang songs, and a few of the warriors even diced while they awaited their queen’s arrival. None overimbibed, however.

As if by some unknown signal, Harbek got to his feet and barked an order. The warriors efficiently stowed their remaining supplies of food and the ale cask back on their ponies and were back in the saddle within moments, ready to ride to their queen. Once they spotted her across the field, they had spurred their ponies into action with excited shouts and whoops.

Ferret climbed her tree again for a good vantage point, leaving Mira standing beside Taren, who had pulled his elven cloak tightly around himself, the unusual material mirroring his surroundings and making him hard to see from certain angles.

“Shall I fortify you against the cold again?” she offered.

“That would be nice, thanks.” He smiled and sat on the large rock again.

She returned his smile, happy to make her abilities of use to him as well. Discovering new ways to apply her talents was as exciting as it was enlightening. She gripped his hand and again extended her ki until his body was fortified as hers, performing the feat even more easily this time.

“I need to find a way to do this magically,” Taren said. “I could heat this rock, but that wouldn’t do anything about the wind. Unless I directed the air around us…” His eyes took on that thoughtful look they often did when he was reading or working through a problem.

Sianna and her retinue had returned to the city gates some time before, to receive the dwarves. Kulnor and his men rode proudly at the head of the dwarven host as they approached. At a shouted command, the column of warriors halted about a hundred paces from Sianna’s group, save for their leaders, who continued on to meet the queen. Leading them were Sioned and another dwarf, quite old, who wore ornate plate mail, his helm fashioned in the shape of a crown at the top. A shield was slung across his back and a large axe holstered on his saddle. His thick gray beard was plaited and tucked into his belt over a substantial belly. Yet nothing was soft about the old warrior—Rukk Stonefist, King of Stonespur Citadel, as Kulnor had identified him earlier.

Sioned Hammerhelm was equally striking in appearance. The queen might have been only a quarter of King Stonefist’s age. Her blond-brown hair was braided in a thick tail that stuck out below her helm and went down to her waist. Her plate armor gleamed in the sunlight, and a mighty warhammer was strapped to her saddle. She rode on a shaggy mountain goat with spiral horns, while Rukk rode a sturdy pony.

The reception appeared much more informal than the one with Queen Shalaera earlier. The dwarves each clasped hands with Sianna cordially, and after speaking a few moments, they accompanied her into the city with their retinue of advisors and retainers. Due to the size of the dwarven host, orders were given to move about a quarter mile west of the gates in order to prepare camp near the city walls.

“I don’t think there’s much else to see, your ladyship,” Taren called up to Ferret. “Shall we escort you back to the castle?”

Ferret leaped from the tree, landing a couple of paces from where Taren and Mira were sitting. The ground shook from the impact, but the clockwork girl was unfazed.

“Aye, milord thaumaturge. As you say. Another flight would be much appreciated—perhaps over the lake this time?”

Taren grinned. “I aim to please. Best hope my magic doesn’t expire midflight though, or we might be swimming home.”

“Huh. I suspect I won’t be doing much swimming—sinking like an anchor, more like.” Despite her momentarily sour tone, Ferret seemed eager to fly again.

Mira had to admit the sensation was quite interesting. She remembered her startling first experience spirit walking, when she had to change her form to a bird and fly back to her body, but that hadn’t felt as exhilarating as flying in the flesh did.

As they rose off the ground on the magical disc Taren conjured, she allowed herself to relax her guard for a bit and found herself smiling as joyously as she imagined Ferret might have been.




















Chapter 22

Sianna sat in the window alcove of her sitting room, staring out at Zoph Lake below. She barely noticed the picturesque sight of the morning sunlight sparkling on the blue waters.

Instead, she was busy struggling to keep her meager breakfast down, for her stomach roiled with nerves at the impending conclave. She had sent Lorena away after her cousin got her bathed, groomed, and dressed appropriately for her appearance. The slim circlet that Lord Lanthas had presented her with a short time earlier felt heavy on her brow despite its light weight and graceful design. How he’d managed to have that crafted at such short notice, she didn’t know.

“‘Thus begins the arduous climb out of the Abyss,’” she murmured, reciting the words of some sage she had read as part of her studies with Master Aered. She couldn’t recall the author but could appreciate the sentiment.

She had clearly sunken to the depths of her own personal Abyss. After the loss of her family and home, the kingdom at war, the assassination attempt, her capture and subsequent witness of the deaths of brave men trying to rescue her, Sir Edwin’s betrayal, and lastly, her personal torment at the hands of Nesnys, she knew she couldn’t possibly sink any lower. The naive girl who had accepted a rose in the courtyard and given her token to a dashing knight was broken irrevocably. This new Sianna, cobbled together from the pieces, must climb back from the Abyss and face the moment of truth.

All I must do is forge an alliance and build an army, then defeat the invaders and save the kingdom. No pressure at all.

She gave a bitter laugh that was choked off. The circlet on her head felt very heavy indeed at that moment.

At least the pageantry of her touring the city and meeting personally with guards and officials seemed to have had a positive effect. Lanthas told her that recruiting had spiked in the past few days as inspired youths volunteered to enlist and defend their kingdom. The officers were hoping to reach a thousand new recruits, though time wouldn’t allow them to become very well trained come the fighting. She tried not to think on the fact that many were only going to their deaths.

“Your Majesty, are you ready?” 

She started at the voice and turned to find Rafe—Sir Rafe now, she had to remind herself—poking his head inside the door, hesitating at the threshold. 

“Apologies, but Iris told me they are ready for you,” he said sympathetically.

Sianna waved him inside, and he shut the door behind him. The city tailors must have been working overtime to outfit her and all her royal guards and trusted advisors in new garments. Rafe wore a crisp and well-fitting new uniform, with tunic and breeches striped with the Atreus blue and white and the royal falcon engraved on a shiny breastplate, much like the one she had commissioned earlier. As she studied him, she realized her friend’s frame had turned to muscle as he’d shed fat over the intervening months since first having met him. Rigorous training and exercise with the Castle Llantry guard force, followed by their time on the road, had worked wonders. He was neatly groomed, hair and beard trimmed, and looked every bit the commander of her royal guard.

Jahn had declined that honor, claiming he was merely a simple grunt and not officer material. Sianna disagreed with that sentiment, although she’d given Rafe the deserving position, for which the big man was truly humbled. She had other plans for Jahn that she thought might be more suitable. Once she reclaimed Castle Llantry, it would need a new captain of the guard.

Iris got Rafe cleaned up nicely. Hopefully, I’ve been transformed half so well—into a queen that they’ll take seriously.

She smiled at the sight of her friend. “I suppose I must be ready, Rafe. Not like I have the luxury not to be. I’ll give my compliments to Iris on the fine job getting you cleaned up and dressed properly.”

Rafe flushed at the mention of Iris but looked pleased. “You’re too kind, Your Majesty.”

“Nonsense. And don’t be so formal when we’re alone.”

“Aye, Sianna.”

“That’s better.” She took in a deep breath and rose from her seat. She resisted the urge to check her gown and hair to make sure everything was in place, but Iris had double-checked Lorena’s work earlier and assured her she looked a proper queen. Despite her friend’s reassurance, when she clasped her hands together, she couldn’t help but run her thumb over the ugly ridge of scar tissue where Nesnys had bitten off the small finger of her left hand.

Rafe noticed her motion before she stopped herself. “We’ve nearly matching wounds.” He held up his own mangled left hand, where he’d lost the last two fingers during an ambush from an erinys in the forest.

“So we do,” she said sadly but forced a smile onto her face.

“Sir Colm once said that a warrior loyal to the crown should be proud of the scars he wears, for they are marks of his valor and loyalty in doing his duty.”

“Sir Colm was a wise and great man. I miss him dearly.” And I could use his wisdom more than anything. “But what would he say of a queen with such an ugly scar?”

“I reckon he’d say the same—that they show our queen’s valor and loyalty to her people. I’m sure he would consider it a badge of honor.” His earnestness nearly brought a tear to Sianna’s eye.

“Thank you, Rafe. You’re a good man and quite wise yourself.” She approached him then reached out and squeezed his maimed hand with her own. “And so our wounds bind us, my friend, as does our duty. Come, let us not keep our honored guests waiting any longer.”




***




“The Queen of Ketania,” Sir Rafe announced in a booming voice.

Taren rose to his feet, along with the other humans when Sianna swept into the council chamber. She wore a golden circlet on her brow, studded with rubies, and looked every inch a proper queen. Her hair cascaded down her back in copper waves, and her dress was a deep emerald fringed with golden lace at cuffs and bodice, the green hue bringing out her eyes.

The elven and dwarven delegations remained seated, as did their monarchs. Being of the Free Kingdoms, they were considered Sianna’s equals in station. She went around and greeted each of the four monarchs with polite handshakes and a few brief words to each. A large round table dominated the room, at which the five monarchs alone sat. Behind each were seated a number of advisors from their respective kingdoms.

Taren felt honored to have been invited as one of Sianna’s advisors. He had done his best to make a good impression: he was freshly bathed and clean-shaven, dressed in a fancy set of robes delivered by a servant that morning. A great wizard from the legends might have worn such a garment, a rich blue with silver embroidery on the cuffs and collar. All he was missing was a mystical staff and funny hat.

Creel sat beside Taren, the rugged monster hunter looking as uncomfortable as he did out of place in the chamber. Similarly cleaned up, he wore a quality tunic and breeches that somehow looked wrong on him—his clothes too new and neatly pressed, boots too shiny. His rugged persona seemed oddly diminished.

Lord Lanthas and Iris were positioned on the other side of Creel. In the row of chairs behind them stood a handful of military officers and other advisors Taren didn’t know. Only a few of the dignitaries in the room were those he did know. He noted Kulnor and Harbek sitting proudly with Queen Hammerhelm’s contingent. The only other one he knew personally was Aninyel, selected as one of Nardual’s advisors. She gave him a broad smile and a wink when she saw him looking.

Sianna gestured for Taren and the others to be seated, her smile passing over them briefly like a ray of sunlight on a dreary day before she turned her attention to her peers. “I’d like to thank my esteemed guests for undertaking such long journeys to join us this day. This conclave, I hope, will bear valuable fruit in the form of renewing old alliances between the Free Kingdoms and the Kingdom of Ketania and forging alliances to take us into a brighter future. We gather here today in a dark hour, when the Nebaran Empire sows bloodshed and destruction far and wide across the lands—our homeland. Just this morning, I’ve received word that the main army is advancing toward Carran. Whether this will be a direct assault or merely posturing to further project the empire’s power, I cannot say, yet I think the threat to all of our kingdoms is plain.”

Some murmuring arose when she let them digest that news, until a cool voice spoke up.

“Humans warring with humans. These are human problems, not elven ones.” The speaker, Queen Shalaera of the Silverwood elves, spoke in a haughty tone. “Nor even dwarven problems, I daresay, lest they are foolish enough to become involved.”

“We decide what our problems be, ye old witch,” Rukk Stonefist shot back. “Methinks ye’re plenty afeared to have stirred from yer lair in those woods o’ yers.”

Shalaera spared Rukk a withering glance that might’ve been reserved for a misbehaving child. Before she could make a retort, King Nardual spoke up.

“I’ve also received news this very morning that might change your mind, Shalaera.” He turned to Sianna. “I regret to begin this palaver with more grave tidings, yet my scouts have delivered word of a second Nebaran host marching up from the south. They’ve passed the Downs of Atur and could unite with the main force in mere days.”

“Another force?” Sianna’s voice held a slight quaver.

Another force, Taren thought, echoing his queen. If so, where do they get the men? Nesnys must have set this in motion weeks ago for another force to be threatening us.

Creel cursed quietly under his breath.

A clamor of raised voices broke out, monarchs and advisors all engaging in hasty consultation. Queen Shalaera simply sat there silently as if it were no concern, her mind already made up.

“What is the strength of this second army?” Sioned asked.

“Roughly ten thousand strong,” Nardual replied.

Even Shalaera’s cold marble features looked slightly dismayed at that.

“They can only mean to finish what they began,” Sianna said. “Once they raze Carran, who’s to say they won’t continue to march north, to Stonespur Citadel or Silverwood Forest?” She glanced pointedly at Rukk and Shalaera respectively.

“Let ’em come,” Rukk said, although some of his bluster had faded. “They’ll break against our gates. Mayhap they’ll find easier prey in the witch’s woods.”

“’Twould be foolish to let these invaders advance so far,” Sioned said. “We can stop ’em with steel here on these plains afore they get any more momentum behind them.”

Rukk stroked his beard and looked thoughtful, though he kept his narrowed eyes on Shalaera.

“Sianna and I have already agreed in principle we must stand together and face these foes,” Nardual said. “Either host is within a couple swift days’ march from the borders of Fallowin Forest. To simply hope they pass us by and continue warring with our human friends would be both callow and absurd.”

Rukk snorted. “Ye’re only sayin’ so since yer feet are nearest the fire.”

Taren noticed Shalaera was staring at him, her gaze carrying a weight that made him uneasy. Her eyes provided the only color in her pale countenance, a striking black-cherry hue, equally piercing and unnerving. He nodded respectfully and looked away after their gazes had locked an uncomfortably long time. He recalled hearing she was a powerful sorceress and wondered if she was simply sizing up a possible rival.

“I would hear details of any plan on how to defeat this foe before I commit to any agreement,” Shalaera said, turning her attention back to Sianna.

Sianna sounded surprised when she answered. “Yes, of course. I would ask Lord Lanthas to speak to military matters.”

Taren let out a relieved breath. Seems we may be getting somewhere.




***




Creel stretched his back as unobtrusively as possible, wishing he could be anywhere but stuck in the conclave, which had been going on for hours. Even more than that, he wished he had a drink. He would’ve given anything at that moment to be sitting at the Giantslayers Inn with his arm around Rada’s waist while reliving past adventures with her and Brom. But such was not to be.

He didn’t know why Sianna had asked him to attend but guessed she thought he would be honored. He supposed he should have been, but he cared little for talk of military strategies and even less for the politics of the conclave.

At least they seem on board with this alliance. Sioned and Rukk had committed formally early on after some mutual discussion, and although Shalaera had been careful not to make any commitment, Creel thought the matter nearly decided. The elf queen might detest the necessity of getting involved, but she was no fool and knew as well as the others their best chance lay in a united front and stopping Nesnys’s forces sooner rather than later. The revelation of a second host was very troubling, and thus far, no consensus had been reached as to how to confront it.

Now if they’d just sign a treaty or whatnot and let us out of here. The generals can strategize into the wee hours of the morning, for all I care.

“And we be in agreement that we should smash this first host afore the second can bolster it,” Sioned was saying. “Mayhap that’ll take the steel outta the second host.”

Uncertain as to the second part, but I agree we shouldn’t let them join up.

“Then that would mean we must take to the field in mere days.” Sianna’s face wasn’t visible, as they were seated behind her, but she sounded dismayed.

“Seems hasty, but I agree our best odds would be to strike swiftly and decisively,” Nardual agreed.

Sioned and Rukk were busy conversing with their commanders.

“I shall agree to this alliance,” Shalaera said loftily, “at least for this initial battle. Depending on the outcome, I reserve the right to reevaluate the situation and, if I deem it appropriate, withdraw if necessary.”

“We gladly welcome your support, Queen Shalaera,” Sianna said, a note of relief in her voice.

“We think the boyos can fix somethin’ up in that time,” Rukk said, turning around and seeming oblivious to Shalaera’s offer of support. “Eh, did I miss something?”

“Queen Shalaera offered her support for the first engagement,” Sianna said.

Rukk raised a bushy eyebrow. “’Bout time ye got off yer high horse and saw reason.”

Shalaera’s glare could’ve cut glass, but Rukk only chuckled heartily.

“Then may I suggest we adjourn for a couple hours until later this afternoon,” Sianna said. “Our advisors can draft up a formal proclamation to be signed, and this will give our military commanders time to hammer out a preliminary plan of attack.”

Creel had to restrain himself from bolting for the doors, remembering decorum to allow the monarchs to depart first while they stood politely. The dwarves left first, engaged in animated talks of tactics, then Sianna and Nardual departed, conversing quietly.

“Young mage, I believe we haven’t been introduced.” Shalaera was approaching them, her attention focused on Taren like a hungry hawk upon a field mouse.

Too late for a getaway. Creel restrained a groan. He sidled nearer the door but remained behind, interested in the conversation.

“I’m Taren, Your Majesty. Advisor to Queen Sianna.” He bowed respectfully.

Shalaera extended a pale, slim hand, and Taren kissed the back of it. “And responsible for your young queen standing here before us today. Tales of your valiant rescue are on everyone’s tongues. Your talents must be impressive, especially for one so young.”

Shalaera’s daughter, who served as one of her advisors, was a near duplicate of her mother, if a bit less severe looking—also a sorceress of some repute, as Creel recalled. She stood a step behind her mother and likewise regarded Taren intently.

“You’re too kind, Your Majesty,” Taren said. “I’m only happy to have been of service to my queen.”

The daughter spoke up suddenly. “That was you yesterday. You were with two others, flying overhead and observing our approach to the city.”

Ferret had filled Creel in on their activities of the past day during the banquet the previous night. He had spent a good part of yesterday at Feldegast’s to avoid such situations like this conclave presented, but unfortunately, Iris had cornered him at the feast and invited him to attend, which sounded more like a directive than a request the way she had put it.

“My daughter and heir, Julicienne,” Shalaera said.

Taren bowed to Julicienne also. “A pleasure to meet you as well, Your Highness. You’re correct. I did take my friends to see the sights yesterday.”

“See anything you fancy?” Julicienne asked with a bold stare. Whereas her mother wore a plum-colored dress laced to her neck, her daughter wore the same color but a much filmier gown, low-cut and leaving little to the imagination.

Taren flushed and looked like a drowning man for a moment.

Before he could reply, Shalaera cackled laughter. “Leave the boy be, Daughter. Let us leave the confines of this dreadful castle for a time. I do look forward to seeing your talents in use, Taren.” The hint of a smile ghosted her lips, then mother and daughter were walking away. Their retinue followed silently.

Creel grabbed Taren’s arm. “Looks like you could use a drink, lad.” He was amused at his young friend’s dismay.

Taren nodded, clearly relieved the elves had left. “Especially after that. Those two were quite… intense.”

“Aye, nothing good can come from being the subject of those two’s attentions. Let’s get out of here.”

As they took the hallway toward the rear of the castle, where they weren’t likely to be accosted again, Taren remarked, “Thank the gods we’ve made some progress here. I was dreading this would go on for days.”

“Aye. Sianna did well—she held her own in there. That’s a promising start to her reign. I don’t recall her father or grandfather ever meeting with all of the Free Kingdoms’ monarchs before.”

“She was very well-spoken and looked… radiant.”

Creel laughed at the dreamy look on Taren’s face. “Say, where’s your shadow, Mira, today?”

“Oh, she’ll be meeting us just outside the castle. Ferret too.”

He raised an eyebrow. “How do you know that?”

Taren tapped his temple with a forefinger. “Mother taught me a little psionics. Most of the time, I forget about it, but it can be useful.”

Creel grunted. He had heard something about Taren’s psionic talent from Ferret, but it had slipped his mind. He held the door for Taren, and they passed out a servant door to the bailey.

“Well, there’s no fighting in the castle yet, so I reckon that’s a win.” Ferret was leaning against the wall just outside the door, Mira standing beside her. “They weren’t at each others’ throats in there?”

“A few testy exchanges at the get-go, but fortunately for my numb arse, they reached an agreement to join forces,” Creel said. “At least there’ll be others to share in paying the butcher’s bill now.” Don’t know how in the Abyss we’ll pull off a victory, but at least we won’t be alone in suffering the defeat.

“Huh. Thanks for pissin’ in the ale cask, Dak,” Ferret said.

His grim statement had put somewhat of a damper on their spirits, but he knew a few drinks should lighten the mood.

The four of them passed out the postern gate and into a street behind the castle. During the past weeks spent in Carran, Creel had discovered the shortest way to Feldegast’s by way of back streets.

“Oh, Mira, ’ware the elven ice queen and her daughter—they took a definite interest in our young friend here.” Creel clapped Taren on the back.

If he had thought to ruffle Mira’s feathers, he was mistaken. “Queen Shalaera has an ill look to her,” Mira observed, unperturbed as always. “You should keep your distance from her, Taren.”

“I’ll do my best. Especially after the two of them cornered me after the conclave adjourned.”

“They were eyeing him like dogs drooling over a nice bloody steak,” Creel said with a chuckle.

Taren flushed, and the others laughed.




















Chapter 23

Kulnor rode with Sioned, Rukk, Harbek, and a number of dwarven advisors and engineers. They were led by Jahn, former sergeant and scout, now one of Queen Sianna’s royal guardsmen. She had dispatched Jahn as a guide so they might survey the ground the humans felt was their preferred choice of battlefield in a couple days’ time.

Already, dusk was drawing near, for they had spent nearly the entire day in the conclave, bickering at first and later strategizing. Fortunately, Sioned’s supply train was well stocked with ale casks, which had helped soothe Kulnor’s nerves before riding out after what had already been a long day.

Two nights and a day to get ready for battle… This is madness.

In days of old, if the dwarves were planning any sapping operations, they were said to take many days, if not weeks, to prepare, at least from what Kulnor had heard. To his knowledge, they hadn’t even employed their sappers on a battlefield in centuries. But he wasn’t an expert on such matters. Jarkond, an elderly dwarf in Rukk’s employ who had seen two and a half centuries, was the expert.

The land the humans favored was a relatively flat, grassy plain. Level ground stretched for nearly a quarter mile abreast, broken up on the western edge by a shallow, slow-moving stream wending amid scattered thickets. To the east was a long, stony ridge descending into a low-lying gully.

“I reckon we should dig a bolt-hole here, me king,” Jarkond called down from the top of the ridge he had been inspecting with a pair of his journeymen sappers. He had not a hair on his liver-spotted head, but his snowy beard was impressive. The elderly dwarf was stoop shouldered but still hale. “We set a few boyos to diggin’ from the bottom of that gully, then once we’ve got space to work, bring more in. Once finished, we load up the bolt-hole and wait to spring our trap on those southern pricks.”

“Ye’ll have enough time for all that diggin’?” Rukk asked.

“Aye. Time’s a’wastin’, though, so I’d like to get some boyos on it right away.” Jarkond raised a mining whistle to his lips.

“Aye, fetch who ye need and have ’em get to work then,” Rukk said.

When the words were barely out of the king’s mouth, Jarkond gave the whistle a series of piercing shrieks loud enough to make Kulnor want to cover his ears. If our plan goes down the privy hole, mayhap we can use some of those annoying whistles to drive off the invaders.

Rukk ignored the sapper after that and turned to Sioned. “Ye seen enough?”

“Aye. But we’ll need Reiktir’s blessing to come out o’ this in good shape,” she replied.

“By Reiktir’s beard, we’ll make those bastards pay.” Rukk had an eager gleam in his eye. He launched a gob of spittle an impressive distance to punctuate his statement then bellowed for his cupbearer, a young dwarf on a pony with a tapped ale keg strapped behind the saddle. The cupbearer hastily refilled his liege’s drinking horn.

Kulnor could have used more ale himself, but the king’s private stock was off-limits to lowborn such as him. Nobody else had been enterprising enough to bring another cask along, so he was destined to suffer with a dry throat a while longer.

Harbek was engaged in conversation with one of Rukk’s commanders, so Kulnor was content to ride alone at the rear of their party as they headed back toward their encampment outside the walls of Carran. His mind was on something besides battle, however. With their tongues loosened by drink at the last banquet, his human friends had been discussing their quest, on which they planned to depart following the battle. He hadn’t gleaned all the details but knew enough that they would find themselves traveling to other planes and be in tremendous danger.

“Ye want to go on that quest, don’t ye?” Sioned had fallen back, allowing the others to move out of hearing range.

“Me queen?” 

Kulnor was surprised at her perception, for he hadn’t made any mention of Creel and the others’ quest. How Sioned knew, he hadn’t the faintest clue. But she always had an uncanny knack for deciphering Kulnor’s thoughts.

She smiled at his obvious surprise. “Queen Sianna mentioned it during a closed-door session with meself and Nardual last night. She doesn’t trust that witch Shalaera, nor old Rukk, to keep that a secret, ’twould seem.”

“With good reason. Word is Rukk can never keep his trap shut, especially with a bellyful o’ ale. And that witch… Well, I wouldn’t trust her to piss on me if I was afire. If ye’ll pardon me crude speech.”

Sioned laughed, a rich, hearty laugh that instantly brought a smile to Kulnor’s face. “I suspect much was left unsaid, yet Sianna laid out the gist of it. Thwart that fiend Nesnys’s plans by journeyin’ to another plane to acquire some control rod, then find a way to destroy it. The whole multiverse could lie in peril if that fiendish bitch gets her mitts on that rod.”

“I gathered as much,” Kulnor admitted. “They’re gonna try and cure the lass, too.”

“Cure who?”

“Ferret. The lass who got magicked into a mechanical construct.”

“Ah. I’ve not had the pleasure to meet her yet.”

“I’ll introduce ye sometime after the battle. She has an interesting tale to share, one I think ye might be interested in hearin’.”

Sioned nodded, although he wasn’t sure she heard him. Her eyes seemed fixed on something only she could see. “I’ve seen this in a vision from Reiktir, me friend. Should their quest fail, none of this amounts to aught.” She waved a hand around herself vaguely.

Kulnor grunted, unsure as to what to say. His queen, being pure of heart and ironclad in her faith, was blessed with visions he himself wasn’t, but he never doubted what she was given to see, and she’d never led her people astray thus far.

Sioned caught his eye then and smiled gently. “Ye want a chance to have yer name recorded by the scrivener in the Book of Deeds, don’t ye?” Once again, she saw to the heart of the matter. 

“Aye,” he admitted after a moment. “Me brother went out and proved himself on a quest, and the Strongaxe name will be spoken with pride for generations.”

“Yet Kalder died in the doing.” Her statement was said gently, a simple statement of fact. “I’d hate to see ye take the same tragic path. I don’t want to lose ye, Kulnor.”

Her words touched him, her earnestness, and her beauty, and as usual, his hopeless love for her warmed him. “I don’t mean to follow him into the Halls of Stone. Only the Book of Deeds, if ye get me meanin’.”

“I do.” She nudged her mountain goat nearer Kulnor’s pony, the two animals of a size with each other, then reached out and squeezed his hand with her strong grip. “I saw ye in that last vision, Kulnor. They’ll fail without ye, so ye have me blessing to accompany yer friends. May Reiktir guide yer axe.”

“And ye as well, me queen.” He grinned and squeezed her hand back.

“Sioned,” she corrected automatically with a smile.

His excitement swelled as they returned to Carran. Reiktir had shown his queen a vision of him, Kulnor Strongaxe, going on such a vital quest. And not only that, but the others wouldn’t succeed without him. Finally, he would have the opportunity to perform a feat to make his clan proud and be listed in the Book alongside his brother.

His hand drifted down to the old throwing axe on his belt as he imagined himself striking down Nesnys and her ilk beside his new friends.




















Chapter 24

“Your Majesty,” Rafe ventured again, “I agree with the others and think it best—”

“I shall not be left behind, hiding within these walls,” Sianna interrupted crisply.

Rafe looked pleadingly to Taren.

Don’t look at me, he thought. She’s already shot down the recommendations of Lord Lanthas and Creel, and they know much more of warfare than I.

Sianna followed Rafe’s gaze, and her glare challenged Taren to agree with the newly dubbed knight.

Taren cleared his throat. “While the others all make valid points, Your Majesty, I believe your presence and the boost in morale to our troops may be a risk worth taking, even despite the potential danger to your person.” He wasn’t sure if he quite believed that, but her triumphant smile was its own reward.

“Thank you, Master Taren,” Sianna said, tossing her hair like a spirited mare. “I refuse to let more good men risk their lives for my sake without myself facing the same dangers.”

Rafe gave Taren a disappointed look but gave up his protests.

“The queen has spoken.” Iris did an admirable job keeping her face clear of emotion, enough to make Taren wonder whose side of the argument she favored.

Thusly was the matter settled, and four hours later in the middle of the night, Taren found himself riding with the queen’s retinue as they sought to steal a march on their foes, camped less than a day south of Carran. Outriders bore torches alongside the army column, its long path wending through the darkness like a river of fire. Men, elves, and dwarves all marched together, united in purpose following the successful conclave.

The allies were making a gamble to try to provoke Nesnys into attacking on ground chosen by them, in an attempt to try to gain every slight advantage they could find, for they were in dire need. In the back of everyone’s minds was the disconcerting knowledge that two or three days south, a second host was marching to reinforce the first.

We need to make short work of this initial force and then somehow regroup to fight and destroy the second within a few days. Even with the combined forces of the allies, they still had an estimated two thousand fewer soldiers than Nesnys’s primary host.

Mira rode quietly to one side of him, and Ferret walked on his other side, each apparently lost within her own thoughts. They kept to the rear of the command group, composed of the monarchs and their advisors and senior military officers, and out of the limelight, for which Taren was thankful. He had avoided the disconcerting attention of Queen Shalaera and her daughter thus far and hoped that trend would continue.

Taren dozed in the saddle, his horse’s steady pace lulling him to sleep, for he hadn’t found rest at all, with the midnight muster.

He roused abruptly when his horse stopped, thinking he’d dozed off for only a moment, but he was surprised to find the sky lightening in the east. The army had halted, and officers were barking orders, moving units of infantry and archers to their designated positions.

Taren looked around, wondering if Creel and Aninyel had successfully provoked Nesnys into attacking, but his friends still hadn’t returned.




***




Creel studied the Nebaran encampment in the distance, feeling a sense of deja vu. The last time he had sought to enter their camp had ended in heartbreaking failure. This time, they only hoped to cause enough chaos to provoke the warlord into a reckless attack.

The enemy camp was more tightly consolidated and under heavier guard than the previous one. The moonlight revealed countless pale rows of tents, clustered tightly along a stream to the west, the very same tributary that bordered the battlefield they hoped to engage their foes upon.

“Do you think taking out a few sentries and setting some pavilions aflame will be enough?” Aninyel asked in a whisper.

“Hopefully, but I’d like to cause as much of a ruckus as possible.” Creel wished he had the Goblin-Tosser and a few canisters of naphtha with him. A few volleys of that fiery payload would not only wake the dead with noise and fury but send a good number of Nesnys’s troops to the Abyss. Unfortunately, he didn’t have either with him. What he did have was a dozen elven archers under Aninyel’s command and a matching number of Ketanian fighters, men-at-arms who were also fair with a bow—and a special item loaned him by Taren, which he hoped to put to good use.

A pair of sentries greeted each other a hundred paces away as they paused in their rounds. Creel couldn’t hear what they were saying, but he saw the glow of a pipe flare brightly for a moment. The smoker exhaled a large plume of smoke and handed the pipe to his comrade.

Aninyel motioned to her archers. Bowstrings thrummed, then both men dropped silently with arrows through their throats. The ember in the pipe burst into sparks when it hit the ground then slowly guttered out.

“Let’s pick off some more sentries before we start setting fires,” Creel said.

He and Aninyel moved to flank the encampment, their steps nearly silent as they passed through the tall grass and around occasional clumps of bushes. Aninyel’s archers were silent shadows following them. Creel’s men weren’t nearly as noiseless, even unarmored, yet moved fairly quietly for fighters. As they advanced, they positioned their men at various intervals with their orders.

Over the next half hour, they picked off another half dozen sentries along the perimeter. Creel was about to suggest they torch the pavilions and fall back, when he spotted the paddock, where several hundred horses were penned for the night at the southern edge of the camp. Another pair of sentries came into sight while he watched, tasked with keeping guard over the horses.

“Now that’s just too tempting a target to pass up,” Creel said. He and Aninyel were hunkered down in a gully fifty paces from the paddock.

Aninyel smiled. “I like your thinking. Start a stampede, and they’ll be rounding up horses for hours.”

“That’ll leave plenty of time for our forces to get in position.”

“What’s the best way to get it started?” she asked.

“Taren was thoughtful enough to provide me this.” He held out a gaudy, cherry-red lacquered wand with sparkles spiraling along its length.

“What does it do?” she asked with a raised eyebrow.

“He said it was used for pyrotechnic shows back in his home village. Also worked well to scatter inquisitors and spook their horses during his escape from one of their traps while on the road.”

“Ah, I do recall hearing something of that—was right before he and his strapping cousin paid us a visit in Egrondel.” Aninyel smiled at the memory.

“Well, I just hope it does the trick,” Creel said. “Have them go on my lead.” The elves were prepared to set fire to the biggest pavilions while the Ketanian soldiers would move in and ambush any soldiers they came across, either in their bedrolls or not, in order to make it seem they were under attack. “We’ll see how they like their tactics turned against them. Just don’t get caught—strike and then withdraw and rally back at the horses.” He turned to the pair of remaining Ketanian soldiers with them. “I’ll need you men with me to take down the fence rails and keep an eye out for any other sentries.”

The men moved off in the direction he indicated and began loosening the fence rails.

“Good luck,” Aninyel said before she slipped away in the darkness.

Creel crept into the paddock, making his way toward the herd. A nearby sentry suddenly grunted and fell with a feathered shaft in his chest. Creel went to finish him off, but the man was already dead. The second sentry had moved among the horses and was difficult to spot, let alone put an arrow in, but Creel wasn’t too concerned. If the man didn’t approach near enough for him or his men to take out, then he’d likely be trampled in the stampede.

He skirted the bulk of the horses, positioning himself between the animals and the camp in order to drive them in the opposite direction. The air was ripe with the smell of manure and churned mud and horseflesh. A horse would occasionally snort or grumble, but the animals mostly ignored him.

Let’s hope this thing works.

“Oi, you there!” The sentry’s boots squelched in the muck as he moved toward Creel, trying to get a good look at him around the milling horses. “Out of the way, you,” he muttered, smacking the rump of a horse that snorted and flicked its ears.

Creel ignored the man. He held the wand, pointing it just above the nearest horses. “Firrsu,” he said, having memorized the command word.

The wand’s tip glowed brightly for an instant, then it erupted with a pyrotechnic discharge. Red, blue, and yellow sparks streamed from the wand and exploded into large bursts of scintillating colors, each making loud popping sounds. He waved it around, and it spat green, orange, and white sparks, then cycled back through the entire spectrum.

Startled horses near him squealed and bolted, the sudden thunder of hooves shaking the ground. Then as one, the entire herd panicked and fled. The sentry’s scream went unheard, and he disappeared beneath the avalanche of stampeding horseflesh.

Within seconds, the paddock was nearly empty, save for a few distant stragglers too well trained to bolt.

When the thunder of hundreds of hooves died down, he heard alarms sounding in the camp and shouts going up. Creel unleashed another stream of pyrotechnic bursts from the wand toward the center of camp, causing men to run and duck for cover. Then he turned and ran in the direction the horses had gone. The two Ketanian men were waving him on, and he followed them into the darkness, circling back around the camp’s perimeter toward the north and their waiting mounts. Flaming arrows were still cutting through the darkness, arcing over the camp and setting tents alight at random. Already, four or five of the most grandiose pavilions, along with a dozen or so smaller tents, were burning cheerily near the heart of the camp.

“We’re under attack! The camp is under attack!” More and more voices took up the cry, disoriented and half-dressed men spilling from their tents.

Creel grinned fiercely as he followed the others. Hope that really pisses off that bitch Nesnys.

More Ketanian fighters came running from the darkness, their swords stained dark with blood, and elves materialized as silently as shadows. Aninyel appeared with the last of her archers a few minutes later. The Blade looked every bit as pleased as Creel felt, and he nodded to the elf, receiving a grin in response.

More shouts rang out as the Nebarans tried to organize a defense against an enemy who was no longer there.

They were just nearing their hobbled group of horses a quarter mile away when a summons went out. With his sensitivity to magic, Creel felt it in the pit of his stomach on some deeper level he couldn’t quite explain, yet he imagined it was similar to a whistle tuned so that only hounds might hear it. He had sensed the same call once before—back in Ammon Nor when a fiend was summoned to aid the Nebaran troops.

Aninyel noticed the summons as well and stopped, her face troubled as she stared back at the burning camp.

“A summons for Nesnys or one of her lieutenants,” Creel said. “Perhaps the bitch wasn’t in camp at the time.”

“Ah,” Aninyel said. “Well, if not, she won’t be happy once she arrives.”

“Hopefully angry enough to order an immediate retaliation come morning.”

They reached their horses a moment later and rode away into the night just as the horizon was beginning to lighten. A quick count showed they hadn’t lost a single man or elf, and Creel hoped that was a sign the gods might continue to smile on them that day.




***




So, the mortals show some steel in their spines after all. Nesnys regarded the host arrayed below her in neat ranks as she circled overhead, only two or three miles from her own camp.

The lirruk horn’s summons in the early hours had roused her from the bed she shared with Elyas with her second army to the south. She teleported to her primary army’s encampment, only to find it aflame, with men running around in a frenzy, shouting about being under attack. She needed just a few minutes to determine that only a small raid had occurred, yet her officers took much longer to restore order. By the time the fires were out and men were organized, dawn was breaking. A few dozen men had been lost, but more aggravating was the fact that the herd of horses had been scattered over miles of plains. Men were sent to round them up, but the task would take hours.

Nesnys was surprised to discover the mortal army here, several hours south of Carran, arranged on the field to meet her own force in battle. She couldn’t help but feel a sliver of admiration, for she respected a foe who boldly seized the offensive rather than those who cowered behind walls, awaiting the inevitable. Always better to be the hunter than the hunted.

The fact they were marching forth to attack her forces was an unexpected development, one which threw her plan to await Elyas’s host into doubt.

They must know of my other army. Perhaps they seek a swift victory, to divide and defeat my forces before they unite? She mulled that over as she glided, riding an updraft. The united forces of the mortals still weren’t enough to match her own in numbers, yet the outcome of meeting them head on was far from certain. A defeat of her forces was unlikely, but she had no way of knowing for certain until blood was flowing.

I could pull my troops back, lure them farther away from their city, then crush them between my armies. That would have been the wise strategic move, but the truth was she was impatient with all the waiting and eager to spill more blood. The raid on her camp the prior night was a provocation she couldn’t leave unanswered. Even if her host sustained heavier losses than expected, that was of little concern, for she anticipated the culmination of her plans sooner rather than later. Taananzu was growing nearer to securing the control rod for the Tellurian Engine, and Nesnys knew Taren couldn’t evade her grasp much longer. Once she had either in her possession, the war was inconsequential. Shaol would turn his attention on more meaningful objectives, and Nesnys was ready and eager to be rewarded with a new command to sow blood and chaos across the multiverse.

Will the little mouse grow brave and sneak out of his hiding hole? She had been sorely tempted to ambush and abduct Taren when he emerged to speak with Elyas that day, but she decided against such a rash move. Perhaps he will reveal himself this time.

She banked and soared back toward her own camp, already issuing orders psionically to her officers to march immediately.

This day shall be filled with glorious bloodshed. The sky will be blotted out with smoke, the air filled with the wails of the dying. And once these mortals are crushed on the field, Carran shall stand unprotected.




















Chapter 25

Sianna watched the Nebaran force appear in the distance and nodded to herself, relieved their ploy had apparently worked.

“Looks as if you made her good and mad, Master Creel,” she said.

Creel looked quite pleased with himself. “Aye, Your Majesty. And I see very few horsemen among them.”

“Indeed. Well done.” She turned to Lanthas, huddled with the commanders. “Is all in order, Loren?”

“Just so, Your Majesty. As we had hoped, we shall meet them on the ground we have prepared. All that is left now is for us to execute our plans and pray that Sol favors us this day.”

Sianna nodded and looked around for Father Wilhelm, high priest of the temple in Carran and senior cleric since Father Ethert had died during King Clement’s ill-fated campaign. “Will you lead us in prayer, Father?”

Wilhelm was a portly man who seemed a touch too enamored with his own vanity for a man of the cloth. His substantial bulk was robed in the finest white-and-gold brocade and bejeweled like the wealthiest peacock among nobles. He’s evidently not a believer in the virtue of humility. The old, naive Sianna would have been mortified at thinking such thoughts months earlier, but she merely pressed her lips together to restrain an irreverent smile. Despite her reservations, Wilhelm dutifully led them in a short prayer, asking Sol for victory on the field that day.

The elves and dwarves held their own council, and once plans were finalized, Sianna was surprised to see Rukk Stonefist and Sioned Hammerhelm join their units to lead them in battle. She felt something of a coward for staying so far to the rear, well back from the battle lines where she would be protected, with mounts at the ready should they need to flee.

At least Nardual and Shalaera remain here as well. She glanced around for a friendly face but saw that all her friends, save her bodyguards, had retreated away from the crowd of nobles and officers. Even Creel had gone over to speak with Taren, Mira, and Ferret. Sianna felt a pang of envy at their freedom.

“Perhaps we shall see the boy perform some marvelous feats with his talent this day,” Shalaera said suddenly, following Sianna’s gaze. She had a hunger in her disconcerting eyes, which Sianna didn’t care for.

“Perhaps he shall,” she replied coolly. “However, we should all hope that our fate this day doesn’t hinge upon one man’s magical talent.”

Shalaera’s thin lips curled in amusement, and she regarded Sianna intently. “You are right, of course, dear queen.” She rested a hand on Sianna’s shoulder, and her bony fingers tightened. “Although a display of the preternatural talent that freed you from the heart of the enemy camp—that I would greatly desire to behold.”

A horn blast sounded then, sparing her from making a reply, and her army began to advance. She pulled away from the elven witch-queen’s grasp and stepped up beside some of her officers to get an unobstructed view of the battlefield below the low hill they congregated atop. Perhaps a quarter mile distant and marching steadily closer, the Nebaran host stretched out of sight, their numbers indeterminate, though her scouts insisted they had roughly sixteen thousand men. She had seen soldiers on maneuvers before, but the sight of more than fourteen thousand of her own allies moving in formation with the morning sun gleaming on armor and swords was an impressive sight.

She prayed they could win the day in an equally impressive fashion.




***




“What can ye see?” Kulnor asked anxiously. The ground trembled around him from thirty thousand sets of boots marching toward each other.

“Another hundred paces till the front rank o’ those dogs comes even with us,” Harbek reported. “Arrows flyin’ already. See for yerself.” He shifted to the side so Kulnor could see.

The two were tucked inside the bolt-hole along with a contingent of warriors. A section of rock protruding from the ridge had been carefully carved out, providing a viewing slot from the bolt-hole.

Volleys of arrows flew back and forth between the troops, making a buzzing sound like angry swarms of insects when the deadly rains fell. Arrows loosed by elven longbows arced in gracefully from several hundred paces away, the shorter bows of humans taking a flatter arc, while the powerful dwarven heavy crossbows fired in straight-line shots. The Nebarans were closely grouped and numerous enough that all archers had little trouble finding a target.

Nebaran crossbows responded in kind, their frontal ranks of shieldmen parting to allow a volley to fly then swiftly closing up and weathering the next storm from the allies. Yet despite the devastating hail of arrows, the Nebarans steadily closed the distance. Soon, archers would become a liability once the melee was joined, save for picking off stragglers on the fringes. That was when the dwarves would bear the brunt of the combat as the larger force of infantrymen.

The Nebarans ranks came even with their position in the bolt-hole, steadily plowing forward, about a hundred paces separating them from the front ranks of the allied army.

Ah, there’s me queen.

Sioned looked resplendent in her gleaming armor, seated atop her mountain goat. Her great warhammer Fiendcrusher was held aloft, and the Silver Anvil Hall clans bellowed their battle cries at her encouragement. A Nebaran quarrel glanced off a pauldron of Sioned’s armor harmlessly as he watched. Rukk Stonefist could have been a granite statue of some hero of old in the midst of his own men a stone’s throw away, their baritone voices rivaling Kulnor’s kith and kin with their own chants and cries.

“How long should we wait?” Kulnor asked. “We don’t want to get buried once we spear the side o’ this lot.”

Harbek stroked his beard thoughtfully. “’Twould be nice to attack the rear, but I reckon there be too many o’ the bastards. We might have to settle for the middle.”

A cry of alarm went up from the Nebarans as the front two ranks suddenly disappeared into concealed trenches lined with spikes. The trenches were another surprise the dwarven sappers had dug out overnight, the only other preparation they had sufficient time to make besides the bolt-hole.

As if awaiting the disruption in the line of shieldmen, the allied archers brought ruin down upon the next few ranks before they could form up their wall of shields again. Several hundred Nebarans in the front ranks lay dead in moments, victims of the pits and archer fire.

A command went out, and Nebarans leapt across the pits, some even walking across the bodies of their own fallen. Before more than a few hundred could gain a foothold on the other side, the allied infantry charged.

Entranced, Kulnor watched as Sioned’s mount tossed men aside, butting them with its massive horns, while others were trampled under hoof. Fiendcrusher split heads apart like ripe melons. Bristling with steel around her, the warriors of Silver Anvil Hall smashed into the front ranks, and Nebarans were cut down as swiftly as a band of goblins. Kulnor’s eyes teared up with pride at the magnificent sight.

Farther to the west, their human allies held the line and made similar progress, and soon the field was covered with bloodstained black-and-gold uniforms, a thousand dead in moments.

Kulnor itched to get out there and fight by his queen’s side, smiting their foes. “They won’t need us for a while, at this rate,” he told Harbek with a sigh.




***




The ground rumbled underfoot from pounding boots, and a dull thunder filled the air from the clash of steel and bodies, along with voices raised in battle cries.

Taren studied the battle before them, watching for an opportunity to make a meaningful contribution. For the time being, the allies had the matter well in hand. The Nebarans were beginning to get past the pits with relative ease as they filled up with bodies, but the defenders held steady. He had hoped they might win a decisive victory after the first few minutes, but eventually the inexorable advantage of the foe’s greater numbers became more telling. They shrugged off the loss of a thousand or more men and doggedly plowed forward. Combat grew more intense, the archers rendered less effective as close melee fighting ensued. Both human and dwarven forces held for the time, while the elven archers picked off targets of opportunity.

He eyed the stony ridge to the left where the dwarves had built a bolt-hole, wondering when they would attack.

“’Ware the right flank,” one of the generals shouted.

Taren looked toward the spot indicated. A couple hundred Nebarans had broken off and were moving toward the cover of a copse of trees. They held shields high to protect them from arrows looping down from archers placed along the front of the hill on which they all stood.

They won’t find any easy path around that way.

As if summoned by his thought, a line of elves rose up from the high grass and unleashed a devastating volley of arrows at the Nebaran flanking force. Arms blurred as the archers drew and loosed faster than the eye could follow. Three quarters of the Nebarans were dead in mere seconds, and then the volley abruptly ceased. He picked out Aninyel’s topknot of hair gleaming like silver as she led a small group of skirmishers into the staggered force. The Blade moved like a dancer among the clumsy soldiers, sword and dagger flowing with grace and precision, and men died in her passing.

The remaining score or so of the probing group sought to flee back to the main host but were brought down with arrows.

Creel suddenly shouted a warning.

Taren whirled to find the air shimmering a few paces away, behind the command group. Shapes solidified as a force of attackers teleported in, seeking to assassinate the royals and commanders. Nesnys’s pale hair and flaring wings were visible above the heads of the foes.

Without hesitation, Creel threw himself into the enemy’s midst. He cut down two men in the blink of an eye but then was quickly surrounded. Ferret charged into the fray at his side, pummeling assassins aside, the blade in her arm slashing wildly. Royal guards and officers drew steel and moved to protect the royals and engage the attackers, but the advantage of surprise had allowed the assassins to gain the upper hand for the moment.

Mira unhurriedly met two attackers who came in Taren’s direction. Swords slashed at her, but she dodged the first and knocked the second man’s sword arm aside with a casual swipe of her hand. A sharp blow broke his arm, then a chop to the throat brought him down. The other stabbed, and she ducked, spinning aside and kicking the man’s knee, which dislocated with a pop. Before he hit the ground, a spinning kick to the head sent him sprawling down the slope.

Assassins were thick among them then, and Taren drew on the earth magic, backing toward Sianna, who had her sword in hand but was shielded by Rafe, Jahn, and Kavia. The barbarian woman, recently added to the queen’s protective detail, sent two men flying backward with arrows to the face and throat before they closed in and she was forced to toss her bow aside. Jahn ran a man through, and Rafe exchanged blows with another.

Taren extended his hand, and a spear of force lanced outward, piercing one man through the chest, then a second, followed by two more. The impaled Nebarans hung there in the air, crying out and bleeding, suspended much like laundry draped on a line. Taren swiped his spear of force sideways, clearing a space as the impaled men collided with more attackers, all going down in a tangle when he dispelled his attack.

“Taren, watch out!” Sianna cried.

He instinctively threw up a protective sphere just as Nesnys dive-bombed him. Her sword crackled and spit energy as she collided with his defensive globe. He tried to launch another spear of force at her, but she tucked and rolled across his sphere, landing on the ground behind him.

Taren whirled just as she touched the sphere with the palm of her free hand and barked words in the fell speech. His sphere abruptly dissipated from a magic-nullifying spell. Her sword might have taken his head in that instant of surprise had not Mira blocked her strike by seizing her forearm.

Nesnys withdrew a dagger radiating negative energy from her waist with her free hand and slashed at Mira, who continued to hold Nesnys’s sword arm. Taren threw a wild blast of force and inadvertently struck both women, sending them stumbling away, but Nesnys’s dagger strike had missed. Mira managed to secure the wrist of Nesnys’s dagger hand during the struggle, momentarily preventing her from striking, but the fiend overpowered the smaller monk and forced Mira down. Then Nesnys raised her armored knee and slammed it into her face. Momentarily stunned by the blow, the monk reeled back, releasing her grasp, her nose broken and face sheeted in blood. Rather than striking with her sword, Nesnys instead lunged at Mira with the deadly dagger.

Taren restrained himself from throwing another wild burst of force and instead hurled Lightslicer. The elven blade spun through the air and pierced Nesnys’s upraised forearm. She snarled at the pain. With her dagger strike disrupted, she instead bulled into Mira. The monk had recovered her senses enough to dip down and catch Nesnys in the midsection with her shoulder, then heaved her up and over in a throw. The fiend might have gone down had she not flared her wings, jabbing the edges into the ground and keeping her upright for a moment. She somehow rolled across her wings and regained her feet, spinning away and carving a deep gash in Mira’s back with her sword.

“No!” Taren ran closer, summoning Lightslicer back to his hand, but feared he would be too late.

Mira fell to one knee, but her blood-streaked face was determined. Nesnys lunged with her sword and might have run Mira through had a bolt of magical fire not struck Nesnys in the chest. She staggered back, and another bolt followed, but she batted it aside with her sword.

Taren saw Queen Shalaera with her hands raised. She unleashed another bolt of fire, but Nesnys turned slightly and her extended wing shielded her.

Then it was Taren’s turn to strike. He reached into the ground and sent a spike of rock ripping upward and spearing through Nesnys’s foot. A second spike followed an instant later, piercing her other foot and momentarily pinning her in place. She shrieked in pain and outrage.

A small figure darted between Nesnys and Mira. Steel flashed as Sianna plunged her short sword into Nesnys’s side. The demoness backhanded the queen and knocked her to the ground, but Sianna’s blade had struck true—dark ichor ebbed from the puncture in Nesnys’s side and coated the sword.

Taren drew on another, larger spike of stone, thinking to run Nesnys all the way through and end her, but Mira got there first. She took three steps and leveled a powerful flying kick to Nesnys’s chest. Her foot glowed brightly with ki bolstering her kick, and Nesnys’s body seemed to shudder when the blow landed. Her armor flexed and caved in—ichor burst from her mouth as she was launched into the air. The stone spikes tore free of her feet, and she careened off the hillside. Before she could hit the ground, her wings extended and rapidly pumped the air. She gained altitude, though she was flying almost drunkenly, blood spattering the ground in her wake.

Rafe helped Sianna to her feet. The queen’s lip was bloodied, and a bruise was forming on her cheek, but she had a satisfied look on her face at the payback she had delivered.

Nesnys shrieked in fury and hurled a massive fireball down upon them. Taren hurriedly threw up another shield, one large enough to protect the entire group on the hill. Hellfire, black-hearted flames limned in red and orange, exploded and roiled across his shield. The heat grew oppressive in moments, and Taren pushed his shield out farther. After a few moments, the fire finally dissipated.

Nesnys was nowhere to be seen. Taren cast about with his second sight, but for the moment, she was gone from the immediate area—retreated to lick her wounds, he assumed.

Taren didn’t have time for relief. Instead, he ran to Mira, who had sat down heavily on the ground.

“Mira? Are you all right?” He sank to his knees beside his friend.

Mira’s face was pale and covered in blood, her nose crooked and swollen, and a deep gash was bleeding freely from her back. Despite her wounds, she gave him a wan smile.

“I should not like to face her again unless it is for the last time,” she said softly. “I am not badly injured, I think, though my back pains me.”

Taren squeezed her shoulder supportively, though he thought the wound in her back looked more serious than she was letting on and would need to be treated right away. He looked around and saw Sianna nearby. Their eyes met, and she nodded.

“Well done, Taren,” Sianna said. “Father Wilhelm—we require some healing here.”

The skirmish atop the hill had ended by then. A number of guards and officers had gone down. The most notable casualty was General Keldor, one of Lord Lanthas’s fellow strategists, who lay dead with a hole in his chest. A handful of guards were moving about to ensure the fallen attackers were dead with swift thrusts of their swords.

Creel and Ferret seemed fine, albeit covered in their enemies’ blood.

The corpulent cleric came over to aid Sianna, along with a junior priest.

Sianna waved them away. “I’m fine. See to Mira and the others who defended us so bravely.”

Taren stepped away as the clerics tended to Mira. He noted Queen Shalaera watching a short distance away.

“You have my thanks, Your Majesty,” he said. “Your intervention was timely.”

The queen’s face softened when she smiled. “You are welcome, thaumaturge. I can only watch your talents with envy.”

Thaumaturge—again that word. He returned her smile and turned his attention back to the battle.

Even though they were in the clear for the moment, the fighting below was even more furious than earlier, and the Nebarans seemed to be pressing the defenders back. As he watched, his elation at their narrow survival swiftly turned to concern, then anger.

Enough of this—Nesnys may have escaped for the moment, but we can end this here and now.

He still felt the earth magic brimming hungrily inside him and gathered it for his next spell.




***




“Now! We’d best go now!” Kulnor watched the battle progress, aware of the rows of determined faces behind him, a hundred of their finest warriors eager for battle.

A force of the enemy’s elite warriors had just driven a wedge through the front lines of the defenders, threatening to shatter and break their lines.

Harbek handed him a loaded heavy crossbow. “Pick yer targets, lads. Ye all know how this goes down. One shot, then axes and hammers. We’re gonna go out there and save the bloody day!”

Growls of assent, nodding heads, and grim smiles filled the cramped space at Harbek’s words. The last of the warriors finished loading their crossbows and called out their readiness.

Kulnor held up one hand, the other gripping his holy symbol. He chanted a quick prayer to Reiktir and, with his god’s blessing, created an aura surrounding himself that bolstered the strength and hardiness of those in his immediate vicinity.

“Open ’er up,” Harbek ordered.

Four stout dwarves heaved the rock shelf up and sent it crashing away, and the view slot widened into blinding daylight.

Then Kulnor was charging ahead, squeezing through the breach, where only four abreast could pass. He ran a few strides then dropped to a knee, Harbek beside him, others filling in to either side. Like a well-oiled machine, their force of a hundred quickly formed up in two ranks. Off to their right, the battle seethed; ahead was a wall of black-and-gold, thousands of Nebarans still pressing forward into the opening their elite fighters had carved.

“Let ’em have it!” Harbek roared. “Loose!”

A hundred heavy crossbows fired into the flank of the Nebaran host. Nearly as many men fell at once, some quarrels even finding more than one target, a devastating blow delivered in an instant.

“Keep on me—charge!” Kulnor bellowed, already on his feet and dropping his crossbow aside.

They plowed into the side of the Nebaran column not like a spear but like a hammer blow. Strength flowed through Kulnor’s muscles from his spell, and his warhammer felt weightless in his hands as he smashed men aside with ease. Harbek’s axe was equally deadly at his side as Reiktir’s power bolstered them.

A blow fell on Kulnor’s helm, but he shrugged off what normally could have been incapacitating or even fatal. His hammer crushed his attacker’s hip to pulp, and the man spun through the air, collapsing and immediately getting trampled by his own men, scrambling to retreat from the fury of the dwarven charge.

Harbek hewed a man’s leg off at the thigh like the trunk of a tree, and the Nebaran fell, cleft arteries bathing Harbek in blood. The dwarf roared and hacked another down with his axe through the chest, the man’s chain shirt as worthless as wet parchment.

The hundred dwarves very nearly split the entire column in two, sending living men fleeing and the rest to the grave, while the front of the host was unaware of their presence until too late. Harbek bellowed a command, and they pivoted right, pushing forward and attacking the rear of the ranks of foes before them who were moving to engage the allied front. Men were cut down left and right as the vice tightened.

“They found their stones again and be comin’ up behind us,” shouted a warrior keeping an eye on their backs.

“Keep pushin’ forward,” Harbek bellowed. “We don’t wanna get smashed ’twixt these bastards.”

Kulnor shattered a man’s spine before him, and their foes started turning, only becoming aware of the danger at the last moment. A raised sword swept down at him, but he crushed the man’s elbow to pulp with a quick jab of his hammer before it could land. The man screamed and dropped his sword. Kulnor’s next blow caved in his ribs.

Where are those elite bastards? I want at ’em.

His question was answered a moment later when Harbek’s axe blow to a man’s back rang like a gong, the surprised dwarf stumbling back a step. A man in plate armor stood before him, the armor folded from the mighty axe blow, but no blood spewed forth. Instead, Harbek’s opponent spun, revealing a smooth, inhuman face with glowing red eyes. A long dagger jutted from one wrist, the other hand curled into a fist.

“Construct!” Kulnor bellowed. “A whole mess of ’em!”

The elite force he had only glimpsed turned out to be a unit of the automatons he had encountered in the Nebaran camp during their escape, at least a couple hundred of the constructs, to his reckoning.

Harbek raised his shield, and it caved in from a blow of the automaton’s fist. He cursed and stepped back, avoiding a swipe of the dagger-arm. Kulnor smashed its knee with his hammer. Metal crunched, and the machine stumbled then regained its balance and limped clumsily in pursuit. But Kulnor and his warriors couldn’t fall back very far, and more automatons were turning to deal with the dwarven threat.

“’Ware behind!” came the shout.

Kulnor glanced back and saw the gap in the Nebaran column had closed up, trapping them between a line of constructs and thousands of troops.

Damn. Reckon we might find ourselves delivered unto Reiktir’s forge in a bit.




















Chapter 26

Taren drew steadily on the earth magic, a powerful flow filling him until his nerves tingled with power. He strode toward the front of the hill, observing the struggling forces. Once-organized units had devolved into ragged groups, thousands of individual clashes forming as the fight raged on.

At the core of the Nebaran forces were a couple hundred automatons, which had driven a wedge of death and destruction through the center of the main army, splitting apart human and dwarven infantry units alike. Arrows were useless against the constructs, and defenders were retreating, on the verge of being routed as the broken bodies of their comrades were battered and smashed aside like driftwood by a mighty wave. Kulnor’s strike force was pinned in the center of the host. Their valiant charge had proven costly for the Nebarans until they ran into the back of the constructs. Surrounded and cut off, they were about to get slaughtered.

“Have the central units fall back fifty paces,” Taren called to one of the nearby officers.

“Yes, milord.” The officer turned and issued the order, as instructed to do if Taren was confident he could make a difference during the battle. A moment later, a series of horn blasts split the air.

“What will you do?” Mira asked quietly beside him. She was still pale, and dried blood caked her face, but her nose looked whole again. More importantly, the deep gash in her back had closed up to a long white scar, noticeable against her tan skin through the slash in her shredded tunic.

“I need to first take out those constructs,” he replied.

Within a few moments, the remaining men anchoring the central defense fell back, more than happy to give ground to the deadly constructs. The machine soldiers pursued them steadily, showing no mercy.

Taren reached out into the earth below the combatants’ feet, and he injected a burst of power into the ground, similar to what he had done a few minutes earlier while fighting Nesnys. Rocks and mud thrust upward, throwing some automatons backward as a wall of earth rose up to thwart their advance. With the time bought, the Ketanians gained a few precious moments to clear the area before the automatons began circling around the obstacle. As they did, Taren channeled more magic into the ground, breaking it apart.

Small fissures formed, turning swiftly into huge rents as Taren poured more power into the earth. The ground split apart, and a twenty-pace-wide section collapsed into an abyss, taking with it half the entire force of constructs. Taren directed the magic, and the chasms snaked deeper into the Nebaran column, taking more automatons with it, then stopped abruptly before Kulnor’s group. The dwarves stared at the crevasse before them for a moment, then they hurriedly backed away as loose soil crumbled into the depths.

Once the ground began splitting, encouraging it to continue was easy, like a brittle piece of pottery whose whole structure became compromised once it received an initial crack. Kulnor’s warriors carved their way through the faltering Nebaran men on the left flank to rejoin the other dwarves. The Nebaran soldiers appeared to fall into disarray at the display of Taren’s power. As the dwarves escaped the danger area, he sent another rift tearing through the ground and split the Nebaran column in two. Confusion turned to terror as men fled the collapsing ground, many thrown off their feet by the bucking earth while many more tumbled to their deaths in the abyss. Within moments, their entire force had devolved into chaos.

Taren withdrew his tendrils of magic from the ground, instead forming fire, twin curtains of it that swept out to flank the Nebarans and contain them. The air shimmered from the heat as walls of flame spread, first a hundred paces across, then expanding to thrice that distance. A blast of wind sent the fires sweeping forward, consuming grass and shrubs and then screaming men as they became pinned between the fires and the chasm in the earth.

The Nebarans were in a full-on rout by that point. Archers whittled their numbers down further as they fled, the only retreat from the flames and chasm due south. Constructs emerged from the flames, glowing like steel pulled from a forge furnace, some partially melted, but their numbers were few.

Taren was aware of sweat pouring down his face and the strain on his body as he called ever more fire. His knees felt weak, and a wave of dizziness passed over him.

No. I will end this now.

He held on relentlessly to the flow of earth magic. After some minor experimenting with air currents, he sent the flames roaring in pursuit, wind blowing harder and driving the flames faster, seeking to totally cut off the Nebaran retreat. The distance was too great to directly affect them with his magic, but the wind continued propelling the flames in that direction. Men fell screaming as they were burned by the hundreds, if not thousands.

Gods, this is what I was meant to do. Finally, I can make a difference, do something for good. Put an end to this once and for all.

A small group of Nebarans had somehow escaped the flames and were fleeing through the thickets to the west, but he let them go, confident the elves would mop them up.

He focused on the thousands trying desperately to flee his trap and hauled on more power even as dark spots flickered in his vision.




***




Mira watched, speechless at the destruction Taren wrought on the Nebaran forces by both sundering the ground and igniting the fire, sending countless men and automatons plunging into the lightless depths of the earth, followed by many more burning.

The fighting had ended, and the allies were cheering. The Nebarans tried their best to flee, but Taren’s magic thwarted them, flames pushing them into the abyss in the ground or burning them outright. Even once the enemy force was clearly decimated, he kept on doggedly as if he would scour the ground of every last one of them.

They are fleeing. He should spare them.

She searched his face, worried. His eyes were blazing like orange coals, as brightly as she had ever seen them. Sweat streaked his face, and he looked as if determination alone was keeping him on his feet.

Mira flinched when the Weave suddenly appeared before her eyes. Taren glowed like a sun, influencing everyone on the battlefield. Instead of seeing the precise pattern of familiar golden tendrils, glowing threads on a loom interlacing all people, the Weave had lost its radiance, darkening and turning sickly. The rays of light linking Taren with everyone around had become like malevolent vines ensnaring them.

He’s losing control, and it is affecting the Balance.

She hesitated a moment, alarmed, yet afraid of what she knew she must do to her friend. His eyes were wide, but she knew he was seeing not with his physical eyes but with what he called his second sight.

“Taren! You must stop!”

He didn’t seem to hear her, absorbed in his magic.

Mira reached out a hand to shake him but paused, afraid he might put up some type of shield so she couldn’t reach him. “Please forgive me for this.”

She stepped near him then, with a single knuckle extended, jabbed Taren with a quick chop, striking the nerve in the soft spot just behind his jaw. At the same time, she injected a bit of her ki—a technique to not only cause a temporary spasm of pain, but to disrupt Taren’s own ki.

Taren jolted from her blow as if he’d been stabbed, and he crumpled instantly. Mira caught him in her arms and eased him to the ground.

The cacophony of battle had turned to cheers and celebration around her, but she ignored it all, only focused on Taren. He had fainted, his eyes rolled back. She placed a hand on his chest, sensing the flow of his ki. It was pulsing erratically, but slowly it stilled then returned to its normal channels after a couple of minutes. His breathing came more easily, then he opened his eyes, their earlier glow replaced with confusion.

“Taren, I’m sorry. The Balance was being disrupted by your magic use.” I feared you would lose control and become a slave to the magic. She didn’t say the latter, for his confusion was swiftly replaced by a look of hurt then a flash of anger.

“You… Why, Mira?” He glared at her as she knelt beside him. “I never thought… I trusted you.” He shook his head, his anger palpable.

Guilt swelled in her heart, but she knew she had made the right choice by protecting the Balance and in turn protecting Taren from becoming something anathema to his good nature. She suspected his anger covered his sense of shame, but his rebuke still stung.

She reached out a hand to help him up, but he pushed her arm aside. Instead, he rolled over and got to his feet unsteadily.

“Taren, that was magnificent!” Sianna was walking toward them, apparently unaware of what had just occurred. Her face was flushed with exuberance, but her smile faltered when she sensed the tension between Taren and Mira. “Are you all right?”

“I’m fine,” he said curtly. He shot Mira a hurt look then stalked away.

His anger didn’t carry him far—his body succumbed to his overuse of magic after a few steps. He staggered, and one foot slipped out from under him. He pitched sideways, in danger of a spill down the hillside.

But Mira was there as ever to catch him when he fell. His eyes were already closed, and his skin felt slightly feverish. She pulled him back to a safer spot and rested him gently on the ground.

Sianna hovered nearby, concerned.

“He should be fine,” Mira said. “I think he simply overextended himself with his magic use, which has happened before. He’ll likely sleep the rest of the day and should be fine come the morrow.”

Sianna looked relieved. “We all owe him our thanks—you as well, Mira. Thank you. I’m heartened that he has you looking after him.”

Mira returned her smile before the queen was called away by one of her advisors. She studied Taren’s face as he lay there. He looked peaceful now, but she hoped her actions hadn’t driven a wedge into their friendship.

She focused on the Weave and was reassured to see it had returned to normal. I did what needed to be done… so why does it not feel right? Taren’s hurt look and angry words were emblazoned large in her mind. She sighed. The Weave is truly a harsh mistress.




















Chapter 27

Ferret walked among the dead on the battlefield, remembering what seemed a lifetime before when she was robbing such corpses. So much had changed since then—she’d never have believed it had she not lived it. She felt curiously adrift in her life, walking amongst mighty mages and great heroes, kings and queens, elves and dwarves. The entire experience was nearly too much to believe.

This time, no ghouls would be drawn to the corpses. Military work details were industriously sorting and disposing of the bodies. Men, elves, and dwarves all worked side by side to tend their dead. The Nebaran corpses, which made up the vast majority, were heaped upon giant pyres and set aflame—those not already burned to a crisp, at any rate. The crispy ones were simply tossed into the great chasms in the ground. Greasy black smoke pillars rose into the sky from burning corpses. Ferret was glad for a change she couldn’t smell the stench of burned flesh and voided bowels, which was surely thick in the air. Crows and vultures took the opportunity to gorge themselves before their meals were disposed of.

She stopped on the precipice of one of the chasms that had ripped the ground asunder and peered inside yet could see no bottom. A stone kicked over the side tumbled endlessly without striking bottom, as far as she could hear. Thousands of Nebarans had plunged to their deaths within such chasms.

Taren did all this. Well, most of it, anyhow. That was like something out of the legends of great and mighty wizards. The memory of watching the destruction awed her, not the least of which was the simple fact that her friend was the one who had unleashed such powerful magic. A flush of pride filled her, for she’d watched Taren grow in power tremendously during the months she’d known him.

Now this here is a ballad waiting to be composed. She hummed a few bars to herself, wondering how such a song could go.

“Ferret!”

She looked around and saw Creel waving to her. She changed direction and ambled toward him, surprised to see dusk had fallen.

“There you are. What are you doing out here, lass? There’s a victory celebration to be had on the morrow. Everyone’s heading back to Carran to prepare.”

Ferret shrugged. “Was just thinking is all. Needed some time to myself away from all the hustle and bustle around court. All that’s for the important folks, anyway.”

Creel clapped her on the head affectionately. “You are one of the important folks now.”

“Aye, that’s what’s so queer. Me, a gutter rat, a suit of talking armor rubbing elbows with royalty and such.”

She allowed Creel to lead her back in the direction of the city. Save for the work details, most of the others were long gone. Those on corpse-disposal duty seemed to be nearly finished with their work. Wounded were still being treated in the infirmary tents. Horses and carts were arriving to transport the most grievously injured back after they were stabilized. Once the wounded were sorted, a couple hundred prisoners would follow suit, though that lot was destined for the city dungeons. The vast majority of the Nebaran army had fled or been slain, not given the chance to surrender.

“Not a suit of armor much longer, I reckon,” Creel said. “Now that the army is routed, we’ll be heading out in a day or two for parts unknown.”

“’Bout time. You think that tank will actually work and change me back?” Her greatest fear was that they’d find the damn thing and it would be destroyed or simply wouldn’t work, leaving her trapped in her metal body for the rest of her life.

“No reason it shouldn’t. The magic that changed you in the first place worked well enough. Nothing we can do now but make the trip there and start the contraption up.”

“Aye.”

Shouts drew her attention to where a man thought dead apparently wasn’t so dead after all. A healer came running.

The two left the battlefield behind, retracing their steps to the city, which was a few hours away. They didn’t have to fear losing their way, with the trampled grass and impressions worn in the ground from thousands of feet, hooves, and wagon wheels. Creel walked with her, as no horses were in sight save those hitched to carts, but her friend didn’t seem to mind the walk. He sipped from his flask, and they chatted. The hour was approaching midnight by the time they neared the city gates, and she was thinking about the big banquet Creel had mentioned, wondering if it would be possible to bow out somehow. The thought of everyone sitting around enjoying themselves, eating and getting soused, only made her jealous and depressed.

“What happened with Taren and Mira?” she asked.

“He undoubtedly used too much magic. It’s happened before.”

“Nay, between them.”

Creel quirked an eyebrow. “Something happened between them?”

“Taren was mad at her. From what I heard, she interrupted his magic when he was wreaking death on those Nebaran bastards. Now he’s unconscious, and she’s in a dejected mood.”

“That so?” Creel grunted. “Didn’t notice, but the lad’s got some power. Good thing he’s on our side.”

“She should’ve let him wipe out every last one of them.” Ferret was reminded of Enna being torn apart by a fiend and of Ammon Nor, the only home she’d ever known, put to the torch and its residents murdered in the streets. All because of those Nebaran bastards.

“They were surrendering and fleeing the field. The battle was over at that point.”

“Think they’d have done the same for us?”

He shrugged. “We aren’t the same as them. Most are probably simple sorts press-ganged into service and hoping for little more than to earn some coin and return home with their lives. Doubt very many asked to have some fiend sending them to a foreign land to rape and pillage. Many probably just want to go home to their wives and younguns and livelihoods.”

Ferret thought on that and realized he was right. Surely, sadistic, cold-blooded murderers were among their numbers, but the same was probably true for the Ketanian army as well. The majority were likely just caught up in events beyond their control, the same as everyone else. She grudgingly admitted Mira might have had the right of it.

The two of them entered the castle bailey, receiving polite greetings from the guards, who recognized the pair. The castle was still astir even at the late hour. Servants and retainers were running to and fro, and the bailey was ablaze with torchlight. Some minor ruckus was going on near the stables, which she ignored.

“So what should we do about those two?” she asked.

“We?” Creel looked amused. “They’ll figure it out. I have no plans for the moment other than a bath and bed this evening. Perhaps some food and drink at some point. If I happen to get a tad drunk, ah, well… It’ll all look better in the morn, from my perspective.”

Ferret laughed, wishing she could join him for a cup or two. She’d never been much of a drinker, but liquor did seem to have a way of putting things in perspective, at least for a time—probably just a matter of making one not give so much of a damn about life’s quibbles.

“Ah, well. Drink one for me then, Dak.”

He grinned at her. “Right you are, lass. And don’t even think about skipping out on the banquet tomorrow. There’s bound to be all sorts of topics for juicy gossip and opportunities for scandal, especially given the attendees. Besides, I’ll probably be in need of a cupbearer.”

She smacked him hard on the arm, making him wince. But his good humor was infectious, and she found herself smiling inwardly as she sought her chamber. She frowned when she realized she was covered in dried blood.

Won’t hurt to wash this blood off and get a clean change of clothes. Then we’ll see about this victory feast.




















Chapter 28

Following her army’s resounding defeat, conflicting emotions warred inside Nesnys. These ranged from anger at her own carelessness in allowing herself to be provoked into a hasty and ill-advised battle, to awe and respect for Taren’s surprising magical puissance, to a healthy dose of fear over displeasing her master.

Her anger couldn’t easily be defused, since she was the one responsible. My failure—I underestimated the mortals. Never again. I shall crush them like the insects they are.

Her only consolation was that Elyas was leading her second host up from the south. She had originally intended to overwhelm Carran and destroy it before sweeping north and razing every city to the northern mountains. But now with less than half her force remaining, she would have a tough time of it against the allied forces of the Ketanians, elves, and dwarves.

Damn those nettlesome mortals.

She swallowed the remainder of her wine before hurling the goblet aside, feeling a minor satisfaction as it shattered. Her assortment of wounds sent lances of pain stabbing through her when she rose, but they were already on the mend as her body regenerated the damage. She stalked outside her newest tent—the replacement was less grandiose than the previous, which had burned to ashes during the raid.

The remnants of her host had been straggling back to her camp since the previous day—a demoralized and fearful lot. Barely more than a thousand of her troops remained, while an equal or perhaps even greater number had already deserted. An estimated twelve thousand who had marched north in her army the prior morning were now providing a feast for the scavengers. The survivors remaining were those in fairly good shape—relatively uninjured men positioned at the tail end of the host who had been the first to flee the battlefield. Those who had been farther up in formation or wounded enough to hamper their movement speed hadn’t escaped Taren’s fire.

The physical combat had been hard fought, and the automatons had given her the edge until the moment Taren unleashed his devastating magic. Her forces simply couldn’t hope to stand up to such might. Even she was hesitant to challenge him directly, for his powers were fearsome. She had dramatically underestimated the strength of the boy’s talent and his skill in wielding it. I must eliminate him from meddling in my plans… yet Lord Shaol requires him. But how to capture the elusive bastard? He is the single greatest threat to our plans.

She pondered a strategy similar to the one she had used in the failed attempt to capture Sianna months earlier, but she dismissed it at once for having little chance. I think it likely he will grow overconfident after this victory, a situation that I must take advantage of. Subtleties weren’t Nesnys’s strong suit, but she had her cunning ways if the situation dictated.

I must think on this matter.

Soldiers clapped their fists to their chests in salute as she walked through the pitiful camp, bowing and keeping their eyes averted lest they draw her attention, which in her current disposition could be a fatal error.

She barely noticed them, thoughts a bleak turmoil of anger and unsated bloodlust.




***




Nesnys found herself back in the Abyss when she closed her eyes for a brief moment of rest. She was not in her home of Achronia. Instead, she stood before the Shard—Shaol’s demesne—the pinnacle of the Abyss. The crystalline ebon walls of her lord’s palace soared upward, a towering spire above a bottomless chasm descending through the various levels of the Abyss. The Shard’s walls seemed to pulse with life as glowing veins of magma ran through them, making the palace appear alive, as though formed of flesh and blood.

Somewhere in the distance, a great gong pealed, the sound’s deep reverberations felt in her bones. The air was heavy, filled with an electric intensity that made her skin prickle.

She kept her back straight and, without further delay, approached the structure. Nailed to its great doors with cold iron spikes were the carcasses of those who had failed her lord. The creatures were turned nearly inside out—hides had been peeled back, carapaces cracked open, skin flensed away—revealing glistening innards slick with ichor. Some of the beings were of species not even Nesnys recognized. Bulbous white flies wallowed in the creatures’ juices, their wings rubbing together with a rasping sound as they fed and rutted and laid their eggs.

A bloodshot eyeball rolled to track her progress as she walked past the pathetic beings, while another creature wheezed and huffed, its pinkish flesh twitching repulsively. She forced down the unnerving thought that she too could soon be displayed there in such a manner if she continued to fail her lord and master.

The rare sensation of fear clutched at her belly, but she quickly mastered it as she stepped across the threshold into the edifice of her master. A cavernous hall opened before her, its reaches lost in shadows where terrible things crawled and undulated just out of sight.

The gong pealed again, much louder this time. A shudder ran down her spine at the sound, a swift and violent spasm. It was gone in a heartbeat, but in that brief instant, she found herself elsewhere.

Shaol himself sat upon a great throne of obsidian atop a dais. The room was encircled by a slot carved in the floor through which hellfire flared in roiling hunger.

Nesnys immediately prostrated herself on the floor. “My lord.”

After allowing her to lie there a few moments, Shaol rose from his throne and strode languidly down the thirteen steps. The air was electric and smelled of brimstone, yet the hellfire was strangely silent. Shaol’s angelskin robes rustled with their subtly depraved melody. His footsteps stopped, and he stood over her, but she dared not look upon his magnificence without invitation.

“Your progress is beginning to disappoint me.” Shaol didn’t raise his rich voice, yet it effortlessly filled his throne room nonetheless. “An entire army squandered at the hands of Neratiri’s whelp and these foolish mortals, yet you have nothing to show for the loss. The boy is not in your custody, nor have you delivered me the Tellurian Engine.”

“The Tellurian Engine is nearly within my grasp, and the boy shall not evade me for long, my lord,” she dared reply without looking up.

“Perhaps. Your saving grace is the chaos and bloodshed you’ve sown as I asked, more souls delivered to me.” His footsteps sounded as he circled her, his angelskin robes murmuring a soft dirge. “I see the discovery of the Tellurian Engine in your thoughts. I, too, wish to see such a magnificent machine put into action. Secure this control rod, and if the boy is not yet captured by then, activate the Tellurian Engine with haste. The Nexus of the Planes can wash away in the wake of glorious chaos.” Shaol’s robes resonated as he turned away from her.

“My lord, do you still wish to have the boy once I capture him?”

“My patience grows thin. If he is not delivered in a week’s time, then you will activate the machine. After that, you may do as you wish with the boy if he falls into your hands—kill him, make him suffer. Have your fun with him. But do not fail me again.” The weight of his presence crushed the breath from her lungs when he turned back to her, and her side blazed with an icy-hot agony, the old corruption within threatening to claim her. “You know the price of failure.”

She bit down on her pain as the corruption raced through her veins, clutching her heart and clawing through her head until she couldn’t take any more.

Nesnys lurched out of her bed with a strangled cry, casting the blanket aside as she surged to her feet. She felt as if a sword had been plunged into her side. In her nakedness, she saw in a moment of panic the old scarred wound bubbling with fresh ichor, a throbbing ache and black veins of corruption covering her flank and running across her chest and up her neck.

“Do not fail me, Nesnys.” The voice filled her head, feeling as if the pressure would crack her skull like an eggshell. After a long moment during which she could only clench her teeth and ball her fists, trembling and helpless, the pain finally subsided.

When she dared look at her side again, the white scar was returned, the corruption held at bay once more.

That is what awaits me if I fail again. She shuddered involuntarily, both ashamed and furious at her impotence brought on by the pain and fear of the old wound. Her throat had gone dry, and she cast about seeking wine to alleviate her thirst.

“Warlord, do you have need of anything? I heard you call out…” The youthful servant pushed aside the flap to her private chamber, eyes widening as he took in her nakedness. He seemed to remember himself and cast his eyes down at the floor, giving her a belated salute.

She was on him in three strides. With a sharp thrust, her talons pierced the youth’s eyes. He shrieked in agony, body trembling as he threatened to collapse, but she held him upright, her talons lodged against his eye sockets. He beat at her with his fists as he convulsed. She ignored his clumsy strikes and buried her teeth in his neck, tearing through flesh and gristle. Hot blood spurted into her mouth, and she drank deeply for a moment.

But then the dying youth’s bladder loosed, soiling the rug underfoot. She cursed and cast him away in disgust.

More servants appeared at a barked order, this lot saluting instantly and averting their eyes.

“Get this out of here at once,” she snapped. She spat out the taste of coward’s blood and took a long drink from her wine chalice, calming her tempestuous thoughts.

Secure that damned rod and start the Tellurian Engine. That cannot be rushed. And the cursed boy yet eludes me for the time being, although I know his whereabouts.

An idea came to her then, and she laughed. Her lord’s touch seemed to have cleared up her jumbled thoughts, for now she saw clearly what must be done—her path to victory, narrower than before, but certainly achievable. I must issue new orders to Elyas. But first…

She threw the tent flap aside, not caring about her nakedness on display, and shouted for a guard’s attention then issued her command.




















Chapter 29

The grand victory feast commenced the evening of the day following the battle, the great hall filled nearly to bursting, tables packed with roughly a thousand guests. The thousands of troops who wouldn’t fit inside were being served food and drink in the park outside the castle walls.

Inside the great hall, tables were heavily laden with an extravagance of food and drink, benches crowded with humans, elves, and dwarves all celebrating the great victory won the past day. The Ketanians and Free Kingdoms had united in common cause and routed the Nebaran army, in large part because of Taren’s impressive display of magic.

At the high table, Sianna carried on with Lord Lanthas and his wife, the elven King Nardual and Queen Shalaera, as well as King Rukk and Queen Sioned of the dwarves. Before the battle, the conclave had been a tense and often contentious affair, yet there was nothing like victory to establish camaraderie and blur the differences among the allies.

Despite the celebratory atmosphere, Taren remained in a pensive mood. He sat at the first of the lower tables placed just below the high table, populated by a number of nobles and officers—important people, most of whom he didn’t know. Fortunately, he and his friends were seated in a group at one end: Mira, Creel, Ferret, Kulnor, Harbek, Rafe, and Iris. Aninyel was around somewhere, though she was seated with her fellow elves. She had stopped by earlier to congratulate him on their victory.

Taren pushed aside the remains of a slice of berry pie, the portion much too large to finish after several courses of food had swollen his belly. Everything was delicious, but he couldn’t help but think the pie paled in comparison to his Aunt Shenai’s. In that moment, he would have discarded the entire scene for a warm slice of his aunt’s berry pie, along with the sound of her singing in the kitchen while she baked.

Here I am among kings and queens, considered a hero, and I wish I was back home.

He had woken late that afternoon in his castle bedchamber with no memory of anything since the battle, save for a vague impression of someone carrying him at some point like a child and putting him to bed. Mira or Ferret were the likely suspects. He did remember overextending his powers during the battle, however, and the disturbingly intoxicating feeling of unleashing such destruction.

Taren took another long sip of his wine, which was quite good, perhaps the finest vintage he’d ever tasted, save for the exquisite elven variety he’d sampled while a guest of Zylka Daerodil. Either due to the agreeable taste or because of his introspective mood, he sought out the bottom of his goblet. An attentive serving girl had been very adept at seeing that he didn’t want for more wine.

Mira met his eyes from across the table, her concern and unhappiness plain on her face.

He gave her a wan smile but said nothing. She had to save me from myself yet again, only this time, the consequences could have been dire. I nearly lost control out there—a threat to the Balance and all that I hold dear. Shame marred the pride he might have felt at his accomplishment. Destroying the Nebaran army had felt so deeply satisfying, and he sensed that intoxicating allure could easily lead down a dark path once sampled too frequently.

A hard elbow nudged him in the ribs, interrupting his thoughts.

“Why are you so glum?” Ferret asked bluntly. “We kicked their arses and destroyed their army. You’re the big hero.” 

He got the impression that if she could’ve drunk, the girl might’ve been well into her cups by then. Everyone else was, from what he could tell, other than Mira.

Taren felt Mira’s gaze on him again but couldn’t meet her eyes. He reached for his cup of wine and finished it off, having lost count of how many he’d had so far.

“May I, milord?” The comely serving girl swiftly refilled his goblet before he could answer. He couldn’t help but note her pleasant scent of lavender and the expanse of cleavage revealed when she leaned over, brushing his shoulder with one ample breast. A silky strand of her long raven hair briefly fell across his forearm.

Ferret was still looking at him, though she spared a pointed glance at the serving girl that he suspected was a warning glare. After the servant moved away, Taren cleared his throat and took another sip before answering her question. “It was a great victory, and of course I’m happy about that. Perhaps I’m just thinking of what lies ahead—returning to the Hall of the Artificers and finding your cure.” That wasn’t exactly truthful, but he didn’t want to explain his inner turmoil to her.

“Ah, and that will be when, exactly?” Ferret’s eagerness was palpable.

Taren surveyed Creel, Kulnor, and everyone else’s varying states of intoxication. “Tomorrow… or perhaps the next day. It depends when the queen will grant us leave.” His eyes sought out Sianna as they had numerous times throughout the night, and surrounded by royalty and nobility as she was, the young queen seemed very far away indeed.

She’s leagues beyond me. Best remember that. Probably right now, potential suitors are lining up to woo her.

“Works for me,” Ferret said. “We won’t have to travel all that way since you can magick us there, right?”

“That I believe I can do.”

Ferret nodded, satisfied, and turned back to Creel on her other side, listening in on the story he was telling.

“Are you well, Taren?” Mira asked.

He sighed and took a long drink of wine. He wasn’t ready for this conversation, but he owed her some honest response. “I’m fine—just a lot on my mind. You were right to stop me during the battle. I was losing control… but what I did was necessary. We needed to end the threat, and I did!”

“I’ll drink to that,” said the officer seated to his left—a colonel, he thought the man was.

Damn it, we shouldn’t be having this conversation here. He grimaced and took another sip of wine.

The pretty serving girl refilled his goblet nearly the instant he set it back on the table, as if attuned to his thoughts. Taren had to admit he enjoyed the attention, the servant’s pleasant scent and her lack of shyness when brushing against him. She caught his eye and smiled, and Taren was forced to look away from the boldness of her gaze. She really was quite beautiful, with tawny eyes and that lustrous hair. He felt his cheeks warming, but that could have been due to the wine. Another drink wasn’t going to help the situation, but he didn’t care.

Mira was studying her hands, and he had sensed conflict through their psionic link when he focused on it earlier—prior to getting drunk. She wasn’t happy about what she’d done to subdue him, that was clear, but she also knew she had made the right decision. Yet at the same time, she feared she’d hurt him with what she couldn’t help but think of as a betrayal.

Taren sighed and reached out, grasping her hand. When her eyes met his, he said, “Don’t fret, Mira. We’ll speak more later, but you did your duty admirably, as always. Saving me from myself.”

Mira squeezed his hand back and offered him a smile and a nod. “You are a hero, Taren. You’re entitled to enjoy the evening as much as anyone. Don’t let me put a damper on your spirits.”

He gave her what he hoped was a reassuring smile and released her hand. Then he leaned back in his chair and helped himself to more wine. For a time, he listened in on Rafe and Iris telling the story of how Creel had singlehandedly taken on a score of Nebarans on the road to Carran, while fighting with a sword sticking through his chest. Kulnor and Harbek found that particularly amusing, pounding the table and sloshing ale out of their tankards. Taren smiled as he listened. He blinked, realizing he might have dozed off, for now Kulnor was recounting some story about an ancestral stronghold the dwarves had reclaimed.

His wine goblet beckoned him, filled to the rim, so he obliged it. His gaze strayed to the comely serving girl as she refilled some glasses down the table. He noted the way the dress hugged her curves appealingly.

“That lass is a looker, eh?” the colonel asked. He was drunkenly ogling the servant as well. “Nice firm arse, and bet those thighs could squeeze the breath right outta ya.”

Taren grunted agreement, although he felt faintly embarrassed that, in all likelihood, he looked as much a drunken lecher as the officer. The girl turned and caught him looking, smiling and gliding closer. He hurriedly turned his attention back to his wine goblet but resisted the urge to take another drink.

Perhaps I should turn in before I make a fool of myself in public. The possibility was a real one with the amount of wine he’d imbibed. He rose from the bench unsteadily. Ferret grabbed his arm to steady him when he stumbled while trying to both turn and step over the bench, a maneuver that seemed much more complicated than it should have.

“I’m fine, thanks.” Despite his claim, the room had grown quite soft around the edges of his vision, and the floor seemed to have developed a noticeable slant, at least according to what his feet were telling him. He took a moment to locate the doors, far across the great hall.

“Are you ready to retire?” Mira appeared at his side as if by magic.

“Yes. I think I can still find my chamber on my own, though.” He started toward the doors.

“I’m ready to turn in as well,” Mira said, seemingly unoffended by his curtness as she kept pace with him. “If you don’t mind, we can walk together.”

Taren shrugged but didn’t reply, focused on exiting the feast hall without stumbling and falling on his face. He mumbled replies to greetings and congratulations offered by those he passed. By the time he made it to the staircase leading up to the guest quarters, he was glad Mira had accompanied him, for her quick reflexes probably spared him a nasty fall down the stairs. Despite his stubborn pride telling him not to, he leaned on her as they made their way down the corridor.

The next thing Taren knew, he lay on his bed, looking up at the ceiling. The room was on the verge of spinning.

Gods, I’ve had way too much wine. Haven’t drunk like that for such a long time. He dimly remembered Mira helping him to his room and bidding him good night, but the journey from the hall to his bedchamber was mostly a blur.

He sat up, reaching down to remove his boots, but saw they were already taken off, sitting neatly at the foot of the bed. A candle was also lit by his bedside.

Bless you, Mira. He smiled and was about to lie back down, but the urgent need to use the chamberpot wouldn’t be denied, so he took care of that business before it was too late.

He flopped down on the bed again, a vague blur of images from the feast going through his mind. Sianna had been engaged with her royal guests, unfortunately not even sparing a glance for him or his friends that he could recall, though she had recognized them by name during the speeches at the beginning. She looked regal and beautiful up at the head table, graceful and poised as she engaged with her fellow monarchs. He thought of his friends enjoying themselves around him, laughing and telling stories, all except Mira, and that was his own fault. He vowed to apologize to her in the morning, for he was sure she deserved that.

His thoughts strayed back to the raven-haired beauty who’d been intent on refilling his wine so faithfully—perhaps a bit too faithfully, as evidenced by his besotted state. He chuckled to himself. That colonel had been right about the lass. I should have asked for her name, at least. I suppose there would be no harm in having a tumble with a lovely maid, had she been willing. Elyas would certainly approve.

The thought of his cousin made him grimace as though he’d tasted something bitter. Their disturbing encounter at the gates of the city came back to him: his cousin somehow ensorceled by that suit of armor, one moment dispassionate and cold, the other almost like the Elyas he remembered.

Elyas, I’ll find you after this war is over and Nesnys taken care of. I’ll free you from her clutches—I swear it.

A cold draft blew in the window, and he shivered, fumbling for the blankets to pull over himself, but he was lying atop them, so that would require getting up, which seemed like too much work right then.

A soft knock sounded at the door, momentarily sparing him from his dilemma. 

“Come in,” he said, expecting Mira or Ferret.

Instead, he had to do a double take, unsure if he was dreaming, when the beautiful serving girl stepped inside and flipped the latch on the door behind her. She caught his gaze and boldly sauntered toward him, a sultry smile on her face.

“We meet again, milord.”

“Who… What are you doing here?” Taren sat up and could only stupidly watch her approach, alluring as the sway of her hips was.

“My name is Irralith, and I thought I’d see if milord would care for some company this night.” Her tawny eyes gleamed in the candlelight beside his bed. “I hear we have you to thank for our victory. Let me show you my gratitude.” She reached out and brushed an unruly strand of Taren’s hair back. The low neckline of her gown revealed a great deal of bosom as she leaned toward him.

Taren readied an objection out of principle, although a voice deep inside wondered why he bothered. Be a man, and enjoy this beauty’s company. The voice could have been Elyas’s.

She was sitting on the edge of the bed before he could say anything, taking his hand in hers. Her hands were warm, her cheeks flushed with color although the room was cold. He shivered again, but this time it wasn’t from the cold. Irralith’s lips curved in a seductive smile again. She pressed his hand to her bosom, and he was painfully aware of the exquisite softness filling his palm.

“You’re very beautiful, Irralith, but I’ve had a bit too much to drink, and I think it best that I turn in for the night.” The words pained him to say, but he managed to get them out.

“Hush now, milord.” Irralith pushed him back down on the soft mattress. A moment later, she was straddling him, the hem of her dress hitched up to reveal her shapely thighs. She pressed a finger to his lips to halt any further objections.

Her luminous eyes shone, raven hair spilling forward across Taren’s face and neck. She leaned down, and her soft lips brushed his own. He felt himself stirring at her touch, and she obviously took note, for she suddenly ground her hips against his with a soft laugh.

“Milord has needs that require tending to,” she whispered, nuzzling his cheek and ear, breath hot on his face.

The combination of his intoxication and the beautiful woman atop him swiftly laid waste to any further resistance. The next thing he knew, their lips were pressed together, and he was gripping her back with one hand, running the other through her silky hair. He pulled her closer, feeling her warmth and softness, the scent of lavender filling his nostrils.

Her hot tongue slipped into his mouth, teasing his own, and she rocked her hips against him in a slow rhythm. She gave a soft moan and finally broke off the toe-curling kiss.

Taren gasped for breath now that he could breathe again. Irralith’s lips were hot against his neck, and her thigh was wonderfully smooth to the touch. After a moment, he noticed his mouth felt odd—strangely numb—and Irralith paused in her ministrations, gazing down at him curiously.

She ran her nimble fingers lightly down his cheek. “You’re a handsome man, Taren. Were the circumstances different, I’d probably enjoy seeing this through to culmination.” Disappointment flitted across her features.

Taren’s whole face felt numb now, and he raised his hands, but they trembled and fell back to the mattress, utterly powerless. His amorousness was swiftly replaced by a sharp flash of concern.

Has she poisoned me? He reached for the comfort of his magic but found nothing there—he was cut off from it. Panic flooded him. He tried to extend his second sight but found he was also blind in that regard.

“What… what is happening?” The words came out clumsy and nearly unintelligible from his thick tongue, which felt swollen to double its normal size.

“Relax and let the venom run its course.” Irralith’s voice was businesslike now, no longer flirtatious. She slipped off him and stood beside the bed. “There’s quite a hefty price on your head, I must say. Well earned, from the sound of it.” She stooped and picked up his boots, shoving his foot into one and then the other.

“Who are you… r-really?”

“My name is Irralith, as I told you. As for who I really am, well, see for yourself. I am the youngest daughter of the great frost hag, Hephynore.”

Her features dissolved, like a reflection in a still pond suddenly disturbed, and Taren gasped. She retained the same voluptuous build and servant’s dress, but the rest of her features were dramatically different. The skin of her lower face was a light blue-gray color, like an iced-over pond in the dead of winter, but from her eyes upward to her hairline, the hue darkened to a deep blue, the division broken up by small sweeps across her cheeks like the feathers of a raven’s wing. Her full lips were a bruised plum, matching her hair, collected in a thick ponytail that spilled over one shoulder. Atop her head, she wore a leather coif decorated with small animal bones stitched to it. Most startling of all were her large eyes—slitted amber orbs like a reptile’s—which regarded him steadily, unblinking.

“Does my form displease you?” Irralith laughed to herself, a gray tongue darting out briefly. She blinked then, deliberately, and her eyelids slid horizontally shut across her eyes, an odd gesture that added to her already unnerving appearance.

“You’re v-very… a-a-alluring,” he managed to get out past his swollen tongue.

Irralith laughed again, a husky sound yet not displeasing. “Such a charmer, mageling. Perhaps I’ll have my way with you yet once we are clear of these walls.” She ran the back of a hand across his cheek, and he shuddered at her touch. Her skin was as smooth and cold as polished stone.

“Fear not, the venom will only paralyze you for a short while, time enough to make our escape.”

Taren tried to speak, but the poison had taken full effect. He could not move his tongue or mouth or any of his limbs, his entire body feeling as if he had become a wool-stuffed mannequin.

Irralith removed a ring studded with moonstones from an inner pocket and slipped it onto Taren’s left middle finger. He could only watch helplessly as, with a sense of rushing vertigo, Irralith suddenly grew to gargantuan proportions, towering over him like a titan. A moment later, he realized that was wrong—not just she but the entire room had grown, the ceiling seeming to be as high as the firmament.

No, I’ve shrunk somehow to the size of a mouse. Stray threads of the duvet were like thick vines sticking out in his peripheral vision.

A huge hand with plum-colored nails reached down and gently plucked him from the bed. Irralith peered down at him, and he feared for a moment she’d toss him in her mouth and swallow him whole as a serpent would a mouse. Instead, her features blurred once more, and he was now looking at a plain-faced and rather stout middle-aged woman, a servant who would draw little to no attention as she moved about the castle.

“Just relax and enjoy the ride.” She unceremoniously stuffed Taren into a pocket in her dress.

He tumbled to the bottom of the pocket and ended up head-down, his weight resting uncomfortably on his head and shoulders. Irralith gripped his legs, adjusting his position as if he were a child’s toy, until he was bent nearly in half, sitting at the bottom of the pocket with a large clump of lint.

“All comfortable in there? Good, let’s go.”

The pocket swayed against Irralith’s hip as she walked. He heard the sound of his door opening and closing, then came more motion as she walked down the hallway, stride lengthening and her footsteps light on the floor.

He could only sit there silent and helpless as the strange woman abducted him.




















Chapter 30

Ferret knocked at the door but received no answer. “You passed out drunk in there already?” she called.

After still getting no answer, she quietly opened the door and peeked inside. Taren wasn’t there, although his bedcover was rumpled. A candle flickered beside the bed.

“Huh. Wonder where he’s gone off to?”

Ferret was feeling restless and a bit lonely. Iris and Rafe had retired earlier, and Creel, Kulnor, and Harbek were well into their cups, engaged in some dicing. She didn’t mind dicing, but as the only one yet sober, she felt out of place. Thus, she’d gone to find Taren, who’d left earlier with Mira.

She had noted that the hussy at the feast who’d clearly had an eye for Taren had suspiciously disappeared shortly after he had, a fact joked about by Creel and the two dwarves. They’d probably only noticed because of the conspicuous delay in getting their tankards of ale refilled following the woman’s departure.

The serving wench had roused Ferret’s suspicions not only with her intent focus on Taren throughout the feast but because of her striking looks as well. She was far too attractive, certainly beautiful enough to be some nobleman’s mistress, plied with jewelry and fancy gowns, rather than serving in the castle kitchens. Mira didn’t seem to notice the woman’s interest, which didn’t surprise Ferret, as the monk was socially awkward. Creel laughed it off when she remarked on it, saying, “Good for the lad. A pretty lass’s attentions would do well for him.”

I’ll bet that wench got her claws into him somehow.

The thought didn’t sit well at all with Ferret, although she couldn’t say exactly why—only that she had a nagging feeling that something was wrong. She wasn’t interested in Taren romantically but felt someone needed to watch his back to guard against swindlers and knaves of every ilk. Mira could handle most threats she could recognize, but Ferret’s naturally suspicious eye was more suited to detecting the skulking vermin of society who looked to take advantage of others.

I need him to take me to that bloody Shirak Research Station to find my cure—that’s all. She tried to convince herself that was the reason she was concerned, pushing away annoying thoughts about him being a good friend, almost like the brother she’d never had.

She went to Mira’s room, intending to ask the monk. Perhaps Taren had simply passed out in her room, as he’d slept there once in Nexus after dousing his own room with water, a mental image she still found amusing.

She rapped at the door. “Mira?”

“Ferret?” came the reply a moment later.

“Sorry to disturb you, but is Taren in there?”

“No, he’s not.” A moment later Mira opened the door, dressed in her nightgown but looking wide awake. “Is he not in his room?”

“Nay, I just checked. I didn’t like the way that wench was eyeing him earlier so thought I’d check on him.”

Mira looked confused. “The way who was eyeing him?”

“That serving wench that was rubbing up against him all night and about to fall out of her dress.”

“Do you think he’s in danger?” Mira stepped into the hallway but paused. “Isn’t it normal for young men to… dally with such women?”

Ferret shrugged. “Aye, I reckon so, but he seemed awfully drunk. Didn’t you take him to his room?”

“I did.” Mira ran over to Taren’s room and threw the door open. A moment later, she looked up and down the hall, concern plain on her face. “What should we do?”

Ferret thought a moment before she had a flash of inspiration. “Try to call to him—you know, that magic telepathy or whatever it is. I’ve tried that before but usually can’t reach him unless he talks to me first.”

“Good idea.” Mira closed her eyes for a moment, one that felt like a very long time while Ferret waited anxiously.




***




“Good night to you, sir.”

A muffled reply came in response from one whom Taren assumed was a guard, then Irralith was moving once more, cold air flowing into the pocket as she walked.

Taren couldn’t help but think of the last time he’d been abducted, by an invisible monster summoned by the inquisitors while he was a guest in Zylka Daerodil’s home. But that time, he’d been able to summon his magic and eventually destroy the creature. Whatever Irralith had poisoned him with not only immobilized him but thoroughly blocked all sense of magic.

He fought to move his limbs, to try to remove the ring, climb out of the woman’s pocket, or anything, but all without success.

Irralith patted the pocket, jostling him roughly. “Won’t be long now, mageling,” she said in an undertone. “Soon, we’ll be out of the city, and not long after, I’ll have my freedom and gold enough to last me for many years.”

He could hear the echo of her footsteps on the cobblestone street. Voices were singing from a distance, and the sound of a flute played somewhere, a tavern most likely. We must be off the castle grounds by now. If I can’t find some way to escape, she’ll deliver me to Nesnys! He knew instinctively that was where he was headed.

“Taren? Can you hear me?”

He could have wept in relief at hearing Mira’s thought in his mind. After having established their initial psionic bond in Nexus, he and Mira had remained attuned to each other.

“Mira! Please help me! I’m paralyzed and can’t use my magic—I think it’s some type of poison. I’ve been abducted by a woman or a creature that looks like a woman. She’s wearing a glamour of a chambermaid.” He went on to describe her features and how he was hidden in her pocket. “We’re outside the castle already. In the town, I think.”

“Hold on. I’m on my way.” Mira’s thoughts were filled with worry and determination in equal measure.




***




Mira raced down the stairwell, along another hallway, then through a door and outside to the castle bailey. She believed her route was the shortest path, the same one the woman must have taken to abduct Taren. She paid little heed to the cold flagstones beneath her bare feet, nor to the night’s chill against her exposed skin. The hem of her thin nightgown flapped at her thighs as she sprinted across the bailey.

Ferret had gone to fetch Creel and raise the alarm, but Mira didn’t want to delay, for fear those few precious minutes would be all Taren’s captor would need to escape. How can the enemy have slipped into the castle itself? I should have watched over him better… How could I not notice that woman’s undue interest in him at the feast? Ferret had been alert, fortunately, and now she had the chance to redeem herself after her lax attention—that was what mattered. She could berate herself over her incompetence later.

A pair of guards at the gates watched her approach, wide-eyed. “Miss, are you all right?” a young man asked.

“A woman—has a serving woman passed here in the last several minutes?” She slowed to a stop before the men.

“Um, well sure,” he replied. “A bunch of the servants went home for the night.”

“A stout, plain-faced woman of middle years. Dark hair and eyes.” She related the description Taren had given her.

The guards exchanged glances. “Could be Millie, I reckon,” the older guard said, scratching at his gray beard. “She’s worked here for years.”

“Where did she go?”

“Apologies, miss, but I don’t know where she lives.”

“She headed that way, if it helps.” The younger guard pointed outside the gate and to the left.

Mira thanked them and raced out into the street. Behind her, she heard sounds of the alarm being raised. She passed the remnants of the feasting held in the park for the soldiers who hadn’t fit inside the castle. A bonfire was burning low, and many people were passed out drunk, both soldiers and their female companions, while many others were still drinking and dicing.

“Mira, I’m down by the lake,” Taren’s thought reached her. “I can smell the fish and algae. Also, I hear the sounds of waves lapping against the pier.”

“Hold on, Taren.”

She redoubled her speed, following the street, which wound past the park and perimeter of the castle wall before turning toward the harbor. The street began angling downward but then curved to the right, away from the lakeside, and intersected with another lane. Instinctively, she turned left and followed the steeper street downward. Ahead a couple hundred paces, moonlight shone on the dark expanse of the lake’s still surface. The ships docked at the piers formed a forest of masts. Within moments, she reached the edge of the wide boardwalk along the bay. She halted, looking left and right, searching for any sign of Taren or the woman.

Nobody was about.

“I don’t see anything. Can you give me something more?”

“We’ve stopped moving. I think… she might be aware and watching you. She’s adept at weaving illusions, so be careful.”

Mira felt the fine hairs on the back of her neck prickle at the thought of his abductor watching her from plain view yet disguised so that Mira couldn’t see her in return. After a couple of long breaths to calm herself, she took another long look about. The boardwalk extended several hundred paces in either direction, lined with small shacks and shanties. A number of piers jutted outward into the water, most moored with small fishing craft, although a handful of larger vessels were farther out on the lake. Torchlight illuminated watchmen’s posts atop stone watchtowers at the far ends of the port. A few sparks of lantern light gleamed from out on the water where night fishers were trying their luck. Laughter and voices carried faintly across the water from one of the distant boats.

Something moved to the left. She spotted a furtive figure moving far down the pier, a few hundred paces away and moving quickly.

Mira started after it, running as fast as she could, a cold breeze tugging at her nightgown and freezing her exposed skin. She ignored her discomfort, sending a trickle of her ki to ward off the cold. She lost sight of the person for a moment, but then it reappeared, staying in the shadows of shacks along the boardwalk.

Is she planning to sneak him away aboard a boat?

“We’re moving again, Mira.”

“I see you. Almost there.” She could sense his relief through their connection and focused all her attention on closing the gap.




***




“Friend of yours?” Irralith asked softly. “My, what a swift runner—she’s like a wolf racing in pursuit of her prey. But alas, she’ll run out of pier soon, and our boat awaits us.” She began moving again with a long stride but remained unhurried even by the prospect of pursuit.

Shouts and the jingle of mail were growing louder in the distance, and Taren said a quick prayer to Sabyl asking for his friends to find him in time. His spiking adrenaline seemed to have burned off the alcohol haze of earlier to a significant degree, but the venom was another matter, unfortunately. He still couldn’t even lift a finger or sense the earth magic.

After another minute or two, Irralith reached in and grabbed Taren, hanging him awkwardly from the lip of her pocket by his arms. He had a view of the lake and harbor, moonlight shining on the water.

Irralith turned slightly, and Taren caught a glimpse of torchlight approaching from the street a hundred paces or so away.

“Ah, this will be just perfect. Watch and learn, mageling.” Irralith raised her hands, muttering something under her breath.

Ferret came into view, barreling down the street a short distance ahead of Creel and a dozen or so guardsmen puffing for breath. A couple of the guards were carrying torches.

“Ghas’a tluxxt ulas ang r’aaktha!” Irralith commanded.

A massive wave erupted outward from the still lake, as if a huge boulder had been heaved into the water. It sloshed across the boardwalk and roughly ten paces up the sloping street. The instant the water hit the ground, it turned to ice, coating cobblestones and boards alike in a thin glaze.

Ferret went down first, slipping on the rime and falling onto her back. Her speed sent her shooting down the incline, across the boardwalk, and down a pier several paces before colliding with an iron mooring bollard with a loud clang. She caromed off the bollard and sailed into the water with a large splash, where she immediately sank like a stone.

Creel lost his footing as well, spilling onto his hip with a curse. He slid onto the boardwalk but managed to jab a dagger into the planks and halt his momentum. Guards slipped and tumbled around him, bellowing startled curses. At least three men followed Ferret into the water, with others left clinging to mooring ropes, the sides of fishing boats, and dock posts. Half the group was able to stop short of the ice and warily search for a safer way down.

Irralith laughed heartily at the mishaps of Taren’s friends and the guards. She turned and strode farther away down the pier. But before she turned away, Taren glimpsed a distant figure wearing only a nightgown and running along the pier in the opposite direction, now several hundred yards away.




***




Mira had paused at the tremendous clamor of armored men spilling into the lake back at the center of the boardwalk where the street ended. But she halted only a moment before resuming her pursuit. The surprisingly spry maid was nearing a boat at the end of the last pier, and Mira was finally on the verge of catching up to her.

“Mira! I’m down at the opposite end of the wharf—don’t trust what you’re seeing.”

She paused again, glancing back toward the eastern edge of the harbor but not seeing anyone there. The figure she had been trailing was in the boat, looking for all the world as if she were preparing to set sail. A length of mooring rope hit the deck with an audible slap as the woman unlashed it. She pushed off from the dock with an oar.

But Mira trusted Taren over her own senses. She turned back around then took off running once more, feeling foolish as well as incompetent.

By the Balance, this is aggravating! Some other choice words she’d heard Creel mutter came to mind, which would’ve made her blush a couple of months earlier. She gritted her teeth and ran like the wind gusting down the cliffs of the Giantspears at the White Monastery.




***




Cautiously, Creel regained his feet on the icy planks of the boardwalk. His dexterity wasn’t helped much by the prodigious amount of ale he’d consumed earlier, but his head was swiftly clearing, especially with the cold night air and pumping adrenaline.

With small, cautious steps, he made his way off the ice then took stock of the situation. Ferret had gone into the water, as had several of the guardsmen, dragged underwater by the weight of their mail shirts. Others had been fortunate to grab onto whatever was available to halt their momentum and were cautiously retreating from the icy patch. Creel looked around but saw no sign of Taren or anyone who could’ve abducted him, though the gate guards had been quick to point out the direction Mira had gone.

He cursed at the thought of the guardsmen drowning. And he had no way of knowing if the water would somehow damage Ferret.

Those thoughts barely crossed his mind when a guard came flailing up from out of the lake, like a seal surging out of the ocean’s surf, and collapsed heavily onto the pier. He vomited out lake water and lay there groaning. Two more men followed a few seconds later, joining their comrade on the dock and coughing up water.

Ferret. Good on you, lass.

Movement caught his eye at the far left end of the harbor. “Mira?” The monk was running back down the boardwalk toward him, wearing only a nightgown in the cold night air.

“Where the Abyss did Taren get off to?” He took another long look around but could see nobody else in the vicinity.

“Master Creel?” The remaining guardsmen had circumvented the icy patch and were cautiously approaching, wary of further traps.

“No sign of the lad,” he said. “Let’s spread out and search the harbor.”

“Some help here,” a familiar voice called.

Clinging to the edge of the dock was Ferret. Creel walked over and grasped her wrists. He heaved and pulled her out of the lake. Some bit of slimy plant was caught in Ferret’s shoulder joint, and water streamed from her innards as she stood there motionlessly. She didn’t seem any worse for wear, but he wondered if she would start rusting up.

“You all right, lass?” He pried the plant free and tossed it aside.

“Aye. Where’d this damn ice come from?” She kicked at the edge of it, and a section of the rime broke off in a sheet.

“It would seem our foe is a mage of some ability. Yet I see no sign of Taren.”

“Mira!” Ferret waved.

The monk was still about fifty paces away, pointing frantically toward the far opposite end of the harbor. “Taren says he’s down at the southern end!”

“Taren says?” Creel frowned but decided not to question her knowledge. “Sweep the southern portion of the wharf,” he told the guards.

“Look!” a guard shouted.

A brilliant green light flashed rapidly a few times from the farthest pier and then was gone. A moment later, answering flashes of light came from out on the lake.

“Let’s go—they’re trying to leave by boat!” Creel took off running, along with the others.

The distance was far, and they had to circle along the boardwalk to reach the end pier. Mira had a different idea, though. She ran down the nearest pier then leaped off the dock onto the deck of a trawler, hopped across that, then took a long leap across several paces of water and landed atop a smaller fishing boat. A moment later, she was on the adjoining pier. Creel could see she was taking a direct route and would potentially reach where the ship was about to land before the rest of them, assuming she wasn’t thwarted by too wide a stretch of waterway between boats.

Regardless of who reached them first, Creel knew whoever was responsible would pay for kidnapping Taren.




***




Irralith stood at the end of the farthest pier, looking out across the dark water. She raised one hand and spread her fingers wide, holding her palm outward. A bright green light suddenly shone from the palm of her hand, blinked three times, and was gone.

A moment later, another green light flashed in response from out on the water—a lantern with green glass, its shutters rapidly opened and closed.

“A boat is coming to pick us up,” Taren told Mira. 

Irralith’s body was blocking his view of the wharf, so he couldn’t see any of his friends. His captor chanted again, and Taren watched in awe as the surface of the water rapidly solidified into an icy pathway. Irralith stepped onto it sure-footedly and strode toward a small skiff, fifty paces distant. Four men were in the boat, two of them working the oars hard, and the squeak of oarlocks and splash of water reached his ears as the boat quickly approached. They wore simple clothes like fishermen, but he suspected they were Nebaran soldiers. His suspicion was confirmed when he saw the man at the bow holding a crossbow along with the lantern, now providing a golden light.

A commotion sounded on the wharf behind them, and shouts rang out, along with boots pounding on the planks.

“Your friends are too late, Taren.” Irralith’s voice was smug. “But I’ve enjoyed this.”

Taren’s heart sank, for judging by the boat’s nearness, he feared she was right.




***




Mira saw the boatman’s signal but couldn’t see who it was signaling to. As such, she focused solely on reaching the boat itself, knowing that was Taren’s captor’s means of escape.

She cleared the next pier, leaping atop the dock then onto the seat of a moored sloop. After two long strides, her left foot caught the top of the gunwale. She launched herself forward, soaring across the six or seven paces of open water to reach a small fishing trawler. The boat rocked precariously when she landed, eliciting a startled shout from a figure curled up in the stern, clutching a bottle of wine.

“Oi, what the bloody shite, ya scamp!” A scruffy, bleary-eyed drunk squinted at her.

Mira recovered her balance, ignoring the incensed boatman. She hopped lightly onto the adjoining pier then paused a moment to check on her progress. Lantern light shone from the bow of the approaching skiff as it neared the end pier, now just two rows over. She adjusted her course, moving farther down the dock she was on before running up the gangplank and onto the deck of a large schooner. Someone shouted a challenge, but Mira was already leaping off the far side. The schooner’s greater height helped, for the jump was a long one. But she narrowly cleared the distance and landed aboard another single-masted sloop, setting the boat to rocking. Once upon the next-to-last pier, she saw she wouldn’t be able to reach the arriving skiff, for thirty paces of open water separated it from the nearest point on the end of her dock.

I won’t give up now.

A figure suddenly materialized in the distance, only a few paces from the boat, which she could see now was manned by four soldiers by the look of them. The heavyset woman, who Mira assumed was a witch of some sort, stood in the middle of the lake on a slick white bridge, apparently formed of ice. The approaching skiff was wide bodied, with two men on the middle seat furiously working the oars.

I see you now.

As if on cue, Taren’s thoughts reached her urgently. “Mira, the boat is here!”

“Taren, hold on, this might not go well.” What she was about to try she’d never performed for more than a short distance before. And that had been in a still, albeit frigid, pond formed from glacier runoff near the White Monastery.

Summoning the full force of her ki, Mira backed away down the dock and took a running start. She leaped as far as she could, legs churning in the air, and focused her ki along the soles of her bare feet. She cleared nearly a third of the distance to the boat in the air before her feet touched the water. Maintaining focus, she raced across the surface of the lake, her feet touching as lightly as a water strider, arms held out to her sides as if they could provide a small amount of lift.

The distance closed rapidly. Ahead, the witch was just climbing aboard the skiff, which rocked at her added weight. The guardsman with the lantern looked over and saw Mira. His eyes went wide, and he fumbled for a loaded crossbow on his lap. He brought it up to fire just as she reached the boat.

Mira didn’t stop, leaping right aboard. Her right foot shot out and caught the crossbowman in the face. The man cried out and toppled over the side. The sudden loss of his mass, combined with Mira’s added weight, sent the skiff rocking violently, jostling everyone aboard. She fell against the back of one of the oarsmen, slamming him into the man beside him. The woman cried out in alarm and nearly spilled over the side, but she was saved by grabbing onto the arm of the soldier in the stern.

The two oarsmen recovered, turning on the seat and trying to grab hold of Mira. She swatted aside their groping arms then delivered a straight punch to the first man’s ear, rocking him sideways. Her knee collided with the second oarsman’s chin, sending him tumbling to the bottom of the skiff. The third man lunged forward, stumbling over his comrade, but his brawny forearm struck Mira’s shoulder, throwing her back into the bow of the skiff. The short bow deck slammed hard into her lower back, and she grimaced in pain, grasping the gunwale to avoid sliding off the rocking craft.

The three men were crowding one another as they tried to draw short swords and daggers. Mira kicked the oarsman on her left in the belly. He folded over with an oof and toppled over the side. She hurriedly drew her legs back in to avoid a wild slash from the man on the right.

“Careful, you fools!” the witch shrieked, clutching onto the gunwale as the boat rocked violently with every movement.

The two remaining men drew back, and the woman shoved them toward the oars. She glanced off to her right, and a look of dismay crossed her face. “Hurry, take us out farther. I’ll deal with her.”

Mira glanced over and saw Ferret and Creel were nearing the end of the pier, separated by about twenty paces of water. The ice bridge broke apart at a command from the witch.

Mira regained her feet as the two men took up the oars and began stroking, turning the boat and then sending it surging forward. Before she could attack again, the witch barked another command in a foreign tongue.

Taren suddenly appeared in front of her, clutched to her chest and a knife pressed to his throat.

“Cease at once or I cut his throat!” she commanded.

Mira raised her hands in surrender. She saw no way out of the situation without Taren being harmed.

“Mira? What is going on?”

She frowned in confusion.

“She has a knife to your throat.”

“That’s not… Ah, another illusion. Act like you believe it and wait for an opening.”

“I shall.”

A moment later, the witch gave an ear-splitting shriek and clutched her temples. At that moment, the image of Taren disappeared, as did her illusory disguise. Revealed was a figure startling in appearance, with blue-gray skin and slitted amber eyes. The two soldiers were alarmed at the woman’s sudden change in appearance, cursing and reaching for weapons once more.

Mira instantly lashed out with sharp chops to the backs of both oarsmen’s heads. Without waiting to see if they were rendered unconscious, she stepped nimbly on the seat between the men and punched the witch on the chin. Her jaw snapped shut with an audible clack of teeth, and she would have gone over the side had Mira not dropped low to the bottom of the boat and seized her belt. The skiff rocked alarmingly, nearly capsizing, and water poured over the side and drenched Mira. She managed to haul the witch back in, throwing her unceremoniously down in the stern.

A quick glance revealed the two soldiers slumped over on the bench, unconscious, as was the witch. Mira took a moment to catch her breath, shocked that she’d actually made it onto the boat and succeeded in subduing her opponents without all of them ending up in the lake.

However, she saw no sign of her charge. “Taren?”

“In her pocket,” came a faint reply, and she was relieved to hear his voice this time, not his thoughts.

Mira raised an eyebrow in surprise but rummaged gently in the witch’s pocket and was rewarded by pulling out a miniature Taren, shrunken down to the size of a mouse.

“The poison is finally wearing off,” he said, stirring sluggishly in her cupped hands. At her broad smile, he added, “Don’t laugh—it’s this damn magic ring she put on me.”

Mira couldn’t help herself. She was giddy with relief at finding Taren whole, and the absurdity of his transformation was too much. She laughed heartily, holding Taren up to her face, peering at him curiously.

After a moment, he laughed as well. “Gods, when this is finally over, we’ll have some tale to tell, won’t we?”

“We sure will. What did you do to that witch? I thought your magic…”

“I sent her a psionic blast—similar to how I contact you but forceful enough to cause pain and disorientation. I guess it worked.”

“Good thing it did.” She sighed, relieved that the ordeal was all over.

“Mira! Everyone all right over there?” Creel was waving from the end of the pier.

“We are,” she called back. “Now I just need to figure out how to row back to you.” She’d never rowed a boat, but the mechanics didn’t look too difficult.

Before she could drag the unconscious soldiers into the stern and take their place on the bench, Ferret stepped up beside Creel holding a thick coil of rope.

“Ahoy there!” Ferret tossed the bundle of rope out over the water. Her throw was a good one—a few coils landed across the bow deck. “I’ll pull you in!”

Mira secured the rope to the mooring hook, and Ferret hauled them in. Her strength was so great that the skiff’s bow rose up from the water, creating an impressive wake behind them. A moment later, Creel was giving Mira a hand out of the boat and onto the dock.

Some of the guardsmen milling around goggled at her, for her nightgown was soaked through and plastered to her body. Her ki was depleted, and she was shivering as she rapidly lost body heat.

“Someone give her a cloak,” Creel ordered.

None of her friends must have had the time to secure warmer garments either before taking up the chase, but a few of the guards were cloaked.

A guardsman stepped up and offered his cloak, which Creel draped over Mira’s shoulders. She gratefully wrapped it tightly around herself, thanking the guard.

“What happened to Taren?” Ferret asked, crowding close.

“He’s here.” Mira held him up.

Ferret gasped, then began giggling. Soon Creel chuckled, and Mira joined in also.

“Very funny,” Taren said, and at his small voice, they laughed even harder. “But I’m a fool, and I suppose I deserved this.”

A seasoned guardsman looked at them as if they had gone mad. “Uh, sir, about that lot in the boat…”

Creel regained his composure. “Aye, please feel free to arrest those bastards. Bind and gag the witch.”

“Aye, sir.”

Several of the guards swarmed the boat, dragging the two soldiers free, followed by the witch, whom they handled with extreme reluctance. The three prisoners were stirring by the time they were laid out on the dock. One other Nebaran was splashing in the lake, swimming toward the pier, where a pair of guardsmen pulled him free then held him at swordpoint. There was no sign of the last Nebaran, who had probably drowned.

“Well, well. What have we here?” Creel stood over the stirring witch as a guard worked to bind her hands.

“What type of creature is she?” Ferret asked, staring at the witch.

“She’s a changeling… a hag spawn,” Creel said.

The changeling regained her senses then, and a distraught expression flitted across her face when she realized she had been captured. “I remember you, monster hunter.” She eyed Creel warily with her unnerving gaze, and Mira sensed her fear.

Creel had the blade of his dagger at the changeling’s throat in an instant, and the guards backed away nervously. “And I you, Irralith, get of Hephynore. I see my compassion was misplaced in sparing your miserable hide all those years ago.”

“Please, that bitch Nesnys was going to execute me! I defended myself against her soldier scum, but they got the best of me and took me captive. I had to barter for my life! Look, even now she has me bound.”

She tapped an iron collar around her neck, stamped with some kind of sigil. Creel grunted and prodded it with the tip of his dagger, as if to verify it was real.

“Is being a survivor a crime?” Irralith asked. “I simply wish to be free of that fiend and her ilk—surely you of all people can understand that?”

Creel regarded her intently, the blade held motionless against her throat. “Perhaps,” he finally said after a long moment, “but you shall face the queen’s justice, not mine. Gag her.”

“No, please, you can’t—mmph!”

The senior guardsman shoved a gag roughly in Irralith’s mouth and tied it tightly. A moment later, the changeling and three Nebarans were hustled away toward the dungeon.

Creel noticed Mira’s shivering and turned toward the senior guard. “Oh, Sergeant—would you please send for a carriage to pick up the lady? She’s had a long night.”

“At once, sir. My pleasure, ma’am.” The sergeant saluted sharply and sent one of his men off at a run, but not before Mira saw the awed look on his face. She wondered if he’d seen her run across the water, a feat even she had been unsure she could pull off.

“You know that… creature?” Mira asked Creel while they watched them go.

“Aye. I had the misfortune of encountering her mother once, a frost hag of great power. This whelp of hers I spared since she was but a child. I see that may have been in error. But life can be difficult for such creatures, scorned and mistrusted for their nature and inhuman appearance. Too often, they take the easy path—those of brigands and petty tyrants.”

The group started back down the dock, following after the guards.

“I think I can walk,” Taren said. “Will you set me down?”

Before Mira could do so, Ferret reached in and gently scooped up Taren, studying him as if he were a delicate wounded bird.

“I think he’s kinda cute like this, don’t you, Mira? Maybe we should leave him as is?”

Mira could sense the playfulness in her manner and smiled at the girl.

Taren sighed exaggeratedly then stood up in her palm. He raised his hands in a dramatic gesture. “Don’t make me magick you, Ferret,” he warned.

“Oh, gods, please don’t!” Ferret lowered him to the dock and backed away, fluttering her hands like a terrified and distraught maiden, her good humor evident to all of them. Creel and Mira laughed.

Taren removed a tiny gold ring from his finger. As soon as he did, he instantly returned to his normal size. He studied the gem-studded ring a moment, which also had returned to a normal size, then shrugged and stuck it in a pocket. He fixed them all with a wry smile.

“Thank you, my friends. This has been a long night for all of us.”

“Good ballad fodder, for sure,” Ferret said. “I couldn’t believe how you ran across the water, Mira. That was…”

“Magnificent,” Taren supplied. “I slipped into your head for a moment there, when your focus was so absolute.”

“Just doing my duty,” Mira said humbly, embarrassed to be at the center of attention.

Creel clapped her on the shoulder. “Damn fine work, lass.”

She beamed at the praise. “Is your magic back now that the poison has worn off?”

Taren frowned, closing his eyes a moment, but then shook his head. “No. I need to question Irralith and find out what she did to me.”

“Charwort extract, I reckon,” Creel said. “She was disguised as the serving wench, no? Then she had plenty of opportunity to slip it in your wine. Probably tainted the whole table, or at least those wine drinkers, but no one else would notice the effect, save for a mage.”

“Charwort extract? I haven’t heard of it,” Taren admitted.

“Aye, its preparation and use aren’t common knowledge. The extract is harvested from the stalks of charwort vines, which grow primarily on the slopes of The Spine. The extraction process is fairly difficult and the plant rare. Mages are keen to see it destroyed when they come across it, for obvious reasons.”

As they walked, a stiff breeze picked up, and Mira shivered, clutching the borrowed cloak tighter about her. With the excitement finally over, she felt totally drained after the chase and fight and expenditure of so much ki. The cold was bleeding off the last of her strength, particularly through her bare feet, and her back ached from the hard fall on the boat. By the time they reached the sloping street leading away from the port, she was having difficulty putting one foot in front of the other. Curling up in front of the hearth in her room, swaddled in blankets and drinking a kettle of hot tea sounded wonderful indeed.

Taren slowed his pace to match hers as the other two walked a bit ahead. He lifted Mira’s arm and draped it across his shoulders. “Let me support you for a change, my formidable protector.”

“No, I’m fine,” she said automatically, ashamed at her weakness, standing straighter and starting to pull her arm free.

“Mira,” he said firmly, holding her wrist gently so she couldn’t pull free, “you’ve done more this night than anyone could ever expect. Saved me from my own foolishness once again. Let me do this for you.”

His rust-colored eyes were almost pleading, and the mixture of concern and pride she found on his face made Mira’s heart swell. As they retraced their path back to the castle, she allowed herself to relax her rigid self-discipline for once. She leaned against him, grateful for not only his support but also his warmth.

When the carriage arrived a few minutes later, Mira and Taren climbed aboard, as did Creel and Ferret. Content that she’d managed to redeem herself after her earlier blunder, and with some warmth returning to her chilled body, she relaxed enough to doze off on the way back.




















Chapter 31

Taren couldn’t help but note the parallels to the time he had drenched his room in Nexus with water and Mira had offered to let him sleep in her chamber. But this time, the circumstances were reversed: Mira was soaking wet and freezing, while he was the one to help her to her room. He stoked her hearth while she changed out of her wet nightgown and wrapped herself in a blanket.

“Here, sit. I’ll make you some tea.” While Mira complied, sitting on the floor before the hearth, he poured some water into her kettle and stuck it on the rack in the hearth.

The carriage had picked them up about halfway to the castle, at which point Mira was shivering, her teeth chattering as she leaned heavily against him. She made it into the carriage with his help and slumped onto the seat, huddling against him for warmth and even dozing off for a few minutes. Ferret had offered to carry her to her room, but she declined. Taking their time, they made it under her own power.

“Will you stay a few minutes and have some tea?” Mira asked.

“Sure. Are you warm yet?”

“Yes, thank you.” She smiled at him, but he could see she was still shivering. 

He pulled another blanket from the bed and wrapped it over her shoulders. They sat together in front of the hearth quietly, waiting while the water boiled. Mira added some tea leaves once the water was hot. They waited for the tea to steep a few minutes, then Taren poured each of them a mug.

“I’m sorry about earlier,” Taren said. “I wasn’t good company at the banquet, and I can tell my mood rubbed off on you.” He held up a hand to stave off her objection. “No, it’s all right, I know it was my fault. I was unnerved but also chastened by what happened… when you stopped me during the battle. You were right to do so… The power was so seductive. I can see how one could be tempted to evil by using too much and become a tyrant in the process. Perhaps many once-good men were lured to evil in such a manner. Anyway, you have my thanks—for that and for rescuing me.” He sipped the tea, relieved at the warmth it filled him with, for the night was cold.

“You are welcome, Taren, but no thanks are necessary.” Mira’s gentle smile made him feel at ease, as did the contentment passing through their bond. She took a long drink of tea. “Ah, that’s just what I needed.”

Taren agreed. He preferred it with some honey, if available, to take the slightly bitter edge off, but didn’t complain.

“Do you ever wonder what you will do next?” he asked. “After all of this is over. How will you know your Balance Quest is complete? Or do you think you will have to follow me around until we are both old and gray?” He meant it lightly, but Mira seemed to seriously ponder her answer.

“I haven’t given it much thought, but I suppose I will return to the monastery once my work is done. I will have much to contemplate following these adventures, and I can instruct the initiates as others have done, such as my friend Afna and Brother Cerador. As to how I’ll know… I can’t say for certain. My guess would be a perceptible change in the Weave.”

Taren was quiet a long moment, sipping at his tea. He honestly didn’t know what he would do afterward, for his plans had never gone beyond seeking out his mother then saving his friends and defeating Nesnys. What will I do after all of this? He saw Mira watching him and smiled when their eyes met.

“Hopefully, that day won’t come for some time yet. I’ll probably miss having you around.” He finished his tea in one gulp then squeezed her shoulder briefly and got to his feet. “I think I’ll turn in. Thanks again for coming after me. Sleep well, Mira.”

“You as well,” she replied.

He eased the door shut behind him and started when he turned to find someone standing against the wall a few feet away. “Ferret! Gods, you startled me.”

“Is she all right?” Ferret stood motionless, only her head swiveling toward him.

“I think she’ll be fine after a good night’s sleep.” He started toward his own room across the hall and a couple doors down as Ferret fell in step beside him. “What are you doing out here?”

“Keeping watch, I reckon.” She shrugged, seeming somehow embarrassed at the admission.

“Keeping watch?” He was about to laugh but realized she was serious. “Whatever for?”

“Someone needs to, and Mira’s in no shape right now.” Her tone was flat, but he sensed a spark of irritation. “I don’t sleep, so might as well stand here like a statue. In case any more hussies try to have their way with you and snatch you away again.”

Taren laughed. “Why, Ferret, I didn’t know you cared.” He unlatched his door and pulled it open, watching her with amusement.

“I need you in one piece till we get to that Shirak Station and you help me get cured. After that you’re on your own, man. Bed all the crazed hag-spawns you want.” Annoyance was clearly bleeding through, and she took up position a couple paces from his door, arms crossed.

“What would I do without you and Mira looking out for me?”

“You’d probably be in chains in Nesnys’s clutches right now, if not already dead in a ditch somewhere long before that. Best scenario, I’m guessing you might get away with a case of the cock rot.”

“You could be right about that.” He hid his smile and stepped into his room but then paused before closing the door. Leaving her just standing out there the rest of the night seemed discourteous somehow. “Well, you might as well come inside. You can have the chair in front of the fire if you want.” He’d seen how she often stared into the campfire for hours on end when they were on the road and thought it calmed her.

Ferret stared at him silently a moment before relenting. She closed the door behind herself then walked over to the window to take in the view of the lake below.

As Taren sat on the bed to remove his boots, Ferret asked, “About earlier… what happened between you and Mira? Did you make up?”

“We did. I apologized… She was right to stop me. I got too caught up in the magic. You wouldn’t believe how it feels, having so much power at your fingertips.”

“I might. Sort of like how I can throw people around in a fight.”

He smiled. “Something like that, I imagine. But it becomes addictive… I could have kept going, destroying every last Nebaran soldier, even after they broke and ran, though I would’ve paid a physical price afterward. Mira was right. I was a danger to the Balance, and I don’t think I would’ve ceased, so she stopped me.” He shrugged. “It’s hard to describe it.”

“Like when you’re running downhill and get going so fast that it’s hard to stop?”

He laughed. “That’s a pretty good analogy, my bardling friend. You know, it’s a pity you don’t have that lute anymore.”

“That old broken thing? Why?” Ferret poked at the fire in the hearth with her fingers and stirred up the embers then stuck a couple of fresh logs on top. She absently wiped the soot from her hands on her breeches.

Taren took off his robes and slipped under the covers while she fiddled with the fire. “I rather enjoyed your playing that night we stayed at the cottage. You’ve got some talent, likely a fine voice as well. It’s nice that Yosrick was able to help you with your letters and sums.”

“You truly think so?” Her glowing violet eyes regarded him.

“I do. You’ll have to promise to play for me once we get you cured and find you a decent instrument.”

“Huh. If you get me cured, I’ll be your personal bard until you’re sick of me if that’s your price. I can craft ballads of your adventures as you travel the land, ridding it of Nebarans, monsters, and the like.”

He chuckled. “That sounds good. Would you care to sing something?”

“If you like.” Despite her offhand remark, she sounded pleased at the request.

Ferret sang softly, her voice low and hollow compared to how he remembered it prior to her transformation, but it was pleasant enough, if a bit mournful sounding. After a few minutes, he drifted off to sleep, listening to her singing a familiar tale of a knight who set off on a quest, where he had to complete seven separate trials in order to win the hand of his love.




















Chapter 32

Ferret was back in Ammon Nor, ten summers old again, and standing over her mother’s deathbed in The Sweet Berry, the whorehouse where she had grown up. Her mother hadn’t worked for weeks, slowly wasting away with the pox, until one day Violetta, a kindly whore who was more a mother to Ferret than her own flesh and blood, had summoned her, saying her mother wanted to see her. Violetta was a plump, pretty woman whose enormous bosom made her one of Madame Rosalda’s, known by everyone as Rosie, most popular girls.

“Keep your face covered, luv,” Violetta said. “Aye, like so. And don’t get too close or touch her. Bad humors’ll get ya sick too if ya ain’t careful.” She hovered nervously outside the closed door to the tiny room Ferret’s mother called both home and workplace, obviously fearful of approaching. “She’s not got much longer and wants to talk with ya afore she passes. It’s all right, luv—go on in there.”

Even with Ferret’s face covered with a scarf, the thick scents of perfumes and incense couldn’t quite drown out the sickbed stink once Violetta closed the door quietly behind her. After struggling to swallow with her throat suddenly gone dry, Ferret found the courage to move closer. After a few steps, she stood over her mother’s bed and looked down at the ruin of a woman who had once seemed quite pretty to a young girl who looked up to her, desperate for affection, although her mother’s looks were oft buried beneath fatigue and unhappiness, even surliness at times. Her mother, who was only fourteen summers Ferret’s elder, had never shown her much affection, though Ferret doubted she had ever really deserved any. A child was just another expense, a mouth to feed for a woman who barely made enough coin to get by—even costing her coin when she was unable to work during the late stages of pregnancy.

She couldn’t hold back a gasp at seeing her mother’s once-pretty features obliterated by a wasteland of boils. Her fair skin was mottled with black-blue patches and red pustules. A chamberpot beside the bed contained bloody chunks amid the vomit, and Ferret’s stomach went queasy even from a quick glance.

Her mother’s brown eyes cracked open at her gasp. The whites of her eyes were yellowish and bloodshot but much better to look at than the rest of her, so Ferret focused on her eyes.

“There ya are.” Her mother’s voice was a rasp. “Aye, I look like shite, I know. I’m not much longer for this world, but I wanted to see ya one last time, Maribelle. And to tell ya to keep away from me since this’ll only get worse. Ya ain’t gonna want to see me after this.”

Ferret didn’t know what to say, so she simply nodded. Her mother was the only one who called her by her real name, which she hated. Her silly given name was one more suited to some fair princess who lived in a high tower somewhere in a faraway land—a land where men were brave and noble instead of violent drunks with animal urges, a place where mothers weren’t whores dying of the pox, and girls had loving fathers to dote on them.

“I haven’t been much of a mother to ya, and I’m sorry ’bout that. Violetta says she’ll look after ya when I’m gone. She’s a good friend to me, so do what she tells ya.” She gave a wet cough and rolled over and spat into the chamberpot. Patches of her matted brown hair had fallen out, leaving bald spots at the back of her head. “I don’t have nothin’ left to give ya except for that. I want ya to take that knife there.”

Ferret picked up the small knife from the dresser beside the door. She knew it well, of course. Her mother usually kept it handy in case any of the men became overly abusive. All the girls had one just in case. It was a plain, unornamented blade, slim and compact with a nice balance and fashioned of good steel. Much better than the rusty, notched knife Ferret had once scavenged from a rubbish pile. She figured this knife would be small enough to conceal in her clothes where none of the other urchins could spot it and get any ideas of beating her up and stealing it from her. Perhaps she’d even learn how to throw it effectively, like a few of the older kids she’d seen doing so for fun.

“Ya prob’ly won’t amount to much—a whore just like your mama, eh? But at least that might keep ya safe off the streets. My coin ran out, but Rosie was kind enough to let me stay till the end, and she said she’ll even pick up the tab to put me in the ground. Ya talk to Rosie in a few years, and she’ll set ya up—might even give ya my old room, I reckon.” She gave a bitter laugh that sounded like the noise a frog would make. “Ya can be layin’ here spreadin’ your legs just like your old mama.”

“I’m not gonna be no whore,” Ferret said quietly.

“What’s that?” Her mother squinted at her. “Speak up, girl.”

“I said I’m not gonna be no whore.”

Her mother croaked another laugh. “Well, that’s good if ya think so. Don’t know what you’d be much good at, but ya go and find something. You’ve enough of my looks ya might end up being pretty in a few years. What ya want is to find yourself a man who’s got coin. Ya give him what he wants, get a baby in your belly—well, if he’s the type that sticks around, then that’s the best life ya can hope for, I reckon.”

She broke into a prolonged coughing fit that eventually ended with her spitting bloody chunks into the chamberpot.

“Oh gods… can’t take much more o’ this. Run along now, Maribelle. Keep that knife. Talk to Rosie when Violetta says you’re old enough. Or find yourself a rich man if the gods bless ya with better luck than me. Go on, then. Send Vi in here when ya leave.”

Ferret ran along as instructed, for that was all the love and wisdom her mother had to impart to her. She found Violetta and conveyed her mother’s wish, then made it all the way down to her favorite spot on the riverbank before she burst into tears. She wasn’t crying because she would really miss her mother that much but more due to the fact she was the only family Ferret had ever known and ever would. All she was left with from her parents, besides having been brought into the world, was a vision of a wretched, suffering woman on her deathbed and a cheap knife given her as an heirloom.

She was tempted to throw the damn knife into the Black Channel, but her practicality overrode her flash of emotion. The knife was good steel, and if she got truly desperate, she could always sell it for a few coppers, she supposed.

Nobody will call me Maribelle anymore, at least. That thought made her bawl even harder. She wondered if she’d end up a whore after all. More likely a thief, as she had nimble fingers and already some experience at picking pockets. The best living I can hope for is to find a rich man. And then be his whore. Her mother hadn’t said that last part, but Ferret had seen enough of the world and heard enough wagging tongues from the women at Rosie’s to understand what she had implied.

She didn’t know whether the thought of actually doing that saddened her more or the fact that it was all her mother could imagine her doing with her life.

Taren muttered something in his sleep, and Ferret surfaced from her reverie. She sat motionless in the chair before the hearth, its embers dying out. The sun was already rising over the lake outside the window. She tossed a log onto the embers, prodded them until they flared anew, then walked over to watch the sunrise, the brilliant rays reflecting on the glassy water. Fishermen were already out on the lake, eager to make an early catch. Her gaze shifted to the docks after a time, where just a few hours earlier all the excitement had occurred.

I wish you could see me now, Mother. Well, not now as a bloody construct, but as a hero. I’ve fought in battle and helped rescue a queen—twice. I’ve been to Nexus and met the Lady of Twilight. I rang the bell at Ammon Nor. And I’ll be going with my friends on a quest to win this war and save the multiverse.

She wondered what her mother would have thought of her, had she still been alive. Probably think I’d make a good high-class whore now that there’s a bunch of lordlings in my orbit around the court. Either that or she’d be hitting me up for coin. She snorted a bitter laugh.

Thoughts of her mother made her realize she’d lost her dagger—the only thing other than life her mother had given her. Rabbit-sticker, Creel had named it.

Mayhap Creel’s still got it. She thought it likely he did.

Taren yawned loudly and lay there blinking owlishly at her when she looked over from the window. “Morning,” he said.

“Aye, so it is. Up and at ’em. Today’s the day we leave, right? Go back to that awful Hall of the Artificers, then through the portal to find this Lenantos character and get the rod, then go to Shirak and get me restored.”

He sighed. “I hope it’s as easy as all that, but yes, assuming Sianna grants us leave to go. Hopefully, everyone is recovered from their hangovers and such. Tomorrow at the latest. Thanks to your vigilance, I survived the night unmolested by any more hag-spawns.”

Ferret laughed.

“Say, would you mind…” Taren nodded at his robes, thrown over the back of a chair.

Ferret tossed them to him. “You’re also welcome for the warm hearth to wake up to so your tender feet won’t be cold getting out of bed.”

He grinned at her. “You’d make a good chambermaid if the bard thing doesn’t work out, you know?”

Better than a whore or thief, I reckon. “I’m afraid you’ll have to fetch your own bathwater and wash your own noble arse, your lordship.” She gave him a curtsey and smiled to herself as she closed the door to the sound of Taren’s laughter.

So, what next? She stood in the hallway undecided a moment before deciding to go find Creel. She hoped he still had Rabbit-sticker, though she knew not why it suddenly seemed important to her—possibly because it was something to hold on to from her past, though she didn’t care to remember much from that time in her life.

Locating Creel proved more difficult than she’d first imagined. The monster hunter’s room was unoccupied, though his bed had been slept in. In the hallway, she ran into Rafe, who said he’d seen him headed into town a short time before, although he hadn’t said where. She slipped on her cloak and went outside to the bailey. Upon inquiry at the gates, one of the guards indicated Creel had headed down the main street through the city.

Ferret didn’t mind such vague information, for getting out of the castle was nice, and she was able to get her thoughts off the disturbing memory of the last encounter with her mother.

The streets were crowded as expected, everyone going about their morning business, and the market was especially busy at that time of day. Merchants hawked their wares, while a madman in rags stood upon a crate, hollering loudly about the city’s impending doom. Several stray dogs tore out of an alley chasing a mangy gray cat, the animals drawing curses and a few misplaced kicks aimed in their direction.

Ferret spotted Creel ahead, walking out of a shop, munching on something. She winced inwardly as her footsteps rang loudly on the cobblestones as she jogged to catch up to him. Passersby turned and gawked at her, many moving out of the way as if she were a runaway team of oxen.

I can’t wait to get rid of this form and be me again! She did have to admit her clockwork body had its uses, especially in combat. But she yearned to be able to eat and drink again, to smell the scent of roasting meat, to feel the fresh air and sun on her skin.

Naturally, Creel heard her coming and turned to await her approach. He saluted her with his dagger, upon which was speared half a link of spiced sausage. His other hand held a hunk of hard cheese. “Morning, lass.”

“Morning.” She fell into step beside him as he resumed his walk, heading farther away from the castle.

“What’s on your mind this morning?”

“Do you still have Rabbit-sticker? My old knife,” she added at his confused look. “I decided to name it Rabbit-sticker.”

“Ah. Aye, sure do. It’s back in my pack at the castle. Why do you ask?” He finished the last of his cheese and sausage and washed it down with a drink from his water skin.

She shrugged. “Just thought of my mother last night. She wasn’t good for much, but she did leave that knife for me… along with some advice.”

“What advice?”

“Either become a whore like her or find a man with coin to get hitched to,” she replied bitterly.

Creel chuckled. “I reckon she didn’t know you very well then, if she thought those were the limits of your potential.”

“Nay, not so much.” She was warmed by his words.

“By the time this mess is done with, I reckon you’ll have to fight off plenty of fellas, wealthy ones among them, eager to court a lass such as yourself. Those who aren’t intimidated by someone courageous and clever and spirited, at any rate.”

“You think?” She stopped suddenly, struck by the idea. Not that she was particularly interested in finding a husband, for she valued her freedom and still dreamed of becoming a bard, but the prospect that she would be someone men found not only desirable, but also of worth, made her think.

“Aye, why not? You’ve earned the respect and admiration of many, not the least of whom is our queen. I imagine she’ll see you set right, and if not, Taren and I will. Nothing to fret over.” He clapped her on the back.

They resumed walking, Ferret thinking on that.

Creel entered an armorer’s shop, and she accompanied him inside. The front of the store had shields and armor on display, everything ranging from leather cuirasses and bracers to plain shirts of ring and chain mail up to full suits of plate mail. The back of the shop must have held a forge, from which came the sounds of a hammer ringing on metal.

“Ah, Master Creel!” The armorer came from the back room and clasped hands with Creel. “Just finished her up yesterday.” He retrieved a bundle from the back room and set it down on the counter—Creel’s leather armor.

“Just in time. We’ll be back on the road again today, I reckon. Tomorrow latest.”

“And you’ll be much better protected than before.” The armorer smiled as Creel ran his fingers admiringly over the new breastplate. “Assuming you don’t encounter any more flaming arrows, of course. I also replaced some of the straps on your other pieces that were heavily worn.”

Ferret remembered the scorched hole his cuirass had suffered some weeks earlier from an erinys’s arrow, along with other damage from his various injuries over the past months. She assumed the armorer must have replaced the entire breastplate, for it looked new.

“Looks better than the day I bought it,” Creel said after examining the cuirass.

The armorer beamed. “Please, try it on and make sure everything fits.”

Creel lifted the cuirass and slipped it over his head. Before the armorer could come around the counter to aid him, Ferret stepped up and began tightening the buckles as she had on past occasions. Creel smiled at her fondly as she cinched the straps at the sides. The armorer regarded her a moment with raised eyebrows but made no comment, seeing she knew what she was doing. They added the bracers and leg pieces that covered the thighs and knees. In moments, Creel was all suited up. He took his time checking the fit, stretching and rotating his arms, twisting his torso and leaning over as far as he could, then raising each knee to his chest. When he was satisfied nothing chafed or restricted his movement too much, he said, “Excellent work, Master Chalmer.”

“Thank you, sir. Might I check this one strap here?” Chalmer fussed with one of the bracer straps, adjusting the buckle, then frowned. He removed the piece and sliced off an inch of extra leather with a keen knife, then folded over the end of the supple strap so that it wouldn’t pull through the buckle. With an awl, he poked a number of holes and quickly stitched it together with gut string. The whole adjustment took only a couple minutes, and the bracer fit perfectly when he slipped it back on. “I think that ought to do it.”

Creel removed his coin purse. “And we agreed on five crowns, didn’t we?”

Master Chalmer held up the palms of both hands. “Sir, I cannot accept any payment.”

“Come again?” Creel paused with his purse open.

“You were responsible for helping return our queen to us, yes?”

“Aye, along with the help of others.”

“You’ve returned our queen and our hope to us. I can’t accept any payment for that. Besides, Her Majesty herself graced my humble establishment with her presence and commissioned a breastplate. I hope she was satisfied with it.”

“You made that?” Ferret asked before Creel could reply.

“Aye, I was so honored by being granted the commission. And now I’ve got contracts to outfit a number of her royal guardsmen and military officers.”

“Indeed, she seemed very pleased,” Creel answered. “She looked every inch a proper queen.”

Chalmer’s smile widened. “Excellent. The duke’s treasury reimbursed me quite generously, along with the promise of yet more future work. In fact, I’ll be needing to hire more help. Thus, I can’t accept any coin for your armor. I imagine your work has only begun. That’s why you’re off again so soon at the queen’s behest?”

Creel smiled ruefully. “Aye, just so.”

“Then I wish you the best of luck.”

“Well, I thank you again, Master Chalmer. I shall spread word of your excellent craftsmanship. Good luck hiring more apprentices.”

Chalmer bowed. “Farewell, sir. It is my honor to outfit Her Majesty’s associates to the best of my abilities.”

Creel shook hands with the man, then he and Ferret were heading back toward the castle.

“I reckon it’s about time we get back and round up the others. We’ve got to see about getting you fixed back up, eh, lass?”

“Aye. That we do.”




















Chapter 33

Taren approached the dungeon cell, wondering if what he was about to do was the right decision. Surely, Irralith hadn’t earned any leniency, yet he didn’t believe the changeling to be truly evil—mercenary and opportunistic, certainly, but she had treated him well under the circumstances, considering his abduction had been the price of her own freedom, or so she claimed.

If I was put in such a position as she, would I have acted differently? He liked to think he would have but couldn’t answer that for sure.

The gaoler unlocked the cell and pulled the door open.

“I’ll be fine, if you wouldn’t mind waiting outside,” Taren said.

The burly man grunted something unintelligible but walked a few paces away and leaned against the wall. He began picking under his dirty fingernails with the tip of his dagger.

“You are about the last person I expected to see down here,” Irralith said. The changeling’s amber eyes glowed luminously like a wolf’s, reflecting the torchlight from the corridor.

“Yet here I am.” Taren stepped inside and regarded her silently a moment.

Irralith sat up straighter on the stone bench that also served as a bed. She held her head high and her shoulders back, although she made no effort to disguise her inhuman appearance with illusion.

“And what is it you wish of me?” she asked after returning his stare a long moment.

“I thought the humane act would be to remove that collar Nesnys placed on you. I can sense its magic—some kind of locator spell so you can’t escape her grasp, I would assume.”

“You would do that for me?” She looked puzzled.

“Yes. Queen Sianna will determine your fate, not I, but I don’t like the thought of Nesnys having such a hold over you and knowing your whereabouts. Let her have something new to worry over.” He gave her a faint smile.

Irralith regarded him silently but didn’t react when he approached her cautiously. She was shackled by an ankle to an iron loop in the wall. In such close proximity to her, he briefly recalled their dalliance in his room the prior night and flushed at the memory.

Taren reached out and gripped the collar at either side of her neck. As his mother had taught him, he snuffed out the enchantment by siphoning it from the collar. He felt the power swirl through him, a brief burst, then the cold iron became inert. Cautiously, to avoid injuring Irralith, he injected a wedge of force inside the locking clasp. The iron snapped and came apart in his hands. He lifted it free of Irralith’s slender neck and tossed it aside.

Before he could withdraw, she snared his wrist in her hand. Her grip was firm but unthreatening, and her skin was as cold as the dungeon floor.

“I thank you for your kindness, Taren, undeserved as it was.” Irralith held his eyes and gave a tentative smile.

He nodded and pulled his hand away. “Best of luck to you, Irralith.”

Once he was back in the corridor, the gaoler secured the cell door.

“Taren,” Mira’s thought appeared in his head, “Queen Sianna is seeking you.”

“I’ll be right there, Mira. Are you feeling better?” He had checked her room after dressing, but she had already been gone—out for her morning exercise and meditation, he assumed.

“Yes, a few good hours of sleep did me well.” He sensed her contentment and smiled.

“Glad to hear it. Thanks for the warning about the queen.” He quickened his pace as he headed up out of the dungeon.

“My pleasure.”

His thoughts were already turned toward Sianna and what she might be seeking him for. Probably wanting to make plans regarding our quest, I imagine.




***




He was surprised to be summoned directly to Sianna’s own sitting room. Rafe, who’d apparently become the official commander of her royal guard at some point, knocked on her door then held it open for Taren without waiting for a response. He nodded to Taren and looked as though he was trying to restrain a smile.

“Your Majesty.” Taren took a knee when he stepped inside.

Rafe shut the door behind him.

Sianna turned from the window alcove, which provided an impressive view across the lake. She was dressed in a cream-and-sage-colored dress, and her hair was pinned back in a coppery tumble, shining in the sunlight. His heart skipped a beat at her beauty.

She made a moue at him. “No need for such formalities, Master Taren. Come, will you sit with me for a bit?” She waved him over to the padded bench before the bay window.

“I’d be honored.” He joined her at the window seat, glad he’d taken the time to bathe and shave that morning.

“Are you well? I heard what happened last night and feel terrible!” Her face was a mix of concern and guilt.

Taren flushed in embarrassment. “I’m fine. Was mostly a matter of my own foolishness, getting drunk and allowing myself to be put in such a situation.” He wondered uneasily how much she knew of what had happened, particularly Irralith visiting his room.

“Still, the fact you were nearly… no, you were abducted right here from the castle beneath our noses. Were it not for your brave friends, you could be in Nesnys’s clutches right now.”

“True enough. I owe them for saving me again. Mira especially.”

Sianna smiled. “She’s quite something. What of that witch who abducted you? Her fate now hinges upon my justice.”

He told her how he had removed Irralith’s collar a short time before. “I hope you don’t mind me doing so—”

“Not at all. I think that was the compassionate thing to do—a nice change. In such troubled times, it seems we are always quick to lash out in anger. Nobody should be subject to that… fiend’s clutches.” She shuddered and rubbed at the scar where Nesnys had bitten her last finger off.

Taren nodded slowly. “If you seek my counsel, I would recommend showing mercy toward Irralith. She was coerced by Nesnys to try to abduct me, but I don’t sense evil or malice in her. Not that I’m a priest or any expert in such matters, but that’s my opinion.”

Sianna nodded. “Thank you. I’ll take that under consideration. As to your quest, shall we meet just before the dinner hour? I must spend the morning with the foreign monarchs, and then a lunch banquet—”

As if mentioning it made it so, the door opened, and Iris appeared. “Sianna, they are awaiting you.” She paused at seeing Taren.

“Hello, Iris.” He smiled.

“Taren.” She returned his smile, although she did glance pointedly between the two of them.

Her demeanor had thawed considerably toward Taren since he had rescued her and Sianna, but he suspected he and the queen weren’t seated a proper distance from each other, their knees less than a foot apart on the bench. He didn’t mind Iris’s occasional chilliness, knowing she had Sianna’s best interests at heart.

Sianna sighed and rose. “Will you give us a moment, Iris? I’ll be right out.”

Her chamberlain gave a crisp nod, face carefully blank, and stepped back outside.

“I don’t know if time will allow us to talk more later, but I wanted to wish you well,” Sianna said. “We’re all depending on you and the others, and if something were to happen… well, I don’t know if I could forgive myself.”

“That burden doesn’t fall on your shoulders, Sianna. Well, I guess it does indirectly, being queen, but I mean that you aren’t ordering us to go… This is something that must be done anyway, to set things right for the sake of my family ties and also for Ferret’s sake…” He trailed off, unsure what exactly he meant to say, for he was entranced by her green eyes.

She cleared her throat nervously and glanced down at her shoes after a moment. “Well, just make sure you come back to us. You… and your friends. My friends too.” She smiled.

“Thank you for the well wishes. If the gods allow it to be so, I’ll be sure to return. You won’t be rid of me so easily.” He grinned, and she returned it.

“I still wear this, you know.” She pulled on a leather thong around her neck and withdrew the locator stone that hung in her bodice. “In case you need to find me.”

She looked as though she might say more, but at that moment, Iris burst through the door again. Taren hurriedly stepped back, aware that Iris would perceive their proximity as too near.

“Your Majesty,” Iris said with clear irritation, ignoring Taren.

“Yes, I know, Iris. They’re waiting for me.” Sianna rolled her eyes and winked at Taren before adapting a rigid queenly posture and striding briskly toward Iris. “Lead the way.”

Taren and Rafe exchanged amused looks as they trailed Sianna and Iris down the corridor, Iris clucking her disapproval at the queen. He took a side corridor and went to find Mira and Ferret to kill some time before they were summoned for their official audience and sent on their way.

Despite his apprehension over their impending departure, he found himself in a cheerful mood after his meeting with Sianna.




















Chapter 34

With some difficulty, Sianna contained her surprise at the sight of the creature occupying the dungeon cell, even after Creel’s warning about the changeling’s startling appearance. Looking at her, Sianna couldn’t determine whether her face was painted or tattooed in such a dramatic fashion or if that was her normal coloration.

Throughout the morning meeting with her peers, she couldn’t stop thinking of the prior night’s abduction attempt and how close they had come to losing Taren to Nesnys’s clutches. In the brief time between the meetings and the banquet, she had asked Creel to escort her down to the dungeon. She wanted to see the creature and judge her for herself.

Sianna stood just inside the door with Creel beside her, his arms crossed and expression inscrutable.

“Sit up, you,” the gaoler commanded, prodding the woman in the leg with the head of his mace.

The changeling squinted in the torchlight, her slitted amber eyes luminous and unnerving, reminding Sianna of a lizard’s. She obeyed the gaoler and sat up on the stone bench. “Ah, the young queen, our would-be savior,” she said with a sneer. “Have you come to pass swift judgment on me? I feared I would be left to rot down here for some weeks before any decision was made.” Her eyes slid from Sianna and remained fixed on Creel a long moment, during which some unknown expression passed over her features—fear or nervousness, perhaps.

“I have,” Sianna answered, and the woman returned her gaze to her. “And your name?”

“I am Irralith, youngest daughter of the great frost hag Hephynore, slain by this one many years afore you were even a squirt of your sire’s seed.”

“Oi, watch yer mouth!” the gaoler snapped, raising his mace threateningly.

“It’s all right,” Sianna said with a calming gesture. “I understand Master Creel also showed mercy upon a young child and spared your life in the hopes you’d deny your nature.”

“Foolish hope, was it not?” Irralith asked, giving Creel a challenging look.

“That remains to be seen, but thus far you’ve done naught to acquit yourself,” Creel replied, his voice nearly a growl.

“I told you before—after I was captured, the demon wench and her thugs would have struck off my head right where I stood. Is it such a sin to make oneself useful in the hopes of having your life spared?”

“It is if you throw your lot in with the ‘demon wench,’ as you so colorfully put it, the same creature who slaughters and burns her way across the continent.” Sianna rested her chin on a fist, trying to decide how she felt about the changeling as she studied her. 

Irralith sat straight with shoulders back, returning her gaze calmly, her demeanor not that of a broken woman. She certainly wasn’t reducing herself to groveling or trying to charm her way out of her predicament. Defiant, if nothing else. She believes she did no wrong.

“As with any gamble, one wins or one loses. And this round, I’ve lost.” Irralith shrugged. “Not a choice I would have made had a sword not been held to my neck, however.”

“My counselors advise that I should hang you from a gibbet in the town square,” Sianna said. “Others would prefer you beheaded, quartered, and then burned.”

“I don’t know if I should be flattered that I would warrant so much effort to see me dead. All of that would make quite the crowd-pleasing spectacle, I should imagine.” Irralith sounded amused. “And what does Your Majesty wish to do with me?”

Here goes. “I have decided to heed the counsel of the minority and would spare your life—on the condition you use your considerable talents to aid me and my armies during the upcoming battle.” Creel had argued for this course of action and, surprisingly, Taren had added his support as well, showing compassion for Irralith’s plight.

Irralith’s eyebrows rose, and she leaned forward slightly. “Is that so? And if I then acquit myself admirably?”

“Then I might be inclined to issue a pardon and turn you loose.” Sianna glanced at Creel, who nodded almost imperceptibly though he maintained his steady gaze on Irralith. “Think it over. I’ll need an answer this eve.” She turned to go.

“From all the celebrating, I would have thought the battle already won.” Irralith looked genuinely puzzled.

“Your ‘demon wench’ has a second host marching north,” Creel said.

Irralith didn’t look pleased by that news. “I see. Then this decision requires little thought. I agree to your terms.”

Sianna smiled to herself before turning back to the changeling. “If you think to deceive me or not honor our bargain in any way, there is still the noose. Or the spectacle in the town square if you prefer.”

“I would expect nothing less, Your Majesty.” Irralith rose, causing the gaoler to raise his mace threateningly. Then she surprised Sianna by kneeling. “I throw myself on your mercy.”

“Very well. I shall summon you before the battle.” Sianna gave her a nod and stepped outside the cell, walking a few paces away. I hope this bargain isn’t a foolish decision.

“It seems I owe you my gratitude once again, monster hunter.” Irralith’s voice was still audible from the cell.

“Aye, you do,” Creel replied. “Don’t make me regret this.” He walked out into the hallway.

The gaoler followed and locked the door.

“Do you truly think this the right decision?” Sianna asked Creel as they made their way out of the dungeon.

“Irralith’s magic can be a powerful arrow in your quiver, no doubt about that. And in this next battle, you’ll not have the same advantages as the prior one—any chance to gain an edge should be wielded. Yet be on your guard, for her loyalty wavers like a weathervane.” Creel shrugged. “But you know my views about her. Perhaps given a chance to make amends, she’ll do so. I daresay life under a Nebaran regime that employs the Inquisition wouldn’t appeal to one such as her any more than the rest of us.”

“I hope you are right.” Yet in her heart, Sianna felt she’d made the right decision.




***




Good cheer around the castle following their military victory was short-lived, for word arrived later that afternoon by scout that the second Nebaran host had abruptly veered sharply eastward in their march. That had set off a commotion among Sianna’s military advisors, for it was generally speculated Nesnys would not seek to test their might a second time and instead was moving to either sack Llantry or at least take control of the capital. With Mayor Calcote’s betrayal, the gates would be thrown wide open for Nebaran occupation. The thought of having to besiege and retake her own city in a bloody battle gave Sianna a sick feeling in her gut.

“We must march at once!” General Turpen shouted. “Every moment we tarry brings them one step closer to Llantry.”

Lord Lanthas frowned. “Even if the army was ready to march this very instant, we’d have virtually no chance of cutting them off. This latest intelligence of their change of direction is already two days old.”

The general ran a hand through his thinning hair. “Aye, you’re correct, milord. Forgive me for being hasty in my assessment.”

“So we’ve no chance of catching them?” Sianna asked in frustration. After their previous victory, she had been confident they could take on this second force as well, and now in one fell blow, she’d found out they might very well lose the war without even crossing swords with the second host. “We can’t send word to anyone to muster some men and try to delay their march?”

“No, Your Majesty,” Lanthas replied grimly, rubbing at his jaw. “Any significant forces we might muster would be in the command of the northern lords, and they are no closer than we. Farther, in fact. A cavalry unit could possibly reach them in time, though, as you are well aware, our horse stock is depleted, but perhaps with some harrying tactics, we could slow their march…” He didn’t look hopeful at the thought. “Apologies for my failure to anticipate the Nebaran warlord’s next move. I fear I’ve failed you.”

“Nonsense, Cousin. The only reason the kingdom has held together this long and still has any of its army remaining is due to your actions. I fear my father squandered our men’s lives.”

Silence descended over the council as the ugly truth hung heavy in the air. Officers pored over the maps, but from a casual glance, Sianna could see as well as they that any action they took would be hopeless. Their best hope would be to march immediately and hope they could somehow overtake the foe or at least reach them before they fortified their position in Llantry—and also pray that whatever small unit of cavalry they could deploy might slow their march.

“Your Majesty, I may have an idea,” Taren spoke up, surprising Sianna, who’d nearly forgotten he was even in the room, for he’d remained silent until then. She had invited him, valuing his opinion, and after he’d acquitted himself so well during the previous battle, all had welcomed the young mage’s presence.

Sianna listened to his proposal, and a slow smile spread on her face. The chance to turn the tables on Nesnys was enticing indeed.

Whereas before, the room had been filled with uneasy silences and grim faces, now the men murmured excitedly and smiled at the chance offered them.

“Get the word out,” Lanthas told the military men. “I want everyone in position by first light, men and supply caravans both. If you need to start packing wagons and lining up men before midnight, then make it happen. The fate of Ketania depends on us getting this right.”

“Iris, will you schedule an urgent meeting with my counterparts?” Sianna asked. “I hope they will agree to accompany us even with this change in plan.”

Iris nodded and left the room.

Sianna caught Taren’s eye and mouthed a thank-you. He responded with a smile that made her heart rate increase. She was reminded of their precious moments alone that morning, such a luxury for her of late.

She forced herself to focus on business and cleared her throat. “What else do we need to get done before we march?”




















Chapter 35

“For the hate of Shaol and all that is unholy! How can this be?” Nesnys rubbed her eyes, thinking at first she was seeing things that weren’t there. But the army arrayed on the plains below stubbornly remained, solidly barring her own host’s path to Llantry, the capital a mere couple days to the east. Neat ranks of infantry, both human and dwarven, along with groups of elven archers and skirmishers spread across the snowy fields below like a rippling lake of steel.

As she circled high above the ground, her shock swiftly turned to fury at having been outmaneuvered yet again. She had thought to steal a march and seize the capital city, Llantry, while the mortals were licking their wounds following the first battle. Yet somehow the mortals had managed to reposition their army—that same mongrel host that had handed her the past defeat—more than a week’s march east of their last position in Carran.

You are beginning to really anger me, Taren. How else could these mortals with their feeble mages move an entire army?

She cast a minor spell that allowed her to detect the residue of the tremendous amount of magic expended to transport the army. By her calculation, the enemy had been in position for hours, perhaps as long as a day, choosing their ground and digging in. Along with the residue of Taren’s gate spell, she sensed low-level magic being employed sporadically throughout the enemy forces, likely clerics and mages fortifying their forces as best they could. Nowhere among the activity was any magic currently being employed on a scale that would indicate Taren’s presence.

Have they recruited more troops in the interim? Or received reinforcements? Despite her own forces getting smashed on the field, the mortals hadn’t prevailed unscathed. They had incurred substantial losses as well, yet somehow their numbers looked to be an even match for her own eleven-thousand-plus men, most of them fresh save for the thousand or so surviving rabble from the first conflict she had ordered to supplement Elyas’s host.

Her keen eyes were drawn to the colorful pennants fluttering in the wind atop a rocky bluff with a commanding view over the field below. Flurries of snow swirled, and the figures positioned around the pennants clutched their cloaks tightly from the cold. As during the previous battle, most of the cowardly nobles and officers commanded their host from well out of harm’s way.

They merely think themselves out of harm’s way… yet harm shall find them nonetheless. The thought momentarily brightened her mood, but it quickly soured once more when she failed to locate Taren among them.

She snarled a curse at the memory of their previous clash. Not only had Taren and his allies wounded her and forced her withdrawal, but he had nearly singlehandedly destroyed her entire army afterward, teaching her a hard lesson to never underestimate the boy again. In fact, she had donned the magical belt she wore in anticipation of facing him one on one.

Our next duel shall have a much different result. Where are you, mageling? 

Her plan to dispatch that wretched illusionist to kidnap Taren had evidently failed, and the bitch had somehow slipped her collar. She would strangle the creature with her own entrails if she was fortunate enough to encounter her again.

Nesnys did recognize Sianna Atreus among the nobles and officers huddled on the hill. The urge to strike at the girl right at that moment was very tempting, but she was wary of a ruse in the event her sister’s cursed whelp expected such a strike and had laid a cunning trap. She noted several human clerics present on the bluff, along with a handful of elven mages and priests. Yet nowhere did she see Taren or discern any hint of magical traps.

“Mistress, what are your orders?” Elyas’s thoughts appeared in her mind, projected through the Soulforge armor tethering them. “The enemy is in sight.”

She banked and flew back toward her own army, where she could see Elyas at the head of her host as they swarmed over the last of the rolling hills like a column of angry ants. The battle would be joined in less than an hour.

I truly think the boy is not here. The thought brought a smile to her lips, and she felt a thrill of excitement. The group of mortal commanders congregating atop the rocky bluff was too tempting a target to pass up, and the chance to deal a devastating blow to their morale a boon. If I can’t have the mage, I’ll crush their leadership. I’ll celebrate our victory by drinking the girl-queen’s blood from my chalice.

Her thoughts of Taren had brought to mind one of his earliest applications of magic, one she rather fancied, and the prospect of turning a similar act against his friends was delicious irony.

“Advance and engage at once,” she ordered Elyas. “Send a light force of cavalry to attack the bluff with their commanders.” She sent a mental image of the battlefield layout to her champion. “They shall be a feint to enable my own decisive strike.”




***




The battle was underway, and although it was too early to judge progress, the forces seemed evenly matched. Visibility was somewhat limited by the flying snow, though it was mostly light flurries. The thin layer of snow covering the ground had swiftly been trampled to mud. Time hadn’t allowed the allies to prepare any ambushes or other defenses as in the prior encounter, and they didn’t have Taren’s potent magic to rely upon, so Sianna knew this would be a hard-fought affair with devastating losses, even if they should win the day.

She thanked Sol for even giving them the opportunity to win a victory for the kingdom. If Taren hadn’t been there to open a magical gate for the army to march through, they would have had no chance. The well-organized troop movement had been a marvel to watch. Lanthas and the military officers had done their jobs superbly by having everything prepared so the instant Taren opened the gate right at dawn, they had marched through posthaste: infantrymen, archers, cavalry, and supply wagons all. Humans, elves, and dwarves together had moved with alacrity and precision. Even with all their preparation, the entire process still took a couple hours to move the entirety of men and supplies through, and she had seen the strain on Taren’s face from holding the gate open such a long time.

Briefly, she wondered if Iris was well. She had dispatched her friend with a small escort and some fast horses several hours earlier to attend to some other necessary business.

Please grant us all your protection, Almighty Sol—not only the brave men of this army, but also Iris and her guards and Taren and his companions, wherever they might end up.

She watched with nervousness gnawing at her gut as allied archers and crossbowmen pounded the Nebaran column, felling scores with each volley, but her foes were disciplined and determined, taking cover behind their effective shield walls and returning fire. Her own troops and those of her allies inevitably fell during each exchange.

Then the advancing Nebarans met the Ketanian and dwarven infantrymen head-on. The clash sounded like thunder, with the collisions of armor and bodies and with battle cries shouted from thousands of throats and screams wrenched from many others.

Her eyes were drawn to the path of one towering man in black armor at the head of the Nebaran host as he carved a swath through the center of the Ketanian lines. She could make out little detail from her position but had a sinking feeling she was seeing Taren’s cousin in action. Elyas cleared a path and waved onward those behind. A number of those following moved with the inhuman gait she had seen during the first battle. Automatons battered their way through the ranks with seemingly little resistance, casting broken bodies aside, their advance barely slowed.

The entire experience felt surreal, as if she were watching exercises of men marching and drilling on the practice field. Such a distance from the combat gave her an isolation she wasn’t sure she liked. She was spared the sight of the gore, but men’s lives were being expended in great numbers as she watched, looking like little more than the toy soldiers her brothers had loved to play with as children.

Nardual and Shalaera both stood nearby with their guards and advisors. The queen had agreed to take part in this second campaign as well after their resounding victory in the previous battle. Sianna was happy to have the Silverwood elves’ participation once again.

Sioned and Rukk were both commanding their forces from the front lines, which she admired greatly.

I should be with the men, she thought for the fourth or fifth time. I don’t want to be a queen who finds it acceptable to give the order to expend precious lives without the resulting consequences weighing on my soul. Despite her desire to be closer to the fighting, she had no illusions that she was a skilled enough fighter to survive in the thick of battle, as the dwarven monarchs were.

“Order the reserve to intercept that force of cavalry,” Lanthas crisply ordered a courier, drawing her attention back to her companions on the bluff.

Sianna turned and saw a group of Nebaran riders had broken off from the rear of the column, flanking the bulk of the battle and charging the bluff she and the others stood upon. About fifty or so mounted soldiers were riding hard toward them. The approaching riders presented enough of a threat to her and the other royals that Lanthas was taking no chances with their safety.

A few moments later, a group of cavalry led by Sir Edwin rode out from behind the bluff and charged the force of advancing horsemen, seemingly appearing from out of the hillside. The reserve had been concealed by one of Irralith’s illusions so that their surprise deployment would prove more effective. Sianna was surprised to see a handful of robed mages among the Nebaran riders, for fire and lightning crackled from the pack, the spells engulfing many of the reserve cavalry.

Kavia, the raven-haired archer from one of the northern plains tribes, stepped up to the edge of the precipice, her recurve bow in hand. Jahn had assigned the formidable woman to Sianna’s protective detail before the previous battle. “I think I can reach them from here,” Kavia said.

She loosed an orange-fletched arrow down at the skirmish near the base of the bluff. Sianna couldn’t hear the cry, but a Nebaran soldier toppled from the saddle. As soon as the Nebaran fell, Kavia was nocking, drawing, and loosing in smooth, mechanical motions, her arm a blur as she launched three or four arrows into the air before the first even struck.

Her arrows had a devastating effect, hollowing out the core of the Nebaran skirmishers and felling several of their mages. Edwin and the rest of the reserve quickly shattered the formation and made short work mopping up the remainder. A glowing beam of magic lanced up toward Sianna and the others in a last-ditch effort to strike them, but Queen Shalaera raised a hand almost disdainfully, and the beam deflected away harmlessly, sparking as it struck her conjured protective magic.

“If that’s the most we have to worry about from them, this will be a dull afternoon,” the sorceress said.

Just then, the ground shuddered beneath their feet. A courier cried out and fell over the side of the bluff. Kavia lost her balance and would have fallen as well had Jahn not leaped forward to grab her by the waist and haul her away from the precipice. Sianna looked around nervously, her eyes meeting those of Shalaera. The elf queen’s black cherry-colored eyes narrowed in annoyance or perhaps concern, and she raised her hands, chanting a spell.

Her words abruptly choked off, and she reeled forward into Sianna’s arms. Something hard impacted Sianna’s chest and screeched against her breastplate. She was horrified to see a spear tip jutting from Shalaera’s chest, blood slicking it. Strange runes were carved upon the steel. Shalaera’s mouth opened in a surprised O, and a gout of hot blood spewed onto Sianna’s cheek as the elf choked and died. Sianna cried out for aid, looking over to see Father Wilhelm on his knees screaming in pain, a similar spear tip having erupted from his belly, and entangled in coils of entrails. More cries sounded, and others fell around her, mages and clerics alike struck down from the unknown source of those rune-covered spears.

Sianna wiped Shalaera’s blood from her face then could only stare, horrified, as Nesnys descended from the air like some terrible specter of death, ebon wings beating slowly to keep the fiend aloft. She loosed a final spear, and a willowy elven priestess was thrown backward, impaled, but her fall was arrested as the spear bit into the stony ground and held her propped in place, dying, an arm length of spear jutting from her back. Blood ran down the shaft in slow motion, Sianna unable to tear her eyes away from the awful sight.

Nesnys barked words in the fell speech that hurt the ears, and the trembling ground intensified violently.

Sianna cried out in alarm as the earth gave way beneath her, melting away like warm molasses. She fell in slow motion, the dead weight of Shalaera still in her arms. A large armored figure barged into her, knocking her aside, and in the chaos, a blow to the head made her vision blur for a moment. Everything became lost in the confusion of panicked jostling, screaming, and grinding of rock. Desperate blows rocked her as the others struggled futilely to escape, then came a horrifying pressure as if being buried alive.

When she regained her senses, she found herself crushed into a mass of squirming bodies around her. The rocky ground was cracking and deforming. Sianna struggled to get free of Shalaera’s body draped atop her. Panic formed as she realized the crush of bodies was compressing her chest and causing difficulty in drawing breath. She squirmed and shoved then had a moment of respite and was able to fill her lungs with blessed air. But she could only watch helplessly as thick pillars of stone thrust upward from the ground and arched overhead, curling inward and melding together like a cage. The image of lying on the belly of some massive, overturned spider filled her frightened mind.

Hysterical people around her fought to free themselves, but they had nowhere to go. Sianna could smell sweat and blood in the confined space, and a sharp blow struck her hard in the back. Someone cried out for help, but she doubted any was forthcoming. She too instinctively fought to get free of the press although she knew it was useless. They were trapped inside a spherical cage of stone, with only narrow slots between the bars to allow light and air. Someone heaved mightily, shifting bodies aside, and she was slammed up against the stone bars, tearing open a gash on her cheek.

“Stop it!” Sianna cried. “Stop fighting each other—we’ll just end up hurting ourselves. That’s what she wants!”

The jostling slowly stilled as her words sank in.

A shadow fell over Sianna then as the light from outside was blocked, and a moment later, Nesnys’s silver eye was peering inside the cage, inches from Sianna’s face, a wicked smile on her lips.

“Look what I’ve caught. A pleasure to see you again, Your Majesty.”

With difficulty, Sianna resisted the urge to try to gouge out Nesnys’s eyes, remembering what had happened to her finger during their previous meeting. Sticking any extremities out through the slot of their prison seemed a very poor idea. “To the Abyss with you,” she snapped instead.

The mocking smile broadened, displaying Nesnys’s maw, filled with triangular shark teeth. “I much prefer it here on your plane, little queen. Where’s Taren?”

Sianna remained silent, not wanting to alert the fiend to his whereabouts, thinking surprise was likely Taren and his group’s only advantage.

“Tell me, or I kill someone at random.”

Nesnys drew away from the bars of the cage, then the tip of her sword burst through an inch from Sianna’s nose and thudded into flesh. Someone shrieked in pain and bucked wildly. A moment later, the blade retracted with a shing as it scraped against the stone bars. Dark blood dripped onto the ground from the fiend’s sword.

“Where’s Taren?” Nesnys repeated. Her boots crunched gravel as she circled the cage.

When no reply was forthcoming, the sword shot in to pierce flesh once more, eliciting another cry of pain.

“Whoever tells me where the mage is shall be spared,” Nesnys said, retracting her sword again. “We can do this all day, but I fear your frail mortal forms won’t hold up that long.”

It took every ounce of Sianna’s will to keep her composure. Sol help us.




















Chapter 36

“Rise and shine.”

Taren cracked his eyelids and saw Aninyel’s grinning face looking down at him. He yawned and sat up. Judging from the rosy color of the light outside the window, dusk was approaching.

“Gods, how long did I sleep?” Holding the gate open for the army’s passage early that morning had exhausted him greatly.

“Most of the day.” Aninyel shrugged and held out a mug of tea for him. “Drink up. This will help you recover.”

“Thanks.” He took a sip of the herbal tea, the same she had brewed for him the last time he’d woken to find her by his bedside. “You’ll have to teach me how to brew this.”

“Easy enough. Take some dried gold-leaf fern, blood-moss extract, and crushed-up yarrow root. And some mint helps improve the taste. Mix together, steep, and enjoy.”

Taren filed that to memory for future use as he took a much longer sip. “I suppose everyone is waiting on me?”

“Well, we can’t go without our leader,” she said cheerily. “Do you want to wait till morning?”

“I think we’ve waited long enough. Perhaps too long.” He hated the thought of giving Nesnys more time for her plotting, potentially even discovering the location of the control rod while they waited. He suspected that, with her recent defeat, she would be anything but idle, more desperate now to seek a victory however she could.

“Shall I round up the others?” Aninyel asked.

“Please. We can depart from right here.”

After she left the room, he said a quick prayer to Sabyl that they would be able to thwart Nesnys’s plans and also that Sianna would be victorious. By necessity, farewells that morning had been swift and impersonal, a formal occasion prior to the army’s departure. Instead, Taren preferred to think back on his private audience with the queen the prior day. He smiled at the memory. Sianna had looked so beautiful and in private had been as casual and down-to-earth as he remembered during their travels together in the Llantry Woods. In those moments, it was easy to forget she was the queen and he could never hope to be more than a subject to her, a friend at best.

A knock sounded at his door. Mira entered, carrying her pack.

“Are you feeling up to leaving so soon?” she asked.

“I am. I’d rather get on with it. Perhaps we will be able to distract Nesnys, drawing her attention away from the battle and giving Sianna a better chance of victory.” Taren finished the tea and set the cup aside, already feeling more rejuvenated. He stretched then looked out the window, wondering if that was the last time he’d ever see Carran.

“If we draw her away, then she’ll be intent on us,” Mira pointed out.

“True.” He gave her a brief smile and pulled on his boots. “I like our chances of besting her more than the army’s. We almost took her down during the last encounter.”

Mira frowned as she watched him lace his boots. “I think her arrogance got the better of her, and she underestimated us. She won’t make that mistake again.”

He nodded. “You’re probably right. I value your wisdom as much as your friendship, Mira.”

She smiled, clearly touched.

The others arrived shortly after, all of them gathering in Taren’s chamber: Creel and Ferret, Aninyel and Kulnor, Mira and himself. Each looked quite formidable, some more nervous than others, but all were determined to see their quest through. I couldn’t ask for a better group of friends and comrades in arms to stand beside me.

“Well, my friends, say your prayers to whichever gods you favor. We’ll need their aid if we’re to pull this risky gamble off.”

The others agreed, Kulnor even offering up a short prayer aloud to Reiktir on behalf of all of them.

Once Kulnor finished, Taren shouldered his pack. Upon receiving nods of readiness, he drew upon earth magic and formed a gate to the Hall of the Artificers. The center of the room became a flat plane of darkness in the shape of a door limned in fire.

Creel and Ferret went through first, followed by Aninyel and Kulnor. Taren took a deep breath and nodded to Mira, then they stepped through into the Hall of the Artificers.

Taren sensed a subtle shift of magic the moment he set foot in the hall, more than two months after his first visit there. The sensation felt like the delicate threads of a spiderweb were disturbed—a magical warding that would sound an alarm, he assumed.

We’d better get through that portal before the spider appears to see what her web has caught. Mira’s sobering reminder came to mind, that Nesnys wouldn’t underestimate them a second time.

The gate faded out of existence when Taren released the spell holding it open. The Hall of the Artificers was as he remembered it: dark and gloomy, smelling of rust and ruin, and lit only by rows of orange crystals set along the walls. It was silent save for the sounds of the group and distant dripping of water.

“We’ve got company,” Kulnor warned.

Indistinct shadows suddenly moved as a rank of automatons stepped forward from the gloom as one, their motions synchronized like soldiers on parade. A second line advanced from the opposite side of the hall, their numbers extending into the darkness. With his second sight, Taren glimpsed at least fifty of the constructs.

They attacked with not a word of challenge given, silent but for clanking feet and ticks and clunks and whirs of their clockwork parts. With their numbers, the multiplied sounds were quite loud in the silence of the hall.

But Taren was prepared for the automatons, having decided on the most effective way of stopping them. If he removed the magic animating them, they would be naught but suits of armor.

They ignored him as they attacked, apparently as blind to his presence as Ferret was because he was wearing his father’s ring, but his friends weren’t lucky enough to escape their attention.

Mira knocked down the nearest by kicking its legs out from under it. Another reached for her, but she ducked and grabbed its arm then used its momentum to toss it over her hip. It clanged loudly when it struck the ground.

Taren reached out with his senses and plucked at the enchantments animating the two fallen automatons. An astoundingly complex, layered knot of spells bound them, hinting at the genius mind who had created the machines. But all he needed was one loose end to pull on, and like a poorly knitted garment, it unraveled when he tugged on the thread.

The lights went out of their eyes—first one, then the other, and the magic of their essence filled Taren.

Ferret grappled with a construct nearby, the two of them sliding across the stone floor as they alternately shoved and pulled at each other, their arms locked together, each seeking some advantage.

Taren reached out and drained the magic from Ferret’s opponent as well, and it froze into a useless suit of armor.

“Did you do that, Taren?” she asked, surprised.

“I did.”

“Good. Do it faster—we can’t hold this many off for long.” Ferret hefted the inanimate construct overhead and heaved it into the attacking swarm, knocking two of them down that had been harrying Creel.

She’s right. This takes too long. Time is our enemy—Nesnys could arrive with reinforcements at any moment.

“Follow me!” he called. “We must press on through.”

Taren formed a wedge of force before him and started forward, Mira right behind him. Automatons ignored him but keyed in on Mira. His wall of force shoved them aside, and he pushed it farther ahead, clearing a path amid the small army of constructs. Aninyel and Kulnor disengaged and fell in behind him, then Ferret and Creel. Taren broke into a run once he was accustomed to maintaining the spell.

Automatons battered fruitlessly at the invisible wall. Those that stood in their way were thrown aside. The initial fifty seemed to be the extent of their numbers, judging from what he could sense around them. After a few minutes of running, they traversed the great hall and reached the narrow corridor that cut through to the portal room. The door was wedged open already, and they raced inside.

Dozens of constructs pounded after them, their footfalls like metal thunder in the echoing halls.

Creel kicked the wedge out and tried to pull the door shut, but their pursuers were already on him. He cursed when one wrenched the door from his grasp and threw it wide. Another construct seized his arm and slung him hard into the wall. When he rebounded, the construct cocked its arm back and punched him in the face. Creel’s head rocked back from the blow, and blood flew from his mouth. He staggered back, cursed and spat blood, then ran his sword into his foe’s metal innards. Metal shrieked, but he didn’t do enough damage to disable it.

The automaton’s fist came back to strike again, but before it could unleash another mighty blow, Ferret slammed into it. The three combatants collided against the wall in a tangle of bodies, and somehow Creel squirmed free. Two more constructs cleared the door, immediately latching onto Ferret, but she fought like a wildcat in the close confines of the doorway, holding on to the frame with one hand while kicking and bashing her opponents with her free arm.

Taren threw up a wall of force across the doorway, barring any more attackers from entering, but the three remained. Ferret’s opponents overpowered her, so she lost her grip on the door. Working in concert, the three automatons slammed her repeatedly against the wall. Creel and Kulnor managed to wrestle one of the attackers free while Mira and Aninyel ineffectually tried to pull another off Ferret as Taren unraveled their spells. Moments later, all three foes collapsed into inanimate heaps of armor.

The remaining automatons pounded at the barrier while the companions caught their breaths.

“Everyone all right?” Taren asked.

Creel spat out some more blood along with a tooth and nodded.

“Ferret?”

“Aye. Let’s just get out of this damned place.” She looked at a space off to Taren’s right as she spoke, and he realized she couldn’t see him again.

He slipped off the ring momentarily, and her head swiveled to face him.

“We set off some type of warding when we arrived, so Nesnys is undoubtedly aware of our presence,” Taren told them. “We’d better leave at once.”

The others agreed, and they proceeded unmolested to the portal room. When he inserted his ring into the orb atop the control obelisk, the Abyssal-iron portal rings began to gyrate and spin wildly while the others watched spellbound. He turned the orb to the Kaejax Outpost position, and the rings slammed home with a resounding ka-shing.

Blue fire limned the rings, and a pool of pitch formed at the center, the void between planes. An icy chill wafted off the portal’s inky surface.

Without delay, they stepped through.




















Chapter 37

“Where’s Taren?” Nesnys asked again.

When no response was forthcoming, she plunged Willbreaker through the bars, piercing deep into soft flesh again. A man cried out in pain, one of the officers, she guessed, and blood spattered when she retracted her sword.

“She’ll kill us all in here,” someone moaned. “Just like spearing fish in a barrel.”

“Where’s the elf sorceress?” another asked. “Can’t she magick us out?”

“Dead,” came the reply, Sianna’s voice from the sound of it. “Are there any magic users still alive in here with us?”

None that can save you, Nesnys thought with glee. She leaned casually against the stone bars of the cage, watching the battle progress below and listening to her prisoners, allowing their terror to build.

“Tell me where Taren is,” Nesnys said again after a few moments. “Your comrades are bleeding out, and my blade shall kiss each one of you in only a matter of time.”

“We don’t know where the bloody mage is!” a man near her shouted in frustration.

He cried out in agony a moment later from her thrust, his scream going on for a long time, gradually waning until it culminated in a delicious death rattle.

I’ll save the Atreus girl for last. She and I are far from done.

Nesnys laughed as she walked around the curve of the cage, allowing Willbreaker to scrape ominously along the rock. “I’ve an idea to jostle your memories.”

She sheathed Willbreaker and cast another spell. The earth trembled for a moment before it disgorged the sphere of rock. The cage hovered in midair, the crush of bodies barely visible through the narrow openings. Nesnys smiled at the crimson staining the gray stone, running down the sides. With a casual swipe of her hand, the ball rolled over the edge of the bluff and dropped.

She could feel its movement through the ground as the cage bounced and rolled down the steep slope, the rumbling louder than the ongoing battle. By the time it tore into the rear of the Ketanian troops, it had picked up tremendous speed. Men barely had time to voice a warning shout before bodies were hurled aside or crushed flat beneath the stone enclosure. It left a bloody trail of destruction through the ranks.

Nesnys wondered how brutal the bouncy ride was on those inside, and she imagined her prisoners bruised and bloodied, with broken bones and innards turned to jelly. She simply stood a long moment and savored the carnage as the cage slowly rolled to a halt.

That was glorious—even better than expected. I think some tongues are surely loosened by now. She spread her wings and dropped over the side, gliding above the path of broken bodies leading to the prison.




***




Elyas belatedly realized the wordless shouts and snarls he heard, which sounded like a madman’s, were actually his own.

He was in the thick of battle, the moments of pure joy he had felt in the arena magnified here as he crushed every foe before him. His father’s longsword rhythmically rose and fell, leaving a trail of corpses in his wake as he slew his countrymen.

This is murder—you must stop! You desecrate Father’s memory.

Elyas trampled the remnant’s objections, easy to do as the Soulforge armor’s bloodlust consumed him. Perhaps it was a failing of his own character, but blaming his actions on the armor’s influence was easy.

A short, squat warrior with a long, bushy beard bellowed a challenge before him, raising a battle axe in hand. Elyas kicked out, catching the dwarf’s shield and knocking him back a step. His sword swept down, cleaving through the dwarf’s helm. Another dwarven warrior turned after cutting down one of Elyas’s men but was too slow. Elyas stabbed him through the mouth, sending teeth flying amid the spurt of blood.

He saw a movement in his periphery and turned his head. A great boulder broke free of the bluff where the enemy commanders had been. It rumbled down the hill, gathering speed as it bounced and rolled, and carved a path of destruction through the Ketanian troops. Many men were crushed beneath, others tossed aside, the boulder finally rolling to a stop a mere twenty paces away.

The quaking ground caused the battle to momentarily pause, stunned defenders trying to wrap their minds around the sudden development. The bluff was hollowed out, the entire enemy command group simply gone.

Nesnys was circling the boulder overhead, and he knew his mistress had unleashed her great magic to cast down their foes. The sight of her made his heart surge, the desire to please her and deliver a great victory this day eclipsing all other urges.

He bellowed a wordless cry and charged another knot of dwarves, Nebaran warriors falling in behind him, inspired by both his fearlessness and his seeming invincibility in battle, along with the carnage Nesnys had just wrought.

A group of dwarves stood in shock regarding the enormous stone Nesnys had cast from the bluff. They turned too late to meet his charge. Two warriors fell in a heartbeat, helms cleaved open by the enchanted longsword. A third parried Elyas’s strike and slammed his leg with his axe, but the Soulforge armor turned the blow. He shield-bashed the dwarf in the face then ran him through, lifting the small man into the air impaled on the blade through his chest. Elyas slung the dying dwarf aside, knocking down one of his companions.

“Try me, Abyss-tainted.” A female dwarf in gleaming silvery plate mail rode upon the back of a large mountain goat the size of a pony. She had golden-brown hair and carried a massive warhammer that gave him pause. Something about her unnerved him—the wielder and weapon both—for she was a paladin of Reiktir. It took him a moment to realize that not only was the Soulforge armor wary of the paladin herself, but it also feared her weapon, its sentiments mixing with Elyas’s own emotions as if he himself felt that way.

How is it possible the armor can feel fear?

His rumination was cut short when the mounted dwarf charged. The beast grunted and lowered its head to ram him with its horns. Elyas dropped his shield and sidestepped at the last instant, then grabbed one of the animal’s horns with his free hand. He turned with its momentum and hauled down and back with all his strength, dropping low to bring all his weight to bear. The goat gave a surprised bleat as he yanked it off its feet. The paladin managed to strike a blow on Elyas’s pauldron before she was unseated, tumbling to the ground. The Soulforge armor crumpled from her blow, as it had done from no other. A stab of pain in his shoulder was overwhelmed by the armor’s feedback. The sensation momentarily staggered him as the armor reacted to the damage, almost as if it were a living thing that was injured. He felt it quailing from the paladin and her enchanted hammer.

The goat grunted and scrabbled to get back to its feat, but Nebaran spears and swords pierced the great beast, and it fell back to the ground, bleating as its life bled out.

After a moment, Elyas got the upper hand on the barrage of emotions, fighting off the feedback from the armor. He moved past the fallen goat to its rider. The dwarven maid rose to her feet, shaken but resolute, hammer and shield in hand to face him.

“Feamd sond, dun rabidu sraa!” The paladin held her hammer aloft, and a brilliant light ensconced her.

Elyas cried out, temporarily blinded, but worse, the Soulforge armor recoiled, its hooks of agony raking him, and he staggered, backing away, unable to face the paladin. The compulsion to flee was overpowering, and he found himself retreating against his will.

He blinked away motes of light filling his vision. When it cleared, he saw the dwarves had recovered their discipline. First a dozen, then a score or two moved in to surround their queen protectively. Somewhere within the red haze of pain and mindless fear generated by the armor, he had come to the realization that the paladin was the dwarven queen.

“Come to me, my champion.”

Nesnys’s call shredded through the tumult of noise in his head, and Elyas heeded immediately, relieved to turn away from the imposing paladin queen. He beckoned his men, who had fallen back in confusion at his own hesitation. Elyas shook his head to clear it and gave the bristling ring of steel around the dwarven queen a wide berth. He found a gap in the ranks of disarrayed defenders and plunged through, the gray hulk of the boulder looming large ahead, where he sensed his mistress awaited him.

Within moments, the unnerving confrontation was behind him, and he was cutting his way through his foes once more.




















Chapter 38

Taren exited the portal and set foot in a world that should have existed only in a dream. He stared wide-eyed as he beheld the wondrous sight before him.

The vast sky was a bright pink-orange, a picturesque sunset that extended in all directions as if he were standing upon the pinnacle of a great mountain peak. But it was not the sky that stole his breath away—the floating islands did. He counted six of them from where he stood, islands of rock and soil floating in the sky like ponderous clouds. The islands looked as if they had been cast into the air like clods of dirt by some monstrous titan, only to be suspended there. Some were little more than small shards of rock, while others were large enough to contain flora upon them. The surfaces of several islands had terrain features such as hills, covered with trees, bushes, and grass. The undersides of the islands were like inverted mountains, jagged chunks of stone jutting out as if they’d been torn violently from the ground. On the nearest one, moss and tree roots were visible along the underside. The setting was serene, silent save for a whispering breeze, again giving the impression of being above the entire world.

He and his companions stood upon their own island of rock, perhaps twenty paces across, forming a roughly square shape. A central metal plate affixed to the ground with an archway overhead formed the portal. The only other items of note on the island were piles of detritus surrounding the metal plate. On all sides, the rough stone edges abruptly gave way to open sky.

Taren’s companions were just as transfixed as he by the sight. Once Taren collected his wits, he joined Creel near one edge of the isle. After one brief glance down, he had to take a step away, overcome with vertigo, for an endless drop into nothingness yawned below. He had briefly glimpsed more islands floating much farther below, along with the tops of fluffy clouds.

“Reiktir’s beard,” Kulnor exclaimed. “’Tis unnatural.” He looked pale after gazing into the endless sky. “Stone should be anchored to the bones of the world, not… cast adrift in empty sky.”

“There appears to have been a battle fought here.” Mira prodded one of the piles of detritus with a foot.

A chunk of metal shifted with a scrape and clatter, then another piece rolled free, revealing the metal skull of an automaton. The remains of the construct were maintained and free of rust, unlike those in the Hall of the Artificers. An elbow joint moved easily when Taren nudged an arm with his boot. The construct’s chest had a large hole blasted through it, and the edges of the metal around the puncture appeared melted.

“Nesnys’s minions are already here,” he said grimly.

“Where do we go now?” Ferret asked.

“And by what means would we go anywhere?” Aninyel added.

“Over here.” Creel knelt by the edge.

Taren crouched down beside him and saw a thick iron chain stretching diagonally downward, extending out of sight where it passed through a bank of clouds. The chain was covered with rust and appeared to be anchored in some fashion to the underside of the island.

He shifted to his second sight and saw bright blue-white auras of magic surrounding each island, concentrated near their bases, the source of whatever enchantment kept them aloft. Down where the cable disappeared into the clouds, he could see another glow, indicating another isle.

Yet for all the magical spells placed on the islands, earth magic was exceedingly weak on this plane, a likely result of the landmass having been destroyed aeons ago, according to the brief information the gnome Flurbinger Flent had provided. The vitality of the plant life appeared as soft green auras, but even those seemed fragile, clinging precariously to the weak earth magic.

If I try to use my magic here, I might destroy this delicate ecosystem. These islands could lose whatever levitational force they have if I’m not careful.

“Look over here,” Ferret said.

A rough chunk of stone jutted from the ground, looking like little more than a rock spur from three sides, but on the fourth was a smooth metal face and a round button the size of Taren’s fist.

Before he could examine it further, Ferret tapped the button with her foot. It depressed with a loud click. A moment later, the ground thrummed beneath them, and the entire island gave a slight but thoroughly unnerving jolt. The chain grew taut, then some unseen mechanism on the underside of the island began winding up the chain. The clanking of metal seemed deafening in Kaejax’s eerie stillness.

Creel drew his sword, and the others readied themselves for potential attack. After long moments, an indistinct shape emerged from the cloud below, coalescing into a small metal platform connected to the chain with a railing on one side.

“What is that?” Creel eyed it cautiously but sheathed his sword when he saw it bore no attackers. “Looks almost like some type of ferry.”

“Aye, ’tis a sort of lift,” Kulnor agreed. “We use them in our cities to transport people and goods from one level to the next. But I’ve never seen one that goes at an angle like such.”

The chain clanked to a juddering stop, and the lift struck the base of the island, making it lurch with a sickening sensation. A ladder might have once extended down to the lift, but the stone appeared to have crumbled away and taken the structure with it long before. They faced a drop the height of a man down to the lift platform.

Aninyel hopped lightly over the edge and landed sure-footedly on the lift, causing it to sway slightly. “Seems somewhat solid,” she called up after stomping her feet and testing its stability.

Taren didn’t like the thought of trying to slip over the crumbling lip onto the small, unsteady platform.

“I’ll lower you all down,” Ferret offered. She extended her hand to Taren.

He took her hand, and Ferret swung him over the edge then squatted down, lowering him with ease. Loose pebbles broke away beneath the soles of his boots before he cleared the edge of rock and hung, toes just barely touching the platform before she let go. The lift swayed at his added weight, and Taren reached for the railing, his stomach not appreciating the motion. Aninyel gripped his arm to steady him.

Mira hopped down next, landing with the same grace as Aninyel had. Creel followed without drama. Taren could hear Kulnor grumbling up above before he was lowered down. The dwarf’s feet couldn’t reach the deck, so Creel grabbed him under the armpits and set him down. Kulnor immediately grabbed for the railing and clung to it like a drowning sailor as the lift swayed like a ship at sea.

“Careful, lass,” Creel warned when Ferret sat on the edge, sending loose pebbles cascading down.

“I’m fine,” she said, then hopped down.

Her feet struck with a loud, reverberating clang, and her weight made the whole lift jolt, dropping by a couple links of the thick chain. Taren lost his balance and staggered into Creel, bouncing off the monster hunter, then his foot was halfway off the edge of the open side of the lift, with only a yawning abyss below.

Mira grabbed him by his left arm and pulled him away, then Aninyel secured his right. Ferret and Creel were clinging to each other, and Taren wasn’t sure who was supporting whom. Kulnor knelt at the railing, clutching it with white knuckles. His eyes were closed, and he appeared to be praying.

“That’s what I was warning you about,” Creel said somewhat testily.

“Oops. Sorry ’bout that, everyone.” Ferret somehow managed to appear sheepish.

“So I guess this takes us down?” Taren studied a metal box attached to the railing containing a lever that selected between two arrows. He flipped it to the downward-pointing arrow.

The lift shuddered alarmingly and dropped about six inches. White-knuckled grips on the railing abounded for a moment until the chain began unspooling with a loud clanking from a large windlass anchored on the isle’s underside. The lift descended steadily at an angle but with an unsettling jittery motion. After a few moments, they sank into the cloud bank. Cool, wet mist enveloped them, and they had a few tense moments without any visibility. But then the lift slipped free of the cloud, revealing the sight below.

A large island, perhaps a mile across, spread out below them. Built on it was a large, blocky structure formed of glossy dark stone. Grass covered the ground, and trees and bushes filled the expanse, which looked as natural as if it were on solid ground rather than floating in midair. Situated at the rear of the compound was a good-sized pond. The lift terminated at a metal-sheathed stone pier jutting out from the edge.

The slow descent provided Taren time to scan the island with his second sight. He could discern no signs of life other than the flora. The island glowed subtly with its blue-white aura.

“I don’t sense anyone here,” he told his companions. “It seems devoid of living beings. But there could be automatons and other dangers.”

“Whoever was here didn’t go down without a fight.” Creel pointed at the lawn.

They were growing close enough to make out smaller details, such as scorch marks and small craters that marred the ground—what had obviously been a battlefield. More destroyed automatons had fallen, lying in smashed and partially melted heaps across the lawn, yet no sign remained of whatever attacker had wrought such destruction.

The lift jolted to a halt at the dock with a minor collision of metal. Taren hopped onto the dock once it stabilized, glad to be off the shaky contraption. Kulnor bolted for solid ground.

Creel led the way across the lawn, hand on the hilt of his sword, the others following. Taren scanned the foliage with both his physical and second sights, but nothing materialized to challenge them. He saw no sign of any animal life at all, and the island was utterly silent save for the sounds of the group—primarily Kulnor’s jingling armor and Ferret’s heavy footfalls and clockwork noises. The wind stirring the leaves and blades of grass made the only other sounds, forlorn and melancholy in this silent world.

From a circle of crushed white stone before the building rose a black obelisk, thrice the height of a man. Runes were carved upon its glossy surface, and it reminded Taren of the cube in the ruins of Ammon Nor through which they had first gained entrance to the Hall of the Artificers. None of them could interpret what the obelisk’s glyphs denoted, so they continued past it after a cursory examination.

The stone building was quite large, three stories tall with thick walls and narrow glass windows giving it the grim feel of a barracks. The double doors had been broken down—one lay five paces inside the entryway, and the other hung crookedly from its remaining hinge.

Inside, the building was surprisingly homey, decorated with woven rugs over smooth tile floors, and abstract paintings hung in the entryway. Benches lined the foyer, and a common room had a broad hearth with sturdy wooden chairs arranged before it. A ceiling fitted with sheets of glass invited rosy light in.

Unlike the ruin of the Hall of the Artificers, the furnishings in this building were still in good condition, making Taren wonder if it had been sealed against the effects of time as the overseer’s office had been. Either that, or someone still lived there and maintained the place—or had until recently.

Despite its remarkable upkeep, the building turned out to be deserted as expected. On the inside, it resembled a large inn rather than a barracks, with a common room, a kitchen, and rows of several dozen living quarters. Most of the rooms were empty and abandoned, but a handful still had personal effects inside, although the clothing in the wardrobes was threadbare, and a layer of dust coated the furniture.

Taren would have liked to search the place further and examine the numerous books found in some of the rooms, but he knew they didn’t have much time to find Lenantos, if he still lived. Nesnys’s minions were at large, and they had to get to the control rod before their foes did.

“There’s a graveyard round back.” Creel had searched around outside while the others went through the living quarters.

Secluded by a hedgerow that had grown unkempt, dozens of cairns lay in neat rows, all unmarked. Grass covered the graves, with lichen coating the stones. Even the most recent looked to have been dug decades earlier.

“So who built the last of the cairns?” Aninyel wondered. “There were no remains in the lodge.”

“Good question,” Taren replied. “Could have been the factotum, but I suspect someone must tend to them and give them direction. Unless their final orders were to bury the dead. I was hoping to find a construct to question, but they all seem to be destroyed. So now we need to find a way off this island so we can continue searching.”

“There’s another island in that direction about fifty paces distant from this one.” Creel pointed in the opposite direction from the lift dock. “But there doesn’t seem to be any way off this one. Other than trying to cross the gap, I don’t know where else we go next.”

The companions made their way to the far end. The next island over seemed much like the one they were standing on—lush and green and overgrown.

“Look at this.” Kulnor was examining two identical five-foot-tall stone pillars built near the edge. He pointed at two round holes the thickness of Taren’s forearm, bored into either pillar. “See these here? I reckon there were pegs inserted here holding up this end of a bridge spanning that gap. ’Twas a defensive measure—they knocked out the pegs with a hammer and collapsed the bridge.”

Taren looked across to the other island and saw Kulnor was right. Matching pillars stood directly across from them.

“You can magick us across, right?” Ferret asked.

“I’m not sure,” Taren replied honestly. “There is very little earth magic here to draw upon. I hate to risk it unless there’s no other way.”

Making a gate took a heavy mana draw. Flying them over on a disc of force was simpler to do, but the results would be catastrophic if he abruptly ran out of magic to draw upon midway across.

“Let’s do it the old-fashioned way.” Creel rummaged through his pack and withdrew a coil of rope. He eyed the gulf then turned to Kulnor. “Do you have any more rope?”

“Aye.” Kulnor pulled a neatly coiled rope from his own pack.

Creel knotted the two ropes together and tied a running noose to one end. He gathered the combined rope up, tested its heft, then flung it across the gap. The attempt fell a little short, dropping into space, but he pulled the rope back up. His second attempt struck the face of the stone pillar and dropped away. The third attempt landed neatly over the top of the pillar. Ferret clapped her hands, and Creel gave a half smile and pulled the rope taut then tied it off on one pillar on their side of the chasm.

Creel tested the rope’s strength before turning to the group. “All right, who wants to go first?”

Taren swallowed hard at the thought of clambering across the rope over the span of nothingness below. He idly wondered, if he lost his grip or the rope gave way, how long he would fall for and if a bottom even existed. Perhaps he’d simply fall forever.

“I’ll go first,” Aninyel said.

She checked that her sword and dagger were secure, cinched the straps of her pack more tightly, then moved beside the rope and faced away from the chasm. She grasped the rope in both hands and swung her legs up, crossing her ankles above the rope. Then she began to clamber nimbly across, moving hands and legs in sync. Within moments, she reached the other side. She had a moment of difficulty disengaging from the rope, for it had slid to the base of the pillar and didn’t provide much space to climb onto solid ground. Eventually, and with great agility, she swung around until she was momentarily poised atop the rope, then leaped onto the island.

Taren let out a breath he hadn’t realized he’d been holding when she was safe.

“Wait a moment. I’m going to retie this,” she called.

Aninyel loosened the rope and wound it through the column’s peg hole then knotted it. She tested it then declared it ready.

“Taren? Will you be able to make it across?” Mira asked quietly.

“I… think so. I will,” he added without much confidence.

“You’ll be fine,” Mira replied. “Take your time and use your hands and feet just like Aninyel did.”

I’d much prefer using magic, but it’s too risky. I can do this. I was a fair climber back home.

Everyone seemed to be waiting on him to go, so he took a deep breath and positioned himself as Aninyel had, with his back to the gorge. He gripped the rope, testing its strength. It had a bit of slack but felt stable enough when he put his full weight on it. Mira helped support him until he got into a comfortable position, then he was scooting backward as Aninyel had, moving hand over hand and sliding his legs. The farther he got, the more the rope dipped down from his weight, and the wind tugged at his robes, but he kept moving steadily, refusing to look down.

“Keep going, Taren,” Aninyel called. “You’re doing fine.”

He tilted his head back and glimpsed her still a ways off—he was perhaps halfway across. His arms were growing tired, but he kept moving along, one hand at a time, trying to focus on advancing steadily. Right hand, then left hand, then slide his feet.

“You can let go now.” Aninyel’s reassuring voice came unexpectedly from right beside his ear.

He let his legs down first and, when he felt solid ground underfoot, released his grip. His legs were wobbly, and he would have fallen on his rear had Aninyel not supported him with an arm around his waist and held him up until he could lean on the pillar to support himself.

“That was fun, right?” The elf grinned and clapped him on the back.

“Not exactly the word I’d use,” he replied, working the cramps out of his hands.

When he looked up, Mira was moving as nimbly as a squirrel across the rope, only ten paces away. She dropped down a moment later and gave Taren a smile.

They’re all enjoying this. Well, not Kulnor.

On the far side, the dwarf had his arms crossed and was shaking his head, face looking pale through his beard even at that distance.

“Wonder how this will play out,” Aninyel said with an impish grin.

Taren shrugged and went to sit down in the grass. He took a long drink from his water skin, and while he rested, his nerves calmed. Creel and Ferret must have done something to convince Kulnor, for the dwarf was making his way across the rope, albeit as slowly as a snail. Despite having burly arms corded with muscle, with his short reach, he moved even more slowly than Taren had.

After several more minutes, the others made it across. Ferret and Creel had no trouble traversing the rope, although it sagged precariously from the former’s weight. Kulnor, however, lay panting on the ground like a fish out of water. The moment Creel crossed last, Kulnor accosted him. Taren realized then the source of his motivation when he tilted his head back and drank a long slug from Creel’s flask.

Creel retrieved his lightened flask and approached Taren. “Any sign of friend or foe here?”

Belatedly, he remembered to scan with his second sight. “Nothing,” he replied a long moment later. This isle bloomed with vitality, but he saw no auras of anything alive other than plant life.

They took a short break, eating snacks and drinking from water skins. While they ate, Ferret stood as still as a statue, gazing raptly into the distance.

After a few minutes, they ventured onward. A crushed stone path wended through the undergrowth. Much of the plant life was blackened and scorched as the intruders had evidently burned a pathway through the jungle. After a couple hundred paces, they entered a clearing amid the trees, what had apparently been fields of crops at one time, though none had been tended to for many years. Withered rows of corn stalks stretched into the distance to the left, and to the right was an overgrown mixed vegetable garden left to rot. Taren spotted a few tomatoes that looked juicy and ripe amid the weeds and thorny vines choking off many of the plants. A ramshackle barn holding the expected farm implements and little else stood at the far end of the clearing near the path.

The path wended onward through another stretch of forest. Beyond the trees stood a low-roofed building in the same style of architecture as the barracks. Another battle had been fought there, just outside the woods, with the debris of destroyed automatons laid to waste around them.

“Gods, how powerful is this foe?” Taren asked as they walked through the debris field. “All these constructs destroyed and no sign of dead invaders.”

“That is a bit worrisome,” Creel admitted. “I had wondered the same.”

A metallic scraping sound drew their attention from one of the scrap heaps when something moved. Ferret kicked a piece of scorched metal aside to reveal the relatively intact torso of an automaton lying facedown. Its body was missing below the waist, legs and hips lying partially melted a few feet away. A piece of shrapnel was impaling it through the edge of its backplate. Its left arm was also missing below the elbow, and it lay awkwardly, the good arm pinned beneath itself. A strange metal box jutted from its back, unlike any of the other factotum Taren had seen before. It turned its head at their approach, eyes burning a steady amber, in contrast to the red he was familiar with seeing.

“Hello, little brother,” Ferret said softly as the factotum regarded them, trying in vain to free itself from its awkward pose. She pulled the spike of shrapnel free, and the automaton rolled over onto its back. It pushed at the ground with its single hand and elbow stump as if to pick itself up but succeeded only in propping up its torso.

The automaton clicked and shuddered for a moment before it spoke. “Factotum anomaly detected.” It stared at Ferret for a long moment before its head swiveled to regard the others. “Authenticating artificer identities. State the countersign, masters. You have ten seconds to comply.”

Taren displayed the Ring of the Artificers, and the construct whirred a moment before it subsided.

“Identity confirmed. Welcome, Master.”

“What has happened here?” Taren asked.

“Intruder present. Security operation currently in progress to eliminate intruder.”

“Who is this intruder?”

“Intruder identity unknown,” the automaton said. “The overseer has stated denizens of the Abyss have breached Kaejax Outpost.”

“Overseer Lenantos? He yet lives?” Hope swirled in Taren’s breast.

“Overseer Lenantos is extant.”

What does that mean? “Where is this intruder now?”

“Intruder’s current location unknown.”

“How long ago were you damaged?” Ferret asked.

“This unit sustained damage…” It clicked for a long moment before responding. “Eighty-six hours eighteen minutes ago.”

“We must speak with Lenantos at once,” Taren said. “Where can I find him?”

“Master must travel to the Refuge. Overseer Lenantos is present there.”

“How do we get to this Refuge?”

“Bridges one and two are destroyed, and portal two is damaged. Only practicable means of conveyance currently available is the mistral skiff.”

Mistral skiff? Wonder what that could be.

“Do you have a name?” Ferret asked before Taren could follow up.

“This unit’s designation is G-77, Master,” it said.

“G-77, will you guide us to the overseer?” Ferret asked.

“Mobility inoperable due to structural damage.”

“I can help with that.” Ferret shrugged off her backpack and handed it to Creel. She then lifted the construct and slung it across her back instead. “Grab on.”

The construct slipped its good arm around her neck to hold itself in position. Ferret looked as if she’d suddenly sprouted another head on one shoulder, this one with glowing amber eyes.

“Good thinking, Ferret,” Taren said. “G-77, direct us to the mistral skiff.”

“Yes, Master. Proceed for two hundred and seventeen paces east to the boathouse.”

“Boathouse?” Kulnor frowned. “I like not the sound of that.”

“Aw, you’ll be fine,” Aninyel said cheerily. “You’ve made it this far. And do you see any water around here?”

“That’s not reassuring,” the dwarf grumbled. “Nor is the picture conjured up by the words ‘mistral skiff.’”

Aninyel laughed. “You should embrace this opportunity to broaden your horizons experientially.”

“Bah! I like solid earth beneath me feet just fine. I’ve no need to set foot upon floating islands or air lifts or, Reiktir forbid, mistral skiffs.”

“You could wait for us here if you like,” Creel said. “No promises that we’ll be back this way again, though. Obviously, rationality in this place is somewhat… limited.”

Aninyel tittered again. “Well said.”

“Reckon I’ll stay with the rest o’ ye for now,” Kulnor said with a sigh.

Taren smiled at his friends’ banter as they walked. The trail took them near the long building. “G-77, what is this building here?”

“That is the Factotum Repair Depot, Master.”

When he peered in one of the dirty windows, he saw long workbenches covered with various tools and machine parts.

“How many artificers live here?” he asked.

“None,” G-77 replied.

Taren exchanged glances with his friends. “Has the intruder killed them all?”

“The last living artificer on Kaejax Outpost died sixty-seven years ago, Master.” G-77 clicked and whirred a moment. “Until today. Welcome to Kaejax Outpost. A service-model factotum can provide you with accommodations in billeting.”

“Aren’t you a service model?” Ferret asked. She seemed to enjoy her new companion.

“This unit is a guardian-model factotum,” G-77 replied, perhaps filled with a touch of pride, though Taren probably imagined it.

“Guardian model?” she asked. “I thought there was only one model.”

“Overseer Lenantos ordered the creation of the guardian-model factotum following the Exodus.”

“Speaking of Lenantos, I thought you said the last living artificer died,” Taren said.

“Correct.”

“Then what of Lenantos?”

“Overseer Lenantos is extant.”

“Explain.”

“I do not understand your query, Master.”

“What does ‘Overseer Lenantos is extant’ mean?”

“Overseer Lenantos is extant, Master.”

Taren sighed. “Guess we’ll find out for ourselves.”

They passed the remains of a small shed that looked as though it had exploded. Shards of stone littered the ground for a couple dozen paces around. The path continued, winding through more trees.

“You are approaching the boathouse,” G-77 said once they passed the ruined shed and entered the forest.

The trees parted after about twenty paces, and the island ended at an expanse of open sky as far as the eye could see. A small metal building hunkered at the edge. Creel cautiously pushed the door open, revealing a dimly lit interior. A wide roll-up door on chains, similar to the ones found in the Hall of the Artificers, was raised on the opposite side of the boathouse.

Moored at a pier, as if it were a dock in a harbor, were two bizarre metal contraptions resembling wide canoes with flat keels like a barge. One was clearly out of commission, for it hung limply from the mooring chains and would have tumbled into oblivion if not for its tethers. The second craft bobbed on the air and gave off the ubiquitous blue-white magical aura. The strange air boat had a flat floor with no seats and a waist-high railing. At the stern was a broad-bladed device resembling a magical fan Taren had seen in Nexus designed to push air around the stuffy rooms of the well-heeled. However, this fan had sharp metal blades and looked as if it could be dangerous.

“That looks a bit dubious,” Aninyel observed with a frown.

“I think it’s our only way out of here. Is this the mistral skiff you spoke of?” Taren asked G-77.

“Yes, Master.”

“Tell me more about it.”

“The mistral skiff’s primary function is to transport materiel to the various islands of Kaejax Outpost, but they also can transport personnel. It must be activated with an artificer’s key.”

Mira swung open a gated section of the skiff’s railing and hesitantly stepped onboard. Taren followed, and the vessel bobbed slightly when it took his weight, but it seemed much more stable than the lift had. The others got onboard, and Kulnor pushed the gate shut. Creel released the mooring chains.

In the bow was a round metal egg with winglike protrusions on it—the helm, Taren assumed. It accepted his ring, which folded into an octagonal shape that he inserted in a depression revealed in the egg’s center. When the connection was made, magic coursed through the helm and into the craft, making it vibrate subtly underfoot. A buzzing sound issued from the stern as the bladed fan he’d noted earlier began to spin.

Here goes. He gripped the wings on the egg. When he pressed forward, the entire helm moved, and the fan grew to a loud droning sound. The air skiff shot forward like a horse roughly given the spurs.

The skiff left the boathouse swiftly behind and sailed out over open sky. Ferret let out an excited whoop, while Kulnor looked as though he was about to be ill. Taren couldn’t help but smile at the rush of exhilaration.




















Chapter 39

Sianna’s entire world was pain. She had been jolted and battered and bruised by the stone prison then knocked unconscious for some unknown time, only to be woken by a shriek of pain near her ear that brought her back to the nightmare.

A sword slid out of flesh a few inches away, dripping blood as it retracted, revealing Nesnys’s shining eyes and grinning maw of shark teeth through a gap in the stone.

“Little queen. Nice of you to stay with me. Ready to tell me where Taren is?”

Sianna tried to speak but couldn’t. Instead, she coughed and spat some blood. Her tongue ached and felt swollen where she’d no doubt bitten it during their terrifying plunge. She was fortunate that her tumble had been cushioned somewhat by the slim form of the unfortunate Queen Shalaera between her and the rocky wall.

Nesnys moved away, and Sianna breathed a momentary sigh of relief.

Groans and curses came from around her, albeit weakly. The pressure had lessened, whether from people crushed to pulp or not, she didn’t know. But she couldn’t yet move—she knew that.

“We must escape, Your Majesty.” A voice nearby—Jahn’s, she thought. “The cage has crumbled on one side. Quickly now, before Nesnys sees us.”

Sianna tried to reply, but the best she could do was let out a pathetic moan as hands grabbed her by the arms and dragged her free of the crush of bodies. She cried out as a sharp pain erupted in her side. A broken rib, judging from the location.

She must have blacked out for a moment, for when she next became aware, the gray sky was above her. Snowflakes prickled as they landed on her face.

“Kav? Rafe? Ah, damn it.” Jahn’s face was streaked with blood, and he looked as though he’d lost a barroom brawl from the amount of bruising. He looked grim but determined. “We need to find you a horse, Your Majesty.”

“Why would you need a horse?” Nesnys appeared from around the curve of the rock prison, her sword resting casually against her shoulder. “She won’t be going anywhere. The two of us have unfinished business.”

Jahn drew his sword and interposed himself between Nesnys and Sianna. “You won’t have her, bitch.”

Nesnys laughed. “Ah, but I think I shall. Step aside or die.”

Jahn didn’t move.

“Well, then let us find out the worth of a queen’s man—”

Her words were cut off by a wild cry and thundering hooves. “Courage and honor!”

A mounted knight in battered and bloody armor thundered past Jahn’s shoulder, startling the veteran. Nesnys’s eyes widened, then a lance slammed into her, and she was hurled away, disappearing behind a mountain of horseflesh. Sianna had only a glimpse of the knight, but she had seen quite clearly the grimy green ribbon tied to his gauntlet, one she herself had given him a lifetime past.

“Sir Edwin.” She finally found some words, only to have them dissolve into a strangled sob. Whether she was feeling relief or fear or sorrow, she couldn’t say.

“Aye. He pays the price to buy your escape. Seems he has some stones after all.” Jahn knelt and started to lift her in his arms when a shadow fell over them.

A huge figure in soot-black plate armor with glowing runes loomed over them, a contingent of Nebaran soldiers at his back. His longsword was dripping blood, and the menacing fiend helm glared down at them.

Sianna’s faint hope at Sir Edwin’s appearance was crushed like a tender flower underfoot.




***




Elyas cut down the last wounded Ketanian, a dazed man who looked more interested in fleeing than fighting, but Elyas’s reach was long and his armor hungry for more slaughter.

Just ahead, Nesnys walked around the boulder and was momentarily blocked from view on the other side. Moving closer, Elyas saw the boulder was actually a sphere of rock with slots in it like some type of cage. The gray stone was stained dark with dripping blood, and bits of gore clung to the rough edges. A number of bodies were packed within—dead or wounded he didn’t know.

“With me, men. The warlord summons us.” He didn’t wait for his soldiers as he strode forward, alert for any challenge, but none came.

He was even with the rock cage when someone shouted a battle cry. Hooves thundered, and Nesnys cried out in pain and fury. She was thrown backward violently, a lance piercing her shoulder as a knight rode her down. The attacker released the lance and turned his horse then drew his sword.

Elyas’s first instinct was to protect his mistress, but she rose under her own power, clearly enraged. He knew better than to interfere when she was in such a mood.

Nesnys grimaced and switched her sword to her other hand as the knight faced her with drawn sword. She cleaved through the lance shaft easily with Willbreaker, leaving a few inches jutting from her shoulder, and cast the remainder aside.

Elyas looked toward where Nesnys had been and saw a number of wounded figures crawling from the side of the cage where the rock had broken away, leaving an avenue of escape.

“The commanders,” he said as realization struck. “Come, we shall remove this army’s head from its shoulders. The body will then die shortly after.” He waved to the score or more men following him. Colonel Bertram stood among them, his surcoat covered in blood, but all of it looked to be the enemy’s.

Elyas came upon the enemy command group as a man was attempting to lift a woman from the ground. The man froze at seeing him, leaving the woman where she lay and straightening up slowly. Elyas leveled his sword at the warrior, but the woman’s green eyes grew wide at his appearance.

Elyas opened his mouth to issue some meaningless challenge before he cut the man down, but he paused, speechless. The face was bruised and bloodied, but he recognized the square-jawed features and fair hair turning to gray.

“Glin?” he asked, sword wavering slightly in his grasp. His last sight of his friend had been as he was cut down on the battlefield just before Nesnys had slain King Clement and defeated Elyas in a duel months earlier.

His eyes flicked to the others on the ground, and he recognized a raven-haired woman lying nearby, unconscious or dead from the look of her. This woman he also recognized, although he remembered her with a bow in hand—lethal, another warrior he had admired. Kavia.

The green-eyed woman was also familiar though placing her took him longer—Sianna Atreus, Queen of Ketania. He had met her before at the gates of Carran.

“Glin is dead,” the man said harshly, taking advantage of Elyas’s hesitation to draw steel.

“Dead… So you’re Jahn, then.”

The man’s eyes narrowed. “Aye, how do you know me?”

Elyas didn’t answer, his gaze returning to Sianna. Even pale and bruised and bloodied as she was, he could see the slight resemblance to Dorian in her features—Dorian, his friend whom he had known as Harlan, who had urged Elyas not to accept Nesnys’s offer and had died in the arena. He had wished nothing more than for his sister to remember he’d never given up on her. Dorian had died as a warrior and died well—bowed perhaps, but unbroken.

The Soulforge armor raged at Elyas, driving spikes of pain into his head, wanting ever more blood.

Fight it! The remnant urged him. Spare their lives—it’s what Dorian would have wanted. These were your comrades in arms at one time.

Elyas’s sword wavered and lowered slightly. Nesnys was distracted by the knight, her influence gone for the moment. I can do this… do something right for a change.

“Cut them down, men!” Colonel Bertram hollered, sensing something amiss. “Show no mercy.”

Bertram moved forward to murder the unresisting queen, and Jahn shifted to meet the immediate threat.

No, I won’t allow them slain.

“Halt!” Elyas raised his hand.

Bertram glanced at him only for an instant. “The general isn’t himself. We have orders to kill the enemy commanders.” He moved forward, reaching out to push Elyas’s restraining arm aside.

Elyas seized Bertram’s hand in his gauntleted fist and squeezed. Bones crackled like dried twigs as he crushed Bertram’s hand, eliciting a shriek. Elyas silenced the man with a punch in the jaw hard enough that Bertram flew off his feet into the arms of his men, eyes rolling up as he fell unconscious.

“Get them out of here, Jahn,” Elyas said harshly, a turmoil of emotions roiling inside. His sword trembled in his hand, and his head felt as if it would split apart. “Hurry—go!” He gritted his teeth against the helm’s pain and turned away. “Back off,” he ordered his men, who did so, eyes wide with fear.




***




Sianna watched the standoff warily, her wits sharpening from fear. Taren’s cousin, Elyas.

She sensed his confusion and hesitation, as did the Nebaran officer who tried to overrule him. When Elyas lashed out to stay the officer’s hand, relief swelled in Sianna’s breast so strongly it nearly brought tears to her eyes.

“Get them out of here, Jahn,” Elyas growled. “Hurry—go!”

Jahn sheathed his sword and lifted Sianna in his arms, turning to carry her to safety.

“Elyas,” she called.

He froze, glancing back, though his face was hidden behind the hideous helm.

“Thank you.”

Then she was being borne swiftly away. She glimpsed Nesnys standing over Sir Edwin’s prone form, poised to deliver a fatal stroke. Then Sianna was carried out of sight through a copse of trees, her protector running as best he was able.

Tears ran from her eyes at Sir Edwin’s regained courage. In the end, when it mattered most, he died as a true knight.

Jahn carried her to a group of the reserve forces, formerly commanded by Sir Edwin. The men looked surprised at their appearance.

“Protect the queen,” Jahn ordered.

“You must see if Sir Rafe is all right,” Sianna insisted. “Bring him to safety. Lord Lanthas and Kavia too, along with any others you can save.” She met Jahn’s eyes, nodding her approval. She knew he had feelings for the barbarian woman.

“Aye. I need a dozen men with me. I’ll be right back, Your Majesty.” Jahn ran off with the dozen men, while the rest of the reserve, nearly a hundred fighters, surrounded her protectively.

She expected Nesnys to come for her at any moment, but long minutes passed. Jahn and the others eventually returned, and she let out a sigh of relief. Kavia and Rafe were both unconscious and wounded but alive. Lord Lanthas had been run through by Nesnys, one of her random victims in the cage, and was in grave condition, as were a number of others.

Nardual was limping along under his own power but, other than that, seemed fairly well off. He gave a startlingly realistic bird trill, and a few moments later, a group of his elven rangers slipped out of the trees and fell in around them. They had arrows to strings, ready for any threat to materialize.

Sianna managed to gain her feet though everything hurt—her ribs especially, together with a knot on her head. One cheek was lacerated and sticky with blood. She also seemed to have reinjured her ankle that had been broken a couple weeks earlier, although it felt like only a sprain this time.

Officers scrambled to rally men around them as well as find clerics to tend to the wounded. Scouts were dispatched to gain some idea as to the state of the battle.

Sianna finally allowed herself to breathe a sigh of relief, thinking Nesnys might not be coming for her after all. She knew it was selfish, for thousands of men were fighting and dying for her at that very moment, but she was unable to constantly maintain the façade of a strong queen.

In that moment, she was merely an injured, terrified young woman.




***




Nesnys stood over the fallen knight. His foolish bravery had taken her by surprise with his initial charge, but after that first blow was struck, he proved less of a challenge than she’d hoped. As he wheeled his horse around for a second pass, she parried his follow-up strike then took to the air as his horse barreled past. She dove and struck him from behind, knocking him from the saddle. He lashed out as he tried to get to his feet, but she swatted his clumsy slash aside. She kicked him in the head then shoved him onto his back with her foot. The tip of Willbreaker flipped up his visor so she could watch as the light went out of his eyes.

“Do I know you?” she asked, for he looked somehow familiar.

Blood trickled from a split lip, and sweaty blond hair was stuck to his forehead. The knight spat and his eyes went to her wound. “How’s that shoulder feel?”

Nesnys sneered. “That was well struck, I’ll admit. Nothing that won’t prevent me from slaying your precious queen, however.”

He growled and struggled to get up, but she pinned him with her foot. Willbreaker opened a shallow cut down his pretty face.

The knight grimaced but seemed resigned to his fate. He lifted his sword arm and stared at his gauntlet a moment, where a soiled ribbon was tied. He then gave a sigh, and his lips moved, but she didn’t catch what he said.

Some token of a woman’s favor?

His gaze returned to her. “Grant me an honorable death, I beg you.” 

“Very well, Sir Knight. I suppose you have earned that much.” She thrust Willbreaker through the softness of his throat.

The knight choked and convulsed for a moment before going still.

Nesnys withdrew Willbreaker. She tried to rotate her injured shoulder and hissed at the pain. The wound was deep—the lance tip had gone nearly all the way through the muscle. Until she had enough time to regenerate, her sword arm would be mostly useless.

Elyas was standing near the stone cage watching her with a group of cowering men. Something had occurred—she sensed his conflicted feelings through their bond but didn’t have time to sort it out.

“Why are you just standing there? The girl queen and her commanders must die.” She strode toward Elyas, her anger building, but he didn’t reply.

At that moment, her warding in the Hall of the Artificers alerted her to intruders, a resonance tugging at the back of her mind.

Taren. So that’s where you’ve skulked off to.

She took stock of the situation. Taananzu was close to securing the control rod, and she couldn’t allow Taren to meddle with her plans again. If she captured Taren and gained the control rod, the entire war would be meaningless, for that would ensure victory regardless of the outcome here.

The battle had devolved into a number of chaotic small-unit and individual struggles. Without a clear view, she couldn’t gauge the progress but assumed it could go either way at that point. Working in her favor was the fact that the mortal commanders were eliminated—or close enough so as to no longer be a factor. Morale would falter once the defending troops realized they were on their own.

But the same held true of her own forces. She didn’t trust any of her commanders save Elyas enough to win the day, and she needed him with her.

“We must go,” she snapped. “Who do you trust to assume command?”

Elyas was silent a long moment, and she thought he hadn’t heard her. “Colonel Bertram,” he finally said, nodding toward an unconscious man with a purpling face, supported by a pair of soldiers.

“Rouse him and explain to him he must win the battle or face my wrath.”

While Elyas attempted to rouse the colonel, Nesnys went to check on Sianna, only to find the queen gone. She snarled a curse. Again, seems I must deal with her later.

She angrily wrenched the lance tip from her shoulder and tossed it aside, the fire of the pain grounding her. Ichor bled from the wound, but it would heal in time.

“Hold, fiend!” The voice rang out with authority, and all heads nearby turned to see the dwarven paladin queen approaching with a group of hardy warriors about her. “Face me!”

Order was being reestablished in the ranks of her foes, not only by the dwarven contingent, but off to her right, a number of humans and elves were reforming their lines.

Nesnys could sense the paladin’s virtue, the strength of her faith, as well as the warhammer’s nature—puissant enchantments specifically targeted against her kind, those of infernal blood. She frowned, conflicted, one part of her desiring to cross blades with the warrior, another realizing the dwarf would prove a dangerous foe.

And then there was the inconvenient fact that time wouldn’t allow for such a contest.

“Come,” she snapped at Elyas. Giving the order grated on her nerves, but she couldn’t deal with the dwarven queen now. “Another time, paladin.”

The dazed colonel seemed to have regained his wits and began issuing orders, though he cast a dark glance at Elyas. Bertram seemed to realize they were about to be surrounded behind enemy lines and commanded his men to fall back and regroup.

Nesnys reluctantly cast her teleportation spell, and she and Elyas abandoned the field.




















Chapter 40

Taren quickly got the hang of operating the mistral skiff. When he pulled back on the helm, the craft slowed dramatically, though it still glided forward like a boat in the water. When he swiveled the egg-shaped controller, the skiff turned in that direction. The wings on the helm also rotated: if he tilted them forward, the skiff nosed downward, but if he swiveled them back, the craft’s nose rose into the air.

“Where do I go to reach the Refuge?” he called back to G-77.

“Follow bearing east by northeast, forty-five-degree ascent,” the factotum said helpfully.

Taren had no idea which direction was which, but ascent he recognized and angled the craft upward. “Which way is east by northeast?”

“Adjust course to the starboard side. Farther,” G-77 added as Taren increased their turn. “Now straighten out and ascend at forty-five degrees for one point four two miles.”

He pushed the helm forward, and the mistral skiff picked up speed. His companions all clutched the railing, their expressions ranging from thrilled to terrified.

A cloud bank approached rapidly and broke over them, engulfing them in thick mist, but they pushed through it in seconds. Smaller islands fell away as they continued to rise sharply, yet despite the steep angle, none of his passengers were thrown backward, likely a benefit of the stable magical field levitating the skiff. Taren idly studied it with his second sight while they climbed higher and saw the craft was similar to the disc of force he conjured, its lift generated from an enchantment built into the base of the skiff itself. The fan blades merely provided propulsion.

They left a few more scattered isles behind and kept ascending, more wispy clouds rushing past. The air grew cooler and, combined with the windchill, verged on uncomfortably cold by the time their destination came into view. A large island floated alone up there in the sea of sky, which maintained its persistent rosy sunset hue. The sun’s rays passed through a glittering firmament overhead as if through an ocean of suspended crystals that gave the sky such vibrant colors.

“The dock is ten degrees west,” G-77 said.

Taren angled the craft to what he assumed was west and leveled off, which gave them a good view of the island.

The Refuge was nearly circular, about a mile across with a snowcapped mountain at its center. The plant life was different here, as befitted the higher elevation, forests of pine trees a rich green carpet covering the isle. Another stone pier sheathed in metal plating protruded into the sky below.

Taren angled the skiff downward while cutting power. He steered the skiff toward the dock but was still coming in too fast and too steep. He tried hauling back on the helm as far as he was able, but the craft’s momentum kept it gliding at a shallow dive. Around him came the sharp intakes of breath as his friends clutched onto the rails more tightly.

“Brace yourselves,” he warned unnecessarily. “I think we’re going to crash.”

Rather than allowing them to slam head-on into the dock, Taren swiveled the wings back to raise the nose at the last moment. The keel struck the dock, sending a violent shudder through the skiff with the crunch of distressed metal. The craft’s magic repulsed the dock an instant later, and they bounced into the air. Taren fought the helm to level the skiff and ensured the thrust from the fan was killed. The skiff ungracefully flopped onto its belly at the far end of the dock, but this time its velocity didn’t overwhelm the magic’s ability to cushion the blow. They slid smoothly across the grassy earth before the craft came to a stop.

Taren pulled the ring free, and power dissipated from the mistral skiff, although its perpetual levitation magic remained, keeping it hovering a foot above the grass.

“Whew, that was brilliant! Good piloting.” Ferret’s enthusiastic clap on the back made Taren stagger. “Oops, too strong—sorry.”

“It’s fine.” He couldn’t help the grin on his own face. For a moment, he had thought they would break apart and be tossed from the skiff like potatoes from a sack spilled off a wagon.

The sound of retching drew his attention. Kulnor was hunched over the rail, his complexion somewhat green as he wiped his mouth on his sleeve.

“No matter how the dwarf feels, I say that went quite well. Nice job.” Aninyel shot him a quick grin before she hopped out of the skiff then paused to inspect their surroundings.

The others followed Aninyel’s lead and disembarked. Taren extended his second sight to try to locate the overseer. The flora around gave a healthy green glow, while the ground was studded with brighter blue spots, noticeable above the island’s overall aura.

“There’s something in the ground,” he said with a frown.

“Caution, Master. Defensive measures are active,” G-77 warned. “Deactivation requires use of an artificer’s key.”

Ferret had strayed a few paces off the path and stopped suddenly, an inch shy of a pair of blades the height of a man that shot out of clefts in the ground with a loud clack. The blades scissored through the air before disappearing back into the ground—all occurring within a heartbeat.

“That’s a bitch of a first step,” she muttered.

“Stay behind me,” Taren warned.

He held up the Ring of the Artificers before him. It was vibrating on his finger, and its surface glowed molten orange. Nervously, he took a tentative step forward on the dirt path, then another. A metallic click sounded nearby, and he flinched, but nothing happened. He continued forward, the others following slowly behind him in a line. Ominous clicks and clacks of deactivating traps preceded him. The ground had been disturbed in several places alongside the path, long furrows gouging the soil, and he thought Nesnys’s minion might have blasted the traps with magic to try to destroy them. After a few minutes, the worrisome noises ceased, and he was able to relax slightly and pick up the pace, although he kept the ring extended to ward off any more traps.

The path narrowed, wending its way up a rocky ridge and climbing toward the mountain at the center of the isle. As before, they encountered no signs of animal life, the island eerily silent save for the wind whispering through the pine needles. The trees thinned out after a time, and the exposed path led directly to the mountainside ahead, where a narrow canyon carved through a sheer cliff face.

Extending his second sight, Taren saw a bright mix of different auras beyond the canyon: several blue-white magical auras he had come to associate with artificer creations—constructs and the like. Among the blue-white auras was a deep red, one he assumed was the attacking fiend. Bursts of power reverberated back and forth, the signs of a pitched battle.

“We need to hurry. There’s fighting ahead.”

Trusting the ring, Taren ran toward the canyon. Mira jogged tirelessly at his side, and he heard the heavy footsteps of Ferret and Kulnor from behind as they picked up the pace. The passage through the cliff was only wide enough to allow two people to pass side by side. Taren slowed then stepped inside with Mira beside him. Ferret and Aninyel came next, then Creel and Kulnor.

The ring glowed orange again, and more metallic sounds of disabling traps sounded inside the sheer, rocky walls. One trap that looked inoperable had already been sprung and remained rusted in place. To either side of the sheer walls were giant circular steel discs with saw teeth around the edges. They appeared to have sprung out of the rock, easily able to cut someone in pieces. Getting past the protruding discs, still wickedly sharp despite being nonfunctional, took a bit of contortion.

Once they passed the traps, the path curved around a couple of times then opened into a bowl-shaped valley in the heart of the mountain. A large shaft was open to the sky above, filling the Refuge with rosy light. Just inside the valley lay the wreckage of more destroyed automatons to either side of the path, some of the pieces still glowing as if subjected to intense heat.

About ten paces of open ground lay between the canyon opening and an arched stone bridge passing over a wide chasm of empty sky below. The shaft inside the mountain evidently passed entirely through the island.

On the far side of the valley stood a single building tucked against the cliffside. It looked very much like a homey country cottage.

Standing atop the apex of the bridge was an ominous black-robed figure raining green fireballs down onto the open field between the bridge and the cottage. A strange-looking automaton, possibly another model they hadn’t yet encountered, was fighting back with beams of red light streaking from a gem embedded in its chest. The red light was breaking against a shield the cloaked attacker had erected.

Taren’s gaze locked on the fiend. Maybe with the advantage of surprise, we can take this bastard out without too much trouble.

As if reading his mind, Creel quietly drew Final Strike and moved forward to the base of the span, as did Aninyel, the pair set to charge.

Before any of them could attack, G-77 suddenly blared a warning, “Intruder detected!”

The cloaked attacker turned, and a gout of green fire shot from its raised hand—or what would have been a hand, for the demon appeared to be a set of empty, moldering robes. Green spots of fire that looked like eyes blazed within the cowl.

Taren instinctively tried to throw up a shield, but the magic was a mere trickle when he drew on it. The fireball blasted through his flimsy shield as if it were a mere soap bubble. Creel and Aninyel dodged out of the way, but Taren was left standing there stupidly in shock as the fire was about to consume him.

Someone struck him from the side, and he hit the ground. The fireball crackled past overhead, close enough that Taren felt its blistering heat, and struck the cliffside, dislodging a small avalanche of stone. Mira rolled off Taren and was instantly back on her feet, crouching over him protectively.

Kulnor bellowed something in Dwarvish, his hammer held aloft, and it glowed with a silver radiance.

Aninyel charged the fiend. Another blast of fire streaked to meet her, but she vaulted over the fireball, twisting into a sideways spin, and came down with her curved saber slashing. The fiend reeled back, a piece of its moldering black robes fluttering free of where its wrist would have been. The elf landed in a roll then was back on her feet behind the demon.

Creel raced up the bridge as well, while Kulnor advanced more slowly, his shining hammer raised before him.

“I’m all right, Mira,” Taren said, clambering back to his feet. “We have to help the others.”

Mira glanced at him a moment, worry plain in her eyes, before nodding. She moved to follow the others. Ferret remained near Taren for the moment, as they didn’t have much space to maneuver on the bridge.

Creel and Aninyel attacked the demon at the same time from opposite sides, their blades flashing out. A burst of green fire erupted around the fiend’s feet and kept them at bay, cocooning the demon within.

Taren drew on the earth magic again, but as before, it was weak, so he heaved on it more strongly. Little more than a trickle came forth, so instead he reached out to the nearest source of magic—the fiend’s defensive spell.

The fiery cocoon snuffed out as its essence surged into Taren. He immediately realized his mistake, for the creature was drawing on negative energy. His mother had warned him that such energy had poisoned his father when he had done the same, but it was too late by then.

Creel and Aninyel took advantage of the opening, both scoring blows on the fiend, sending severed scraps of cloth fluttering away, along with what looked like roaches and worms flying loose to scurry away across the bridge.

Taren lashed out with the captured power, ensnaring the fiend in bands of fire. Smoke roiled off it as it struggled against the bonds. Kulnor stepped up and slammed it in the chest with his glowing hammer. The fiend let out an unearthly shriek that bludgeoned the ears, then it seemed to collapse in on itself. More smoke boiled off it from the touch of the blessed hammer.

But the demon wasn’t through yet. It suddenly disappeared from its bonds, teleporting away. Taren cut off the surge of magic to the bonds, suddenly feeling dizzy and ill from the negative energy. He lost his grip on the power and fell to his knees, retching on the ground.

When he looked up again, the fiend had reappeared about ten paces in the air above its last position. It brought its handless sleeves together and cast a huge bolt of green fire down at the bridge.

Taren’s companions scattered. He didn’t know whether they were the targets or the bridge itself, but the entire structure quaked regardless, fractures running along the stone, then it crumbled into the Abyss below, taking Taren’s friends with it.




















Chapter 41

Their victory came on the heels of a poorly made jest on Sianna’s part. She didn’t know why she’d said such a thing while pained and half delusional. Certainly, the battle was no laughing matter. Perhaps all simply went according to Sol’s will. She couldn’t know for sure, but she said her thanks to her god afterward all the same, even though the instrument of his will in that instance came in the unlikely form of a hated and feared changeling.

Subsequent to Nesnys and Elyas abandoning the field and the decimation of Sianna’s own command group, it was Irralith of all people who was both clever and talented enough to exploit the confusion and manipulate the Nebaran army into surrendering.

Sianna was still trying to deal with the chaos in their ranks and devise a strategy after the elimination of many of their commanders when the changeling suddenly appeared amongst the group of warriors and healers tending Sianna and the others. She hadn’t seen Irralith since the battle commenced, but she had been true to her word, aiding them by initially creating illusions to conceal the reserve troops, to seemingly swell their numbers, and fabricating illusory charges to keep the Nebarans off kilter.

“Your Majesty.” Irralith looked much more a queen than Sianna herself felt, standing tall and beautiful, wearing a suit of armor that gleamed in the scattered rays of sunlight piercing the clouds, all of it illusory, but it still had the intended effect. “How may I be of service?” There seemed to be no mockery in Irralith’s words as she knelt beside Sianna, voice pitched quietly for her ears only. “I fear a devastating blow has been struck with the loss of your commanders. How can we right the ship?”

Father Wilhelm and many other powerful clerics had been slain. Sianna had directed those remaining to see to Lanthas and the more grievously injured among them. A young elven healer was tending to her currently, attempting to heal her cracked ribs and various cuts and bruises. The loss of Queen Shalaera had obviously disheartened the elves. Her daughter, Julicienne, was cradling a broken arm nearby while consulting with a pair of her advisors.

“A courier from Queen Sioned reported Nesnys and Elyas departed the field moments ago,” Sianna said. “If we can just take advantage somehow.”

“Indeed. An opportunity presents itself.” Irralith looked thoughtful.

If she’s playing us, she’s doing a fair job of it. She was too sore and exhausted to really concern herself with possible treachery from the changeling right then.

“Well, unless you can call the wrath of the gods down upon them, I don’t know what will turn the tide,” Sianna said, jesting.

Irralith’s face brightened, and a mischievous gleam filled her tawny eyes. “What an excellent idea. Consider it done.” She rose to her feet, striding swiftly back toward the battle.

What is she about to do?

The healer finished tending to Sianna. His work had eased her pain, and she had to fight her eyelids, suddenly grown heavy. She lay atop a blanket, but the chill of the ground still ebbed through, making her cold and stiff.

I can’t succumb to sleep while men are still fighting and dying here.

Sianna struggled to her feet, smiling what she hoped was encouragement at Rafe, who was still being tended to by a cleric. She was tired and achy all over, but the worst of her injuries were healed. She made her way to a cordon of guards standing at the edge of the copse with a view over the battlefield.

A commotion drew her attention, and that was the moment when the heavens opened up. The gray clouds sporadically spitting snow abruptly rolled back, and a thunderclap sounded. A brilliant ray of light streamed down, and within it stood a mighty champion—a celestial by appearance. The towering woman had golden hair, feathery wings, and a sword formed of pure, radiant light. She also happened to have Irralith’s features.

Had she not known better, Sianna would have been convinced of the illusion’s authenticity, for it was magnificent. She gasped at the sight and staggered past the guards, who were watching slack-jawed. The combatants all around had frozen at the awe-inspiring sight before them.

“Tremble before me, men of Nebara,” Irralith roared in a thunderous voice. “Almighty Sol frowns upon this war and demands an end to it at once. Ketania and its allies stand in the light. You do not.” She leveled her sword, and a blast of light streamed out, burning some illusory Nebaran soldiers to ash. “Throw down your weapons, and you shall be shown mercy.”

Soldiers on both sides exchanged confused glances. When they were slow to comply, Irralith disintegrated some more men, to the same effect.

“We surrender! Mercy!” The cries went up, and Nebarans began casting down their swords and falling to their knees.

“Hold, you fools! It’s only trickery!” An officer with a bruised face pushed his way through some surrendering soldiers, clouting one on the head with the pommel of his sword. Sianna recognized him as the one Elyas had struck for trying to countermand his orders. “On your feet! The warlord will have your hides, you cowards! Attack at once, I com—”

A bow thrummed from behind Sianna, and an orange-fletched arrow sprouted from the officer’s right eye. He pitched over without a sound.

“Been out of the fight too bloody long. Look what I’ve been missing.” Kavia limped up to stand beside Sianna, bow in hand and her other arm draped across Jahn’s shoulders.

“Welcome back,” Sianna said. “And you too, Sir Rafe.”

Rafe had followed the other two, taking a position on Sianna’s other side. He looked much better than he had earlier, the stab wound in his back closed up and merely caked with dried blood.

“What is happening?” Rafe asked in wonder, staring at Irralith with round eyes.

The changeling was striding through the Nebaran ranks, waving her sword around and demanding they surrender. Once the surrender began, it became a ripple effect through the Nebaran host. Those who weren’t surrendering were falling back, likely to flee—not wishing to end up in a Ketanian prison or facing the headsman’s axe.

“We have some divine aid on our side,” Sianna answered Rafe with a laugh. “Irralith.” The absurdity of the situation boiled out of her, and she laughed so hard she couldn’t stop. After a moment of side-splitting abandon, her laughter turned to rough sobs. If only we could have used this illusion effectively at the beginning to spare all those thousands of lives.

Her guards stood there trying not to look embarrassed at her outburst, although Rafe put a sympathetic hand on her shoulder. With some difficulty, she mustered the fragile self-control that had abandoned her and managed to compose herself again.

The surrender was a godsend, bizarre and unexpected as it was, but she immediately saw potential for disaster if they didn’t capitalize on their good fortune. She spotted Captain Mons nearby, recently promoted after recognition for his heroism in the first battle.

“Captain Mons, I need you to take charge of the enemy’s surrender. Get as many men as you need and make it happen. I expect them to be treated honorably.”

“Yes, Your Majesty.” The young captain bowed and then began shouting for men, organizing them into groups to disarm and round up and secure the thousands of prisoners.

Irralith reappeared, herding surrendering Nebarans before her into the hands of Captain Mons and his stunned soldiers.

Once the spell was broken and everyone realized the battle was over, other officers stepped up to aid Mons and establish order, organizing details to aid the wounded and fetch supplies from the wagons.

With her work done, Irralith strode over to Sianna and her bodyguards, a broad smile on her face. She snapped her fingers, and a pavilion suddenly sprang into being around them, screening them off from the thousands of watching eyes. Jahn and Kavia cursed, startled, and Rafe gasped. Irralith grinned at their reactions, and her appearance changed back to her normal human form, with her striking looks that turned men’s heads around the camp.

“I’m afraid I can’t summon a table and chairs, nor wine—none that would be satisfying, at any rate.” She smirked and stuck her fingers through the wall of the tent, showing Sianna’s uneasy guards the truth of her illusion.

“Irralith, I can’t believe that just happened,” Sianna finally said.

“Winning the war good enough to earn a full pardon, Majesty?” She bowed and grinned.

“And then some.” Sianna returned her smile. “I sincerely thank you for that and hereby pardon you of any crimes. I’m afraid Iris isn’t here right now to draft up the formal pardon.”

Irralith shrugged. “I trust your word of honor.”

“Accompany me to Llantry and my castle,” she said, a sudden impulse striking her. “There will be some gold in it, enough for you to make a fresh start.”

“Now you’re speaking my language, Your Majesty.” A hungry look filled her eyes—greed, though whether at the mention of gold or a fresh start, Sianna was unsure. Perhaps both. “I am your humble servant.”

Sianna realized the illusory tent did nothing against the wind or cold. She was shivering and sore and wished she had some mulled wine and a warm blanket. I am the queen. Surely that is not too much to ask.

“Rafe, will you please give the order to make camp near here—perhaps near the supply train. Have some men build a fire and warm some wine. And perhaps some food. A chair and warm blanket would be appreciated also. It is a bit cold out here.”

“At once, Your Majesty.” By habit, Rafe ducked out of the tent when he left.

She turned back to the illusionist. “That was marvelous, Irralith. I wish I’d have thought of it sooner.”

The changeling puffed up with pride. “I admit, I outdid myself on that one. It wouldn’t have worked earlier, though—not with Nesnys still there. But without leadership, rudderless men, fearful and with weary minds—those are the most fertile fields in which to ply my trade.”

Our salvation this day came in the most unlikely of forms.

Sianna could scarcely believe their good fortune, and she hoped she wasn’t being selfish or blasphemous for thinking it was about time the gods smiled on them for a change.




















Chapter 42

Ferret was standing at the base of the bridge when it collapsed. She instinctively hopped back onto solid ground near Taren and could only stare in shock as her friends disappeared among chunks of crumbling stone into the open sky below.

Taren shouted in alarm, but she barely heard him.

When the smoke and rock dust cleared, Ferret saw Creel and Kulnor plummeting down into the Abyss. Aninyel, being closer to the far side, had nearly leaped clear. She currently was clinging precariously to the remaining blocks of the bridge. Mira, surprisingly, wasn’t plunging unchecked but had her palms pressed together, eyes closed with a look of concentration on her face. She somehow floated in the air, as if she had the weight of a feather, slowly drifting downward.

“We have to help them!” Ferret shouted, frantic to do something. The sight of Creel and Kulnor plunging to their deaths made her want to scream in helpless rage.

Taren had fallen to his knees and looked as if he would be little help, as though he had overexerted his magic already. It seemed to take all his strength merely to avoid collapsing.

“This unit is equipped for flight,” G-77 said helpfully.

“Then fly, little brother. And don’t let go of me.” Ferret stepped off the side, hoping this didn’t end up being the most foolish thing she had ever done—as well as the last.

She plunged like a stone, the craggy innards of the island streaking past. She had to position herself so that her head was facing downward in order to keep an eye on her friends. Briefly, she wondered if she would have had the guts to do this if she had still been human. Curiously, she didn’t even feel as if she were falling at all, with none of that heart-in-her-throat sensation. She shot past Mira in an instant, the monk’s face strangely tranquil. Ferret couldn’t comprehend how she could feel peaceful at such a time.

Against her back, G-77 let out a series of clanks, then spring-loaded metal wings burst out of the metal backpack built into his carapace. A low rumbling sound followed as a magical force similar to the mistral skiff’s was activated, and the two of them slowed until they were gliding controllably down the shaft through the base of the island.

Far below in the open sky, she could barely make out Kulnor and Creel beyond even him.

“We need more speed,” she called to her rider.

The walls of the shaft sped past in a blur as they accelerated straight downward, and at first, she wished she could feel what must be a thrilling sensation, but then she thought better of it. She’d probably have lost her lunch if she had eaten anything.

Mayhap I’d spew out a cog or two. The thought made her grin inwardly.

Ferret shot out of the shaft, and wide-open sky spread around as far as she could see. She adjusted her angle and, after a couple moments, was quickly approaching Kulnor, who was tumbling wildly through the air, arms and legs flailing. As if trying to tackle the dwarf, she collided with him and wrapped her arms around his stout chest. Kulnor grunted what might have been a startled curse. His eyes were wide and face pale, but he looked remarkably composed, considering he was plunging to his death—or if there was no bottom to this world, an endless fall until he died of thirst or starvation.

She had lost sight of Creel momentarily, and Kulnor’s helmeted head was blocking her view. The dwarf looked mighty undignified with his beard blowing up in his face from the rush of wind.

“Where’s Creel?” she shouted.

“There!” Kulnor pointed below and to one side, holding his beard out of his face.

Whereas the dwarf had been tumbling uncontrollably, Creel looked to be casually flying. His arms and legs were stretched out, and he fell chestfirst through the air, black hair streaming up behind him, as if he were a great bird soaring on an updraft.

Unfortunately, another floating isle was beneath him, and it was coming up alarmingly fast.




***




Taren struggled to recover from what had occurred—both mentally from the shock of losing his friends so suddenly and physically from the bout of illness trying to lay him low. And to make matters worse, Ferret had just jumped over the side. Whatever her reason might have been he didn’t know, but he hoped she knew what she was doing.

He quickly took stock of the situation. Along with Ferret, Creel and Kulnor were already gone—he’d seen them the first to fall.

Across the chasm, Aninyel clung by one hand to the protruding skeleton of remaining bridge. As he watched, she carefully sheathed her saber then stretched her other hand up to try to get a two-handed grip when a band of metal encircled her wrist. The strange automaton stood near the edge and had extended an arm that telescoped out to thrice its normal length. It hoisted Aninyel up with ease.

That leaves Mira unaccounted for.

He peered into the open chasm and saw the monk below. Mira was perched on a boulder jutting out from the opposite side of the shaft, about fifty paces down. His surge of relief was palpable.

Now just need to get her back up here somehow. But first, I need to deal with this bastard.

The fiend was surrounded by a nimbus of green flame as it regarded Taren with blazing eyes from the cavernous depths of its cowl.

“Son of Neratiri,” the fiend said in a hollow voice as dry as a thousand-year-old corpse. “You have proven most elusive.”

Good, keep talking. It might give me time to recover and figure out a desperate plan.

“You know me, then?” he asked. “What are you, Nesnys’s lapdog?”

“You may call me Taananzu, mortal. I execute Lord Shaol’s will.” Taananzu still hovered in the air, drifting slightly closer to Taren as green fire crackled around the openings of its sleeves.

“Why do you serve Nesnys? Surely you are much more than a simple slave to her whims?” He hoped to anger the demon so that it made a careless error, though he didn’t think that likely.

At the same time, Taren reached out for the magic, this time focusing on the distant vitality of the forest growing on the mountain’s slopes. He drew on the well, aware that his actions would kill a great number of the trees, but he and his friends would be dead in a short time if he didn’t take such drastic measures.

The robed demon didn’t take his bait. “Nesnys and I both serve our lord, and our paths align for the moment. I am commanded to deliver you alive to Lord Shaol, yet if you continue to resist, I shall make your existence one of pain heaped upon agony.”

Taren tried not to shudder at the cold promise implicit with Taananzu’s threat. With the power brimming in him, he spared a glance for Aninyel, who had her saber drawn and was moving carefully along the edge of the chasm, eyes focused steadily on Taananzu.

“Get ready, Aninyel,” Taren sent with a psionic push. He didn’t know if the elf would be receptive, but he hoped so.

He released a torrent of the mana he’d collected, slamming Taananzu with a hurricane-force blast of wind. Fire spewed from the fiend’s sleeves but was whipped harmlessly away. Taananzu’s robes snapped like a taut sail, then the demon was hurtling backward across the gorge, the wind slamming it hard into the ground. Clods of dirt and rocks burst upward as the demon plowed a furrow in the earth.

Before Taananzu had come to a stop, Aninyel pounced like a cat. Her saber carved deep into the fiend’s torso, a blur of silvery flashes. A dagger appeared in her off hand, stabbing into the hood.

A dark miasma suddenly swirled around Taananzu, like the poisonous spores of a disturbed fungus. Aninyel cried out and leaped away. Her left arm became afflicted by the fiend’s magic and instantly withered down to the bones, her skin dried like old parchment and covered in weeping sores. Her dagger fell from her clawlike hand, but she resolutely kept her saber trained on her foe. Her teeth were gritted in pain, yet her gray eyes blazed like a crackling storm cloud.

The automaton fired a blast of ruby light from the gem in its chest. Taananzu rose up from the ground and extended its sleeves, out of which jets of roiling darkness poured toward the construct. The magical energies collided, flaring so brightly Taren had to look away, spots blooming in his eyes.

He readied more magic, but his well was already running dry. The small bit of forest within his range had already been exhausted of whatever vitality it had to give. He struggled to reach out farther to draw more in, but his attempts were fruitless. What earth magic remained in the Refuge was only a weak trickle.

An explosion cracked from across the chasm, and the automaton was hurled violently away, slamming up against the cliffside. It collapsed to the ground.

Taananzu turned its fell attention on the injured Aninyel, and Taren could do nothing to help his friend.




***




Creel was falling through the air unchecked, the sensation as thrilling as it was terrifying. He had discovered he could control his fall to a degree—he could go faster if he tucked his arms and legs in tight or slower with his limbs spread and chest puffed out, much like a child’s kite catching the wind.

Open sky yawned beneath him, an endless expanse as far as the eye could see. Yet off to his right was another floating island. He angled his body, and the wind buffeted him brutally, but he began falling nearer and nearer the isle, until it was coming up below him.

As he fell, he was strangely at peace, almost relishing the thought of meeting his end. Surely, the impact would come so swiftly that his death wouldn’t even be felt. He doubted even he could survive being smashed to pulp in such a manner.

He had given it his best but in the end had to embrace the inevitable. Rada, I’ll see you soon, my love.




***




“I need more speed!” Ferret cried.

“Are you mad?” Kulnor roared.

G-77 complied, and they put on an even greater burst of speed, streaking toward Creel even as the rocky island rushed up to meet them. Ferret shifted Kulnor to her left arm, holding the dwarf unceremoniously to her hip as a housewife might balance a toddler. Her other hand reached for Creel’s leg, approaching swiftly as they drew closer.

But the ground was gaining on all of them, looming larger very rapidly.

Ten more paces to Dak… five… one.

Her hand clamped onto Creel’s calf, startling the monster hunter. He looked around, eyes wide. She pulled him in closer and grabbed hold of his belt.

“Lass, what in the bloody Abyss?”

Ferret tried to pull up, and they were buffeted harshly in the magic’s battle with gravity.

“Weight limit exceeded for flight,” G-77 warned, entirely too cheerfully.

The rocky ground was still streaking toward them, even as she struggled to pull up, no more than a couple hundred paces away now. Trees and bushes and large boulders grew large in her vision.

“Give me full power!” Ferret shouted.

She angled her feet down, trying to will herself back upward as G-77 tried to give them all the power it had.

It wasn’t enough.

The ground raced up to meet them.

Her metal heart could have torn in two as she was forced to make a decision. “Dak, I’ve got to let you go—you should survive this.”

Creel nodded sharply in understanding.

Ferret managed to get them close to a tall tree, then flung Creel into the branches. He disappeared into the leafy canopy, then she and Kulnor were plunging through trees of their own. She rolled onto her right side, shielding Kulnor from as much damage as she could. Leaves slapped around them, and branches snapped against her metal body, but with the loss of Creel’s extra weight and the slowing effect of the tree branches, they had slowed dramatically—so much that the thrust of G-77’s wings finally overcame gravity, and they shot upward out of the trees again.

Kulnor gave a bellow of triumph, and Ferret herself shouted in excitement.

A moment later, they were on the ground. Other than bumps and bruises, Kulnor appeared fine. He fell to his knees and kissed the stone beneath his feet.

“Dak!” Ferret cried. She forced a path through the overgrown plants in the direction she had left him. “Dak, are you up there?”

A mumbled voice came from somewhere overhead. G-77 took her back up, and she found Creel wedged into a bough of the big tree. A path of missing leaves and broken branches showed where he had plunged through the canopy.

She gently lifted him from the tree in her arms and brought them back down to earth.

“Are you all right?” She lowered Creel to the ground and knelt beside him.

His icy gaze locked with hers. “What in the Abyss were you thinking?” He seemed almost angry.

“Saving your arse,” she said sullenly, taken aback by his reaction.

He shook his head. “That was bloody mad.” Then he grinned fiercely and clapped one hand on the top of her metal head. “Gods, that was bloody mad.”

“Wasn’t it, though?” Ferret hugged him then, taking care not to injure him further, but he winced anyway. She released him and looked him over. “How bad is it?”

“Left arm is broken… same with a couple ribs. Back hurts like a bastard—might’ve cracked a vertebra or two. Other than that, just bumps and bruises, I reckon.”

Ferret looked up at the sounds of crunching brush announcing Kulnor’s approach.

“Creel?” he asked.

“Aye.”

“We all survived that? I’ll be damned.” Kulnor barked a laugh.

“Aye, but the others might not be so fortunate up top.” Creel gritted his teeth and tried to sit up. “Help me up.”

Ferret pulled him to his feet. Kulnor frowned at Creel’s broken arm hanging limply and his hand clutched to his broken ribs.

“Here, let me patch ye up,” the dwarf offered.

“No time. We need to get back up there. Besides, your clerical magic won’t do much for me—part of what makes me what I am.”

Kulnor grunted his assent.

“I can only carry one of you back up at a time,” Ferret warned.

“Let’s go,” Creel said in a tone that brooked no argument. “She’ll come back and pick you up, Kulnor.”

The dwarf shrugged. “If ye think ye can be the most help with yer broken arm.”

Creel patted the pommel of Final Strike, which he must have sheathed during the fall. “My sword arm is just fine.” He grinned.

Kulnor laughed. “Away with ye, then. I’ll be waitin’.”

“G-77, take us back up there,” Ferret said. She wrapped one arm around Creel’s waist, then they were off, hoping to make it in time to help their friends.




***




Mira had found that she could lighten her body by focusing her ki, although the technique was exhausting. She couldn’t become lighter than air itself or even fly but instead turned her fall into a gentle downward drift like a dry leaf—preferable to plunging like a stone as Creel and Kulnor had.

She briefly mourned their loss, but her instincts screamed at her to get back up above and protect Taren. However, for the moment, she was stuck on a boulder inside the chasm, where she had drifted, and was forced to take a moment to rest.

An idea came to her then, and she studied the sides of the chasm, thankful they were rough and provided numerous handholds.

I think this should work. There’s no time to waste.

She focused her ki once more, first surrounding her body in a thin nimbus, then imagining herself becoming as insubstantial as a cloud, the same technique she had used to slow her descent. She crouched and leaped off the boulder, straight upward as high as she could, and with her lessened weight, she made it nearly halfway up the shaft. Rather than allowing her momentum to fade and start falling again, she extended her feet and ran lightly up the wall, finding a stone jutting out here, a knot of root there. She pulled with her hands as she moved, flying up the wall in moments, much like a squirrel racing up a tree.

With one final burst, she shot up over the side, tucking into a somersault so her momentum carried her forward enough to land on solid ground. She released her ki and landed softly.

To her left, the strange automaton with the ruby in its chest lay collapsed against the wall. To her right, the robed demon was bearing down on Aninyel, who was wounded, one arm ruined. Despite her injury, the elf didn’t look either cowed or helpless, instead fully intent on her foe.

Taren was momentarily safe across the chasm, so Mira attacked at once, knowing the only way to ensure his safety was to defeat this fiend. She lunged at its back just as the demon spun around, sensing her presence. Her extended fist connected with its chest, although it felt as if she had punched a pillow. The ratty robes collapsed inward with little resistance, and she released the blast of ki she had focused.

The fiend’s robes rippled around her fist, the effect spreading outward like the disturbed surface of a pond. A moment later, the demon disgorged insects from within its mass, as if the vermin were stuffing the empty robes. A deluge of pale, segmented worms, cockroaches, and other insects rained out of its sleeves and hood and from beneath the hem of its robes.

Mira stepped away, taken aback by the result of her strike. Roaches and worms swarmed across the ground. The green fires of the demon’s eyes guttered a moment like candles in a stiff gust of wind. The fiend seemed diminished after her attack, like a training dummy bereft of its straw filling.

Just then, the tip of a curved sword burst through the demon’s chest right in front of Mira. The metal had no blood on it, but it did glimmer a sparkling blue like the waves on the ocean.

Aninyel’s face was twisted in pain as she slid her saber free to strike again, but at that moment, the fiend’s eyes flared brightly again. A nimbus of green magic flowed from its sleeves as it gathered itself to attack.

This thing won’t die. Mira fell back, dismayed, her hands raised defensively, although her ki was nearly spent.

A flash of silver cut across Mira’s vision and struck the fiend’s open cowl. She blinked, surprised, but then recognized Taren’s dagger, Lightslicer. The blade was embedded in the nothingness directly between its burning eyes.

The fiend roared its rage, green flames billowing from its sleeves. Mira and Aninyel both jumped back and hit the ground as the demon flailed around as if blinded, gouts of fire spewing wildly as it sought to incinerate its attackers. She could do nothing other than keep her head down as the fireballs singed her hair, streaking past mere inches above her. She wondered if she should make a run for cover, but none was nearby. Whether she remained in place or not, the fiend would soon get lucky and scorch her with its magic.




***




“Can’t you go any faster?” Creel asked impatiently.

They had left the isle below, and he scanned the sky, looking for the Refuge somewhere above them.

“Maximum speed, G-77,” Ferret said.

Creel’s skin abruptly mashed to his skull as their velocity increased tremendously, the wind blasting at him mercilessly, tearing at his hair and pummeling his face. He squinted eyes that were suddenly dry and saw the Refuge approaching, at first a black dot, then rapidly increasing in size. He was glad for the strength of Ferret’s metal grip around his waist, even though his cracked ribs protested the treatment. With the adrenaline rush of the moment, he barely noticed the pain.

“This better?” Ferret shouted.

Creel grinned. “Aye, just don’t overshoot our target or flatten us on the underside of the island like a squashed beetle.”

The Refuge loomed large, approaching faster than he would have thought possible. For a moment, he held his breath as he feared they might be splattered on the base of the island, but then he saw the illuminated shaft bored through the island’s core. With a rush of wind, they shot into the shaft.

Ferret shouted something he didn’t quite make out, and they slowed noticeably, although they still were moving fairly rapidly. Daylight bloomed overhead, and his fingers tightened around Final Strike’s hilt in anticipation.

They streaked out of the shaft. Ferret slowed them even more, and he took in the scene at a glance.

Mira and Aninyel were down in the grass across the gorge, and the fiend was launching fireballs wildly across the valley, gouts of fire tearing up ground and scorching grass, leaving blackened smudges where they struck against the cliff. Taren was crouched down across the chasm.

Creel pointed, and Ferret must have read his thoughts, for she flew above the fiend. At his signal, she released him from nearly twenty feet in the air.

He yanked Final Strike from its scabbard as he fell toward the maddened fiend. He raised the sword in his good hand and brought it down with all his might atop the crown of the demon’s cowl as he landed.

Final Strike slashed through the tattered robes, meeting very little resistance as it easily cut through the rotting cloth. He hit the ground, his feet and knees protesting the drop, followed by his ribs and back. Final Strike cleaved the demon completely in twain, biting gently into the grass at the bottom of its arc.

Creel fell over on his back from the force of his landing, and just in time, for that sickly green fire exploded from the fiend as the pieces of robes fell away. The burst of green light ended, then insects erupted everywhere, a rain of worms and cockroaches and maggots and other things he tried not to dwell on. He spat and wiped his face free of the vermin.

The valley was eerily still then, as everyone hesitantly picked themselves up from the ground. Creel groaned from the pain of his multiple injuries as he regained his feet. No one said a word—perhaps the others were simply stunned to be alive. He had certainly had his own doubts for a moment while plummeting through open sky.

“Dak, that blow you struck is one for the ballads,” Ferret said in awe, breaking the silence. “Is it dead?” She had landed near Creel, looking odd with a second head perched on her shoulder and metal wings jutting out of her back.

“It’s dead,” Taren called over. “Or at least its corporeal form is.”

“Intruder eliminated,” G-77 agreed. Though it was probably Creel’s imagination, the construct sounded somewhat smug.

He noticed something glittering among the bulk of the squirming insects. A shiny, gracefully curved dagger lay on the ground.

“Whose is this?” he asked, clearing some worms away with his boot.

“Oh, that’s mine.” Taren extended one hand, and the dagger became a silvery blur as it streaked away across the chasm to end up back in Taren’s hand.

“Huh. Neat trick,” Creel said. He sheathed his sword and looked around, relieved to see his friends weren’t dead, although Aninyel looked pretty bad off.

“Ferret, would you mind taking me across?” Taren called.

“Sure.” She flew over to pick him up.

“That was quite the dramatic entrance,” Aninyel remarked. She was brushing insects from her blue-gray hair with her good hand. Her left arm was shriveled like an old stick and weeping blood from open sores, but despite that, she still had a smile on her face.

“You arrived just in time,” Mira added, relief plain on her face.

“Aye, but I’ll be feeling that for a while,” Creel admitted. Everything hurt, but he was very pleased that the demon was destroyed.

Ferret and Taren joined them a moment later. “I’m gonna go pick up Kulnor,” she said. “Don’t do anything else for the ballads till I get back, all right?”

Creel chuckled. “Aye, lass, we’ll try not to.”

After Ferret disappeared from sight, the creak of metal drew his attention. The unusual automaton was struggling to rise from where it had lain near the cliff wall. Its metal body, originally a blend of gold and silver hues, was blackened and melted in places, scuffed and dented in others, yet the ruby still gleamed brightly from its chest.

“We seek Overseer Lenantos,” Taren said as the construct approached with long, graceful strides.

“You have found him,” came the reply. “I thank you for destroying that demon. It was much more puissant than I had anticipated, destroying scores of my factotum. I nearly met the same fate.”

Lenantos, or this facsimile of him, was much different from the other automatons. He stood a head taller than Creel and was spindly of limb, without the bulky suit of armor form of the others, Ferret included. His torso was almost the shape of a sword hilt, slightly broader in the middle and tapering subtly toward either end. Gold and silver bands wound around his torso. His head looked similar to all the others though he had a hinged jaw that moved when he talked. His brilliant blue eyes glowed as brightly as sapphires catching a ray of sunlight.

“I see you bear one of our rings,” Lenantos said, “yet my people are no more. Who are you, and what is your purpose here?”

“I am Taren, grandson of your master, the Engineer.” Taren let the words hang a moment before he continued. “The Engineer is no more, and the forces of the Abyss seek to gain access to Voshoth and the Tellurian Engine for their own sinister ends. I mean to stop them.”

Lenantos let out a metallic sigh. “So, our plans have failed, as I’ve long suspected when all communication ceased. For many long years, I awaited my master’s command, but when my mortal shell failed, I had no choice but to transmute myself and hold to my most sacred trust—protecting the control rod. Centuries passed, and my people dwindled in number and eventually died out. Only the factotum and I have persisted. And now the day has arrived when my master’s heir stands before me. Do you seek the control rod for your own ends?” Lenantos’s blue eyes stared intently at Taren as if they could pierce his very soul.

“I do not. I seek to destroy it in the inferno chute beneath the earth in the Hall of the Artificers so that Shaol and his ilk may never use the machine to destroy the multiverse.”

The overseer nodded slowly. “In hindsight, I have questioned the wisdom of such a creation, but I was a mortal man once, bound by hubris and the desire to gain my master’s favor by offering him an ultimate weapon for his great war—not only for my own sake but for my order. My brethren all felt the same. Alas, in my long centuries of introspection since, I’ve come to see the folly of our ways. Your arrival lightens my spirit, since it means that my long vigil finally comes to an end.”

At that moment, Ferret and Kulnor flew up out of the chasm and landed lightly beside the group.

“Master, unit G-77 stands ready, awaiting your command,” G-77 piped up exuberantly.

Creel was surprised to see Lenantos smile affectionately at the damaged construct. His face and jaw were marvelously engineered to allow such an expression.

“Your persistence is commendable, G-77. You may shut down all systems now. Your task has been completed most nobly.”

“Yes, Master.” G-77’s wings snapped back into their sheath, and the automaton clicked and whirred for a moment. Then the glow in G-77’s amber eyes slowly faded and was gone.

Ferret untangled herself from the deactivated machine and set it down reverently, as she might have a fallen comrade in arms.

“How have you come to be?” Lenantos was studying Ferret with interest. “You have the chassis of an alpha-model factotum, and yet you are more than that.”

“I’m a person stuck inside this metal shell,” she replied, knocking on her breastplate. “I, uh… unwisely ventured into a room in the Hall of the Artificers and got trapped inside. It changed me to this.”

“The Transfiguration Chamber.” Lenantos cocked his head at an angle. “And how was your soul preserved?”

“I was able to halt the transformation with my talent before the process took her fully.” Taren laid a hand on Ferret’s shoulder affectionately. “And now, I’d ask for your wisdom on how we might transform her back. I was told of a Reverse Transfiguration Chamber located at the Shirak Research Station.”

“Yes, just so. I’m curious as to how you know of that. Our secrets are very closely held… or were in times past.”

“An associate of my mother’s—the Engineer’s daughter—retained some of your master’s memories. How that came to be wasn’t explained to me in any greater detail than that.”

“Ah, the master’s memories… He is but a ghost now, as are all of the artificers, once his cherished servants.” Lenantos was silent a long moment, as though lost in thought. “Forgive me, you do not have such luxury of timelessness as do I. Your friend’s metamorphosis may be reversed as you said in the Reverse Transfiguration Chamber. Yet I must warn you—the tank has some… incongruities. It was an experimental system that was abandoned before thorough testing could be completed, and these variances were never eliminated completely.” His gaze locked on Ferret. “Would you risk your newfound strength and longevity to return as a being of flesh once more?”

“I would,” she said in a quiet but confident voice. “I’d rather live and die as myself, with all the pleasures and pain that go along with such a life.”

Creel smiled at Ferret, his heart going out to her. And we will damn well do everything we can to see you back to yourself again.

“Well said—it takes wisdom to put such thoughts into words. I wish you good fortune, then.” Lenantos turned on his heel and beckoned the group. “Please, come with me. I must give you something before I hand over the control rod.”




***




As they trailed after Lenantos across the blasted field toward the cottage, Aninyel sidled up beside Taren.

“Nice trick, by the way.” She tapped her temple as she gazed up at him.

“I’m glad it worked… I wasn’t sure it would.”

“Message received—loud and clear.” She flashed her grin.

“Let me see that arm of yers, lass,” Kulnor said to the elf, frowning at her ruined limb.

“Lass? You’re a charmer, aren’t you?” Her eyes gleamed impishly. “I probably have seen more years than your great-great-grandfather, Master Dwarf.”

Kulnor looked uncomfortable a moment, finding himself on uncertain ground. “I reckon women are the same in some ways no matter if they’ve dwarven, elven, or human. Flattery is the best approach if ye’re unsure.”

Aninyel tittered with laughter. “Flattery will get you far. That is a universal truth.” She extended her arm. “Look all you want. It’s not exactly my best feature at the moment. If you’re of a mind to keep looking, by all means, don’t stop there.” She ran her good hand over her hip and down a thigh suggestively.

Kulnor blushed behind his beard, and Aninyel laughed harder. Taren couldn’t help but join in. Even Mira smiled at their banter.

Kulnor cleared his throat and gently took her injured arm by the wrist to examine it. “That thing put a blight on ye. A nasty curse.”

“Nasty it sure is. Can you banish or dispel it?”

“Aye. Give me a few moments.”

“I’m not in any great hurry, my friend. This quest is the most fun I’ve had in a hundred years.” Aninyel smiled and winked at Taren, then sat in the grass. 

Kulnor knelt beside her and began chanting, holding his holy symbol in one hand. 

“Go ahead and finish your business here, Taren,” she said. “We’ll catch up.”

“Will do.” He increased his pace as Mira shadowed him.

Ahead of them, Creel was walking with some difficulty, one hand on Ferret’s shoulder to steady himself. The monster hunter was apparently in significant pain, and his left arm hung limply as if broken.

Lenantos was waiting patiently upon the porch of the cottage when they arrived. “I admit I fancy my trappings of normality.” The overseer gestured to a pair of rocking chairs on the porch. “Reminds me of being alive.”

In addition to the rocking chairs, a workbench stood beneath the front window. Right off the cottage’s porch was a small flower garden that had been neatly tended until an errant fireball had destroyed the majority of it.

“I sense you are a good man, Taren,” Lenantos said. “Do you vow to destroy the control rod once I submit it to you?”

“I do,” he replied. “You have my word.”

“Very well. Allow me to retrieve one item from inside first.” Lenantos ducked his head beneath the low lintel as he entered the cottage. The sounds of him rummaging around went on a couple minutes before he returned, carrying what looked like a smooth, glassy piece of obsidian. The stone was lozenge-shaped, as big around as an ale keg, circular, and about a foot high.

Lenantos set it down on the workbench and picked up a hammer and chisel. With practiced ease, he carved a set of runes in the stone, working faster and more precisely than Taren imagined even the most skilled dwarven stonemason could have. He set his tools aside after a few minutes and placed his hands to either side of the stone. He spoke words in an unfamiliar language, and the runes flared bright orange. The gem in Lenantos’s chest glowed brilliantly, a beam of ruby light concentrated on the obsidian. After a couple minutes, he stepped away from the stone, his ruby no longer shining.

The obsidian now had an inner light, a reddish glow stirring in its depths almost like magma deep within the earth’s heart.

Lenantos lifted the stone and handed it to Taren. He grunted at the weight of the obsidian, cradling it to his chest, for it was every bit as heavy as it looked.

“Take this,” Lenantos said. “I’m a believer in preparing for even the most dreaded eventualities. In the event the Tellurian Engine is activated by your enemies, the only way to end the machine once it has begun cycling is to cast this into its heart. It will destroy the machine, but the process will be violent, and in all likelihood, the bearer will be destroyed with it.”

“Then let us hope it never comes to that,” Creel said.

“Indeed.” Overseer Lenantos eased his lanky frame into his rocking chair, overlooking the flower garden in his Refuge. “Once we are finished here, behind the house are two portals. One will take you directly to Shirak Research Station. The other portal leads back to the entrance to Kaejax but is damaged and inoperable, so if you wish to return there, you must retrace your path.”

Taren assured him they would travel to Shirak next. He looked around for a place to set the heavy stone. Ferret accepted it from him without complaint.

The overseer nodded. “Very well. Taren, I wish you and your companions good fortune, and may the gods smile upon your worthy quest.” He was quiet a moment, gazing out over his Refuge. “And now I go unto my final rest. On this day I, Overseer Lenantos, last of the Order of Artificers, discharge my final duty. I entrust this control rod to your care, Taren, heir to the Engineer, for you to destroy, so that our greatest folly might never fall into the hands of Shaol’s minions and be used for the harm of the multiverse.”

Lenantos must have activated some mechanism internally, for his carapace split apart at a hidden seam in the center and separated, the gold-and-silver banded pieces of metal folding wide to reveal his clockwork innards. Numerous gears and cogs of varying sizes and complexity moved with precision in the background but revealed to the fore was a rod of black metal, what could only be Abyssal iron the length of Taren’s forearm, mounted at the construct’s very core. The ruby in his chest looked like a heart and was now revealed to be the head of the rod. The overseer grasped the control rod in both hands.

The control rod popped loose with a solid click, and he held it out to Taren. The moment the rod was removed, the magic drained rapidly out of Lenantos. Taren watched with his second sight as the blue-white glow evanesced. The amber aura of the overseer’s soul floated up above his metal body, hovering like a miniature sun for a moment before it, too, was gone.

Taren reached down and accepted the control rod from the construct’s grasp. The rod was a puissant source of magical energy, as was the obsidian stone, a bomb of some type, he assumed. Whereas the obsidian stone was ponderous in weight, the rod was incredibly light.

Taren tucked the control rod into his pack and looked up to find his friends all standing there watching. “Thank you all for your courage and companionship. We’ve accomplished what we came here to do. Our next stop is Shirak Research Station. The portal lies around back of the house.”

They accepted his words, all in good spirits after their success. More than one of them clapped him on the back. Taren decided they should rest for a time, to allow Creel to heal from his injuries, unsure what they would face on the other side of the portal. Creel didn’t protest much, which Taren interpreted to mean he actually welcomed the time to recuperate. He was heartened to see that Kulnor had restored Aninyel’s arm anew.

“All right, we’d best get on with this,” Creel said after an hour or so had passed.

He got stiffly to his feet but seemed much better off than earlier. He flexed his left arm, apparently satisfied, then hoisted his pack. The others gathered their gear and followed him around the cottage along a path of crushed marble.

Taren glanced back at Lenantos sitting in his rocking chair, never to move again. His very existence had been tied to the control rod. He felt saddened at the loss of Lenantos, a genius mind and man so dedicated to his duty that he sacrificed his body to transform himself into this guardian in the hopes of serving his master one final time.

May you find your peace at last, Lenantos.




















Chapter 43

Taren plunged into water so cold that the shock nearly stole the small amount of air he’d held in his lungs. A sudden panic seized him, for he’d stepped through the portal behind Lenantos’s cottage and suddenly found himself underwater and in darkness. A tight band squeezed his chest, the cold and panic threatening to overwhelm him for a moment.

I must calm down, or I’ll drown.

That one thought cut through his panicked mind like a knife, and he focused on trying to calm himself. Once he staved off the initial moment of crushing panic and began thinking rationally again, he noted a faint light in the distance, along with shadowy shapes flailing around him in the water.

His companions—they had entered the portal before him, so all of them had been as much taken by surprise as he was.

The portal room is flooded. Need to find a way out, quickly.

A hand closed on his arm, and Mira’s face appeared inches from his own, barely visible, her short hair stirring in the water. She pointed toward the light.

He nodded understanding then began to swim forward, his pack and sodden robes dragging at him. Mira let his arm go but swam easily along beside him. Ahead, three figures thrashed in a maelstrom of bubbles, and after a moment, he realized Creel and Aninyel were struggling to haul the panicking Kulnor out of the flooded chamber.

Taren’s foot connected with something hard, and he looked down to see Ferret’s head gleaming dully below. She must have instantly sunk to the bottom and was forging across the floor of the flooded room.

As Mira guided Taren around the struggling trio, he feared his burning lungs would burst from his chest. He needed every shred of self-control to keep from inhaling the cold black water. His knee barked something painfully, then Mira was hauling him upward. Something hard again struck his shin, and he realized it was a staircase. He got his feet under himself and climbed, then after a couple steps, his head breached the surface.

Taren inhaled huge gulps of blessed air, overwhelmed with relief for a moment. He staggered up a couple more steps and collapsed on a landing just above the waterline.

“Got to help… the others,” he gasped.

“Wait here.” Mira turned and dove back underwater.

The stairwell was silent then, save for Taren’s panting breaths and the echoing of water sloshing against the walls. He glanced up the stairwell toward the light above, a few dozen steps away. The light source was neither bright nor steady, flickering much like candlelight, though it had none of the warmth.

Shirak Research Station, on the Elemental Plane of Water, Flurbinger said. Are we aboard a floating city of some type? That could explain why the lower room is flooded.

The water erupted before him as Creel, Aninyel, and Mira surfaced, dragging a choking Kulnor behind themselves.

“Gods, he weighs as much as an ox,” Creel said. Despite their struggles, he wasn’t nearly as winded as Taren had been.

“A small ox in plate mail,” Aninyel agreed, who didn’t seem any worse off than Creel.

Taren remembered how graceful a swimmer the elf was, for she had saved him from a water hag months earlier, when he had nearly been dragged to a watery death.

Kulnor noisily vomited up what seemed like enough water to fill a bucket. He finished retching then lay choking and spluttering, his body halfway on the landing. After a few moments, his coughing eventually subsided.

“You all right?” Aninyel plopped down on the step beside Taren. She unbound her silver nugget of hair from atop her head to squeeze water out of the thick ponytail.

“Think so. Better off than him, at least.” He nodded toward Kulnor.

Mira sat on the other side of Taren, seeming unperturbed about being soaked and having nearly drowned moments earlier. Creel leaned against the wall, studying the view up the stairwell.

Ferret surfaced a moment later, water breaking around her like the prow of a ship and streaming out of her carapace. She carried the heavy obsidian stone cradled in her arms. Taren didn’t know whether the stone was volatile and could be set off by jarring it, or if the bomb would only work once in contact with the Tellurian Engine, but he didn’t want to find out, judging from the potency of magic it contained.

“Who’s the bloody dunderhead who built an underwater portal?” Kulnor growled when he could finally speak again.

“It looks as if the portal room simply flooded,” Creel said.

“There better be another way outta here,” Kulnor grumbled. “No way I’m going back through that damned thing.”

Taren extended his second sight to study their surroundings. He was relieved to see that earth magic was plentiful here—not quite as strong as on Easilon, but a marked improvement over Kaejax. Amber auras of living beings moved around above them, he noticed with a start.

“We aren’t alone here,” he warned, and the others sat up straighter. “I sense living creatures up there.”

“Better find out what awaits us above.” Creel loosened his sword in its scabbard and climbed the stairs, followed by Aninyel.

Taren got to his feet and followed, frowning at his soaked robes. His boots squished with water, and he tried to wring some of the wetness out of his clothes as he climbed, Mira at his side.

“Come on, Kulnor.” Ferret helped the dwarf stand, and the two of them brought up the rear.

Creel and Aninyel reached the top of the stairs and froze.

Taren found out why a moment later when he stepped out of the stairwell and into a scene every bit as stunning as Kaejax had been, though in a vastly different way. Beside him, Mira inhaled sharply. All of them stood looking around in wonder.

So not a floating city at all, then.

As near as Taren could tell, they were in an enclave beneath the sea. Shimmering aquamarine light filtered into the circular chamber through a vast dome of glass overhead. Outside the glass was the blue-green of seawater, the stirring currents causing the distant sunlight to shimmer. Coral and other alien undersea plants and animals formed a rainbow of pinks and purples and reds. As he watched, a shoal of colorful fish darted above the dome, light glinting on their iridescent yellow-orange scales.

Sea life—that’s what I was sensing. He looked with his second sight again but found nothing in the immediate vicinity that was any cause for alarm, merely the occasional movement of sea life outside the complex.

As he studied their surroundings, he suspected such a stunning sight likely wouldn’t last much longer. The huge glass dome was held up by rusting iron girders, some of the supports appearing to be in poor shape. Sounds of dripping or running water came from everywhere, and puddles, some of them quite large, covered the stone floor. Shadowy corridors snaked away out of sight in the gloom, the darker areas lit by the same orange crystals used in the Hall of the Artificers.

“Reiktir’s beard!” Kulnor’s exclamation shattered the eerie stillness save for the trickling of water, his voice echoing eerily throughout the chamber. He winced at the sound but looked around with wide eyes and pale face. “What madmen built this place? No self-respecting dwarf would ever live beneath the bloody sea.”

Aninyel clapped the dwarf on the back, making him start. “Nor self-respecting elf, but that doesn’t change the fact we have to find this tank for Ferret before we can leave this place.”

Kulnor toed a puddle with a frown. “Aye, but once this rust bucket gives way beneath the pressure of the sea, ’twill fill up quicker than a tankard at The Notched Axe at a victory party.”

“Then we’d best be about our business so we can be gone before that happens,” Creel said. “Any ideas where to start looking?”

The huge room they were in was about a hundred paces in diameter and was largely empty, perhaps simply a connection hub between various parts of the facility. A mound of unidentifiable detritus was collected near one side of the chamber as if washed aside there by a prior flood.

Placards on the wall in the same strange language first seen in the Hall of the Artificers showed various arrows pointing toward the three tunnels leading out of the dome. The majority of inscriptions all pointed to one particular tunnel leading to the left.

“Let’s try this way. It seems to have the most possible destinations.” Taren indicated the largest corridor, a rounded tunnel almost like the inside of a giant pipe illuminated by orange crystals.

Their footsteps echoed loudly in the tunnel, which was about sixty paces in length. The far end was sealed off with a round iron door with a small, thick plate of glass. Ferret gripped the wheel on the door, intending to twist it to unlock, but Creel stopped her.

“Hold, lass. I don’t think we’ll be going this way.” Creel peered through the glass.

When he moved aside, Taren could see his concern—the door was holding back the sea. Skeletal girders had succumbed in their battle with the weight of the ocean, jutting upward like broken swords, that chamber’s glass dome long gone. Rays of sunlight shimmered through water, and fish drifted lazily across his field of vision. Some squidlike creature shot through the water and out of view. Clumps of algae and other plants coated the floor, and a brilliant reef had grown over a fallen girder.

“Gods, I hope the tank wasn’t through there,” Ferret said in a small voice.

They retraced their steps to the domed chamber. Taren stepped up near the wall of glass to try to get a sense of the facility’s layout. The ruined dome was just visible, wide open to the sea now. From the perspective provided, Shirak’s domes appeared to be built along the ridges of an undersea mountain range. Off to one side was a deep, watery abyss.

“That leaves two tunnels to pick from,” Aninyel said.

They chose the center corridor, yet another tunnel shaped like the inside of a pipe. It ran straight for about forty paces before reaching a stairwell, which descended for roughly fifty steps. They reached the bottom, which was covered in knee-deep water. After sloshing their way along for another sixty paces, they came to another huge glass-domed room.

This chamber reminded Taren of some of the laboratories in the Hall of the Artificers. Metal-grated catwalks and stairs formed several different levels, where a dozen or so workspaces were set up. There were a few tables and cabinets, along with pieces of machinery of unknown function. Massive half-submerged vats and various tanks and buckets were scattered throughout.

“I think the tank we seek might be in here somewhere.” Taren took a step forward, but Mira stopped him with an arm barring his way.

“Take care in this room. The floor gives way in places.”

Taren saw she was right. A grated catwalk a little more than a pace in width was flush with the tunnel floor, but to either side was nothing but water. If he had missed his step, he would have plunged into the depths of the chamber. The floor was unseen beneath opaque water of unknown depth, much darker and murkier than the outside seawater. Only the catwalk was barely visible, a metallic glint beneath knee-high water. The room stank of rust and mold and a fishy marine smell.

Creel took the lead, and they slogged through the water, sending small waves rolling across the room. They reached the center of the chamber, where several catwalks interjoined. Before they could choose a direction, Aninyel shouted a warning.

Water churned to their left, then something thudded against the underside of the catwalk—something big, for it shuddered alarmingly—and a darker form slid away into the murky depths.

A moment later, Mira cried out in alarm as a rubbery dark-green tentacle wrapped around her ankle. Taren and Ferret grabbed her arms as her leg was yanked out from under her. She hung there a moment, pulled between the submerged monster and her friends before Aninyel’s saber swept in and severed the tentacle.

Taren and Ferret pulled Mira away as the severed appendage, jetting inky ichor, shot back into the water with a splash. With a grimace, Mira removed the length of severed tentacle still attached to her ankle.

Water exploded on the opposite side of the catwalk as something huge loomed out of the depths. Creel’s sword cut a chunk from a lashing tentacle the thickness of his chest before it flopped down heavily. The catwalk bucked underfoot, metal shrieked, then the flooring was twisting, threatening to spill them all into the water.

Taren was resigned to getting wet again, although the thought of being in the water with that monster was terrifying, when the catwalk suddenly stabilized. Ferret was down on hands and knees, straining to hold the walkway together, which had torn loose from its rusted bolts.

“Climb across me,” she shouted.

The catwalk shuddered underfoot again, and a massive tentacle curled around the stretch of metal. Taren didn’t need any further encouragement—he ran for the stable adjoining section. The catwalk buckled and twisted in the monster’s grip and sagged farther down in the middle.

“Hurry—I can’t hold it long!” Ferret cried, her arms nearly stretched to their limits. The grated slats were bending in her grasp, the metal on the verge of snapping.

Kulnor stopped beside Ferret, balking at the gap.

“Step across my back,” she said.

Kulnor jumped first onto Ferret’s back then over onto the intact section of catwalk. He ran for the stairs leading to a higher level ten paces beyond the break.

Taren didn’t slow, running and leaping across the entire gap. Mira was right behind, and they followed Kulnor up the stairs to the next level higher. He chanced a glance back and saw Creel and Aninyel fighting back to back against half a dozen tentacles arising from either side of the ruined catwalk. The monster hunter lopped a thick tentacle in half, the severed appendage spewing ichor, while Aninyel slashed at another.

“Come on!” Taren called to his friends.

“Go!” Creel shouted.

Aninyel ducked and slashed, clearing space as the tentacles recoiled from the sting of her saber. She nimbly ran across Ferret’s back without breaking stride.

When the catwalk finally tore loose on the far end and was immediately dragged underwater, Creel lost his balance. Without looking, he reversed Final Strike and stabbed it into a flailing tentacle behind him just long enough to shift his weight and balance himself on the edge of the twisted catwalk. He pulled his sword free, took two quick strides, and leaped clear just as the catwalk ripped free altogether as the beast hauled it into the depths. Ferret let go of the grating and caught Creel’s extended hand. They perched there precariously for a moment, the girl with one hand and leg on the stable flooring, the rest of her hanging over the water and holding Creel upright.

Aninyel turned back and grabbed onto Ferret, trying to pull the others onto the stable catwalk. Ferret managed to roll over, and the three of them collapsed in a heap on the end of the walkway.

Taren examined the monstrous form with his second sight. Whatever the beast was, it resembled a giant squid. He was already gathering earth magic, focusing it into a long blade of force, similar to what he’d used to slay the inquisitor, Tellast, back in Ryedale. Then like a butcher chopping a cleaver, he sent the blade slicing into the water and the bulk of the creature. It cleaved through the rubbery body with ease. Severed bits of tentacles tumbled free, splashing as they disappeared into the churning froth. The murky water quickly turned to pitch from the ichor gushing from the beast’s body. A moment later, chunks of unidentifiable dark-green flesh surfaced, and the foul, fishy reek intensified.

“Nice one,” Aninyel said as she made it up the ladder. “Too bad you can’t do something about that smell, though.” She wrinkled her nose.

Taren stirred the air currents to create a breeze, scouring out the foul odor. “Better?”

She grinned. “I can see why Zylka liked having you around. And that was even before the nifty magic tricks you’ve learned.”

He returned her smile, even though he was still focusing on his second sight. He could barely make out an underwater tunnel from which the beast must have gained access at some point though the door was currently shut. Failing magic warded the tunnel, likely some type of regulator to keep the water out, but its slow decay was leading to the flooding. The monster had probably entered in search of food and hadn’t been able to find its way out again.

On the next floor of the laboratory above them were several workstations with a baffling array of control panels and mechanical pieces covered in rust and mold. A metal track overhead was lined with assorted hooks to transport parts or raw materials.

And almost directly below them underwater was a familiar bright aura of blue-white magic.

“Taren, the bomb that Lenantos gave us fell into the water when I tried to hold the walkway together,” Ferret said when she saw where he was looking.

“I see it. You did well holding up the catwalk.” He concentrated a moment, and the obsidian stone rose out of the water on a small disc of force.

Ferret plucked it out of the air.

“Anything else down there that could attack us?” Creel asked.

Taren shook his head. “This chamber is clear for now.”

The group was silent for a few moments, content to catch their breaths after the harrowing battle with the sea monster.

“Me belly is empty after spewing up that wretched water,” Kulnor said. “Methinks we should take a break and eat a bit.”

The others agreed, so they broke out rations and water skins. While they ate, Ferret wandered around the joined catwalks, exploring the various workstations.

“Taren, do you think this could be it?” she called excitedly a couple minutes later.

Ferret had climbed up to a higher level and was standing atop a metal platform perched above a large metal vat. The whole contraption resembled the sketch Flurbinger Flent had drawn for them.

“I think it is,” Taren said, almost surprised they had located it so quickly.




















Chapter 44

Taren held his breath as he climbed the steps up to the Reverse Transfiguration Tank’s platform, afraid the device would be damaged or destroyed. Below the platform yawned a pool of what looked like black oil that seemed to absorb all light. Poised above the vat was a small lift on a vertical track descending into the pitch. The device’s control panel stood on the platform, a table mounted with a bewildering array of gems and buttons and dials. To his relief, the control panel didn’t seem damaged, but it did have some rust in places and a furry growth of black mold along one section of its base.

He fished the soggy piece of parchment Flurbinger had given him from his pack and reread the notes on it. After doing so, he adjusted a couple of dials to the proper positions and ensured everything else was set properly. Once the controls were adjusted, he double-checked everything just to be sure.

Metal clanked on metal, and the platform trembled slightly as Ferret climbed back up. She had been pacing back and forth nervously since having first discovered the tank. She peered down into the oil a long moment then looked at Taren and the control panel.

Creel followed her up onto the platform. The others waited below since the platform didn’t have much space.

“Is this contraption going to work?” Ferret asked.

“Well, everything is set according to Flurbinger’s notes. As to whether it still works after all these years…” Taren shrugged.

“Lenantos said something about those… what did he call them? Discrepancies?”

“Incongruities,” Taren supplied.

“Do you think I’ll still be me when I come back out?” She looked from Taren to Creel, her fear palpable. “I don’t want to come out with an extra arm or missing a leg or something like that.”

“You don’t have to do this,” Creel said. “If you’re having second thoughts—”

“Nay, I’m not afraid. We’ve come all this way to do this. Reckon there’s no sense in wildly speculating as to what might happen.”

“Might as well make sure the thing works first.” Taren removed his artificer ring and held it over a triangular inset to one side of the control panel. The band unfolded and formed a key in the proper shape. He inserted the pyramid-shaped key, and it slotted into the depression with a solid click. The control panel hummed with energy, sending vibrations thrumming through the grating underfoot. Several gems flickered in quick succession then died out, leaving only a single large red gem illuminated beside a button labeled Initiate Reverse-Transmutation.

Taren looked over at Ferret and Creel. “It seems to work. Ready when you are, Ferret.” He gave her a solemn nod.

Ferret had stripped out of her clothing, and the shimmering light passing through the dome gave her metal body a rippling sheen. She stepped up to the railing and peered into the oily pit—uneasily, it seemed to Taren—before Creel stepped up beside her and put an arm around her shoulders.

“This is it, lass. Time to set you right again.”

She looked between the two of them, violet eyes glowing. “Aye, let’s get it over with, then. If this thing fails, then it’s been nice knowing you.” She waved to the others in the group below, then embraced Creel, burying her head against his chest for a long moment before stepping away. She gave Taren a hug as well, and his ribs creaked from the pressure. He patted her back, although he knew she couldn’t feel it.

“Sabyl, grant me luck,” Ferret whispered so quietly that Taren barely heard it. She released him, then stepped out onto the small lift and gripped the rail. “Let’s be done with it.”

Taren nodded. He took a deep breath, then pressed the Initiate Reverse-Transmutation button. The machine buzzed, then the entire platform shuddered alarmingly, causing Taren to grab onto the nearest railing. Ferret’s lift screeched into jarring motion and descended into the tank with a squeal of protesting metal parts badly in need of oil, from the sound of it.

The lift reached the surface of the oil and kept descending. The moment Ferret’s feet were immersed, it began bubbling, growing more intense the lower she descended. She stood as still as a statue, grasping the rail, which had bent from her powerful grip.

Then the oil closed over her head, churning and boiling furiously as Taren watched, like some caustic potion in a witch’s cauldron. The lift jolted to a stop a moment later, and all was silent save for the bubbling liquid. He eyed the control panel anxiously. A series of gems had lit up once he pushed the button to initiate the transmutation. The gems flickered red and orange, but as he watched, they changed hue until they were mostly orange and yellow.

Please, Grandmother, allow this to work and return Ferret to her normal self once more.

Long minutes went by as the oily substance seethed in the pit. He exchanged nervous glances with Creel.

Come on. Work, damn it!

After an interminable wait, the boiling slowed and finally stopped, like a kettle removed from the flames. The gems on the control panel had changed from yellow to solid green. Taren looked around for a button or switch to return the lift to its raised position but saw nothing of help. A knot of fear clenched his gut at the thought the machine had somehow failed, but the lift abruptly issued a grinding screech and lurched into upward motion.

He held his breath as it rose. The rail surfaced, oil streaming off it, but that was all that appeared. He stared in dread as the lift continued to surface, rising one foot then another, with still no sign of Ferret.

“Oh gods.” He stepped around the control panel to get a closer look.

Creel stood right at the edge, his face grim.

Finally, a pale shape surfaced, oil streaming off what he saw was a shoulder, then the curve of a hip. Ferret lay on her side on the platform, naked, curled up in the fetal position, her back facing them. Her skin was slick with the oily substance dripping off her and through the slats in the floor.

The lift had barely slammed to a stop before Creel stepped atop it to crouch over Ferret.

“Ferret? Are you all right, lass?” He hesitated a moment before placing a hand on her shoulder and gently shaking her.

When Ferret stirred, Taren let out a breath he hadn’t realized he’d been holding. She slowly uncurled from her fetal position and rolled over to her hands and knees. A tremendous spasm seized her, and she vomited black oil through the grated floor. She retched violently several times before taking a shaking breath. Her head was completely hairless, a smooth glistening dome.

Mira brushed past Taren, Ferret’s clothing in hand, and knelt beside Creel.

“Lass?” Creel asked again.

“Aye.” Ferret’s voice came out a croak. She cleared her throat, spitting more oil out. “I bloody well never want to go through that again.” She shivered as though realizing she was naked before Mira draped her cloak across her back.

Taren said a silent thanks to Sabyl and retrieved his ring from the control panel. He wanted to give Ferret her privacy and some time to recover, so he descended the stairs, rejoining the others below.

“Is she well?” Kulnor asked. He was munching on some salted meat while they waited.

“Seems to be,” he replied, although he didn’t know for sure how she would feel, whether she would be her old self again or somehow changed after two transmutations. Lenantos had warned that using the tank resulted in variances, and he wondered what form those might take.

Aninyel was scuffing the toe of one boot nervously at the catwalk. The elf clearly was unnerved by the unnatural environs—more so than any of them, he suspected, although she did her best not to show it.

“Looking forward to returning home?” he asked her.

She nodded. “I am indeed. This has proven a most interesting challenge, Taren, although one I have no desire to repeat.” A smile teased her lips, which he returned.

After a few minutes, Mira descended the steps, followed by Ferret and lastly Creel. Ferret had donned her clothing, though her slim form swam in the oversized garments, which had been suited to her much bulkier metal form. She reminded Taren of when he’d first met her, a scrawny youth dressed in ragged, ill-fitting clothing.

“How are ye feelin’, lass?” Kulnor asked.

“Like trampled shite, but I’ll take that any day over feeling like nothing.” Her voice was weak, but Taren was encouraged.

Ferret came right over to Taren and gave him another embrace, one that squeezed the breath out of him, seemingly every bit as powerful as before. “Thank you,” she whispered into his chest. She was trembling from her experience, and he returned her embrace.

“I’m so glad it worked.”

“Aye, me too.” She wiped some moisture from her eyes before she looked up and grinned, and it was then he noticed her eyes—they were human orbs once more yet had retained their violet color. Although the hue was subtler than before, and her eyes no longer glowed, they were quite striking.

“What is it?” she asked, stiffening when she saw his expression.

“Your eyes… They’ve changed color.”

Ferret blinked, obviously wishing she could see them somehow.

“Here,” Aninyel said. She drew her curved sword and held up the shiny surface of the blade to catch Ferret’s reflection.

“Ack, my hair!” She ran a hand over her smooth head and scowled. Then she peered closer at her reflection and studied her eyes.

“I rather like the color,” Taren admitted. “Quite fetching, really.”

“There you go. Approval from a handsome man.” Aninyel winked at Taren.

“You really think it looks nice?” Ferret asked dubiously.

“I do.”

“I like the change as well.” Creel clapped a hand on her shoulder.

“That settles it, then,” Aninyel said.

“Huh. Incongruity, I reckon?” Ferret asked.

“Seems that way,” Taren said.

“Too bad it didn’t give me a cute nose or a pair of nice round tits.” Her lip curled with the jest.

All of them laughed at that, Ferret included, and the tension subsided.

She’s got her sense of humor back—that’s a good sign.

Creel chuckled. “Get some meat on your bones, lass, and that might help with the latter.”

“I am fairly ravenous,” Ferret admitted. Her hand shot out and snatched away Kulnor’s piece of salted meat from his hand. “Mmm… I almost forgot what it’s like to taste food. Hand over the flask, Dak.”

Creel raised an eyebrow but complied.

Ferret took a long drink. She coughed, eyes watering, and returned the flask. “Whew, that’ll take some getting used to.”

“Here, ye’ll be wantin’ some more meat,” Kulnor offered, handing her several strips. “Those spirits will wreak havoc on a skinny little thing like ye on an empty belly.”

Taren felt a great weight lift off his shoulders while Ferret gorged herself on salted meat, along with some dried fruit and nuts Aninyel offered her. He and Mira exchanged a smile, then he sat down on the steps, relieved.

Ferret seems like herself again. At least I’ve been able to accomplish one good deed so far, by fulfilling my promise to her.

He stifled a yawn as weariness settled over him after the trying day—perhaps more than one day, for he realized he had no idea how long they had been away since having gated into the Hall of the Artificers.

“Why don’t we find a place to rest?” he suggested. “I’m dead tired.”

“Won’t get any argument here,” Kulnor replied.

Ferret looked around and wrinkled her nose. “It stinks like dead fish in here.”

“The odor is returning,” Aninyel said. “How about we make camp back in the first dome we entered? It’s a bit dryer and less fragrant.”

With everyone in concurrence, the group gathered their gear. Creel took over lugging the obsidian bomb, and they went back up the tunnel to the first glass dome.

The light seemed dimmer there, even though they must have been closer to the ocean’s surface.

It must be dusk. Good time to make camp.

They found a dry spot near the glass dome to one side of the circular chamber. Creel and Ferret volunteered to take first watch, so Taren set out his bedroll. By the time he lay down, he could barely keep his eyes open. Sleep swiftly followed.




***




The leaky, dilapidated Shirak Research Station reminded Ferret of the dreadful Hall of the Artificers, especially since darkness had fallen outside. The dome was black overhead, the unfathomable weight of the sea pressing down on the rusting girders supporting the glass. Orange crystals lining the perimeter of the chamber provided the only illumination. Shirak had the same desolate sense of decay and hidden mystery as the Hall of the Artificers. Dripping water was persistent, the leaks numerous, as the sea strove to reclaim its domain drip by drip. That didn’t bother her as much as the unnerving metallic creaking and popping that occasionally gave her a start, sounds of the artificers’ creation losing its ages-old battle.

Ferret and Creel had made a quick patrol of the area while the others were bedding down in the central dome. The submerged portal room remained dark and silent down the stairwell. The first tunnel leading to the collapsed dome was empty, as was the second one down to the laboratory.

That left the last, unexplored tunnel. It led to yet another dome, the floor of which was covered in ankle-deep water. But this dome was more of an atrium, with a central common area beneath a glass ceiling. The walls were not glass but instead built of stone, three levels of small, regularly spaced rooms that must have been living quarters for the artificers who once resided there. To Ferret, the eerie stillness and dark, yawning doorways made her think of some great tomb complex. After a brief circuit, they found nothing inside the rooms save for detritus and the rusted iron frames of the inhabitants’ beds.

Creel was of the opinion they should move their camp to the living quarters and use some of the rooms on the upper floors, which were high and dry, but by the time they returned, everyone was fast asleep in their bedrolls, save Mira, who’d been keeping watch until they got back.

“Get some sleep, Mira,” Creel said. “We’ll remain here now. Just wanted to make sure nothing was lying in wait down that other tunnel.”

Mira nodded and climbed into her bedroll by Taren’s motionless shape. Kulnor sounded as if he were attacking a log with a rough-toothed saw, from the sounds of his snores.

Creel went to his pack and retrieved an item from it. “You asked back in Carran, and I’ve been meaning to give this back to you.” He held out a sword belt with a sheathed short sword on one hip, and on the other…

“Rabbit-sticker!” Ferret took the belt with a grin. She ignored the sword, which once belonged to an unnamed Nebaran soldier, and drew her small, keen dagger, her sole birthright from her dead mother. The blade was oiled and even sharper than she remembered—Creel must have honed its edge at some point.

“Figured now you’re more likely to find a use for it again,” he said.

Ferret was already buckling the belt around her waist. “True, but a lass can dream she won’t have the need to draw it again, eh?”

“You could.” Creel went over to the edge of the dome, where a massive metal ring, waist-high, anchored the glass, joining the entire dome to the stone floor. He hopped up on the ring, which made a nice seat and provided a clear view of the chamber.

Ferret joined him, thinking back on that first shocking and disheartening night after she had awoken to find herself transformed to an automaton. Creel’s kindness had held her back from a precipice she had been in danger of plummeting over, one where she might have not only lost all hope, but lost herself in the process.

“But you don’t think it likely,” she said to his earlier response.

He shrugged. “The gods haven’t seen fit to spare us hardships thus far. I imagine this will all lead to more blood eventually afore all is said and done.”

“Aye, reckon so.” She was about to say something else when a luminous blob caught her eye drifting past the glass. “What’s that?”

“Looks like a jellyfish of some sort.”

They sat there and watched as first one, then a handful, then dozens of the creatures drifted lazily past the dome on the currents. The creatures were dome-shaped themselves, roughly the size of a shield, with tentacles trailing below them. Their softly luminescent colors ranged from turquoise to pale green to lavender. Altogether, it was a stunning sight.

“I never thought in a thousand years I’d be under the sea watching a flock of glowing jellyfish swimming overhead,” she said.

Creel grunted, but he too gazed at them as they glided past, as graceful as clouds in the sky. “Bloom,” he said after a few moments.

“Huh?”

“Believe they’re called a bloom of jellyfish. So you get it right in your ballad.” He caught her eye and nodded.

“Ah.” She didn’t quite know what to say to that. Her dreams of becoming a bard had seemed like just that, a distant dream, during her months as an automaton. But now that she was human again, her dreams were suddenly within reach. The thought seemed suddenly disconcerting. “So you think I should, then? Become a bard.”

Creel’s eyebrows rose. “That’s what you want, isn’t it?”

“Aye. It’s the only thing that ever really appealed to me. I’m done with adventuring after this.” The awful image of her friend Enna’s bloody remains flashed through her head, along with the memory of the unimaginable pain of having her entire body pulled apart bit by bit. “Nay, I’ll leave all that to those like you and Taren. I’d rather be the one telling of your glorious deeds.” She smiled at the thought.

The corner of Creel’s mouth turned up. “Then of course you should. Don’t let anyone tell you you can’t. You’re quick-witted and clever enough by far, and you’ve been learning your letters and numbers. You’ve a pleasant voice and did a fair enough job coaxing a melody from that beat-up lute you scavenged from that farmhouse.”

She heard the pride in his words, and her heart swelled. “Reckon I will, then.”

“I’d say that calls for a drink.” Creel took a sip from his flask then offered it to her.

Ferret took a much smaller sip than earlier and found the dwarven spirits more tolerable—quite good, even—although a lot stronger than anything she had ever drunk before. As Kulnor had warned, the swallow she’d taken earlier had gone straight to her head, and she felt pleasantly lightheaded already.

I’ve every right to celebrate being me again.

And as she had done once before on that long-ago night in camp, she leaned her head on Creel’s shoulder as they sat there, marveling at the simple sensation of the cool leather of his armor against her cheek.

Time slipped by as they watched the bloom of jellyfish together, Ferret committing the vivid scene to memory. In this dismal overturned glass jar at the bottom of the sea, the otherworldly spectacle was both beautiful and dreamlike, and for a brief time, all seemed right with the world.




















Chapter 45

Kulnor yawned as he stared out of the glass dome. Ferret had woken him and Aninyel a short time before to take the second watch. He hadn’t realized how tired he had been, dropping immediately into a deep sleep.

’Tis from first nearly getting splattered on the ground after falling from the sky, then only a few hours later, I nearly drowned in this godsforsaken place. Takes a lot out of a fella.

“Anything out there?” Aninyel asked. She was pacing like a caged mountain lion, apparently every bit as unnerved by the decrepit facility as Kulnor was, if not more so.

“Naught but millions upon millions of gallons of seawater ready to burst through and drown us at any moment,” he replied.

Aninyel smiled and stopped beside him to look through the glass, hands on her hips. “You sure like to focus on the sunny side, don’t you?”

Kulnor grunted. He didn’t know quite how to deal with the elf, always feeling caught off-balance around her. The only experience he’d had with the elven race before the conclave had been those haughty bastards who had stopped him and his boyos at Lothloren to collect their toll. He had always thought—no, known deep in his bones—elves to be cold and arrogant and unfriendly, just as that lot had been.

But then there was Aninyel. She was none of those things, instead the opposite—also fearless, cheerful, and flirtatious. She put him ill at ease, although he suspected he might actually grow to like her once he could get past the fact she was an elf.

“Did you see that?” She pointed to Kulnor’s right.

“What the…” He trailed off upon seeing the dark bulk of something moving out there, revealed in the gloomy depths only with his darkvision: a fish-shaped blot of darkness against its surroundings. Whatever was out there was truly massive in size.

“A leviathan,” Aninyel said softly. “I’ve heard tell of the great whales… Once, I knew a pirate though he called himself a corsair, for he thought it sounded nobler.” She smiled sadly. “He claimed to have seen whales on occasions while sailing the Shimmering Sea, many traveling in great pods, like a fleet of ships breaking the surface of the waves.”

The gargantuan shape rolled over to one side, and Kulnor saw the flash of its pale underbelly before it disappeared into the darkness. “Bet ye never thought to see such a thing from under the sea on some forgotten plane.”

“Never.”

Kulnor opened his mouth, but whatever words were on his tongue were lost forever when the distant clatter of metal gave him such a start that his heart lurched into his throat. Aninyel whirled, hand on the hilt of her saber, peering into the darkness.

All remained still around them, just their friends sleeping in their bedrolls.

“Was that coming from the laboratory?” he asked in a whisper. The haft of his hand axe was digging into his palm.

“From down there, I think. The barracks.”

“Thought Creel and Ferret checked it out.”

“They did. Might have missed something, though.”

“Reckon we better go take a look.” Somehow, he dredged the words up along with his courage. He wondered if his brother Kalder had felt the same gut-clenching fear while descending into the depths of Torval’s Hold to battle Dammerfang.

They moved across the chamber as quietly as they could, which was silent for the elf and a slight jingle of mail and soft thuds of boots for Kulnor. He eyed the dark tunnel ahead warily. When they reached its mouth, Aninyel waved for him to stop, cocking her head to one side, listening.

After a moment, Kulnor heard it too over the dripping of water—voices echoing faintly down the tunnel from the barracks.

Are those the restless souls of those poor bastards who lived and died down here? Goosebumps rose on Kulnor’s arms. He unslung his hammer from his baldric and clutched its haft in both hands, almost surprised the wood didn’t crack from his white-knuckled grip.

Something boomed in the distance, like a door thrown wide, and echoes reverberated down the tunnel, followed by more voices.

“Wake the others,” Aninyel said. “I’m going to take a look.”

“Aye. Be careful.” She’s got some stones, for sure.

Aninyel nodded and then padded silently down the tunnel.

I’ll never think of elves as cowardly again.

He ran as quietly as he could back to his sleeping friends. “Oi, wake up,” he called. “Trouble. The elf went to investigate.”

Creel roused instantly, sword in hand even before he clambered out of his bedroll. Mira was up a second later, then the two youths were struggling free of their bedrolls.

Kulnor pointed his hammer toward the barracks tunnel. “Somethin’ started banging around down there, then we heard voices.”

“Could have been a hidden entrance down there we didn’t notice.” Creel looked more angry than concerned, likely annoyed at his oversight.

Kulnor went back to the tunnel mouth while the others got their boots on and gathered their weapons. He was surprised to realize he was worried about Aninyel, down there facing only-the-gods-knew-what without any backup. Before he knew what he was doing, he was jogging down the tunnel.

Orange gems lined the corridor, unlike any natural stones he had ever heard of—some creation of the artificers, he supposed. He couldn’t see Aninyel anywhere, but silhouetted against the lighter gloom in the dome, shadowy figures moved about. They were still too far to make out very clearly with his darkvision, but he thought he caught the glint of steel. He slowed his approach and tiptoed nearer.

He was a few paces from the entrance to the dome when someone grabbed him. A hand clamped over his mouth before he could give a startled shout, then he was being pulled into the shadows behind the heavy iron door.

“Shhh,” someone whispered in his ear. 

He could smell Aninyel’s clean scent, like flowers in springtime, before he realized it was her and relaxed. When he did, she let him go.

“Shut up.” The harsh voice came from the barracks. “Did you hear something?”

“Nothing but Macron’s bellyaching,” a second voice said.

“Well, the demon said it sensed magic being worked, so be on your guard. We aren’t alone down here.”

A third voice chimed in with a worried tone. “Shhh… speak of it not, lest you summon the fiend.”

Kulnor looked at Aninyel, his eyes wide. He could see her debating whether to attack or fall back. Caution won out, and she motioned for them to retreat.

“Wait.” Kulnor eyed the thick iron door, swung wide open. “We could shut ’em in there.”

Aninyel gave a nod, then they both pushed on the heavy door. It groaned loudly and moved a few inches before its rusted hinges seized up.

“Oi! Someone’s there—I told you! Get ’em!” Footsteps splashed through ankle-deep water, quickly approaching.

Kulnor spared a quick glance around the door and cursed. A dozen or more men dressed in Nebaran colors were running toward them, automatons among their number. He shoved as hard as he could, but the door wouldn’t budge.

Aninyel drew her saber in one hand, a dagger in the other, and moved to prevent the soldiers from spilling into the tunnel.

“Come on, damn you.” Kulnor gave up on the door for the moment, instead gripping his holy symbol. “Reiktir, grant me the might to seal these arseholes up inside there.”

His holy symbol bloomed with silver light, and a surge of lightning ran through his muscles. He threw his shoulder against the door and heaved. Its hinges shrieked as centuries of rust broke loose, and Kulnor pumped his legs as the door began to move, slowly at first, then swinging more easily as it gained momentum.

He could hear the clash of steel on steel, and he bellowed for Aninyel to get out of the way. The elf leaped nimbly through the closing gap just in time before the door slammed shut with a resounding clang that shook the entire tunnel. He gripped the round wheel and heaved on it, the corroded iron shrieking in protest. It spun with difficulty at first but then more easily as he loosened the rust and grime on the mechanism. It banged to a stop when it reached the end of its rotation.

“Here.” Aninyel handed him a length of broken pipe, which Kulnor jammed through the wheel to prevent it from turning.

Thuds sounded from the other side of the door, powerful blows from the enemy constructs that made the iron reverberate. But the door was thick enough to hold the sea at bay in the event of a flood, and Kulnor sincerely doubted even the automatons could break through.

“Nice work,” Aninyel said. “Let’s find the others. There could be more of the rats lurking around in here.”

The others were armed and ready when they emerged from the tunnel, Creel standing at the mouth with bared steel. The group all had their packs on, ready to move.

“Nebarans,” Aninyel said. “They said something about a demon sensing magic being worked, so it must have sent them out to investigate.”

“Where did they come from?” Ferret asked.

“There must’ve been a hidden door in there we missed,” Creel said.

“I’m a fool,” Taren said. “That portal we came through only leads between here and Kaejax. So there has to be another portal chamber that leads to the Hall of the Artificers.”

Creel spat on the ground. “The rest of this complex must not be completely flooded after all. They somehow found a way to get over to our section.”

Before anyone else could speak, the air rippled and distorted oddly behind Taren. Kulnor blinked, thinking he was seeing things, but in the next instant, what had been empty space a moment earlier was filled with soldiers the next. And that wasn’t the worst of it. Looming up behind the Nebarans and automatons was a monstrous beast with a crablike body, a chitin-armored carapace, and a head like a bat’s, too small for its body. Its arms were massive pincers that looked able to snap a dwarf in twain.

Taren sensed the foes and whirled, backpedaling to get some distance, while Mira placed herself protectively in front of the mage.

“What in the Abyss is that?” Kulnor asked. He could feel malevolence pouring off the beast like heat from a forge and knew it was indeed a denizen of the Abyss.

The demon’s yellow eyes regarded them with equal measures of malice and madness. Its maw dripped saliva from needle-shaped teeth.

“Bliezahr,” Taren said, putting a name to the nightmare.

“I remember this ugly whoreson,” Creel growled. “Our business was never finished back in Ammon Nor.”

“Seize the boy,” Bliezahr rumbled in a voice like boulders scraping together. “Kill the others.”

Soldiers and automatons, a dozen or so, surged forward at once. Kulnor stepped forward to meet an automaton. His hammer connected with its breastplate, crumpling the metal and sending the construct flying off its feet. In the shock of seeing the fiend, Kulnor had nearly forgotten about his strength-enhancing spell. His next strike sent a human warrior flying, his chest crushed in.

Aninyel glided gracefully past Kulnor, saber whirling and lines of blood opening across one man’s throat and on the inside of another’s thigh. Blood jetted from the second man’s slashed femoral artery.

Mira dipped low to meet a construct’s charge, then rose up and threw it aside, the machine clanging loudly as it landed hard on the ground. She launched a side kick that sent a swordsman staggering into his comrade and fouling his aim, enough for Creel to run the both of them through in quick sequence.

Bliezahr roared, and a huge pincer clacked shut where Aninyel had been standing a heartbeat earlier. The elf slipped under its attack and carved a gash across its lower torso. Her dagger thrust skittered off its chitinous plate, but she scored another slash on its flank before she dodged away.

Kulnor looked around and saw their human foes were all dead or dying, the constructs damaged or scattered for the moment—save for one, reaching for Taren. But the mage pointed at the machine, and it lurched to a halt, frozen in place, its eyes dimming as the magic animating it bled away. In the same moment, he sent a bolt of lightning crackling into the fiend, but it seemed to do little harm.

Creel and Aninyel were harrying the demon, each scoring shallow wounds against its armored hide that seemed to do little other than anger it.

We might actually have a chance to defeat that ugly bastard. Kulnor hefted his hammer and circled the fiend, looking for an opening while the other two kept it busy.

His hopes were drowned when Bliezahr brought the ocean down atop them.

The demon must have realized the mismatch as well, for it skittered away with surprising agility for something its size and then cast a spell. A roiling ball of what looked to be molten rock formed between its pincers.

“I shall end you pitiful mortals,” the fiend roared as it released its spell, hurling the orb into the glass dome on the far side of the chamber.

The glass broke from the impact, but the sound of its destruction was lost in the roar of the sea, hungrily pouring in like a ravenous beast. Cracks raced across the entire glass section, and a moment later, the entire triangular panel shattered, a sixth of the entire dome collapsing. The remainder of the dome held for the time being, not that it made much difference.

Raging seawater surged across the floor, a wall of water twice Kulnor’s height. Aninyel was swept off her feet, being the nearest to the breach, then Creel went down, the two of them lost in the flood.

Kulnor braced himself. The water struck him, but it wasn’t as deep near the edge. He slid backward but, with his enhanced strength, managed to keep his footing. A figure clad in green-and-dun forest garb spun past like a rag doll in the water. He reached out and grabbed Aninyel’s arm. With a grunt, he turned and flung the elf free of the river. She spun away and somehow landed gracefully on her feet atop the raised metal ring at the dome’s edge.

Then Kulnor was overcome by the rapidly deepening water. His feet went out from under him, and it was all he could do to hang on to his hammer and his breath.




***




Ferret had only enough time to give a startled cry before she was overwhelmed by the raging sea. She had remained near Taren and Mira during the fight. Without her metal body, she wasn’t much use in a straight-on fight, though she kept her short sword in hand, waiting for an opportune target.

All thoughts of the fight disappeared as the deluge swept her under. She slammed against a wall and was thrust upward by the current for just enough time to get a desperate lungful of air before the water dragged her back under. The orange crystals blurred past as she was swept down a tunnel. The raging water tossed her upward to bounce off the ceiling. A sharp spasm of pain shot through her shoulder and down her arm, but by then she was already being swept down a stairwell.

The laboratory—the water will flood the lowest levels first. That rational thought filled her mind amid the panic of impending drowning.

Someone was flailing wildly nearby, grabbing onto her as they were flung together. They hit the floor of the tunnel beneath the stairs. The man beneath her, one of the wounded Nebarans, absorbed the blow, and bubbles burst from his mouth. She kicked the man away from her, and he was lost in the current in an instant.

Her lungs were burning as she was propelled ever downward into the depths of the facility. She prayed to Sabyl that she hadn’t been returned to flesh and blood only to meet her end drowned in this wretched place.




***




Taren was shocked at Bliezahr’s destruction of the dome. He said a silent prayer of thanks for his mother’s training after reflexively throwing up a shield against the water. The sea blasted around him in a white froth, but he saw both Mira and Creel swept away. As the water level went up over his head, he struggled to think of a way to save his friends while he was protected for the moment in his air-filled sphere.

Gods, I hope they survive. I need to plug the hole in the dome somehow, or we all die. Something that will last.

He turned his attention toward the water, drawing from the deep coldness of the ocean and amplifying it until the water began to freeze at the edges of the breached roof panel. He hauled on the earth magic with desperation, pouring as much power as he could into the patch of ice. The dark water lightened perceptibly around the edges of the breach, ice thickening around the girders and growing slowly outward over the gap. After a minute or so, the ice was thick enough to constrain the water to a hole the diameter of his extended arms. But the ocean still poured through with such relentless force that he had to strain mightily to close it off entirely.

A fearsome shape loomed up before him, and in his surprise, he almost lost his grip on the magic. Bliezahr hurled himself against his shield, the magic sparking as the fiend bludgeoned it furiously. His eyes burned with hatred and madness.

Come on, just a few more moments. We’ll all die if I don’t seal it shut.

Taren ignored Bliezahr for the moment and put everything he had into the ice patch. Inch by inch, it grew smaller, the water slowing to a trickle until the hole finally sealed shut. The raging river flooding the chamber receded quickly as the water gushed into the lower laboratory, the water level that had been over his head reduced to waist high in moments.

When he turned his attention to fighting Bliezahr, something suddenly seized his ankle, startling him. An automaton that had lain unnoticed within his protective sphere was prone on the floor, its fingers latched onto Taren’s ankle. Its mechanical innards were damaged, and its legs appeared not to work, but its hands worked well enough, for its grip was painful.

Before he could react, the construct crushed his ankle with its powerful grip. Bone snapped, and sinew tore, and a wave of pain smashed him as hard as the unbridled ocean had struck moments earlier. He fell to the ground and lost his grip on the magic.

Bliezahr loomed over him, a pincer that had been pounding his shield suddenly meeting no resistance. His wild swing slammed the ground, striking Taren’s head a glancing blow. The last thing he knew before blackness closed in was feeling the water sweeping him away.




***




Kulnor saved me. I’ve never owed a dwarf my life before.

Aninyel watched helplessly as the ocean poured into the chamber. She was safe for the moment, able to cling to the rusted bolts of one of the massive roof girders and keep herself above the water level, though her friends were swept away.

The dwarf had pulled her from the water and flung her to safety at the expense of his own survival, being swept away in the floodwaters along with the others.

I have to do something to help them. But what?

The flow of water was actually diminishing after a couple minutes, she noticed. Water was crystallizing and turning white around the triangular-shaped hole in the dome, rime forming as it thickened and spread out, slowly constraining the breach.

Ice. Is Taren doing that?

She had thought the young mage lost in the flood along with the others, but as the water level receded, she saw him standing within a scintillating protective bubble of magic. He was focused intently on sealing the breach in the dome.

The fiend Bliezahr abruptly surfaced, for it must have been hunkered down, able to withstand the flood with its great strength. The demon surged forward and attacked Taren’s magic sphere, battering at it mightily.

Aninyel lowered herself to the metal ring beneath her, for the water level had sunk below it. She ran along the ring, trying to get closer to help Taren. In one section, she had to stop and clamber around one of the massive girders ribbing the ceiling, but that was a simple enough matter. She looked over and gasped, just in time to see Taren fall beneath a blow of Bliezahr’s pincer then get swept away, out of sight.

A jolt of hot anger surged through her—a rare and heady sensation. She was a King’s Blade, well trained to not succumb to outbursts of emotion that could become a liability. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d been so angry—roughly three centuries past, perhaps, when a man she’d cared for died in her arms.

Bliezahr moved forward toward the tunnel to the laboratory, tramping over a damaged construct that lay on the ground. The water level was sinking fast, the icy patch holding the ocean at bay for the moment. But Aninyel’s friends had been swept into the bowels of the complex. If they hadn’t drowned, then they’d soon find themselves facing the fiend’s wrath.

You’ve always sought out a challenge, Ani. Here’s a fitting one. Strike this fiend down singlehandedly and save Taren and the others.

“I challenge you, scum of the Abyss!” She leaped from the metal ring, splashing down a few paces from Bliezahr.

The water was only ankle deep now, still a nuisance but no longer a hazard. Bliezahr turned slowly, as if shocked anyone had survived the deluge. She made the beast pay for its lassitude, leaping upward and scoring a deep cut across its muzzle with her saber, Wavesplitter. Teeth and black ichor sprayed out. Bliezahr roared and swatted at her, but she ducked and rammed her dagger into its right elbow. The slim blade penetrated the gap in the chitin and sank deep into the joint, cutting through muscle and sinew.

Bliezahr bellowed its fury again. The dagger was torn from her hand when it reared back. She crouched and darted under it, stabbing her saber up into its belly. The chitin was thinner there, and the enchanted blade slid deep into Bliezahr’s gut. She dragged Wavesplitter, trying to disembowel the creature, but the blade caught momentarily at the ridge of the next plate.

Damn, too slow.

Pain exploded in her left leg as one of the demon’s clawed feet slashed her thigh open to the bone. Aninyel ducked and rolled away instinctively, Wavesplitter lashing out but deflecting harmlessly off another of its four legs.

Bliezahr spun, ichor leaking from its belly. One pincer didn’t seem to respond to its commands, but the other was plenty deadly. Her wounded leg nearly gave out when she tried to dodge. The pincer missed her head by less than an inch, though it still ripped her tight knot of hair loose and tore hair from her scalp. She regarded the beast warily, frowning at the strands of silvery hair caught in its claw.

Come closer, monster. I shall end this—need but a few more moments.

She backed away, saber held low, trying to keep the weight off her injured leg as best she could, for it was bleeding heavily.

“What are you waiting for?” she taunted. “Trying to fill up this room with that slime you’re leaking?”

Bliezahr roared and charged. She sidestepped the powerful left-handed swipe of its pincer, leaping up with mainly the strength of her good leg. She landed on Bliezahr’s crippled right arm, just below the elbow, feet finding a split second’s purchase on the rough chitin.

That instant was all she needed. A quick slash of Wavesplitter cut deep into the beast’s throat, and it was done.

Bliezahr just didn’t know it yet. Aninyel hopped off her perch but collapsed when her leg gave out. The creature staggered and raged as ichor gushed from its neck. Aninyel regained her feet with gritted teeth and limped clear of its dramatic death throes.

With a tired groan, the beast finally collapsed in a puddle of its stinking ichor. Aninyel waited to make sure it was finished and, not wanting to chance it being able to regenerate its wound, hacked its head free. It took two strokes to sever the head from the thick neck.

Aninyel leaned against the wall, thinking she had better bandage her wound, for the leg of her dun breeches was soaked crimson, and blood loss was beginning to make her lightheaded.

A sharp crack gave her pause.

She looked around, afraid of what she might see. A large crack was forming across Taren’s ice patch.

That thing is going to give way at any moment. It’ll finish flooding the whole facility.

She froze, unsure what to do, but then another snap of breaking ice sounded as the crack expanded, nearly all the way across.

Aninyel limped toward the tunnel to the laboratory as quickly as she could. She sheathed Wavesplitter and gripped the door and tugged, but unsurprisingly, it wouldn’t budge. Her lean muscles corded as she pulled for all she was worth, but she couldn’t move the door even a hairsbreadth.

She studied it a moment and then sighed, knowing what she must do.

Crack.

Aninyel grimaced at the sound but positioned herself between the stuck door and the wall, where she could bring the whole of her strength to bear. She wedged herself into the gap and heaved at the door, lightheadedness nearly overcoming her for a moment.

The door gave a groan and shifted minutely.

Kulnor closed that other door on his own. She pictured the dwarf grunting and heaving it shut while she held off the Nebarans. He might be brawnier, but does he have the same strength of will? Challenge accepted, Master Dwarf. She grinned and steeled herself for one mighty heave.

Crack! Seawater erupted through the rupture in the center of the ice, forming a geyser for a moment before the rest of the ice patch disintegrated in huge chunks as the sea’s inexorable might punched through. A foaming wall of water surged across the room toward her.

Etenia, grant me the strength to do this. My friends, may we meet again someday in the tranquil glade.

A sudden warmth surged through Aninyel’s limbs, the same pleasant sensation felt while engaged in the blade dance. Then she was back home in Fallowin Forest. The wretched unnatural dome beneath the sea was gone, with its humid stink of salt and rust and constant trickling of water. The peaceful symphony of the forest embraced her. Sunlight dappled the leaves of the trees overhead, grass soft and cool beneath her bare feet, the air fresh and clean.

The screech of the iron door’s hinges breaking the rust’s centuries-old grip was only heard as the trill of a bird. Its ponderous clang when it slammed shut, the clear peal of a distant bell. The roaring of water mere feet away, the gentle breeze stirring the leaves.

Perhaps I’ll see that dashing corsair Kovir Orsu again one day. She smiled at the thought.

Aninyel’s corporeal hands spun the circular metal handle to secure the iron portal, but spiritually she was far away, lost in the blade dance. Her saber and dagger flowed easily in her hands, a symphony of grace and deadly beauty—she trained in her favorite spot in a peaceful meadow, as she had done thousands of times before over the centuries.

The Earth Mother’s soothing voice spoke to her. “Welcome home, brave daughter of the forest. Rest now, and lay all your cares aside.”

Gentle hands lifted Aninyel up and bore her away to Etenia’s tranquil glade, deep in the heart of the forest, far away from pain and sorrow. She went gladly, her worldly challenges overcome and her heart content.




















Chapter 46

The rushing ocean poured down upon Ferret, doing its best to drown her like the gutter rat she had once been. Her thoughts were focused solely on surviving the powerful flood as she clung doggedly to a metal pole in the Shirak laboratory. The roaring and fierce buffeting of the water consumed her for an untold amount of time until she slowly became aware that the deluge was subsiding.

Wait… the flood is done with. I think.

She cracked an eyelid and was astonished to see the water rapidly draining away as if a plug had been pulled at the base of a gigantic bathtub. The black, murky water swirled around the laboratory in a whirlpool for a few moments and then was gone. A large hole in the center of the floor served as a drain. Revealed in the water’s absence was the huge rubbery carcass of the dead sea monster sprawled across the floor. The monster appeared to have been cut in twain.

Have we survived? She could scarcely believe it but finally dared to let go of the pole. With her body battered and bruised, she sank to the metal grating, bereft of strength.

“Taren? Oh, by the Balance, no.” Mira’s voice, worried, came from far away.

What happened to Taren? Is he drowned?

Ferret craned her head around and saw Mira across the room pushing on Taren’s chest. After a few moments, he spewed seawater out, which she assumed was a good sign.

I better go check on him. But her body ignored that thought, deciding it had been through enough for the time being.

Metal shrieked and clanged loudly somewhere nearby, and booted feet pounded the catwalks, the metal grating reverberating underneath her.

“Dak? That you? I feel like I got run over by a team of aurochs and trampled into a mud puddle. A very big one.” She didn’t know if he could hear her and wasn’t entirely certain she was speaking aloud.

The pounding feet grew closer, then a pair of boots stopped beside her, filling her vision. Those weren’t Creel’s worn leather boots. Instead, they were steel-shod boots worn by soldiers.

A rough hand seized her by the throat. Before she could react, she was hoisted to her feet. The blade of a dagger poked her neck, and a powerful arm wrapped around her chest like a band of iron. The odor of sour sweat filled her nose.

She flinched away from the blade and saw from the corner of her eye an ugly, hatchet-faced man with a crooked nose, a Nebaran, and every hard line of his face gave the impression of a callous murderer. She remained very still, not wanting to struggle and give him reason to cut her throat.




***




When he had finished vomiting up seawater, Creel took stock of his situation. He was lying sprawled atop a metal console filled with an array of knobs and crystals. It took him a moment to realize it was the control panel for the Reverse Transfiguration Tank. A swell of water had carried him up and over the second-level catwalk, and he remembered grabbing on to the control panel and pulling himself from the water.

He got to his feet and waited for the cacophony of pain to make itself known. It did, but not as badly as he had feared. His shoulder was the worst of it, and from the grinding when he tried to raise his arm, he realized it was dislocated. Besides that, his knee and hip ached, but those weren’t debilitating.

Ferret was clinging to a pole a level below and partway across the room. In the opposite direction, Mira was tending to Taren, who appeared unconscious or dead. Of Kulnor and Aninyel, he saw no sign.

The water level was much lower than expected. With an entire ocean thirsty to flood the facility, he was surprised the whole damned complex wasn’t totally submerged.

Ah. Some type of drain. Wonder why it didn’t drain out the water before.

The flooded laboratory had formed a whirlpool at its center as one of the artificers’ magical contraptions worked to remove the water. Within moments, it was gone with a loud slurping sound. The floor was covered with rusted detritus and slimy algae… and hacked-apart portions of the body of a giant squidlike creature that was quite dead.

Metal shrieked and clanged as the machine that worked the drain went about its business.

That doesn’t explain why the entire ocean didn’t flood this chamber, however. Did one of those doors get closed?

Creel’s shoulder pain made it hard to think. He gingerly climbed down from the platform and went over to the smooth side of the tank that had transformed Ferret. Before he could lose his nerve, he slammed his shoulder into the iron wall. A hot wave of pain flared as the bone reset in its joint, then it was gone. He rotated his arm, pleased that it felt good enough to wield Final Strike again.

Final Strike. He reached for the hilt, as much an extension of his body as his arm was, but found it gone.

“Damn it.” His hand ran over the opening of the empty scabbard as he might probe the socket of a lost tooth with his tongue. He looked around but saw no sign of the copper-tinged longsword.

The machinery in the room was making an awful lot of noise, he realized belatedly—distant clanging followed by the rattling of the catwalks. But then he glimpsed movement through the slatted floor. Ferret must have released her grip on the pole, for she was lying slumped on the walkway, perhaps wounded but alive. She was saying something he couldn’t quite make out.

When he stepped away from the tank, opening his mouth to call to Ferret, he spotted the black-and-gold-clad men disgorging from a tunnel on the floor level of the laboratory, having been concealed earlier by the bulk of the tank. The reason for the reverberating catwalks, men pounded up stairs and surged across the lower walkways, spreading out to encircle the room. A few had loaded crossbows, and the rest had swords in hand. Several men ran past Ferret before one hard-faced bastard grabbed her by the neck and hauled her to her feet, a knife to her throat.

Creel reached for Final Strike by reflex again and cursed when his hand came up empty. He did have a dagger, though it wouldn’t be sufficient to take on more than a dozen armed men. But he was determined to try.

A quartet of Nebarans were climbing up to Creel’s level from the far side. He moved away from them, crossing above the gap in the lower catwalk, then slid under the railing to drop to the next level below, putting himself a few paces from Ferret and her captor.

The girl’s violet eyes were wide as she regarded him with a silent plea for help.

“Unhand the lass,” he demanded, eyes not leaving the face of Ferret’s captor. He knew from meeting the Nebaran’s cold reptilian gaze that this was the type of cutthroat who wouldn’t hesitate to kill her.

“Give me the control rod, and I’ll release the girl,” the Nebaran replied in a thick accent.

“Creel, ye alive in there? Guess what I found?” Kulnor tromped into the laboratory from the entry tunnel and froze when he saw the Nebarans. “Oi! More rats comin’ up from the sewers!” The dwarf held Final Strike in one hand, his hammer in the other.

But he was separated from Creel by the collapsed twenty-foot section of catwalk and then some. In fact, Creel and Ferret were alone on that particular section, with half a dozen Nebarans around him. More were moving to surround Mira and Taren.

Creel held up a hand to stall Kulnor. “I don’t have the control rod on me.”

“You’d best find it quick, or the bitch dies.” The Nebaran jabbed Ferret’s neck with the point of his dagger to reinforce his threat.

“I have it here.” Taren’s voice was strained, and he looked barely able to stand, but he held the rod aloft, supported by Mira with his arm across her shoulders. “Set her free.”

The Nebaran leader motioned with his head, and his men moved in on Taren and Mira. “The rod first. Give it to my men.”

“What’s to stop you from killing her and the rest of us once you have it?” Creel asked.

The man shrugged. “Guess you’ll have to trust me.” His ugly smile was devoid of any humor. Trustworthiness was among the last qualities Creel would have ascribed to the man, but they didn’t have many options to prevent Ferret’s murder.

“Creel?” Taren was looking at him to make the call. “I think we’d better hand it over. For now, until Ferret is safe.” The latter was spoken telepathically. Creel wasn’t surprised at this, for Taren had used his psionic talents earlier to access a mental picture of Creel’s. He’d done so in order to open one of his magical gates to the desired location and transport Sianna’s army.

“Are you in any shape to fight them?” he sent back.

“I’ll manage.”

“Do it,” Creel said aloud. He took a step nearer the Nebaran leader, his dagger still in hand, though he kept it lowered. He looked over the men arrayed before him and didn’t like the odds at all. In addition to the leader were three other soldiers and two constructs at the rear.

Taren gave the control rod to the nearest Nebaran. At the leader’s curt beckoning, the man ran toward them along the catwalk overhead.

The leader kept the dagger at Ferret’s throat and held out his free hand. “Give it to me.”

When his man dropped the rod down, the leader caught it with his free hand. He examined it briefly, then his cold eyes flicked from Creel to the others. He slipped the rod into his belt.

“Now free her!” Creel demanded, taking another step forward.

A cold, calculating expression passed across the cutthroat’s face. With his free hand, he reached up, jerked Ferret’s head roughly back by the chin, and slashed his blade across her throat. He cast her aside with a casual motion. Ferret fell over the edge of the catwalk and sprawled on the slimy floor four paces below.

“Kill them all,” the Nebaran leader ordered.

Creel’s momentary shock gave way to an overwhelming rage. With a wordless roar of fury and horror, he charged forward with only his dagger. A crossbow quarrel slammed into his left shoulder and spun him just enough for a stabbing sword to narrowly miss ramming through his chest. Creel put his dagger through that man’s eye, burying it to the hilt. His opponent spasmed and fell. Creel snatched the broadsword before it could fall from the dead man’s hand. Other swords slashed into him, one cutting across his bicep and another blade turning on his leather cuirass. He hacked wildly with the broadsword and stabbed with his dagger. A man fell with a cleaved neck. But the third swordsman landed a stab through the joint in the side of his cuirass, and his blade sank into Creel’s ribs. The Nebaran looked surprised when he didn’t go down, and he instead split the man’s head open with a heavy overhand chop of the broadsword.

Creel panted, looking around, free of foes for the moment, though two constructs lurched into motion at the leader’s command. The cutthroat was racing back down the catwalk, taking the steps two at a time as he bolted for the rathole they had scurried out of.

Elsewhere, Mira was fighting off several Nebarans. One man pitched over the upper catwalk only to land headfirst on the railing below, snapping his neck.

“Creel!”

He looked around at the sound of his name. Kulnor lobbed Final Strike into the air, a perfect throw. Creel tossed the broadsword into the face of one of the advancing constructs and flipped his dagger to his off hand just as Final Strike’s hilt slapped into the palm of his hand.

The first automaton swung its fist at him. Creel ducked, stabbing at the automaton’s midsection, where he hoped to disable its inner mechanisms. The construct seized his sword arm like a vice, pinning him in place, then its right arm coughed out a blade as Ferret had been able to do. The point drove into his chest a handbreadth inside his already skewered left shoulder. The stab of pain stole his breath away for a moment. He wrenched desperately on Final Strike, but it was held fast. The construct’s blade drove deeper, grinding against his collarbone.

Teeth gritted, he took a step closer, the blade piercing through him and coming out his back. With his dagger in his left hand, he rammed it into the construct’s neck. The blade jammed between metal vertebrae, and he tried to sever the head, but the dagger was pinned in place. The creature’s red eyes faded a moment, and the grip on his arm relaxed. He pulled his arm free just as the eyes blazed brightly again.

“Die, you bloody metal bastard!” 

He released Final Strike and seized the automaton by the chin, fingers curling under its faceplate, and wrenched on the thing’s head with all his strength. Metal groaned and shrieked, then the resistance was gone, and his dagger was freed. He hacked at the construct’s neck several times until the head came away with the sound of taut wires snapping. Clanks and whirs sounded from within its carapace, then it ground to a halt.

Creel shrugged out of its grasp and shoved the automaton away, the bloody blade sliding free of his chest. He retrieved Final Strike just in time for the second one to attack. He dodged its grasping hands and jumped off the catwalk.

He landed badly, turning an ankle, but he retained his feet on the slimy, muck-covered laboratory floor. Glancing over, he saw the Nebaran cutthroat disappearing into the tunnel with the control rod.

Gritting his teeth against his injuries and leaking blood all over, Creel increased his limping pace. The mouth of the tunnel loomed ahead. He was nearly there when the iron door slammed shut in his face. He bounced off it, cursing his misfortune. The door had no wheel or handle with which to open it, and a latch slid home on the other side with a muffled clunk.

He roared a curse and pounded his fist on the iron door, but he knew he wouldn’t be getting through it with brute force.




















Chapter 47

Ferret felt the cold edge of the knife slide across her throat, then she was hurled off the catwalk, landing facedown on the floor in a muddy puddle of seawater. The fall sent painful jolts through her battered body, but she barely noticed.

I’m dead, she thought in panic, fingers going to her slashed throat. Gods, after all that, I finally get cured and survive that battle and near drowning, only to have my throat slit!

Her fingers came away bloody but with only a smudge of blood on the fingertips. Something was wrong—she should’ve been geysering blood, lying in a pool of it, but there wasn’t as much as expected—far less, in fact. After a moment, the fact that she wasn’t dying made it through her panicked whirlwind of thoughts.

That whoreson cut my throat and tossed me aside. Killers like that know their business and don’t bugger up a simple throat-cutting.

Yet despite that knowledge, she wasn’t dying. Save for what felt like a shallow cut across her throat and her assorted bumps and bruises, she felt pretty good, all things considered.

“Where are you, murderous piece of shite?” She climbed slowly to her feet, surveying the chaos of battle around her, a hot flare of anger filling her.

Bodies of fallen men were strewn across the catwalk overhead, blood dripping steadily through the slats. A headless automaton lay sprawled a short distance away.

Creel was facing off against three Nebarans near a sealed-off tunnel previously hidden below the seawater. He was wounded, bleeding from a dozen cuts, some more serious than others.

Above Ferret on the upper catwalks, Mira was a blur of motion, fighting around Taren and holding off a handful of soldiers. She launched one opponent off the catwalk, and he fell two stories with a cry, landing with a broken leg. The next man fell back, clutching his crushed throat, the result of a strike nearly too quick to register.

Taren’s eyes were curiously dull, and he looked pale and unwell, apparently unable to summon his magic. He leaned heavily on the railing, although he did contribute by throwing Lightslicer, spearing a couple of soldiers in quick succession, the dagger returning neatly to his hand after each throw.

Kulnor was bellowing oaths and laying about with his warhammer. He crushed a man’s forearm with a blow of his hammer then smashed his jaw in with the next strike.

Ferret turned her attention back to Creel, who still faced three opponents. He was wounded and bleeding heavily, and an automaton was lumbering down the steps toward the fight. Another trio of Nebarans were converging on him from the opposite side of the laboratory.

“I’m coming, Dak,” she said quietly.

Ferret started forward, just in time to see Creel hack off a man’s arm at the elbow. Spurting blood, the severed arm spun overhead, sword still clutched in the fist. One of the Nebarans across the room pulled up and leveled his crossbow at Creel, taking a moment to line up a good shot.

Rabbit-sticker was in Ferret’s hand in an instant, and she threw it in one fluid motion. The crossbowman’s finger tightened around the trigger and squeezed, but the bolt flew astray as the man lurched sideways, one hand swiping at his ear, which had sprouted the hilt of the small knife.

He doesn’t know he’s dead yet.

Rabbit-sticker couldn’t return to her hand like Taren’s fancy dagger, so she was forced to find another weapon. Her short sword had been lost during the flood, but fortunately a severed arm lay nearby, the hand still clutching a short sword nearly identical to her own. She stepped on the wrist, grimacing with distaste, and plucked the sword free of the hand.

Ferret looked up just in time to see Creel stumble and nearly fall, a sword puncturing his gut. He whipped Final Strike around and sliced the nose from his attacker. The man cried out, reeling backward as blood sprayed from the hole in his face.

Creel fought ferociously, unheedful of his own well-being, and Ferret feared for him. Despite his regenerative ability, she worried it must have a limit. The thought popped into her head that he was enraged over what he perceived to be her murder. She didn’t try to analyze that disturbing thought, shoving it aside as she ran to help him.

Creel parried one man’s strike, then managed to dodge aside just as the automaton charged in. He tripped and fell as the automaton barged a Nebaran to the ground. It stopped abruptly and whirled.

Four Nebarans and one construct surrounded Creel. He picked himself back up with some difficulty, but his movements were clearly slowing, and blood was spattering the ground heavily around him.

Snorting blood, Noseless circled around to stab Creel in the back when Ferret got there. Without thinking, she reached out and seized Noseless’s raised forearm, poised to drive his sword into Creel’s back. She pulled back, thinking to disrupt his strike, and was surprised when she yanked him clear off his feet. The man slammed down hard on his back. She blinked in surprise, staring at the stunned man, who stared back. She recovered first and stabbed him in the heart. He shuddered and lay still, a shocked look on his face.

Looking back up, she saw Creel’s sword nick one of his opponents in the inner thigh. Bright blood sprayed from the cleft artery. The man futilely tried to stanch the flow. Creel’s follow-up strike split his head apart to his jaw, gore sluicing out of his skull.

The construct punched and stabbed at Creel with its arm blade. He backed away, barely deflecting a stab from one of the soldiers. Ferret waited for an opening then lunged, jamming the tip of her sword into the automaton’s exposed hip joint. Metal crunched, and the tip of her sword snapped off. But the construct stiffened, its right leg nearly locked. It was forced to shuffle in a clumsy limp to move.

One of the two remaining men struck at Ferret. She narrowly avoided his lunge, her own broken blade chopping down reflexively on his wrist. His chain mail parted, as did flesh and bone. The wrist sagged, hanging from a strip of gristle. The Nebaran screamed, dropping his weapon. Creel ran him through without seeming to see Ferret.

The construct cocked back a fist to pound Creel in the back of his skull when a dangling metal cable slipped around its neck. The automaton was hoisted into the air, Kulnor hauling on the other end of the cable, using the railing as a pulley. Once the construct was several feet off the ground, Kulnor looped the other end around a pole and secured it. The automaton tugged and slashed at the cable but was unable to free itself.

Creel stumbled, and the final swordsman took advantage, dodging Creel’s clumsy swipe, and ended up right in front of Ferret, poised to run him through. Without thinking, she thrust her broken sword into the Nebaran’s back. To her astonishment, the broken tip pierced mail, flesh, and bone with relative ease, bursting from his sternum.

Creel stared wide-eyed at the bloody sword sprouting from the Nebaran’s chest, then his eyes followed it back to Ferret, and he seemed to see her for the first time.

“I reckon that bastard missed,” she said with a shrug, pointing at her neck, although she knew it wasn’t true.

The Nebaran gurgled and took a step forward. Creel shoved him aside, and he toppled. Ferret left the broken blade in the man’s back.

Then Creel was gripping her by the shoulders. “By the gods! How…” He peered at her throat.

“Just a graze,” she said.

“That was certainly no graze. That whoreson knows his business, that’s for sure.”

“Hmm… another incongruity?” She thought of how easily the broken blade had penetrated the man’s body and how she had thrown Noseless to the ground with little effort. “I think I might’ve retained a few properties from my metal body. My throat should be carved wide open, and that broken sword shouldn’t have run him through like that.”

Creel smiled. “Nay, it shouldn’t. Gods, I’m happy you’re alive, lass. We’d best help the others, though.” He took a step forward then lurched to one side, nearly collapsing before she could grab his arm to hold him up.

Ferret slung his arm across her shoulders. “Brings back memories of Ammon Nor. Just like old times, eh?”

Creel laughed then winced and clutched his chest. “Ah, that hurts. Don’t make me laugh, all right?”

Ferret grinned. “Aye, I’ll try not to, Dak.”

She eased him into a seated position on the steps. A quick look around showed her friends had prevailed. Taren looked the worse for wear, but Kulnor and Mira seemed well enough off.

“Let’s take… a break for a bit.” Since his adrenaline had evidently worn off, Creel looked half dead. He was bleeding from a dozen wounds, many of them quite severe.

“I second that.” Taren was helped down the steps by Mira. He looked to have a head wound, judging from the caked blood, and wasn’t able to put any weight on his right ankle. “Too disoriented to use magic… but I think we’ll need it to get the control rod back from that bastard and then get out of here.”

“Have a seat, lad,” Kulnor said, “I’ll tend to ye. Creel, ye too.”

Neither man complained at the dwarf’s orders.

Although Ferret wasn’t seriously wounded, her bumps and bruises were taking a toll. “I could use a bit of that goodness once they’re fixed up, if you don’t mind.”

She didn’t know if Kulnor heard her, for he was already tending to Taren, calling on his god for healing.

Just then, the floor began rumbling. The drain aperture opened, and water began spewing out again.

Ferret groaned. “Just when I thought we were finished with the bloody water for a bit.”




















Chapter 48

Nesnys was alerted the instant her magical warding was disturbed in the portal room. She dispatched some of her minions to investigate, although several were already in place to guard the portal. She almost hoped her enemies had arrived to challenge her, for after suffering her second military defeat in a matter of days, her rage and frustration were boiling over, and she yearned to lash out violently.

After having arrived in the Hall of the Artificers with Elyas a day earlier to find the intruders gone already, she later learned Taren and his friends had destroyed Taananzu and departed Kaejax Outpost with the control rod in their possession. She arrived too late to catch the mortals, who had unsurprisingly managed to disappear once more. Following that aggravating discovery, she later returned to the battle to learn her army had surrendered, which wasn’t a total surprise. Yet after those two failures, the possibility that Shaol would punish her severely was looming large over her head like an unseen executioner’s axe.

Perhaps now the mortals foolishly return here. The prospect of bloodshed raised her spirits—she desired nothing more than to take out her ire with riven flesh. Anticipation built as she walked to the portal room, taking her time to savor the thought. She was disappointed when that opportunity failed to present itself.

Colonel Cornix stood panting before the portal, looking as though he’d run some considerable distance. He was held at bay by a forest of bestial mandibles and claws, his dark eyes wide and fearful.

At a command from Nesnys, her summoned servants drew back. “Report,” she snapped.

Cornix withdrew from his belt a ruby-tipped rod crafted of Abyssal iron. He gave her his insolent smile and offered her the rod with both hands, bowing as he did so.

“I have recovered the control rod you seek, Warlord.”

Nesnys took it from him, studying it intently while masking her sudden glee. Her fear and anger evaporated as she examined the control rod, sensing the potent magic infusing the item. “And what of the mageling and his friends?”

“Dead, Warlord. Or soon to be. I flooded the tunnels in Shirak so they couldn’t pursue me. Nor can they reach the portal chamber. If they somehow survive drowning again, they will be trapped.” He pulled the artificer’s ring from his finger and also handed that over.

“And Bliezahr?”

“I lost contact with him prior to encountering the boy and his protectors. I assume they must have defeated Bliezahr.”

Nesnys grunted. The loss of her last remaining lieutenant was no matter at such a late stage. Even though Taren never ceased to surprise her, if he managed to enact yet another miracle, he would still be too late now that she had the control rod in hand.

She nodded slowly, eyes affixed to the ruby as she quickly ran through a number of possibilities. “You have done well, Colonel, and shall be rewarded appropriately. Leave me now—I have work I must complete.”

Cornix bowed and retreated from the portal chamber, eyeing her servants warily as he kept his distance.

I no longer need my damned sister’s whelp. He has vexed me for long enough, but now the moment of our glory is at hand.

She prepared for a communion with her lord, confident Shaol would approve the activation of the Tellurian Engine. The thought of the destruction soon to unfold made her pulse race with excitement.




***




Elyas overheard Cornix’s report and Nesnys’s reaction. He waited outside the portal room, standing in the shadows. Some of the demons Nesnys had summoned shuffled past, ignoring him, thinking him one of their own, he suspected, because of the armor. The creatures were horrific in appearance, but he ignored them, for fear was a forgotten weakness.

Taren is likely dead. Trapped on some far-flung plane. Sorrow seeped through the pain of his aching head—sorrow and another emotion: guilt.

You have failed him! the remnant inside him raged. It had grown in strength of late, especially since he had encountered Taren at the gates of Carran, as if his presence emboldened the remnant. Nesnys had been preoccupied much of the time since then, and with her inattention and slackening of control, the remnant seemed to grow in strength, or at least desperation. It was your duty as his older cousin—no, his brother—to protect him from harm. And look what you’ve come to—consorting with the enemy. A traitor to your own people. Ma and Da would be ashamed, and rightfully so.

There is nothing I can do now, he protested weakly.

A sorry excuse—Taren hasn’t given up on you, even though you are undeserving of his love and loyalty.

Cornix left the portal room, not seeing Elyas in the shadows. A number of Nesnys’s demons trailed out after the colonel.

Leave me be. He managed to shove the remnant away, although he could sense it there, just out of his reach, regathering its strength for another assault on his mind. Elyas pushed away from the wall he leaned on, gritting his teeth at his pounding headache.

I’ve gone mad, conversing with myself like this. The thought didn’t scare him as much as he would have expected. Instead, he wondered if there was any solace to be found in the depths of madness.

Nesnys strode out of the portal room and saw him immediately. “There you are. Walk with me.”

Elyas fell into step beside her, basking in the barely restrained ebullience pulsing through their link. He had been avoiding her since she brought him to the Hall of the Artificers because of her ill temper.

Perhaps she has a task for me. The thought of pleasing her made his headache subside somewhat.

“Indeed I do,” she said aloud, obviously reading his thoughts through the helm’s connection. “I go to commune with Lord Shaol. With his approval, I shall activate the Tellurian Engine. Our enemies will seek the opportunity to strike at us before it is too late. Even now, the final grains of sand trickle through the hourglass—the hour of their destruction is near at hand. Take charge of the defenses until I return. Once our final task is complete, we shall gaze down upon the ashes of this world. You shall stand at my side as we move onward to further conquests.” She smiled and ran her talons down his breastplate, the abrasive sound loud in the confines of the corridor. A hot flash of her lust spiked through the link between them, and he felt his own desire swell in return.

Nesnys laughed. “Time enough for that later, my champion. Hold here until my return, and destroy our foes if they surface.”

Then she was gone in a shimmer like a heat haze, leaving Elyas alone in a hall filled with monsters and a head filled with tormented thoughts.




















Chapter 49

Taren’s vision cleared, and the awful headache disappeared. The double Kulnor resolved into one dwarf as he removed his hand from Taren’s blood-caked head and stepped away.

“Thank you, Kulnor. I feel much better.” Gingerly probing his wound where his skull had been cracked, he found only smooth skin amid the crusted blood. Even his shattered ankle had stopped aching. It felt a bit stiff when he put weight on it, but it was mended well enough.

Kulnor bobbed his head. “’Tis nothing, me friend. Reiktir favors us in our quest. What about ye, lass?” he asked Mira.

“I’m fine, thank you.” Mira smiled, and her relief was palpable since Taren had been healed. She had her share of minor cuts and bruises but was uncomplaining as usual.

Kulnor went over to tend to Ferret, who had somehow survived having her throat cut with little more than a line across her neck that had wept blood. Taren hadn’t had a chance to puzzle over her survival yet. She did look quite bruised and battered, however, mostly from the flood.

Creel lay on his back beside Ferret, dripping blood steadily into the rising pool of murky seawater below.

“Now, let’s see if we can’t do something about that water,” Taren said.

The group had been forced to retreat to the uppermost catwalk as water poured steadily back into the laboratory, the chamber’s drain mechanism reversed somehow. Now that he could focus again, he reached out with his second sight to study their predicament.

He had felt utterly helpless during the fight with the Nebarans, his head splitting and vision doubled. He’d tried to reach his magic, but it had eluded him. Fortunately, he had ever-faithful Mira to protect him, and the Nebarans had been both close and numerous enough to be able to strike at them effectively with a few tosses of Lightslicer.

Taren tried not to think about Aninyel’s absence, for he had an ill feeling about that.

“No sign of the elf. I went back and looked,” Kulnor had told them right after the battle finished. He had shaken his head, face grim. “She must’ve shut the door up top o’ the tunnel and kept the ocean from spilling down on our heads.”

One problem at a time. First, I must do something about the water here.

He assumed the Nebaran cutthroat had activated some mechanism on the other side of the door to keep them from pursuing by flooding the laboratory. His second sight showed the magical emanations of what was likely some type of control room for the pump on the other side of the door. Worse news, though, was that the escape tunnel outside was flooded as well.

Taren sighed. “That murdering bastard flooded the tunnel behind him.”

“Would it be possible to swim to wherever the Nebarans came in from?” Mira asked. “Or travel in one of your magical globes?” She was sitting near him on the steps, massaging a cramp in her calf.

“If we knew where exactly that is. But this I should be able to stop.” He waved at the water, which was already past the lower walkway and rising fast. 

The loud thrumming sound reverberated through the dome as the machinery pumped the ocean back inside. I can’t physically reach the machine from here, but it shouldn’t be too hard to disable it. The machine glowed a bright blue-white on the other side of the wall. He gently touched the magic, feeling around the enchantments as he would a tangle of yarn. Once he found a likely point, he siphoned off the magic, and the layered spells unraveled swiftly. The machine sputtered and died, and the laboratory became blessedly quiet. He gauged the water level and noted it held steady.

“Ah, the quiet is nice,” Ferret said. “As is not having to be afraid of drowning in the next few minutes.”

“One more problem out of the way,” Taren said. “But I think another has reared its ugly head. Did anyone see what became of the obsidian bomb before the demon brought the dome down?”

He was met with grim looks and head shakes.

Taren extended his second sight outward until the upper chamber was in view. As he expected, the bright glow of the bomb was there, glowing like a star. He saw no significant signs of life, however, save for some tiny marine creatures, which made the pain in his heart more acute.

“All right,” he said, “we’ll have to return to the upper dome and retrieve it. And see about Aninyel.” Those last words came out unsteady.

The others exchanged unhappy glances.

“Creel, let me try to aid ye,” Kulnor said. “Ye’re leakin’ like a wineskin used for archery practice.”

“It won’t do much for me, but you’re welcome to try,” Creel responded.

While Taren considered how best to get back up top, he curiously watched the warm white aura of Kulnor’s magic when applied to Creel. Instead of flowing into the monster hunter and slowly dissipating as it had for Ferret, Kulnor’s clerical magic was met with some type of magical resistance that rebuffed it. Only thin tendrils made it past Creel’s innate defenses.

Kulnor frowned afterward. “Ye weren’t jesting about that.”

Creel sat up and clapped the dwarf on the pauldron. “Afraid not. That did ease my wounds a bit… should give me a boost in mending up. Just need a bit of time. A few days should suffice.” He gave a half smile.

I wish more than anything we had a few days. And that bastard hadn’t stolen the control rod. And Aninyel hadn’t…

He roughly thrust that disturbing thought aside before it could break him. “Kulnor, Mira, I’ll need your help. I think I can get us in the upper dome without drowning. We’ll be back in a few minutes,” he added when Ferret looked about to protest.

“Aye, we won’t be going anywhere,” Creel said. “Take a load off, lass.” He passed her his flask.

Ferret sighed but accepted a sip of the spirits.

Mira and Kulnor joined Taren on a level expanse of walkway, and he summoned a protective sphere around the three of them. Once that was complete, he began opening a gate to the flooded upper chamber. A ferocious sizzling and hissing started the moment he carved the fiery lines in the air, and steam billowed through the rents. The instant the gateway was fully formed, seawater began gushing through. He directed the defensive sphere forward until it pressed against the gate and held the water at bay. The trio slowly advanced, the sphere squeezing smaller so they could pass through the gateway. Once through, Taren put up a wall of force before the gate to prevent more water from pouring through. Maintaining three enchantments at once was taxing, but he knew he could manage for a few minutes.

Murky water now entirely filled the vast domed chamber in which they had been attacked by Bliezahr earlier, the combination of nighttime as well as the silt stirred up by the deluge making it nearly pitch black. The orange crystals did little to illuminate the area. Kulnor cast a simple light spell, and silvery light emanated from his holy symbol, casting the flooded room in stark relief. Chunks of algae and seaweed floated in the water like slimy clouds in the sky. Fish swam through the water, scales glittering in the light, and shied away from them as they moved farther from the gate.

“Look.” Mira pointed.

Bliezahr’s monstrous carcass lay on the ground, legs splayed out amid a black ichor stain. The fiend’s severed head lay a couple paces away.

“Good riddance,” Kulnor said. “The elf—” He made a choking sound when his eyes alighted on something.

Mira gasped, and Taren felt gut punched when he saw Aninyel. He had known her survival was long odds, but laying eyes upon her was a crushing blow nonetheless.

Aninyel was suspended in the water, her hair unbound and flowing loosely around her, stirred by the currents. Illuminated by Kulnor’s light, her hair gleamed like a silver halo. One of her legs was badly mauled, but her face held a look of utter peace. With the pallor of death upon her, she looked much like Taren’s idea of a celestial, beautiful and serene.

“Oh gods… we can’t leave her here like this. Kulnor.” Taren couldn’t stop the tears from flowing.

“Aye. I’ve got ye, lass.” Kulnor’s eyes looked wet as well.

Aninyel bobbed against the edge of the sphere when they drew near. Taren briefly opened a small slot for Kulnor to pull the elf inside, although a spurt of water came through as well before he could seal it shut again. The dwarf cradled the fallen elf reverently in his arms.

The obsidian bomb was easy to spot with his second sight. It had been shoved up against one wall during the flood. He opened another small gap, and Mira retrieved the heavy stone. It glowed faintly orange, its fiery heart shrouded by darkness, as always.

They returned through the gateway to the laboratory, and by the time all was said and done, they were soaked and miserable.

“I’m sorry, Taren,” Mira said with a comforting hand on his shoulder. “I know she was a good friend to you.”

“She was,” he said, barely more than a whisper, eyes locked on the elf’s serene face.

Kulnor set Aninyel’s body gently down on the floor. He knelt by her side and murmured a blessing for her.

“She was a damn good fighter,” Creel said. “Tough loss.”

“Aye… I liked her a lot,” Ferret added. “She won’t be forgotten.”

“She loved a challenge,” Taren said. “And I know she must have seen her final act as her greatest one, for she not only slew Bliezahr, but also sealed that upper door and saved us all from drowning.”

With heavy hearts, they rested for a time, allowing Creel to better recover from his wounds and the rest of them from their weariness.

“Any thoughts on how to catch up with that Nebaran whoreson?” Creel asked after a time. “Wouldn’t surprise me if he’s back in the Hall of the Artificers by now.”

Taren nodded. “I think that’s likely. Even if we could pursue him through those tunnels and search for the other portal, it would waste precious time.”

“What do you have in mind?” Creel asked. “Can you make one of those gates to take us back to the hall? Either that or travel back through Kaejax?”

“I can’t make a gate to pierce the planes. It might be theoretically possible, but the amount of magic to do so would be phenomenal. And I’ll need to conserve strength for the fight that awaits us.”

“Just the six… nay, five of us against Nesnys and her forces?” Ferret asked. “They’ll be expecting us now.”

“Aye, I don’t much like those odds,” Kulnor added. “I’d feel better marchin’ a small army in there and kicking their arses all over that rusty hall.”

“That’s what I plan to do,” Taren said. “With this.” From the pouch on his belt, he withdrew the artifact his mother and uncle had given him upon departing Nexus, the Bracer of Fellraven.

“Bah, that be some ugly craftsmanship,” Kulnor said. “What is it?”

Taren explained briefly how he’d gotten the Bracer and how it was supposed to work. “I hope to use this to take us to where we left Sianna. Hopefully, the battle went well enough, and we can enlist some troops to come with us.”

“I’ll bring Harbek and me boyos along,” Kulnor said. “Me queen won’t have a problem parting with ’em for such an urgent matter.”

“Right. We’d better get back, then,” Taren said.

He fitted the Bracer of Fellraven to his hand, a delicate process as the device was unwieldy and the various rings, linked by fine chains, were much too large for his hand. Once he got the final finger sheath fitted, the Bracer glowed like molten iron before shrinking down to fit his hand perfectly. His friends marveled at the device, but he was more concerned with trying to recall the command word and Arron’s instructions for its use.

Surprisingly, the magical command words came to mind as if he had been speaking them all his life. “Azi’ahur I’ars si’ahu,” he intoned. “Return us to Easilon.” He focused on a picture in his mind of the same place he had opened the gate to allow Sianna’s army to steal a march on Nesnys’s, an area of rolling plains a couple days from Llantry. Gating Sianna’s troops there had posed a challenge since Taren had never seen the location they wanted to go, but he’d been able to pull a vivid image from Creel’s memories with his psionics at the monster hunter’s invitation.

The runes lining the various rings of the Bracer flared so brightly that they were painful to look upon. With the image of his destination fixed firmly in his mind, he reached out and tore through the fabric of the multiverse. The clawed finger sheaths tore rents in reality itself, black as the void and radiating a bitter chill. He worked the Bracer to pull the rents bigger until they resolved into an ordinary-looking portal.

Kulnor gathered up Aninyel’s body again, Ferret hefted the obsidian bomb with surprising ease, and they stepped through the portal, returning to Easilon disheartened but not yet defeated.




















Chapter 50

Sianna rode at the head of her battered but victorious army the second morning after the battle as they marched east to Llantry. Even with the Nebarans’ surrender, the victory had been a costly one, with roughly three thousand lives lost—humans, elves, and dwarves. But she tried her best to think positively, knowing without Irralith’s resourcefulness the toll in lives could have been much worse.

They had spent the day following the battle tending to the wounded and burying their dead in mass graves. The Nebaran corpses were heaped atop a great pyre that filled the air with a huge column of greasy smoke throughout much of the day.

Roughly three thousand men numbered as prisoners, while estimates put deserters who had fled the field at about the same number, perhaps significantly higher since there was no way to get a precise count of their numbers. The Nebaran body count was slightly greater than that of the allies, with three and a half thousand dead.

Sianna wondered what she would do with all the prisoners. Patrols had been dispatched in pursuit of deserters, who, once rounded up, would add to the problem of captives. For the present, the prisoners were being marched east, stripped of weapons and under guard, at the tail end of her host. They didn’t have enough ropes or chains to bind three thousand men, but they made do as best they could. She suspected the vast majority of the Nebaran soldiers would like nothing better than to return to their homes and families and have nothing more to do with war.

A huge logistical problem, transporting so many prisoners hundreds of miles back to Nebara if I was to order it done. She couldn’t risk setting them free, for fear Nesnys might round them up and set them to ill uses once more. Even if that wasn’t the case, a great number would undoubtedly turn to banditry in search of food and coin to facilitate their passage home, becoming an even further scourge on Ketania.

Sianna’s trusted counselors were in short supply at the moment, with Lanthas among the wounded and Iris away on her mission. Lanthas would recover, though that would take some time due to the severity of his injury. General Turpen and many lower-ranking officers had died either in Nesnys’s stone cage or upon the field. She relied on Jahn more than ever for sound advice, strengthening her belief the sergeant would make a fine captain of the guard, a suitable replacement to fill Sir Colm’s rather large boots.

As yet, she’d still had no word from Taren and the others, which worried her greatly—both for her friends’ well-being and for the sake of Easilon and the very multiverse if Nesnys’s and Shaol’s plans came to fruition.

I need to worry about that which I can control first—securing Llantry and retaking the throne from that traitorous scum, Calcote.

Following the battle and Queen Shalaera’s death, the elf queen’s daughter and heir, Julicienne, had ordered the Silverwood host to withdraw to their homeland. She brusquely proclaimed their aims accomplished with the Nebaran defeat and declared that her people must have time to properly mourn the loss of their queen. Sianna liked Julicienne somewhat better than her mother, and, with the inception of her reign, put chances of warmer relations between their kingdoms at better odds than before. She couldn’t blame Julicienne for withdrawing. The loss of their queen—her mother—and heavy losses among their troops was a harsh blow to the long-lived race, their people even less populous than their southern cousins.

Nardual, Sioned, and Rukk had remained to see their alliance through to the end, which included retaking Sianna’s throne. She was grateful for their continued support. Rukk had fallen in battle from his many wounds, although Sianna thought he was simply too ornery to die. The dwarven clerics had saved their king, but his temperament certainly hadn’t improved after his brush with death. Sianna was growing used to the brusque dwarf, however.

Her primary fear at the moment involved what kind of reception she might receive at Llantry. Months with Calcote sitting as regent on her rightful throne could have allowed him to become well entrenched and difficult to uproot if his forces locked down the city, possibly forcing an attack or siege, which she dreaded.

A hubbub from behind the column drew her attention. Men were pointing at the sky, and Sianna felt an instant of fear, assuming Nesnys had returned. But a moment later, she saw her fears were unfounded.

A dark blot soaring through the air resolved itself into a group of people huddled together, apparently flying on some manner of invisible platform. And she recognized the flyers.

Sianna spurred her mount away from the column to greet the new arrivals as they landed in the field nearby. Rafe, Jahn, and Kavia fell in with her, and she was joined shortly by Nardual, Sioned, and Rukk, along with a number of their guards and advisors.

She knew immediately the news would be ill when she saw their grim faces.

“Your Majesty,” Taren said, bowing low. “We have failed, I’m sorry to say. Nesnys is in possession of the control rod.”

Her friends appeared to have had a tough go of it. Taren looked tired, his head was caked with blood on one side, and his robes were filthy. The others didn’t seem any better off—dirty and covered in blood, the lot of them. Sianna had to do a double take at seeing an unfamiliar young woman among them, pale and bald headed, with striking violet eyes. She was nearly swallowed up in her oversized clothing.

“Ferret?” Sianna asked hesitantly.

“Aye, Your Majesty.” Ferret bowed low.

At least they had success curing Ferret.

Then her eyes fell on Aninyel’s limp form. From her ghostly pallor, she was clearly dead. Kulnor carried her in his burly arms as though she were an infant.

Nardual made a pained sound beside Sianna as he reined in. Soon, voices were raised in a commotion as everyone tried to question the party as to what had occurred.

“Hold!” Sianna shouted. “Let them report, I implore you.”

“I’m deeply sorry for Aninyel’s loss, Your Majesty,” Taren was saying to Nardual. Kulnor had handed her body over to some of the king’s guards. “She was a brilliant and fearless fighter and a good friend.” Taren had tears in his eyes.

Nardual nodded, face sorrowful. “This is a grave blow, for a King’s Blade is difficult to replace, and Aninyel was the brightest among them. She was held in high esteem among my people. My sister, Zylka, will be especially distraught.”

Taren began to relate what had occurred, at Sianna’s prompting, and she listened in wonder to the challenges they had overcome, nearly losing their lives on several occasions, only to ultimately be ambushed and have the control rod stolen after their near drowning.

“I see your troops have fought a hard battle, Your Majesty,” Taren said in conclusion. “But I would like to request some good men to accompany us back to the Hall of the Artificers so we might try to defeat Nesnys and her ilk once and for all.”

“Of course,” Sianna replied. “You can have as many men as you need. Sol favored us on the field of battle, though the victory came at a costly price.”

“Take Harbek and his boyos,” Sioned offered.

“And a contingent of my warriors,” Nardual added.

Taren thanked them, and messengers were dispatched to summon the required warriors. Sianna called for provisions to be brought, for her friends looked as though they could use it. Servants arrived promptly with food and drink and a warm rug for them to sit on. She dismissed the servants before they could start erecting a pavilion or whatever else they thought she might want. The day was cold but sunny, and the snow of the past couple days had mostly melted off.

“Will you stay the night to rest and recover?” she asked. Among all the hubbub, she and Taren had managed to find a moment to themselves, seated off to one side. “I can order camp be made here. Llantry can wait till the morn.” 

It wasn’t yet high sun, and her army was only a few hours from Llantry, but she thought it important her friends be rested and recovered for the arduous task ahead. 

Taren took a long drink of his tea, brewed from herbs he had requested from the elves. They were all munching on meat and cheese, bread, and some tart apples, Taren’s group quite ravenously. Even though he and his companions all looked wrung out, he shook his head. “I fear Nesnys is already at work activating this Tellurian Engine. We dare not tarry much longer. If we don’t stop them at once, it will be the end of us all.”

“So it shall. I wish I could offer more to aid you.”

Taren smiled wanly. “A picnic among friends on a sunny winter day is succor enough—a pleasant interlude before we venture back into the jaws of evil.”

Sianna’s heart went out to him. “May the gods watch over you, Taren. And to all of you, brave friends.” She raised her voice for the last to carry.

“And you as well, my queen,” Taren replied, the others echoing him.




***




Ferret watched as Creel cinched up a donated pack, empty save for the obsidian bomb, which he had placed inside. He handed it off to an enthusiastic young dwarf who was barely old enough to grow a beard. Creel helped the lad shoulder the pack then clapped him on the shoulder.

He turned to Ferret. “I’d like you to stay with Queen Sianna,” he said, seeming reluctant.

She shook her head immediately. “Nay, I’m coming with you and Taren and the others—together till the end, Dak.”

“It’s too dangerous, lass. This may very well be a one-way journey.”

Ferret folded her arms across her chest and glared at him. “I’m not scared, damn you! I rang the bell at Ammon Nor and helped rescue you and the others from the Nebaran camp. I journeyed into Kaejax and that wretched Shirak, where I nearly drowned and got my throat slit. If I can live through all that, I can face down that bitch Nesnys and her ilk once and for all.”

Creel shook his head slowly, a bemused expression on his face that made her even angrier. “It’s not that. I know you aren’t afraid. You’re one of the bravest people I’ve ever met.”

“I am?” She blinked in confusion, thrown off her stride. “Then what is it?” she snapped, trying to maintain her determined anger.

Creel placed his hands on her shoulders, leaning down to look her right in the eyes, and her heart lurched at the raw emotion revealed there. Whatever mask of stoicism he usually hid his emotions behind, it was gone now. “I thought I already lost you—twice now. I can’t do that again.”

Before she could sputter another weak protest, he embraced her, resting his chin atop her bald head. He smelled of leather and steel and ocean brine.

Ferret’s resistance swiftly bled out of her, and next thing she knew, she was hugging him back fiercely.

His words were soft, for her ears only. “May the gods guide your path, Ferret. Follow that courageous heart of yours—it shan’t lead you wrong. I know you’ll make a fine bard, lass. Don’t let anyone try and tell you different.” He kissed her forehead then stepped away.

Ferret swallowed hard, fighting to keep from breaking down in front of kings and queens and companions alike. “I… thank you, Dak. For… well, for everything. For saving my arse from those ghouls and not giving up on me when I was an automaton. And most of all, for taking a worthless gutter rat under your wing and teaching me courage and standing up for what’s right and decent. You made me into somebody I won’t be ashamed of when I get old.” She knew she was blathering on but felt a fierce need to get that off her chest. She couldn’t escape a nagging fear that she would never see him again.

“Nobody will ever be ashamed of you, lass. I promise you that. I’m certainly proud of you, and my approval isn’t easily won. If anyone thinks differently, well, then I’ll have words with them.” He winked at her, that bit of levity belying the weight of his previous words.

Ferret stood there, awash with emotions, finally settling on a bittersweet smile.

“Ferret, would you do me the honor of accompanying me?” Sianna asked from nearby.

Her eyes grew wide. “Me?”

The queen smiled. “I can’t think of anyone else so fearless I’d rather have at my side. When the bards tell our tales in days to come, I’d rather it be accurate, from someone with firsthand knowledge.”

“I-I’d be honored. Your Majesty,” she added belatedly, puffing up with pride.

Creel tried to conceal a smile, nodding thanks to Sianna.

“Take care, lass.” Creel ran a rough hand across her head, already scratchy with a slight stubble of hair, then cupped her cheek affectionately. “And may the gods watch over you, Majesty.”

“And you as well, Master Creel,” Sianna replied.

He bowed then turned and joined the group of warriors. He spoke with Harbek and the other commanders a moment, then they shifted around to form a column, the same as they would marching into battle, which she reckoned they were.

A hand descended on her shoulder, and she turned to find Taren there, looking melancholy. “Take good care of the queen for me, Ferret.” He hugged her, and she returned it.

“That’s the least I can do after all you’ve done for me. You come back in one piece, you hear me? All of you.” Ferret’s gaze included Mira as well.

Taren stepped away and gave her a sad smile. “No promises there, but we’ll do our best.”

Mira gave Ferret a hug also, then the two joined Creel and the others, all ready to march into the wretched Hall of the Artificers and do battle with evil.

Ferret watched with a mixture of hope and dread—also disappointment at not going with them.

Taren created another gateway, then a hundred Ketanian men-at-arms and a score each of dwarven warriors and elven archers marched through. Taren and Mira were last through the gate. Mira smiled at Ferret, and Taren gave her and Sianna a wave.

Then her friends were gone. The gate winked out of existence, leaving Ferret, Sianna, and the others standing in an open field. Wet grass smoldered from the gate’s fiery edges, the only sign to mark their passage other than the abruptly ending trail of footprints in the grass.

The silence was resounding after their departure, all those watching well aware of the stakes.

“Sol, please bless them, shield them from harm, and bring them home safely,” Sianna said, so quietly that Ferret wondered if she’d meant to speak aloud at all.

Her thoughts echoed the queen’s except she voiced her prayer for Sabyl’s ears instead. She figured it couldn’t hurt to invoke more than one deity for such an important matter.




















Chapter 51

The moment he stepped inside the Hall of the Artificers, Taren knew something was terribly wrong. The entire facility rumbled and shook, the reverberations felt through the soles of his boots, and an electric tension filled the air. When he shifted to his second sight, he gasped in shock, for the Hall of the Artificers was functioning as a massive conduit, siphoning earth magic at a tremendous rate and channeling it through the facility in the direction of the portal room like a vast, unstoppable river.

He knew immediately what must be transpiring—their worst fears had been realized. Nesnys had already activated the Tellurian Engine, a process that was irreversible. The only chance they had now would be to somehow reach the great machine and use Lenantos’s bomb to destroy it. He thought back on a passage he had read in one of his books, noting Ammon Nor had been constructed atop the greatest convergence of ley lines across the entire plane of Easilon. And the reason for the Hall of the Artificers being built at that same location became immediately clear, its purpose to feed the Tellurian Engine.

Destroying the machine would be no easy task, even with a hundred and forty brave warriors accompanying them. A wall of enemy automatons activated the moment they stepped through Taren’s gate, much as during their last venture. Red jeweled eyes blazed as the constructs advanced as one to attack.

“Heavy weapons out,” Creel barked, prompting the warriors to action. “Save your arrows.”

The soldiers formed a line to meet the charge of the constructs, using heavy polearms and similar weapons to try to disable the machines by crippling their limbs while keeping them at bay. They outnumbered the guardian machines by roughly four to one, but their foes’ physical strength was overwhelming, and they could fight while sustaining what would have been grievous injuries to men.

Halberds, morning stars, footmen’s maces, and warhammers struck, bashing and crushing, bending and breaking metal limbs and joints, but even with their tactics and choices of weapons, the automatons could only be slowed. Men, elves, and dwarves alike were thrown aside like chaff, the constructs clubbing and hurling them violently away, snapping polearm shafts and bones alike.

Creel smashed one in the face with a heavy footman’s mace, while Kulnor damaged its knee with a blow of his warhammer. The automaton reeled back a couple of steps but then caught Creel’s next swing on its forearm, deflecting the blow. It punched at Kulnor, who caught the blow on his borrowed shield, but the force knocked him to the ground.

“Metal bastard packs a bloody punch,” the dwarf growled, rolling back to his feet in time to smash it in the hip with his hammer.

The construct limped and shuffled to resume its attack, but then Creel knocked its head clean from its neck with a mighty blow of the heavy mace. The head bounced and rolled, getting kicked around in the frenzied battle between men and machines.

While the battle went on, Taren tentatively drew on some of the raging earth magic, siphoning some away from the hall, its flow so powerful even that small bit filled his mana well in an instant. He focused on a score of nearby automatons, summoning moisture from the humid facility to bathe them in a blast of water, which instantly cooled to ice. Joints and cogs froze, and the rime-covered constructs ground to a halt, their joints making distressed squealing noises as if in need of oil before they became immobile. The warriors cheered and took advantage, attacking the frozen automatons with vigor.

An elf cried out to Taren’s left, overwhelmed as his slender sword was swatted from his hand. The automaton gripped his arm and threw him down. Before it could bash his head in, Mira landed a kick to its chest that sent it reeling away.

“Come on, we must break through!” Taren shouted. He unraveled the spells animating two of the nearest machines before they could attack Mira.

The monk ran ahead of him to clear a path through the chaotic battle. Two more constructs converged from either side. Mira gracefully leaped into the air, seeming to hover a moment as she delivered a split kick to both of them. Taren saw the bright-white aura of her ki bolstering her kicks, and the simultaneous blows sent the pair of automatons flying away.

Taren moved forward into the gap Mira cleared, and once beyond the ranks of his allies, he erected another wedge-shaped wall of force to hold their attackers at bay. Men fought behind him, holding off the tide of foes already engulfing them. He looked back to see Creel and Kulnor falling in behind him, along with about half their fighting force. The sturdy young dwarf whose sole duty was to carry the bomb on his back puffed along behind gamely, his burden a bright blue-white star in Taren’s second sight. As Taren led the way, he broke into a jog. Men and elves followed, but Harbek rallied his dwarven warriors to himself.

“Go on! We’ll form a rearguard and hold ’em off!” Harbek shouted.

A quick glance showed that the fight had been costly for the allies, but their tactics had been sound—they had whittled down the number of mobile constructs to only a dozen or so.

Taren turned his attention forward again. They advanced at a steady jog, moving deeper into the great hall, and as they did, far worse things than automatons surged out of the darkness to attack them. He shouted a warning as the reddish auras of demons poured from shadows and crevices, some even dropping down from the ceiling.

The less horrifying of the attacking demons were chitinous insectile beasts with six legs and powerful serrated mandibles, reddish brown in color and about the size of a pony. They moved much like ants, not particularly nimble, but with their numbers, they didn’t have to be.

The worst of the fiends were the monstrosities with humanoid bodies melded atop spider abdomens. They had four arms and eight legs, and their faces looked like melted wax, rows of red eyes above gashes of mouths filled with spiny teeth.

Taren recognized the creatures by description from his old book, The Battle of Nexus. The demons were krabuk and drolnac respectively, both denizens of the Abyss that Nesnys had evidently summoned as guardians.

He tried to extend his barriers to the edges of the great hall to hold the fiends at bay but was too late, for the enemy was already upon them.

Men screamed as they were swarmed by dozens of krabuk, a wild swarm of the demons bouncing off Taren’s wedge and spilling around the edges. Powerful mandibles snapped and tore, dragging men off their feet. Swords met chitin plating and had little effect. The drolnac were nimbler, carrying various weapons, many of them crude blades and spears that they wielded to deadly effect with their four arms.

Mira shoved Taren aside when a drolnac dropped from the ceiling nearly atop him. She ducked and dodged its weaving blades, chopping one of its elbows and rendering that arm useless. Mira stepped inside its guard and punched it in the lower torso where humanoid and arachnid parts joined. Its coal-black flesh seemed to ripple at the blow. The drolnac convulsed a moment, dropping another of its blades before it skittered away, in search of easier prey.

It failed to find it, for Creel was there to bury his sword in its bulbous abdomen. Ichor jetted from the wound, then his second strike pierced its back, and Final Strike burst from its chest, felling the beast.

Mira’s shoulder bled where she’d been slashed, but she waved away Taren’s worried inquiry.

Kulnor called out for Reiktir’s protection, and silver light bloomed from his medallion. The demons shied away from the radiance projecting around him, an isle of holy light amid the unholy darkness.

“Taren, you must protect yourself foremost,” Mira urged, gripping his arm and snapping him back to his senses. “Don’t worry about the rest of us—we are unimportant.”

He disagreed that his friends were unimportant, but he saw the wisdom of her statement. If he died, they all would. He couldn’t see any way they could defeat all their foes and survive long enough to destroy the Tellurian Engine without the aid of his magic.

Taren dropped the wedge-shaped barrier, as it was ineffective since they were already surrounded, instead casting his protective globe, which would keep him safe from attackers from all directions, including above.

No sooner had he erected the shield than a crossbow bolt struck right in front of his face. The shaft splintered and deflected harmlessly away. He squinted into the distant gloom and saw a single Nebaran soldier skulking in the shadows and reloading his crossbow.

“I recognize that whoreson.” Creel hacked two legs off a krabuk, then, when it pitched onto the floor, felled it with a thrust through the back of its head. He pointed Final Strike at the Nebaran in challenge and took off after the crossbowman.

Battle raged around them with little order to the chaotic struggle. Krabuk forced warriors back by virtue of their toughness and sheer numbers. An elven archer loosed three arrows into a drolnac’s torso in quick succession, but the horror kept coming, brutally cleaving the unfortunate elf in twain with its blades. Taren loosed a stream of fire that ignited the demon. It screeched as it went down, shriveling as greasy smoke boiled off it. Once slain, it looked much like an ordinary, albeit giant-sized, dead spider with its legs curled up beneath itself.

Taren was unable to determine the numbers of foes, only that waves of them kept coming relentlessly. The Tellurian Engine’s vast magical field distorted his second sight, so he could only discern foes when they drew near. The concentration needed to keep up both his protective globe, along with any offensive spells he used, was both difficult and tiring. Sweat ran down his face at the sustained effort.

We must keep advancing, or we’ll be overwhelmed. He shouted for his allies to keep pushing forward.

And all the while, the Tellurian Engine kept on draining earth magic at an alarming rate.




***




Blades scored the back of Creel’s leather cuirass as he ducked a drolnac’s attack, but fortunately the strikes didn’t penetrate the tough leather. He speared it in the bulbous abdomen, a tempting target, and it hissed and skittered back while spewing ichor. Creel lopped off a leg then rammed Final Strike through its ribs. Without waiting to see if it was dead, he raced on. More krabuk rushed him, but the insectile fiends were relatively clumsy. The two nearest him got their legs tangled and collided. He leaped past them then was in the clear.

The Nebaran, the same hatchet-faced whoreson who had stolen the control rod in Shirak and tried to cut Ferret’s throat, fired another quarrel. His bolt struck an unsuspecting Ketanian warrior in the back and knocked the man to the ground, where he was torn apart by krabuk. When he spotted Creel, he gave up on reloading and threw the heavy crossbow at him then drew steel.

Creel ducked the thrown crossbow and was on the Nebaran in an instant. His lunge was met with a neat parry, blades ringing as they crossed. They exchanged a rapid flurry of strikes, each parried or evaded by the other, then broke apart, sizing each other up.

“You prefer shooting people in the back and cutting young lasses’ throats, is that it?” Creel growled.

“I learned long ago not to resist my nature,” the man replied with a feral grin. “Colonel Cornix, the evilest bastard in the Nebaran empire—I’m sure you’ve heard of me.”

Creel spat. “Aye, I’ve heard of your exploits, Butcher of Almanes. Cowardly and dishonorable, the lot of them.”

Cornix shrugged, unfazed. “A matter of perspective. To some, perhaps. Yet to others, I’m the most loyal soldier to the empire. I never flinch when it comes to the hard choices or dirty work needed to see the mission through.”

“I’ve met your type before. Trying to rationalize being a degenerate monster. Enough talk.”

They came together in another flurry of exchanges, swords ringing and sparking. Cornix was a very skilled swordsman, Creel had to admit. He feinted a low slash then brought his sword high, but Cornix was already sidestepping, stabbing at Creel’s exposed ribs. He felt the pressure on his cuirass but dodged at the last moment before the tip could penetrate his armor. After several rapid exchanges, he opened a gash on the bicep of Cornix’s sword arm, but his opponent nearly took Creel’s eye in return with a quick riposte that sliced across his cheekbone. Cornix surged forward suddenly as he spotted an opening. Creel managed to bring Final Strike up at the last moment to parry an overhand stroke that could’ve split his skull. Their weapons shot sparks as the blades slid together. Crossguards locked, and the heavier Nebaran sought to force Creel back, growling like a rabid dog.

He didn’t give any ground, instead shoving the locked swords to one side and lunging into his opponent. His forehead connected with Cornix’s nose with a satisfying crack.

Cornix snorted and spat blood but wasn’t stunned. Instead, when they disengaged, Creel felt a stinging on the inside of his right calf, just below his knee. Blood ran from a gash that hadn’t been there before, just behind his leather greave.

Where did that come from?

Then he noted the three-inch blade, wet with blood, jutting from the toe of Cornix’s left boot.

Boot blade. Wasn’t expecting that one. As he circled his opponent warily, the wound burned unnaturally. Bastard used poison. Definitely should have expected that from such a dishonorable whoreson.

Cornix’s dark eyes regarded him intently as he kept his distance, likely waiting for Creel to weaken. His leg throbbed as poison coursed through him. It wouldn’t kill him, might not even incapacitate him, but Cornix wouldn’t know that.

You aren’t the only one who can play at deception. Creel’s leg buckled, and he let his guard drop, falling to one knee.

Cornix was waiting for just that moment. He instantly lunged, a precise strike aimed for the heart.

Creel threw himself sideways, narrowly avoiding being skewered, and Final Strike stabbed Cornix in the groin. The Nebaran’s eyes widened as a foot of steel obliterated his chances of fathering any more bastards, and a moment passed before the pain registered. When it did, he shrieked, his voice rising as high in pitch as any of Cornix’s child victims. He twisted the blade for good measure before withdrawing it. Cornix staggered away, clutching his ruined stones and leaking blood heavily.

Creel let him go, regaining his feet with some difficulty, as his leg was swelling rapidly and felt afire. He glanced around quickly to make sure he wasn’t about to come under further attack.

Cornix made it about twenty paces before the smell of hot blood must have proven too tempting for a stray krabuk to resist. The demon bore Cornix down and bit off his leg at the thigh. Cornix’s screams rang through the hall as the krabuk gorged on the colonel’s flesh.

“Good riddance.” Creel leaned up against the wall to catch his breath, knowing he had to help his friends reach the Tellurian Engine but also aware he would be a liability if he could barely move. Instead, he picked up Cornix’s fallen crossbow, cranked the weapon so it was ready to fire, then loaded a quarrel he found lying on the floor.

Taren and Mira had advanced about fifty paces farther down the hall, where the heaviest fighting was concentrated, although sporadic skirmishes stretched all the way back to where Harbek’s dwarves still fought a rearguard action, another forty or so paces beyond Creel. Screams and shouts and the clash of steel resounded, occasionally set off by a flare of magic. Kulnor’s aura of protection was a silver isle of light that the fiends shied away from. The relentless stream of attackers had trickled off dramatically, perhaps a couple score remaining to harry Creel’s allies, who had been whittled down to probably about thirty in total.

He spotted a drolnac clambering upside down across the ceiling, maneuvering to ambush the others. Taking careful aim, he triggered the crossbow and punched a bolt through the drolnac’s head. The demon instantly dropped and smacked wetly upon the floor to lie unmoving.

Creel took a few steps to test his injured leg, wincing at the pain, but it supported his weight well enough. I’d best catch up with the others.




***




Kulnor lost track of his friends in the chaos of battle, intent as he was on maintaining Reiktir’s protection, driving the vermin back into the darkness whence they attacked. Just before him, one of the insectile demons was eating a screaming man alive, its face buried in the man’s rent belly and scooping out ropes of entrails in its mandibles. Anger and disgust swelled, and Kulnor turned the full force of the silvery radiance upon the creature. It gave an inhuman shriek, its chitin smoking and blackening in the light, but it remained transfixed for the moment. He wound up and smashed its skull with a mighty hammer blow, noting the satisfying crunch it made before the beast struck the ground.

The dying man at his feet was beyond saving. His guts lay strewn about him, and a tremendous amount of blood stained the ground.

“Reiktir, ease this man’s suffering, and guide him to the afterlife,” Kulnor said.

The man’s eyes focused on Kulnor’s glowing holy symbol, and his pain and terror seemed to fade. His countenance grew peaceful before the life went out of his eyes.

Something struck Kulnor from behind, and the next thing he knew, he was on the ground, his head ringing. He belatedly realized his mistake in letting his aura of light narrow to focus on that one demon and ended up being blindsided.

“Whoreson.” Anger fueled his limbs, and he picked himself back up, intending to smite his attacker with Reiktir’s might.

Pain flared in his right arm as something seized him. He was shaken as roughly as a rat snapped up by a dog. One of the insect demons was clamped onto Kulnor’s arm just below the elbow, its wicked mandibles bending his vambrace. He could only watch in horror as the fine dwarven steel crumpled, and the agony intensified as his flesh was rent next. Kulnor bellowed in pain but couldn’t free himself, his hammer useless in his hand, immobilized by the beast’s jaws.

Kulnor had lost the shield he’d had earlier during the battle, so he punched at the thing, gauntlet smashing against chitin, but its head was like granite, and it refused to release him. He pried his hammer from his own unresponsive hand and, with his left hand, smashed the creature repeatedly until its skull cracked open and it died. Even with its death, its mandibles remained clamped around his arm like a vice.

“Bloody dung of a rock worm.” After several desperate blows, agonizing to his trapped arm, Kulnor finally snapped off one of its mandibles and pried his arm free. The gout of blood that spewed out made his stomach queasy, as did the sight of his limb hanging by little more than sinew and some links of mail.

The strength went out of his legs then, and he sat down hard. Got to try to heal meself.

An anguished cry drew his attention nearby. The lad chosen to carry the bomb, Harbek’s nephew Belmyr, went down a few paces away as one of the monstrous spider demons stabbed viciously into him. Belmyr shrieked, his flesh torn and bloodied from a dozen deep wounds. The monster lifted him by the twin spears impaling his chest and lowered its head to feed on the poor lad.

Kulnor had his brother Kalder’s axe in hand without thinking and loosed it with his off hand. The axe struck true, cleaving into the beast’s mouth and knocking out teeth. It hissed angrily, ichor pouring from its ruined mouth around the axe, then tossed Belmyr aside before turning its baleful gaze toward Kulnor.

So be it then. If anyone lives to tell the tale, I hope the scrivener will note my presence in this wretched place in the Book of Deeds.

“Come on, ye ugly whoreson.” Kulnor picked up his hammer in his left hand and stood.

Or he tried to stand, for a wave of dizziness overtook him, and he was seated again on his rear without being consciously aware of going down. He steeled himself for the inevitable, for the beast was bearing down and nearly on top of him.

An enraged bellow sounded, and a steel-clad form leaped into the air and collided with the beast head on. A gleaming axe split the demon’s head apart and didn’t stop until it was lodged firmly in the sternum. Fiend and dwarf went down together.

Kulnor blinked, recognizing Harbek. His friend slowly disentangled himself from the monster’s corpse.

“Harbek? I’m sorry—I was too late to save the lad.”

Belmyr lay crumpled a short distance away, eyes wide and staring.

“Ah, poor lad. He was me sister’s youngest.” Harbek tugged at the beast’s corpse then pulled Kulnor’s hand axe free. “Reckon ye’ll be needin’ this again.”

Harbek gave a groan as he slowly turned, and Kulnor saw a serrated spear tip slide free of his chest as he pulled away from the carcass. Harbek staggered and fell beside Kulnor.

“Ah, damn it,” Kulnor said. “Hold on, me friend… I’ll heal ye.”

“Just need a minute.” Harbek’s face was pale. A hole that would fit three of Kulnor’s stubby fingers steadily pumped blood—a great deal of it. “Here.” He handed the hand axe back.

Kulnor took the axe then reached for his holy symbol, but his arm wouldn’t respond. He remembered his own injury and set the hand axe aside and clutched the medallion in his left hand instead. “Here, let me heal ye.”

“Nay… too late for me.” Harbek put a bloody hand on Kulnor’s, which was gripping the medallion, his dark eyes intense as they held Kulnor’s own. “Send these bastards back… to… Abyss. Ye must see it—” He gave a wet cough, and blood ran down into his beard. “Through… see it through. Heal yerself. Don’t make… the q-q-queen mourn ye.”

Then Harbek was gone. He gave one final soft sigh as his grip loosened and fell away.

“Reiktir’s beard.” Kulnor sighed heavily, tears stinging his eyes.

The thought of Sioned gave him the determination he needed to concentrate, again calling upon Reiktir’s aid in that vile pit of evil. Weak from blood loss and near to sliding into a sleep from which he’d never awaken, he closed his eyes, feeling the warm disc in his hand. He chanted a prayer of healing, and in response, Reiktir’s blessing filled him. The power flowed into the terrible wound in his arm, mending torn blood vessels and muscle and sinew. He wasn’t able to get it fully healed at once, but it was sealed up at least, though still red and swollen.

Drained as he was, Kulnor fell back, and unconsciousness overtook him.




***




Fatigue was relentlessly dragging at Taren by the time he and the others neared the end of the great hall and the corridor leading to the portal. The rushing earth magic was even more potent there, like a river narrowing through a gorge, its power intensifying. The trembling underfoot was even more pronounced, and a network of cracks had torn across the stone floor. The entire Hall of the Artificers was reverberating from the magic.

Mira remained with Taren just at the edge of his sphere. She was cut and bruised from numerous wounds, none of which appeared serious, fortunately, but her willpower and sheer determination alone were awe-inspiring. He had offered to shield her, but she had declined, saying he should conserve his magic.

Creel hadn’t yet returned, and they had lost Kulnor at some point as well.

The fighting had taken a devastating toll. Ten men, three elves, and two dwarves were all who remained with Taren of the hundred and forty who had entered the hall with the companions, and none of them had survived uninjured. He still heard sounds of sporadic fighting behind them and assumed some of Harbek’s rearguard still survived. He hoped many more remained alive, perhaps simply wounded and unable to keep up, though he was doubtful and couldn’t afford to dwell on that thought.

The tide of foes had finally run dry, for no other horrors appeared to test them. The slog had been bloody and hard fought, but they were finally nearing their objective.

Because of the intensity of the earth magic, Taren didn’t detect the approaching red aura until the towering figure in soot-black plate armor stepped out of the shadows to bar his way.

Elyas stood before him, ensconced in the infernal suit of armor, Wyat’s longsword recognizable in hand.

Taren held up a hand to prevent the weary fighters from attacking, hoping to dissuade his cousin. “Elyas?”

His cousin regarded him silently a long moment before speaking. “I’m sorry, Taren, but I cannot let you go any further.”

“Let me help you, Elyas,” he urged. “I can undo whatever she’s done to you.”

The armor Elyas wore had a demonic aura to it, and it subsumed his own weak amber glow, as if devouring it like a parasite. Taren wondered how long his cousin would last before he was gone forever.

Elyas shook his head. “I gave her my oath, don’t you see? I’m damned… Nothing I can do now would change that.”

“You weren’t yourself—you were under Nesnys’s power.”

“That’s just it, Taren—I wasn’t. I was myself, and I knowingly submitted to her.”

Taren studied the complex enchantment binding the armor to Elyas. The two were intertwined so intricately that he didn’t know if undoing it would be possible without harming his cousin, but he had vowed to do what he could. But first, he had to convince Elyas to stand down and allow him to make the attempt.

He tried another tactic. “Cousin, you’re fighting on the wrong side. Can’t you see Nesnys means to destroy the entire plane with that machine? Everything and everyone on Easilon will die if we don’t stop her.”

Elyas might have shrugged—it was hard to tell with the armor. “She returns. You’d best leave here while you still can.”

“I can’t. You know that. Stand aside, Elyas.”

Elyas suddenly groaned as if in pain, one hand going to the ugly helm he wore. His shoulders hunched, and he remained like that for a moment, fighting some internal battle. When he straightened, he raised his sword, and his tone was cold, words strangely without inflection as Taren had experienced once before, during their encounter outside Carran.

“Then you choose death.”

Taren unleashed a burst of force to throw Elyas backward. The runes flared brightly on his armor, and his magic had no effect, for Elyas strode toward them, his sword lashing out at the fighters accompanying Taren.

One of the men tried to parry, but Elyas swept his sword aside with ease then chopped down between neck and shoulder, carving deep into the man’s torso. Without pause, Elyas cast him aside and with his free hand seized the elf standing beside him by the throat. Then he gutted him with a brutal stab.

The other warriors overcame their shock, stabbing and slashing at Elyas. The heavy armor thwarted their attacks, turning sword and axe alike. While his attention was diverted, the pair of dwarves ducked in low, and each grabbed one of his legs. They upended the big man, lifting him off his feet and throwing him onto his back. Elyas rolled over the moment he struck the ground, his sword sweeping out and severing one of the other fighter’s ankles. The man’s leg came apart, and he fell screaming as his stump spurted blood.

Elyas was on his hands and knees, about to regain his feet. Before he could, Mira leveled a powerful kick into his side that sent him tumbling across the floor. Taren tried to seize Elyas with bonds of force. He held him there for just a moment, but the armor’s glyphs flared again, and the magic broke around the armor as if he was binding him in shackles of straw.

“What do we do about him?” Mira asked Taren.

He shook his head. “I don’t know… Perhaps if we can subdue him and remove that helm, I can aid him somehow. I think that is the source of the armor’s power over him, but it might hurt him badly, if not kill him, if we do.”

Elyas surged back to his feet, surprisingly quick for his size and the bulk of the armor. The pair of dwarves worked in tandem, again targeting his legs. Elyas slashed at one to keep him at bay, and when the second moved in behind him, he spun and seized the dwarf’s beard in his free hand. The dwarf bellowed indignantly until the pommel of Elyas’s sword dropped to smash his nose and fell him like a stone. The other dwarf struck a resounding blow to Elyas’s greave with his axe, but the heavy plate of armor held. Before Elyas could retaliate, he was distracted for an instant when an arrow splintered off the snarling fiend’s helm, fired by one of the remaining elven archers.

Mira stepped in and slammed an open palm into Elyas’s breastplate. He rocked back a step as her ki flared, but the armor seemed to absorb most of the impact. His hand shot out and grabbed Mira’s wrist. She chopped the back of his elbow, trying to break his grip, but her hand came away bloody from grazing a spike forged into the elbow piece. Elyas brought his knee up into Mira’s extended arm, and a sharp crack sounded as her arm broke.

Taren gasped, and his heart skipped a beat. Mira fell to her knees, her face tight with pain. Elyas raised his sword to finish her. Before the blow could fall, someone gave a sharp shout.

Elyas paused, glancing up just as Creel barreled into him. The two men reeled backward, breaking Elyas’s grip on Mira. Taren breathed a sigh of relief when the monk backed away, clutching her broken arm with her good hand.

Distracted as he was by the fight with Elyas, Taren was taken by surprise when something suddenly wrapped around his leg, constricting painfully. He was just as startled to realize his shield had been dispelled before getting yanked off his feet with great force. He landed awkwardly, spraining a wrist and barking his knee painfully. When he rolled over, Nesnys stood over him. His calf burned where her whip had ensnared his leg. As he watched, the whip uncoiled, and thousands of tiny teeth disassembled and reformed an instant later into a longsword.

The fall had caused Taren to lose his concentration. When he tried to muster his magic again, Nesnys kicked him hard in the chest, pinning him to the ground with her boot heel, the tip of her sword pricking his throat.

Nesnys’s silver eyes glimmered orange, reflecting the hall’s dim lighting as she looked down on him, a look of triumph on her face. “I’ll open your throat if I even sense you drawing on your magic. My lord no longer has any use for you, but that won’t prevent me from having some fun with you before you die.” And with that, she stomped her foot down on his right hand.

Bones crackled like dry twigs as fingers broke beneath her boot heel, sending a white-hot wave of pain roaring through him. Taren groaned and scrabbled at her foot with his free hand, but she kept her weight upon his hand, pinning it in place.

“That is but a taste of what is to come. A pity your mother isn’t here to suffer herself, but you’ll do in her stead.”

Sensing something, Nesnys turned her head suddenly but was too late. Bodies collided, then Nesnys was no longer there, the agonizing weight on his broken hand gone. Taren cradled his aching hand, noting his thumb and first two fingers were bent into unnatural angles, swiftly swelling and turning purple. Bones ground together when he tried to straighten the crooked digits, and the pain nearly made him black out.

He looked up to see Mira facing off with Nesnys, the monk with her left arm hanging limply at her side.

“Mira, no,” he called weakly. The possibility he might actually lose his friend suddenly seemed an awful likelihood.

Nesnys slashed at Mira, but the monk ducked beneath the sword. The fiend surged forward, first with a feint, then a stab. Mira chopped Nesnys’s forearm, sending her blow wide, but was forced to retreat when she whirled and flared her wings wide, the sharp tips shredding the sleeve of Mira’s tunic and drawing blood. Taren could see she was weakening after the hard fighting and was clearly at a disadvantage with the use of only one arm.

Mira narrowly sidestepped another thrust of Nesnys’s sword. The demoness slashed at her, but Mira deflected her sword arm downward then exploded into motion, leaping high right into Nesnys. Her takedown happened so quickly that Taren could scarcely make sense of it, but somehow Mira twisted and clamped her legs around Nesnys’s neck and let her body swing completely around, the momentum hurling Nesnys off her feet, going heels over head, and smacking down hard on her back with a clang of metal. The pair landed with Mira’s legs still clamped around Nesnys’s neck.

Snarling in rage, the fiend extended her wings, raising herself off the ground. Nesnys flipped over, striking swiftly with her sword. Mira released her grip and rolled away, but Nesnys’s sword was quicker. A spray of blood arced off her blade.

Taren seized hold of the tsunami of magic and lashed out at Nesnys with a desperate blast. She must have sensed it coming, for she whirled toward Taren, her free hand tapping a large red gemstone embedded in the broad belt she wore. The stone glowed like the heart of a forge, and Taren’s magic instantly snuffed out, along with all sense of it. The hall itself even went dark around him, as the spell also affected the orange crystals in the wall. He tried fruitlessly to hold at bay the cold grip of fear that stole into his chest and made it suddenly hard to breathe.

Nesnys’s smile gleamed white, displaying a mouthful of pointed shark’s teeth as she stalked toward him, her blade dripping Mira’s blood. Beyond her, the monk lay unmoving.

Oh, gods—Mira!

“Antimagic, dear nephew,” Nesnys said, her voice nearly a purr. “Very useful for fighting mages. Admittedly, it can prove a liability, yet it is a worthwhile gamble. Right now, you are about as helpless as a newborn fawn.”

Taren reached for Lightslicer at his waist, but a jolt of pain spiked through his broken fingers when they clumsily bumped against the hilt, useless for gripping the dagger.

“I warned you of attacking me with your magic. Did you think that an idle threat earlier, mageling?” Nesnys paused to lick some blood off the flat of her sword. “Trust me, I never make idle threats.” She casually let the sword dip down until its point touched the floor. It rasped loudly against the stone when she languidly stepped nearer. “How would you enjoy watching with me as your precious Easilon falls unto ruin around us? It shan’t take much longer now…”

Taren tried to scoot farther away from Nesnys, hoping to gain some distance to give himself an extra moment to come up with some desperate idea as to how to fight her. His second sight was blind, and he couldn’t access his magic, the same as when Irralith had poisoned him with charwort extract. He made it only a few paces before the wall brought him up short.

Sabyl, help me. This is the end.




















Chapter 52

Sianna’s heart sank when she saw the gates of Llantry standing closed. A significant guard force manned the walls, observing the approach of her army.

“Oh, no… This wasn’t how I had hoped to find the city.” She dreaded the thought of being forced to fight her own people for control of Llantry.

As they drew nearer, the walls rising higher ahead, a faint sound grew louder, a low rumbling like thunder on the horizon, barely audible over the sound of hoofbeats and thousands of marching feet. Soon, she was able to distinguish individual guards atop the walls, many raising fists in the air and pounding pike shafts atop the ramparts, letting loose a raucous cheering.

They’re welcoming us? But what of Iris?

As the thought crossed Sianna’s mind, the city gates cracked open and swung wide. From within, a party of horsemen rode out to meet her army. The sight of her dear friend Iris in the lead brought a large grin to her face. At Iris’s side rode Lord Edward MacTaggert, one of the wealthiest nobles in the city and the usurper Mayor Calcote’s biggest adversary on the council.

“Welcome home, Your Majesty!” MacTaggert bellowed with a theatrical flourish toward the city as they reined in. He was a man large of girth and generally jovial in temperament save for matters of finance, for which he had a famously stingy and often bellicose reputation. A large grin split his red-bearded face. “Gods, but you’re a sight for sore eyes!”

Sianna beamed at the two of them, her fears subsiding. “Thank you for the warm welcome, Lord MacTaggert. It is good to be home.”

“I reckon so,” the lord replied. “There just remains a small matter of housekeeping—there’s a nasty den of rats that must be rousted from your rightful home. I’ve got a number of loyal lads at your disposal, but seems you’ve fared quite well in gathering your own.” He whistled as he looked out on her army. “Are those elves and dwarves I see amongst your number?”

“Indeed they are. Valuable allies, all of them. I hope securing the gates didn’t result in any casualties.”

“Just a few louts who needed a good crack on the noggin to remind them where their loyalties ought to lie. Got a few hundred red cloaks locked up in a safe place, awaiting your justice. That king rat Calcote locked down the castle right quick once we started mopping up in the city. I’m glad Lady Iris here arrived when she did.”

“Well done, sir.” Sianna nudged her horse over to Iris, who was smiling, her eyes torn between Sianna and Rafe. She brought her horse up beside her friend then leaned over and hugged her. “You did well, Iris. Thank you.”

“My pleasure, Sianna,” Iris whispered in her ear. “Thank you for entrusting me with this diplomatic mission.” Her eyes shone with pride.

“Go see your man now.”

“Thank you, Your Majesty.” Iris winked at her and went to Rafe, exchanging a hug and kiss with the knight.

“I think it is time the hawk goes on the hunt for a change.” Sianna glanced at her fluttering Atreus hawk standard meaningfully, carried proudly by a young soldier by the name of Aurdo, who had been recruited as standard bearer.

“Just so, Your Majesty. I look forward to it.” MacTaggart rubbed his big hands together in anticipation of witnessing the downfall of his old foe.

“Give me a moment to consult with my advisors, if you please,” Sianna said.

“All according to plan, Your Majesty?” Lanthas asked when she approached, huddled with their commanders. Her cousin was recovering well from his wounds—a relief, for his survival had not been a sure thing.

“Indeed, Sol favors us thus far. Let us do as we planned.” She glanced around. “Where’s Ferret?”

“Here, Majesty.” Ferret came jogging up from where she had been riding with the baggage train due to their shortage of horses.

Sianna still wasn’t accustomed to the girl’s human appearance. She was dressed in much more flattering clothes than before, a tunic and breeches Sianna had donated to her. A sleeveless leather jerkin completed the outfit. The two were of a size although Ferret was thinner and less curvy, but the clothes Sianna had ordered in Carran were brand new and fit the girl’s slim figure well. Ferret also wore a short sword and dagger at her waist. With her striking violet eyes, stubble of white hair, and manly dress, she actually looked quite formidable. Her sense of newfound confidence aided that impression.

“Someone find her a horse,” Sianna said with a nod of approval. “Sir Rafe, are your men ready?”

“Aye, Your Majesty.” He and Iris were holding hands, but she knew Rafe was eager to put this matter to an end so that he might be with Iris more than a few moments at a time once things settled down.

When Sianna turned back around, Captain Mons had offered up his horse for Ferret, giving her a hopeful smile the girl seemed not to notice. She did accept his gallantly offered boost into the saddle, however, being an unaccomplished rider.

“All set, Your Majesty.” Ferret smiled, seemingly glad to be of use.

She beckoned Rafe and Ferret aside for a quick rehash of the plan. Once they were in agreement, the two of them set off with two score soldiers down the country lane through the outlying village. Ferret gave an excited whoop as they sped to a gallop, and Sianna smiled at her enthusiasm.

Now there is just the traitor Calcote to deal with. She looked around for the person she sought in order to make one final preparation prior to entering the city.




***




Jase calmly leaned against the wall, unobtrusively picking the dirt from beneath his fingernails with a knife, trying his best to ignore the ranting and raving of his boss.

Ewan Calcote, the Llantry mayor and recently proclaimed Regent of Ketania, cursed the Nebaran Warlord, Queen Sianna, Lord MacTaggert, and everyone in between. His bluster was largely a false front to conceal his fear, of which he practically reeked. The boss’s unease had rubbed off on the other mercenaries filling the Red Cloaks’ Club, formerly the late queen’s audience chamber, which had evolved over the past months into a gambling and drinking den. Calcote finally expended his tirade to catch his breath, and a tense silence fell over the room.

Bet if someone farted loudly right now, chairs would be kicked over and swords would be in hands.

Jase smiled at the thought. The others might be jittery, high-strung amateurs, but Jase was a professional. If he was called upon to do his job, he would do so and be well compensated for it. He didn’t give a damn that the city might be on the verge of falling or that some lord double-crossed his boss and now his fat neck was in danger of having a noose stretched around it. Chaos bred opportunity, in Jase’s opinion.

“We could hold the castle for weeks, milord,” Homar finally said after the uneasy silence stretched too long. The hulking northman was the leader of the red cloaks, Calcote’s private group of mercenary guardsmen. Jase respected Homar, for he was one of the few professionals in the room and a nasty piece of work, to boot.

“We don’t have enough provisions to last weeks, fool,” Calcote snapped. “That damn cow Cece has let the larders run low. Even the bloody staff seems intent on thwarting me, each with their small acts of rebellion. But it adds up, I tell you. Were it not for more pressing concerns, the lot of them would be hanging from the ramparts.” He glanced over at Tight Fist, his bookish minion and keeper of the coin. “How is the situation?”

“Milord, the castle has provisions for a week, possibly, and that’s it. With strict rationing, longer. And if some of the… ahem, traitors, are taken care of, that can be stretched a bit longer yet. But I fear no more supplies will be forthcoming.”

He left off the obvious for fear of setting his boss off again—that the rightful queen of Ketania had just arrived at the city gates at the head of an army, and MacTaggert had made his power play, securing said gates and imprisoning the red cloaks stationed throughout the city. MacTaggert’s lackeys had even formed a cordon to bar supplies from reaching the castle. Queen Sianna would have an unimpeded march directly to the gates of Castle Llantry.

“Least we’ve enough wine, right, Tight Fist?” one of Homar’s mercenaries joked, too loudly.

Calcote glared at the man while Jase smiled to himself.

His options are expended. Now, how long till he accepts his only remaining move?

“The only way this ends well for us,” Calcote said, “and by that I mean keeping our heads on our shoulders, is if I remain in power.”

And the only way that can happen…

“The queen must not reach the castle alive,” Calcote said. His words fell heavy in the silence. Men exchanged surprised glances.

Jase smiled, for his time had come. He straightened up and flicked the knife back into its sheath with fluid ease. “Want me to take care of your queenly problem for you, boss?”

Calcote’s watery eyes met Jase’s, and he gave a sharp nod. “Make sure it is done in the city, where it will be a simple matter to frame some simple oaf to send to the headsman’s block. We must keep up appearances of justice, for the people will demand it.”

“Simple enough,” Jase replied easily. “I’ll need triple my normal fee, based on the mark involved and the difficulty of execution and subsequent escape. And I’ll need it all up front.”

“Triple?” Calcote nearly choked. “Up front? I think not—”

“As you said, milord, the people will demand justice, so I’ll need to leave the city while it’s too hot.” Jase shrugged. “Or you’re welcome to take your chances with an amateur.” He nodded with his chin at the lot of mercenaries, a score of hard-faced men, the majority little more than thugs and murderers and rapists.

Calcote glanced at the mercenaries and evidently didn’t like what he saw either. “Fine,” he grated, as if having to swallow a cup of bitters. “Get it done. If you fail, your life is forfeit. See he’s paid.” 

The last was said curtly to Tight Fist, who held the power of the purse over the Ketanian treasury. If the man had a given name, Jase didn’t know it.

“Fair enough, boss.” Jase executed a mocking bow. If I fail, my life is forfeit no matter whose hands I end up in. Best not fail, nor be caught afterward.

With three hundred gold crowns in his purse to go along with the stash he’d accumulated already by greasing the wheels of Calcote’s rapid ascendancy to regency, he could live well for many years if he kept a modest standard of living. He was thinking Arkil would be far enough away from any blowback after his job was complete. The city on the Shimmering Sea, along the far western coast of Ketania, was reputed to be a lovely town with pleasant weather year-round—a perfect retirement haven. Let these conniving bastards fight it out for the throne here in the capital. I’ll be a month or more away by horseback, enjoying my retirement.

“Poison all right with you?” he asked.

Calcote waved a bejeweled hand dismissively. “Whatever makes her dead and keeps her that way.”

Jase grinned. “You’re speakin’ my language, boss.”

Calcote ignored him. “Homar, draw up a plan to get rid of that bastard MacTaggert once the queen is dead. I know that arse will try to take advantage of the situation, for I’d do the same. The Duke of Carran needs to die, too. He’d be the next to try to seize power. With those two out of the way, I might be able to salvage this yet.” He sighed loudly. “Where’s our allies when we need them? Ah, yes, defeated on the battlefield, of course, by a green lass young enough to be my grandchild.”

Jase didn’t hear any more of Calcote’s rambling, for Tight Fist sidled up beside him.

“Come with me, and I’ll disburse your coin,” the little bespectacled man said in his nasal voice.

Jase was more than happy to leave the Red Cloaks’ Club behind. The room had started to reek of desperation, a disease that under ordinary circumstances would only be cured by the gallows or the headsman’s axe.

Fortunately for them, I’m a professional. I’ll drop the young queen and save the boss’s fat arse in the process. Jase could practically taste the ale and feel the sandy beach beneath his bare feet as he left the room.




***




Ferret sat perched in the bough of a tall ash tree, watching the rear of the castle for any signs of activity. Thus far, nothing of interest had occurred, and boredom was taking its toll after more than an hour of waiting. The postern gate, clearly visible from her perch, remained firmly shut. She couldn’t even see any guards atop the wall on this side of the castle.

She stretched and yawned. Wonder how Dak and the others are faring right now. Sianna too. She knew this was an important mission to be entrusted with, but she couldn’t quite shake the feeling she had simply been sent to the safety of the woods to keep out of the way of another potential conflict. We’re out here missing all the action in town. In her vivid imagination, she pictured the army soldiers heroically storming the gates of the castle to break through, arrest the traitor, and allow Sianna to reclaim her throne. And I’m sitting out here in a tree in the cold.

“Ferret,” Sir Rafe called up in a stage whisper. “See anything yet?”

She sighed, for the anxious knight had asked her the same question about every ten minutes. “I’ll tell you when anything happens,” she called back. “If anything happens.”

“Aye.”

Rafe sat at the base of Ferret’s tree, while the rest of the soldiers had taken cover in the nearby brush where they wouldn’t be seen. Their horses were hitched farther away in a shallow ravine with a young soldier picked to watch them.

“I need you two to secure the woods behind the castle to ensure Calcote doesn’t slip out the postern gate,” Sianna had told Rafe and Ferret earlier in the day then reiterated the plan again before they split up. “I need someone I trust in charge of this, for the traitor is a slippery snake, and I wouldn’t put it past him to try to bribe his way free if it comes down to that.”

Rafe and Jahn had handpicked the men and vouched for their loyalties, which was fine with Ferret, since she didn’t know any of them. And Rafe was selected to lead the party because of his rank and also since he had grown up in the local area and knew the woods well. Plus he’d accompanied the queen when they’d escaped out the postern gate a few months back. Ferret wasn’t certain why she was sent along, other than to keep her out of danger, but the fact the queen had chosen her personally did fill her with some amount of pride.

After arriving on site, they had decided against climbing the bluff, since they would have had no cover from any archers on the walls. Hiding at the edge of the wood line kept them concealed but also sacrificed visibility, hence Ferret volunteering to climb the tree. One of the men could have climbed it, of course, but she liked to think she was brought along for a reason, and climbing and hiding were two of her specialties. She was the smallest of the group, and with her cloak wrapped around herself and sitting pressed up against the trunk in the crook of the bough as she was, she was barely visible even with the tree’s wintertime lack of foliage.

Time ticked by, and her buttocks grew numb. The breeze was cutting, and she drew her cloak tighter around herself. She had never imagined how cold a bald head could get. She shifted her position slightly, realizing she’d missed such minor nuisances as a cold head and a numb arse as an automaton—that and hunger and thirst. She had a water skin tied to her belt but wished she’d brought something up to her perch to snack on.

Come on, something happen already.




















Chapter 53

Creel’s battle with Taren’s cousin wasn’t going well. His leg was still weak and aching from the poison, and the big man had the strength of an ox. Not only was he strong, but Elyas was skilled. The sword in his hand was only the most obvious danger, for his whole body was a weapon.

The infernal armor was a mass of impenetrable plates, sharp edges, and spikes, as he’d found out the hard way by getting in too close. The armor’s enchantment emanated a taint to Creel’s attuned senses. Taren’s cousin might have once been a good man, but Creel had his doubts how much of the man himself yet remained.

He faced a dilemma: how to defeat Elyas without killing him. Taren had been adamant on that point before they entered the hall when discussing the possibility of encountering his cousin again.

So Creel did his best to fend him off while searching for chinks in the armor, although it didn’t appear to have any. He was distantly aware of an ongoing battle in his periphery—Nesnys had made her appearance, and Mira was desperate to protect Taren from the demoness.

Elyas attacked with a quick series of stabs and slashes. Creel avoided most, catching a shallow blow on his leather pauldron as he stepped inside. He grunted at the pain as Elyas’s enchanted blade sliced through the leather with ease and into meat, but he was committed. Final Strike’s tip struck directly on the snout of the snarling-fiend helm, near to one of the narrow eye holes. The natural instinct to protect his face made Elyas jerk his head back.

Time to roll the dice, Creel thought as a desperate idea came to mind.

Elyas punched at him with his free hand, but Creel ducked and spun aside, probing for a common chink found in the armpit. Final Strike pierced the targeted mail links and bit into flesh, but it didn’t sink in much more than an inch or so. Elyas grunted and turned, took a step back, then suddenly bulled forward, dipping his shoulder and leading with his sword. Steel shrieked and sparked when Creel deflected his opponent’s blade, guiding it down and away at the same time that he slipped past Elyas’s shoulder. Creel jabbed Final Strike at Elyas’s face once again. The move was a feint, but Elyas instinctively leaned his head back again as expected.

That was when Creel let go of Final Strike. He grabbed onto Elyas’s right pauldron with his right hand and used his momentum to flip up onto Elyas’s broad back.

Sharp edges cut deep into his hand, and a trio of spikes on the backplate stabbed into Creel’s cuirass, the lowest one gouging into his side beneath the breastplate. Without losing his momentum, he reached over Elyas’s left shoulder and grasped the helmet by the snout. He heaved on the helm, hoping to rip it free and release the enchantment in the process.

However, the helmet wouldn’t budge more than a fraction of an inch, locked in place to the gorget as it was. But the little give it had yielded an unexpected result. Elyas’s entire body went rigid, and he vented a cry of pure agony. He dropped his sword and desperately seized Creel’s hand with both of his, then leaned over at the waist. With formidable strength, he tore Creel from his back, flipping him over his shoulder to smack hard on the ground. The wind exploded from Creel’s lungs at the sharp blow to his back.

Elyas loomed over him, wobbling like a brawler who had taken one too many hits to the head. Blood leaked from the breathing slots in the visor, and Creel wondered what had caused Elyas such pain.

He tried to sit up, but a heavy armored boot slammed into his side, lifting him off the floor and sending him sprawling. Elyas reached down and seized the nearest sword at hand, which happened to be Final Strike. Creel lay facedown, but before he could get back up, Elyas was standing over him, sword raised overhead. His leather backplate provided little resistance as Final Strike impaled the middle of his back, unleashing a surge of white-hot agony. Steel bit deep into stone, either sliding into one of the small cracks in the floor or creating a new one, he didn’t know.

Elyas released Final Strike and staggered away, groaning and holding his hands to his helm, leaving Creel pinned to the floor.

The waves of pain threatened to pull him under. Impaled by my own bloody sword… First time for everything, I reckon.

When the pain cleared to a small degree, he gritted his teeth and gingerly tried to reach back for the blade, but his blood-slicked fingers slid off the steel while the resurgent pain nearly made him black out. He opened his mouth to call to one of the others for help but saw they were just as bad off. Mira lay crumpled and bloody, and Nesnys was stalking Taren, who was also down and wounded, watching her with wide-eyed horror.

I’d say we’re in a deep heap of shite here.




***




Nesnys crouched beside Taren, eyeing him as she might some hitherto unknown type of insect discovered under a rock. “You’ve caused me no end of woe, Taren. I shan’t let that go unpunished.”

His mind raced, searching for a way out of their predicament. Mira and Creel were both down, the latter with a sword jutting from his back, while Elyas had fallen to his knees. The remaining fighters were nowhere to be seen—slain by Nesnys and Elyas or fled, he didn’t know. A wild hope that he might be able to create a gate to evacuate his friends and bring back reinforcements he immediately dismissed as folly. He didn’t have enough time, even if he could distract Nesnys enough to somehow access his magic. Even without his second sight, he could sense the Tellurian Engine growing in power. The Hall of the Artificers was quaking more severely than before. Sounds of cracking rock and strained metal giving way filled the space. Pebbles rained down from overhead, and a metal pipe that was jarred loose collapsed with a loud clang.

Nesnys seized his chin in a powerful grip and peered into his eyes. “Ah, there’s the flash of anger, the fight. So much like your whore of a mother.”

Taren lashed out at her, an awkward punch with his uninjured left hand. He only grazed her chin when she leaned back, laughing. She seized his wrist, talons digging in painfully. He slowly relaxed his fist in her grip, knowing continuing to struggle was useless.

Instead, he just glared at her sullenly. How can such a monster hide behind such a fair visage? Intimidating as she was, Nesnys was also comely, he had to admit. Her silver eyes were disturbing, but her face was pleasantly sculpted, with high cheekbones and full lips, her tall frame muscular yet womanly. He could see how Elyas might have been seduced by such evil.

Focused on her face as he was, he didn’t see her movement until too late. He doubted he could have done anything even if he was prepared, but it still came as a shock.

The pale tip of Nesnys’s bone dagger suddenly jutted through the back of his hand, his wrist still held in her unbreakable grip. Pain followed the shock a heartbeat later, a hot spike that stole his breath and left his broken fingers of the other hand forgotten. Blood dribbled down the tip of the dagger as he stared in horror.

“I’ve learned not to underestimate you, Taren.” Her breath was warm and tickled his ear as she leaned in close—intimately, as if she were sharing a secret. “And just to ensure you don’t think to do anything foolish should you try to run from me, know that the merest scratch of Bedlam Judge is fatal—this blade will unleash corruption throughout your body and snuff out your feeble life within moments.” She slipped the blade free of his hand.

Taren knew somewhere in the back of his mind he was hyperventilating, on the verge of panic. Seeing clear through the hole in his hand before it filled up with blood made him queasy. He turned and retched onto the floor.

Nesnys patted his cheek and rose to her feet. “Don’t go far, dear nephew. The only force keeping the corruption in check is my antimagic field. The moment you stray from it, your hourglass begins running out.” She laughed.




***




Elyas felt as though his head were literally splitting apart. His opponent had wrenched the Soulforge armor’s helm just enough for its hooks to tear dozens of tiny but agonizing wounds across his head, some of which felt as though they were even inside his skull.

The damn thing will rip my head to pulp.

Already, his vision was blurring, and troubling spasms of pain ran down the left side of his body. A muscle kept twitching uncontrollably in his cheek.

He lost the battle to remain on his feet when Nesnys activated her antimagic device, falling to his knees and only catching himself from dropping facedown with a hand to the ground. He didn’t know the extent of her belt’s power, but the wall crystals in the nearby area extinguished, and his Soulforge armor suddenly became inert. Its ponderous weight was surprising, perhaps as much as a hundred pounds, most of that unfelt while the enchantment was active. With the loss of the armor’s magic, the awful gnawing hunger seeking to drive him to kill was also gone, his head blessedly free of its influence for the first time since having donned the cursed armor.

Nesnys was sauntering toward Taren, who was huddled on the ground, terrified. Elyas knew with certainty she was savoring his fear and anxiety, driven by a powerful desire to torment him. The thought sickened Elyas, both at her twisted desires and the fact he knew her intimately enough to sense her feelings even without the armor’s connection.

His head throbbed, the pain so intense that breathing was hard. But it was only physical pain now, an honest pain, purifying almost. Without the armor’s suffocating presence, he found true clarity of thought for the first time in weeks.

And Elyas didn’t like the revelation those thoughts brought him. The remnant of himself was quick to remind him that he had betrayed everything he held dear—he had pissed on whatever honor and decency he had once aspired to by throwing in his lot with Nesnys—ultimately selling his soul to the demoness. The blood of untold thousands was on his hands, soon to be much more once the Tellurian Engine destroyed the world. And what stung the most was that he had personally betrayed Taren, Dorian, the sacrifices of his fellow Ketanian soldiers, and all the citizens who had relied on him for their protection.

One thought eventually broke through the cacophony of shame and guilt and self-loathing.

It is not too late to salvage this. Taren needs me.

Nesnys was just rising from where she had been kneeling beside Taren, blocking Elyas’s view of his cousin—tormenting him in some way, he was sure.

“Mistress,” he called.

She turned, frowning upon seeing Elyas down on hands and knees. She held her bone dagger in hand, a sheen of blood staining its pale blade.

Taren was staring horrified at his own hand, bleeding from a hole punched in the palm, as if it had escaped his control and might throttle him at any moment.

Elyas’s stomach knotted with apprehension at the sight. Nesnys’s dagger had always made him uneasy with its vile, warped nature, and he knew Taren was likely done for after a wound from the blade.

I must still try to set things right as best I can.

“What is it?” Nesnys snapped, lips twisting with disdain over his display of weakness.

“Allow me, Mistress.”

“Allow you what?”

“To strike the final blow.”

Her eyebrows rose, but she looked dubious. “You would slay your own cousin?”

“Look at him.” Elyas tried for a tone heavy with contempt. “He is weak and has tried to thwart our plans—our glory—at every turn. This world is ended now. His usefulness has passed. Please, allow me.”

Nesnys looked thoughtful as she approached him, a smile eventually curling her lips. “I had plans to keep the boy alive for a short time to witness his failure and the ruin of his world. But his death by the hand of his beloved cousin… Now, that I would like to see. If you’ve the stones to strike the blow.”

Elyas glanced at Taren, but his cousin stared unseeing, eyes glazed and face pallid. Elyas struggled to rise, extending a hand to Nesnys. She reflexively gripped his left forearm to pull him to his feet. Blocked from her view by the bulk of his armored body, his fingers quested out blindly and then curled around the hilt of his sword. Instead of rising to his feet with her help, he instead hauled her a step closer. With the Soulforge armor’s enchantment nullified by the antimagic zone, she couldn’t read his treachery until too late.

Her eyes widened an instant before the sword tip struck the dead center of her belt’s glowing jewel, the source generating the antimagic zone. His sword’s enchantment was suppressed, but it was still a masterwork piece of steel, and Nesnys had seen to it that his thews were honed by months of fighting in the Pits of Leciras.

The gem shattered, and its light went dim. His sword thrust continued on, piercing Nesnys’s armor and sliding deep into her belly.

She stiffened and let out a quiet gasp of pain. The two of them remained locked in that position a long moment. Dark ichor ran down the blade to the crossguard of his sword—the sword of his father Wyat, the great hero of Nexus.

I hope this will redeem some of the dishonor I’ve brought upon your sword, as well as your memory, Da.

Nesnys finally released his arm, backing away, the sword sliding free of her belly with a gout of ichor. The rage he expected to see on her face was surprisingly absent—instead merely confusion. If she had been anyone else, he might say a bit of hurt was also present in her countenance.

“Why? What have you done?” She took an unsteady step toward him, then another. “After all I have given you, Elyas. We stand victorious, conquerors of Easilon. Even now, it trembles and falls unto ruin.”

“I can’t allow you to kill Taren. Or destroy this world.” He let the sword drop, its shiny steel coated with what looked like oil in the gloom.

A laugh escaped Nesnys—sharp and bitter, one of disbelief. “Fool, you are too late—on both counts. Taren is already dead, and this world will soon follow.”

He cast another glance at Taren, horrified to see the truth of her words. Black streaks of corruption were running up his arm.

Nesnys stepped forward, close enough to drape her arms across his shoulders. He remained on his knees, and his visored helm pressed against the swell of her armored breasts. Nesnys released the catch on his helm and raised his visor.

Their eyes met, and he watched her self-control slip away, rage coming over her like the swift fury of a thunderstorm.

“You think to betray me? You are a fool if you think to escape me. Achronia shall be your new home, where I’ll enjoy torturing you until the end of time, you worthless fool.”

The Soulforge armor was recovering after the destruction of the antimagic gem. He could feel her hot, murderous fury pounding through their restored linkage.

“You want to be free of me so badly, do you? Then enjoy your final moments of freedom… until we meet again. I no longer have a use for you.” Almost tenderly, she unclasped the linkage between helm and gorget.

“Anhur, have mercy on my soul.” He knew what she was about to do and closed his eyes in anticipation.

Then she ripped his helmet off.

White-hot agony overwhelmed Elyas as wicked hooks rent apart skin, bone, and the soft tissue beneath. Nesnys faded and was gone then, as was the Hall of the Artificers.

Elyas saw himself again as a lad, victorious in a wrestling competition at a local wedding celebration, when some of the men dubbed him Ironshanks, filling him with youthful pride. He recalled the many hours spent in the woods hunting and fishing with Taren, the honest work performed around the farm. The excitement of hunting down and fighting a wyvern alongside his father, Arron, and Taren. Drinking ale in Swanford with his friends and a young woman he fancied, named Bretta, sitting on his lap. Years spent training with the sword with his father, a great hero he’d idolized in his youth.

Later, he relived in an instant his camaraderie with Glin, Kavia, and others as they fought to protect their people and lands and way of life. Training and fighting side by side with his friend Harlan as they strove to survive the brutality of the Pits of Leciras. Sparing Queen Sianna and Jahn’s lives on the battlefield. And at the last, wounding Nesnys and destroying her antimagic device to allow Taren and his companions a desperate chance to defeat Shaol’s malevolent schemes.

Elyas reckoned he might be able to take some pride in those deeds as he passed on, despite the black stains on his soul.

And finally, blessed oblivion wrapped him in velvety arms.




***




Taren felt the exact moment Nesnys’s antimagic gem was destroyed. He saw Elyas run her through, and an instant later, a cold fire of agony burned in his hand, swiftly advancing into his wrist. True to her word, corruption was spreading black veins across his skin. His fingers had gone numb already, and he could feel the icy burn as the corruption spread through him. The pain of the broken fingers of his right hand was forgotten. Momentary panic seized him.

He tried to force himself to remain calm and study the wound’s effects in his restored second sight, but he saw little that was different. Inky blobs of the death magic necrosed his flesh, devouring and destroying the healthy aura of his vitality.

Sabyl help me. To come this close, only to fail… Please allow my magic to cleanse me of this. After tense moments struggling to ignore the creeping corruption, he was able to concentrate enough to recapture his hold on the magic. His mana well instantly filled from the torrent of earth magic.

He poured magic into his arm, targeting the negative energy and trying to burn the corruption out. Every nerve became fire, and he screamed as he poured power into his arm. After a moment, he had to let his efforts subside, overwhelmed by the pain. He gritted his teeth as his arm spasmed, nerves flaring wildly. His heart sank when he still saw the black veins standing out against his skin, past his elbow and crawling toward his shoulder now. The best he could hope to do was slow its progress slightly, but its rate of spread increased the moment he relented.

Gods, this it it. Failure at the end. He slumped against the wall again as weakness overcame him, the icy burn wrapping itself around his shoulder. In moments, it will reach my heart, then I will be dead.

A heartrending scream sounded, and he looked over just as Elyas hit the ground. His head was a glistening pulp. Nesnys held in her hands the snarling-fiend helm Elyas had worn. She watched, seemingly entranced, as blood and pale gobbets dripped out of the helm for a long moment before she tossed it aside. The demoness took a couple of steps, then her legs gave out and she fell.

“Taren.”

Mira was crawling toward him. She was leaving a trail of blood, but her eyes were locked on his, feverish with determination to reach his side.

“Oh, Mira. I’m so sorry… All of this, only to end in failure.” He crawled to her and sagged down beside her, their faces inches apart. He rested his swollen hand on hers, the broken fingers jutting out awkwardly.

Mira’s face was ashen, her lips turning blue. The side of her tunic was soaked with blood. Taren was amazed she was still drawing breath, with her wounds.

“Let me take it from you,” she gasped. Her warm eyes held his, and she clutched his hand. “Lie still… I can do this one last deed for you.”

Taren shivered involuntarily as the corruption spread past his shoulder and into his chest, wracking him with chills. “Not long now.” He was so tired and cold, shuddering from the chill of the death magic. He had no energy left to protest and lay back at her urging.

Mira dragged herself closer until she leaned over him.

“Live well, Taren. End this threat to the Balance.” She kissed him on the forehead then maneuvered her broken arm so her hand was resting over his heart. With her other hand, she grasped his tainted arm. Mira’s pain-wracked features smoothed into a look of intense focus.

Suddenly, Taren felt her spirit joined to his own. The sensation startled him, similar to their psionic bond but much greater than that. Mira was inside his body somehow, the two of them joined by an intimacy he’d never imagined. His deathly chill subsided, and he felt the warmth of her presence, as if she were holding him in a tender embrace. Resoluteness and an unconditional love radiated from her, and he felt shame at the fact he hadn’t shown her the kindness and gratitude she deserved.

She deserves to live, damn it! Such a gentle soul—the best of us.

“I’m fulfilled with this life, Taren. It’s been my greatest honor to call you friend.” He didn’t know whether she was speaking aloud or in his thoughts, but it was all the same at that point. He could feel her doing something to his body as if from a distance, tugging at that awful corrupting essence, tearing it away as if uprooting an expanse of thorny vines.

“Mira, don’t do this! There must be another way.”

“This is the only way.” Her voice was weakening, filled with tremendous strain, yet that impossible tenacity continued to draw the corruption free as she had once taken his wounds upon herself. The sensation was so powerful that he briefly wondered if he’d end up in her body, pulled free of his own dying shell.

“You have my undying gratitude, Mira. I could never have asked for a better friend and companion. May the Weave guide your steps to the afterlife.”

Then Mira was drawing away, struggling mightily with the terrible burden she’d removed from him. When her spirit departed, he was alone in himself once more, although his own self now felt like a long-abandoned house, bereft of warmth and life. A deep sense of loss rushed in to fill the void.

The small, sad smile on Mira’s spiritual lips as she pulled away broke Taren’s heart. “Grieve not for me, Taren. Death is not the end, merely one stop along the path, one I shall follow to a higher state of being. You will never truly be without me, and I look forward to the day we meet again.” An intense joy suddenly replaced her awful suffering.

Then Mira was gone, and a tide of wrenching loss overwhelmed him.

Feeling rushed back into his flesh, the deathly cold gone. Strength returned, as did the pain of his wounds. Taren held up his afflicted arm before himself, and the flesh looked wholesome, as it had before. The corruption was entirely gone, although the hole in his palm still bled.

He rose on one elbow and gasped when he saw Mira, who had fallen onto her back. Her eyes were wide and staring, the whites stained crimson from burst blood vessels. Her face and neck were mottled with the black veins of corruption, and he had no doubt they had burrowed down to strangle off her heart.

“I’m so sorry, Mira.” Tears streamed unchecked as he gently closed her eyes. He leaned over and kissed her forehead in return. “Your sacrifice shall not be in vain. I will destroy Nesnys and stop this damned machine. The Balance shall be restored.”

Close on the heels of his anguish was a simmering rage that burst into a conflagration once he regained his feet and his eyes locked on Nesnys. This bitch is going to pay for all she has done.

The magic was yearning to be wielded, and Taren did so without hesitation.




















Chapter 54

Jase had to admit the turnout was impressive. Every swinging cock and pair of bouncy tits in the city had shown up to enthusiastically welcome Queen Sianna Atreus home, it seemed. Undoubtedly, very few of them could have recognized the difference between her and a dressed-up whore, but even Jase had to admit she cut a regal figure.

Sianna rode a snowy mare and was decked out in a polished breastplate over a blue-and-white riding gown, the colors of her royal house, which matched her standard. Her auburn hair gleamed like burnished copper in the pale afternoon sunshine, and her face was lovely and regal. A pretty blond woman rode beside her along with Lords Lanthas and MacTaggert just behind, the latter with a broad grin on his face that surely would have infuriated Regent Calcote. A number of formidable bodyguards crowded around the young queen, while advisors and officers rode farther back. A unit of soldiers, several hundred strong, paraded down the street behind the procession. City watchmen preceded the entourage, clearing the way and holding the crowd at bay.

Damn shame to put down such a pretty wench. Jase was tempted for a brief moment to give her a pass and leave Calcote with his arse cheeks flapping in the wind. He chuckled to himself at the repulsive image that brought to mind.

But Jase was a professional. There was no shortage of two-bit killers out there, but an assassin’s reputation was everything. If word got out, and it surely would somehow, that he’d neglected to complete this contract, then he would be done professionally. He was planning to hang up his crossbow and poisons after this job anyway, but his pride wouldn’t let him go out as a failure. No, he would do as he’d been paid then slip out of the city and head to Arkil and a life of leisure awaiting him.

He shifted his position slightly to prevent a cramp. The tiled roof radiated cold even through the blanket he had spread out beneath himself, and the ridges of the tiles were uncomfortable. After an hour lying there, his target was finally in sight.

I’m getting too old for this. Good thing this is the last contract—a suitable one, taking out a queen. Nice to go out in a blaze of glory.

Sianna and her retinue steadily drew nearer, and the crowds continued their ear-splitting cheers and screams and applause. Some fools even were throwing flower petals in the street before her and her entourage.

Jase had an excellent view from his position atop an inn along the Royal Way, the long main street that traversed the city and led all the way up to the gates of the castle. From his prone position on the peak of the roof, his line of sight was almost four hundred paces, which had given him plenty of time to observe the queen’s approach. Now she was within a hundred paces. When she reached fifty, he would put a poisoned quarrel in her pale throat. No reason to risk the slight chance her shiny breastplate might turn the quarrel. If the wound didn’t kill her outright, the potent poison would do the job in mere heartbeats. Her death would be humane at least—that much he could give her.

He gripped the stock of his crossbow more tightly, careful to keep the weapon low and out of sight, just as he pushed back the cowl of his reddish cloak that matched the roof color. He brought the stock in closer and sighted along the loaded quarrel.

Just a little closer, Your Majesty. He went over the sequence again as he always did. Loose the bolt, verify the mark is down, then crawl backward a few paces and slide off the roof to the balcony. Drop down to the ground, cut through the alley to the next street, then I’m home free.

He was a bit hungry and was tempted to stop at one of the taverns he favored just inside the gate to get some food and ale. Nay, fool—put the city behind in the event they lock it down. Once the walls and that damned army are well out of sight, then I can play it safe.

Sianna was in range. She was waving to the crowd, an oblivious smile on her face as her procession drew ever closer, a fifteen-minute ride from the gates of the castle at their slow pace.

Calcote’s powdered arse is probably puckered up nice and tight right now. Jase grinned as he slid his finger up against the crossbow’s trigger. Never you worry, boss, your stolen throne is secure for now. He briefly wondered how Calcote planned to eliminate his rivals and cement his grip on the throne, but he realized he had no reason to care. No matter who came out on top, he’d be hundreds of miles away, drinking ale on the beach.

Sianna turned her head slightly to speak to the blond woman beside her, exposing her creamy throat. Recognizing the optimal moment, Jase fired instantly. The crossbow bucked, and its bolt was gone, about to send another royal soul to the afterlife.

A moment later he blinked, shocked, when nothing had happened. He’d somehow missed, and missed badly from the look of it, for nobody had sprouted a quarrel in the vicinity of the queen.

I never bloody miss. His shock lasted only an instant, however, and he pushed his primary crossbow aside and gripped the one in reserve. It too was loaded with a poison-tipped quarrel. He sighted down that crossbow at the queen again, who was a little nearer, perhaps forty paces away at most—a simple shot Jase could make in his sleep.

He aimed for her throat again and fired.

“There is no bloody way,” he snarled when that shot too went astray.

The angle had changed slightly as the procession kept advancing, and this time, Lord MacTaggert’s horse went down directly behind the queen, a poisoned quarrel in its neck. The lord spilled into the street almost comically, but Jase had no appreciation for humor at the moment.

“Assassin!” The cries went up almost immediately. “Protect the queen!”

His jaw dropped as the scene in the street blurred and shifted. Where the queen had ridden was a tightly packed row of marching soldiers, all with raised tower shields locked together, providing a wall of protection. One of the shields had his first poisoned quarrel protruding from it. Sianna herself rode a full ten paces behind, following Lanthas and MacTaggert. Not only that, but she was already being pulled from her horse with bodyguards shielding her.

Jase cursed profusely. So unnerved by his failure was he, that he rose up to his knees in plain sight, rather than slipping stealthily backward. He noted fingers pointing in his direction the moment before he turned and fled. His mind snapped back to his immediate predicament of escape. He would mull over every element of the bewildering scene and his improbable failure later, but for now, he was concerned only with getting away.

His soft-soled boots provided good traction as he raced along the peak of the roof. With pursuit imminent, he switched to his backup route: leap across the gap at the next street to the adjoining building, cross that roof, then drop to a wall, run along that, and drop to the alleyway a block over. He even had a disguise prepositioned in that alleyway.

The edge of the roof was coming up rapidly. He gathered himself, feet striking the roof in staccato steps as he adjusted his stride for the substantial jump ahead. In the exact moment he was placing his plant foot to make the leap, a fiery lance of pain tore through his left calf. Already committed to the jump, he threw himself into the air, face grimacing with the pain.

Oh, shite, I’m not gonna—

The eave of his intended roof slammed into his chest like a mule’s kick, blasting the breath from his lungs. His fingers scrabbled desperately at the tiles as he slid backward, a two-story fall awaiting him. Flecks of clay scraped away, and a fingernail tore off.

Then he was falling through open air with a cry. He tried to brace himself as best he could for the landing, but he struck the top of a rain barrel, which disrupted any hope of a safe landing. His right shin struck the rim of the barrel, which exploded from his weight. His shinbone shattered, and splinters of wood stabbed into his leg. Then his hip and shoulder met cobblestone. Something cracked in his hip, and the dual shocks of hot pain and cold ice-rimed water doused him simultaneously. He lay there dazed, the torrent of pain nearly overpowering. As he stared at the blue sky overhead, a clear and sunny winter day, he couldn’t help wondering how that same sky looked in Arkil.

“There he is—arrest that bastard!” someone shouted in a harsh voice.

Boots pounded the pavement, and silhouettes of angry guardsmen blotted out the pale-blue sky. Sunlight glinted on naked steel aimed at his throat.

“Nice shot, Kav,” the same person said. “Her Majesty was right about Calcote having assassins about.”

A burly man with blond hair and beard peppered with gray stood over him. He was dressed in the queen’s colors. “You there—are there more assassins, or are you working alone? Speak true, and you might get a more merciful fate.”

“Just me,” Jase replied with a pained wince, for the game was clearly up, and he had all the pain he could handle for the moment. “I always work alone. The rest of that lot are bloody amateurs.”

The blond man nodded and signaled to someone out of view.

Jase looked down for the first time and noticed an orange-fletched arrow jutting from his calf, the wound bleeding heavily. He couldn’t decide whether that or his broken shin or whatever was wrong with his hip hurt worst.

That was a damn fine shot to hit me on the run like that. Jase could certainly respect the work of another professional.

His last thought was to wonder if he’d end up swinging from a noose beside Calcote after all.

Then a spear butt struck his temple, and everything went dark.




***




The abruptness with which the postern gate burst open and men began spilling out took Ferret by surprise. One moment, all was quiet, and the next she nearly choked on the mouthful of water she was drinking from her skin, inadvertently spitting some down the front of her cloak. A dozen or so rough-looking bastards with crossbows, obviously mercenaries, were spreading out to the edge of the bluff and peering down the switchbacked path to the forest.

“Rafe,” Ferret hissed. “Men are coming out.”

“How many?”

“A dozen so far. They’ve all got loaded crossbows.”

As she said that, a corpulent man in dark-orange robes came out of the gate behind the mercenaries. He spoke to a large warrior for a moment, then the mercenary—a northman by the look of him—was giving orders to the others. The group of crossbowmen moved down the trail, obviously alert for trouble, while the man in the robes beckoned urgently to the gate.

“I think it’s that Calcote whoreson,” Ferret added. “Oh, and they’ve got horses too.”

“I see them,” Rafe replied. He called something to the waiting men that she couldn’t make out.

Ferret counted roughly thirty warriors, plus the fat nobleman and an aide. They had only six horses, three of which were loaded up with heavy saddlebags.

Bastard is robbing the treasury, I’d wager.

“We’re getting into position,” Rafe called up in his stage whisper. “You coming down?”

“Aye, in a minute.” She wanted to make sure no further reinforcements would appear from the castle to surprise them.

The first of the mercenaries was nearing the final switchback when she decided no more would be joining them. She quickly shimmied down the back of the tree so they wouldn’t spot her. Below, Rafe’s men were lying prone, spread out a good distance so that they could surround Calcote’s men.

Ferret crouched at the base of the trunk, an eagerness running through her at the prospect of taking down the bastard who was responsible for Rada’s death. If Calcote hadn’t double-crossed Sianna and gotten Creel locked up, then his woman would have never died in the rescue attempt. That was how Ferret calculated it, at any rate. She barely even knew Rada, but she felt she owed the traitorous worm payback on Creel’s behalf.

“Hold right there!” Rafe bellowed. “You’re surrounded! In the name of the queen, surrender and lay down your arms.”

His demand didn’t go over well. The response was a volley of loosed crossbow bolts that forced Rafe to hit the ground as they streaked overhead. A frenzied exchange of arrows followed. Mercenaries fired their crossbows upon Rafe’s men, who in turn rose up and loosed a volley of their own. Ferret wished Kavia was with them, for she admired the barbarian woman, an amazing archer, but the queen had kept her close.

Calcote and his men were shouting and frantically running and taking cover. A Ketanian soldier only a few years older than Ferret screamed as a quarrel pierced his neck. He clutched at the bolt while blood spewed from the wound. Ferret could only stare, eyes wide, thinking she should try to help the man, but she knew already his carotid artery must have been pierced, from the amount of blood jetting from the wound. He made a choking sound, his feet drumming the ground. After a long moment, he lay still.

Another quarrel thudded into the trunk of Ferret’s tree, forcing her to duck. She cautiously peeked around the trunk again and saw the frenetic activity was continuing: mercenaries were running for cover or hastily reloading crossbows, others drawing steel. A number of Calcote’s men lay on the ground, riddled with arrows. Beyond the chaos, she spotted a flash of orange robes as Calcote lumbered toward the horses, a small bespectacled man urging him on.

The northman leading the mercenaries barked an order, and several men formed around him, unslinging shields and bracing them together to form a protective wall covering Calcote’s escape.

Rafe’s archers fired another volley, then he and his men charged the remaining two dozen mercenaries still standing. Before she realized what she was doing, Ferret had her short sword drawn and was following the others, though she kept to the back of the pack, for the warriors knew their business much better than she did. Without her armored hide, she wasn’t particularly eager to explore the limits of the incongruity that granted her newfound toughness.

A quarrel hissed past her by a handspan. Someone grunted and cursed behind her—a soldier who had been slow getting to his feet had taken the quarrel in the thigh. Steel rang out as the warriors met resistance. Rafe slammed into a mercenary, bulling the smaller man back until he lost his footing. A swift stab finished him. Ahead of Ferret, an axeman and two swordsmen attacked the mercenaries with linked shields. They hacked and slashed for a moment, seemingly without effect, before a sword slid out between shields, and one of the attacking swordsmen fell. The axeman caught the upper rim of a shield with the beard of his axe, pulling hard and causing the man to lose his place in formation, then he swiftly slammed the spiked tip into the mercenary’s face. His victory was short-lived, however, for the big northman split his head open with an axe of his own.

Ferret looked past the fighting in time to see Calcote’s aide handing the usurper the reins of a spare horse. She looked around for help but saw Rafe was already engaged with two men, while the nearest swordsman was tied up with the shielded mercenaries. The soldier behind her was limping toward the fray with a quarrel through his thigh and wouldn’t be much help. The other soldiers were either too far away or otherwise engaged with opponents.

Damn it, that whoreson’s about to get away. She was at first inclined to make a run for her horse but then remembered they were a good hundred paces or so away.

A wounded mercenary staggered toward Ferret. He had a gash in his thigh, but his sword was already bloodied, and he looked determined to add her blood to it. He slashed at her, but she ducked and slipped past him, her short sword lashing out instinctively and grazing the wounded man across the ribs. Her satisfaction was short-lived, however, for the big northman suddenly appeared right in front of her when she turned her head back around. He shield-bashed her, sending her flying. Ferret dipped her shoulder and did her best to tuck into a roll. She rolled but came up short when her shoulder struck a large rock. Pain flared at the impact, but with her adrenaline surging, she shrugged it off and scrambled back to her feet.

Calcote was in the process of getting one foot in a stirrup. The way before him and his crony was momentarily clear, with his mercenaries effectively holding off Rafe’s men, although the soldiers were slowly gaining the advantage and forcing Calcote’s men to retreat.

Looks like I’m the closest, but I’ll never make it there in time. Although…

She spared a quick glance over her shoulder to make sure she wasn’t in any immediate danger from the northman or one of his mercenaries. When she saw she wasn’t, she had Rabbit-sticker in her hand in an instant. The throw wasn’t easy at about twenty paces, but she slung the blade before even considering the difficulty.

Her toss was one for the ballads, and she knew Creel would have been proud. However, to be fair, Calcote did present a pretty large target. He was attempting to swing his leg over the saddle while his crony held the reins. As a result, his wide arse suddenly found a small dagger protruding from one cheek.

Calcote squealed like a hog, losing his precarious balance and falling back out of the saddle. The horse spooked, and Calcote’s leg twisted when he hit the ground, foot still caught in the stirrup as the horse bolted. The nobleman was dragged, bouncing and cursing, across the ground.

Ferret sheathed her short sword and raced in pursuit. The mayor’s aide watched wide-eyed as his master was ignominiously dragged through the woods. He didn’t even see Ferret when she sprang onto the back of his horse. She shoved the little man off then scooted into the saddle and nudged the mount with her heels. It took off after its fleeing stablemate, evidently wanting nothing to do with the combat around them. Ferret wasn’t much of a rider, but she had to simply hang on for the most part, the horse picking its own path in pursuit of the other animal. They swiftly gained ground on the first horse, the mayor still bouncing and skidding through the mud and dead leaves and slowing the animal.

Ferret guided her mount alongside the mayor’s horse. She gathered herself and then leaped for the other horse. Her jump, unlike her throw, was unworthy of the ballads, for she missed the saddle, instead coming up short and smacking against the animal’s flank. A moment of panic ensued as she feared she’d fall and be trampled underhoof, but then she caught the saddle’s pommel with one hand. Her feet landed on the hapless mayor, and she rode him like a sled for a couple bounds before she got her balance enough to make another leap for the saddle. She got her foot in the stirrup this time and, using her natural agility, swung into the saddle. A firm pull on the reins drew the horse to a stop.

“That’s good… Good horse.” She patted the animal on the neck then dismounted, feeling shaky from the adrenaline.

Calcote was bruised and bloodied, barely coherent. His fine robes were torn and filthy. Ferret untangled the mayor’s foot from the stirrup, noting his ankle was twisted at an angle that clearly indicated it was broken. Then she knelt beside him.

“Guess what? You’re under arrest.” Ferret smirked, having never thought in a hundred years she’d be the one saying those words to someone else, rather than the other way around.

Calcote’s eyes rolled up in his head, and he fell unconscious. The problem now was how to get the corpulent man back to the others. She was tempted to just drag him as the horse had done but decided against it. This fat bastard probably weighs as much as four of me. Guess I’ll see how much of my strength I’ve still retained.

She surprised herself when she was able to heave the heavy nobleman across the saddle on his belly like a sack of grain. She gathered the horse’s reins and began walking back. The horse she had ridden was a short distance away, so she collected it as well and rode back.

The fight was all finished by the time she returned. The surviving mercenaries, a dozen or so including the big northman, along with Calcote’s aide, were seated together and held at swordpoint. A couple of Rafe’s men were in the process of binding them with rope. From the looks of it, Rafe had lost six men, with another ten or so wounded.

“Ferret! You caught him?” Rafe was looking incredulously from her to Calcote.

She hopped down from the horse. “Aye. Bastard decided to go on a ride through the woods—on his arse mostly.”

“That’s some fine work there.” Rafe came over and clasped her shoulder with a grin.

Ferret puffed up with pride, pleased to note the other men looked equally impressed, and returned his smile.

“Someone tie this sack of shite up so he doesn’t slip off his horse,” Rafe said. “Let’s get the rest of them up and then head back to meet up with the queen.”

“How about we give her a welcoming party if we’re not too late.” Ferret pointed up toward the postern gate. “They left the gate open.”

Rafe nodded slowly. “That’s good thinking.” He turned to the others. “We’ll head up through the postern gate, drop this lot in the dungeon, then welcome Her Majesty home properly.”

As the men sprang into action, Rafe went over and checked the saddlebags of Calcote’s spare mounts. He whistled as gold gleamed in the sunlight.

“Not only did he steal her throne, but he plundered the treasury as well.” Rafe shook his head and spat on the ground.

“Reckon they’ll have to build a bigger gallows to hold this lot,” Ferret said.

“Aye, just as soon as Sianna gives the word,” Rafe replied.

While the soldiers were busy gathering horses and getting the prisoners trussed up, Ferret went to search the nearby ground. She had noticed something missing when tossing the former mayor across the saddle. After a few minutes, the gleam of steel among the leaves caught her eye. To her relief, she found Rabbit-sticker lying on the ground where it had been ripped out of Calcote’s backside. It still had blood on the blade.

That must’ve hurt even more coming out. Couldn’t have happened to a more deserving arsehole.

She wiped off Rabbit-sticker on the grass and sheathed the trusty little blade. Wonder if Mother ever felt the need to stick that in some lord’s noble arse or if this is a first. She laughed at that thought. Too bad you couldn’t have seen that throw, Mother.

The meager birthright of a dead whore had ended up serving both Ferret and the kingdom well indeed.




***




Following the assassination attempt, which had been thwarted by Irralith’s illusion, and the subsequent arrest of the assassin, the entourage had eventually resumed their progress toward the castle. A riot erupted after word of the assassination attempt got out, which had taken some time to quell. But once they got moving again, they increased the pace, fairly confident the sole assassin had been drawn out. But the going was still slower than Sianna would have liked, with the city watch having to clear the way of zealous supporters. She was touched by the enthusiasm over her return and wondered how bad conditions had truly gotten under Calcote’s regency.

Ominously silent, the walls of Castle Llantry rose up before her, the only home she’d known. Its gates were closed fast, but she couldn’t see any sign of guardsmen manning the barbican above. Because of the lack of guards, she wondered if Calcote and his ilk had managed to flee before Rafe could get there to prevent their escape.

“We should deploy the shieldmen first, Your Majesty,” Jahn warned. “This could be a trick for archers to loose a volley down upon us.”

Sianna was about to agree with him, for the tactic had already proven valuable in stopping the assassin’s poisoned quarrel, when the familiar clanking of iron could be heard as the great chains raised the portcullis. The wooden gates creaked and swung open.

The bailey looked empty at first glance, but then Sianna noticed a slight figure leaning casually against the wall of the gatehouse. Ferret stepped into the path and bowed low with a sweeping gesture to the bailey.

“Your castle awaits, Your Majesty. Along with one captured pig of a nobleman and some stolen gold.” She had a pleased grin on her face.

Sianna dismounted at the gate and greeted the girl with a smile. “You never cease to surprise, Ferret. Well done.”

Ferret beamed at the praise.

Rafe came jogging up with a handful of his men, who all bowed. “Welcome home, Your Majesty! The remaining garrison couldn’t surrender quickly enough once we entered with Lord Calcote and his lot of mercenaries in tow. They’re currently residents of the dungeon.”

“It shall be Lord Calcote no more,” Sianna replied. “I hereby strip the traitor of all lands and titles. And well done, Sir Rafe. And all of you men.” She noted their pleased expressions at the praise. “Sir Rafe, will you organize a detail to flush out any remaining rats from the castle? Round up everyone you find—mercenaries and servants alike. Treat the servants gently, for the vast majority remain loyal, I suspect. We shall then sort the bad apples from the good.”

“Aye, Your Majesty.” 

Rafe issued some orders, and the men under his command took off toward the keep. Another score from her entourage went to search the barracks and outbuildings and also reinforce the guards in the dungeon. Once the men were dispatched to Rafe’s satisfaction, he went to supervise the efforts in the keep.

“A moment, Iris?” Sianna called. “Would you see that—”

“Food and refreshment are prepared just as soon as those soldiers are finished tromping about the castle and the servants can get back to work. Also, have the place turned upside down and cleaned thoroughly. I imagine the royal chambers could use a good delousing.” Iris wrinkled her nose. “Once that’s done, send an invitation for your fellow monarchs to dine this evening. Am I on the right track?”

Sianna smiled and put an arm across Iris’s shoulders. “You read my mind. I don’t expect all of that ready today, since the afternoon grows late. If it’s too much trouble to accommodate the monarchs tonight, then tomorrow will suffice.” When Iris bobbed her head, she thanked her friend.

Iris flashed her a tired smile and took off to execute the myriad duties required of a chamberlain.

By then, the entire retinue was dismounted, and a clamor of organized chaos was taking place. Jahn was organizing guard details and sending men to stable horses and the like.

Sianna turned back to Ferret, who had remained nearby. “Will you walk with me?”

“’Course, Your Majesty.” Ferret fell in beside her.

“So, your mission turned out well, then?” she asked Ferret, who nodded. “How did it go down?”

“Ah, therein lies a tale, Your Majesty!” Ferret had a gleam in her violet eyes as she began to tell the story with relish.

Blessedly free of any other pressing concerns for a few moments, Sianna allowed herself a break and sat in the garden with the brash and ofttimes crude young woman whom she had nonetheless come to admire, taking pleasure in her story of the takedown of a traitor. As she listened to Ferret, the fact began sinking in that against all odds, and with the vital aid of friends and allies, she had actually succeeded in defeating the Nebaran threat and reclaiming her throne.

She just prayed that Taren and the others would be successful in their quest as well so that it wouldn’t all be for naught.




















Chapter 55

Taren watched Nesnys’s eyes go wide as he approached, free of the corruption. She had fallen to her knees, but at his approach, she staggered to her feet with some difficulty, ichor leaking from a hole in her gut.

Nearby, Elyas lay sprawled on the ground, what remained of his head a red, spongy ruin.

“How…?” Nesnys was clearly at a loss for words, shocked at Taren’s recovery.

“You’ll never understand love and sacrifice,” he said.

She stared a moment, but then her eyes narrowed. “You are too late to end this,” she hissed. “Easilon shall be destroyed, and your mother’s reign in Nexus of the Planes will come to an end. Lord Shaol will reward me upon my return to Achronia.”

“You’re wrong about that. I shall end you first and then destroy that infernal machine. Then you’ll have to face your lord and deal with the price of your failure.”

Nesnys reached for her bone dagger, but Taren yanked it from her hand with a rope of force. He then turned the rope upon her, using it to snare her arms, tightening and stretching them wide, then binding her legs as well. He tightened her bonds until her bones creaked. She hung in the air as if being crucified, snarling and cursing.

For a moment, Taren no longer saw her. Instead, he saw all those he had cared for who had lost their lives to her evil. Yethri’s charred and agonized face filled his vision, as did Aninyel’s serene countenance, drowned beneath the sea and suspended like some beautiful celestial. Next came the resigned sadness in Wyat’s eyes when he told his sons to flee, knowing the price of their survival would be his own life. He saw again Elyas, lying steps away with his head turned to pulp, a victim of Nesnys’s machinations.

Then there was Mira, a paragon of selflessness and loyalty, whose loss hurt the most of all of them.

Taren poured out all of his rage and sorrow on Nesnys. She screamed as he bathed her in fire, torrents of it streaming from his extended hands, all the force of the dying earth behind it. She boiled alive in her armor, much as Yethri had a lifetime ago.

He took no great pleasure in it, but vengeance did have a certain satisfaction. Yet as he destroyed his foe, he was mindful of Mira’s lesson—to not become a threat to the Balance.

Taren snuffed out the fire and released the binding of force. Nesnys’s remains clattered to the ground, smoking, but he paid them little heed. Harsh sobs wracked his body as his pent-up emotions broke loose.




***




Creel struggled doggedly to free himself, but he could only slide the blade in his back upward an inch or so at a time. He could perhaps have tried to turn himself to allow the sword to cut outward through his side as he dragged himself free, but that didn’t seem doable even if he didn’t get caught up on a rib—too much muscle and sinew in the way. Final Strike was currently lodged just to one side of his spine, pressing against it.

He briefly wondered what had become of the surviving warriors who had accompanied them. He’d warned the few survivors off before attacking Elyas, for none could hope to stand against either Elyas or Nesnys, and he hoped they had gone to tend to the wounded. The scene between Nesnys, Elyas, and Taren seemed to have been played out, as all were currently down on the ground.

Creel gritted his teeth as his blood-slicked fingers gripped Final Strike’s blade and inched it upward a bit higher. He cursed when his fingers slipped and the keen edge of the sword opened yet another deep cut across his fingers. A painful spasm ripped through his back and caused him to wait a moment before his next attempt.

Wonder if I could get to my knees and stand, pulling it free all at once. The idea failed to appeal any more than the current process, and he had little enough energy to keep on as he was. With his luck, he’d lose his balance and cut himself open like a braised goose.

“Rest easy, Creel,” a familiar voice said. “I’ve got ye.”

Kulnor stood beside him, looking pale and haggard. One arm was swollen and mottled with livid scars, the sleeve of his mail shirt shredded. He gripped the hilt of Final Strike and pulled it free with a quick stroke.

The burst of agony faded quickly into the background noise of all his other aches and pains. Creel was able to roll over onto his back, looking up at his savior.

“That was unpleasant. You have my thanks.”

“I’ll see if I can fix ye up a bit.” Kulnor slung down a heavy pack and knelt beside him.

“Save it. You look as if you could use another healing spell yourself.”

Kulnor shrugged but didn’t argue. He glanced away, and his eyes widened, drawing Creel’s attention.

Taren was back on his feet, and Nesnys hung suspended in midair, struggling and cursing. The mage’s look of crushing loss swiftly turned to fury, then fire blasted from his hands, cocooning Nesnys in flames. She screamed as she burned, the scent of charring flesh filling the air.

After long moments, Taren relented. Nesnys’s suit of armor and sheathed sword clanged to the ground. Little remained of her but charred bones, much of them crumbling to ash as they struck the ground.

Taren leaned over with hands on his knees, harsh sobs shaking him.

“That should put an end to that bitch,” Creel remarked.

“Nay, not quite yet.” Kulnor raised a finger and pointed.

Kulnor obviously saw something Creel couldn’t, focused on the space over Nesnys’s corpse. Taren must have seen it as well, for he stood straighter, concentrating. His face became strained with effort, and the air shimmered with his flow of magic. Creel could feel it even over the surrounding tumult of the Tellurian Engine.

“What’s he doing?” he asked.

Kulnor got back to his feet, holy symbol in hand. “He’s tryin’ to destroy her noncorporeal form—her quintessence. Fiends respawn in the Abyss once slain. Unless their quintessence can be destroyed.” He chanted in Dwarvish, and his holy symbol bloomed with pure silver light. “Taren, let me aid ye!”

Taren glanced over, looking exhausted but determined, and nodded.

Kulnor moved closer, bathing the area Taren had been focused on in silver light. Illumined within was the hint of a disembodied form—a nebulous shade. It became agitated when Kulnor bathed it in cleansing light. He resumed his chanting, and the radiance became too brilliant to look at, his voice louder and more insistent.

“Mukabe Reiktir daksrul ollyer karae akkama!” he boomed in finality.

Then it was over. His light dissipated, and Creel could see the relief plain on both their faces.

“That bitch is destroyed—utterly,” Kulnor pronounced with satisfaction.

“Thank you,” Taren said.

“Ye’re welcome. Only the three of us remaining?” Kulnor looked around, his expression turning bleak.

“There’s a few others. You can come join us now,” Creel called. He’d spotted them approaching hesitantly once the fighting was finished.

A handful of men, elves, and dwarves straggled out of the darkness, many supporting one another. All were wounded and exhausted, some on the verge of death.

Just then, the floor trembled violently, throwing many to the ground. A chasm tore open across the floor inches from Creel’s boot, and he quickly scooted away. Distressed metal shrieked in the distance, and collapsing stone rumbled.

“We need to put a stop to that damn machine,” Taren said. “Where is the bomb?”

Kulnor pointed at the pack he had set down. “It’s there.”

“I’ll take it from here,” Taren said. “You two have done enough. This task has been given to me. With my magic, I’m the only one who can hope to get close to the machine. See what you can do to aid the others, and get everyone out of here.” He reached out his left hand and clasped Kulnor’s. “It’s been a pleasure, my friend.”

“Reiktir give ye strength,” Kulnor replied.

Taren extended his hand to Creel next, who used his grip to help haul himself to his feet. “You won’t be rid of me yet. The goddess said I should walk the path with you to the end, didn’t she?”

Taren smiled wanly. “She did. But the end lies only a few dozen more paces that way.”

“Nonetheless, I shall walk there beside you.” Creel winced and pressed a hand to the puncture wound just to the right of his sternum. His hand came away wet with blood, but at least he wasn’t leaking like a sieve. He coughed some blood from a lung but less than expected. The itching sensation of mending flesh came from the wound. “I can make it a few dozen more paces.”

Taren looked to have aged ten years, his face lined with weariness and pain. “Then I welcome your company one last time, my friend.” He gestured toward the pack, and it levitated into the air. The obsidian bomb slipped free and hovered before him.

“Hold a moment,” Kulnor said. “We need ye to succeed, not bleed to death afore ye make it there.”

Taren held up his hands and frowned. One had a ragged, bloody hole through the palm, and the other was badly swollen with thumb and first two fingers splayed in unnatural directions.

“This might hurt a bit,” Kulnor warned.

Taren nodded, and Kulnor straightened his broken fingers one by one. The mage grimaced at the pain when each reset with a crackle. Once that was complete, Kulnor grasped Taren’s bloody hand in his, then prayed to Reiktir for healing. A warm glow surrounded their clasped hands, and when the dwarf released his grip, only a red scar remained in Taren’s palm. The swelling had gone down on his broken hand, and he flexed his fingers carefully.

“Wish I had more left in me,” Kulnor said. “I’ll treat ye again after a bit o’ rest.”

“That won’t be necessary,” Taren said. “Here.” He handed his artificer’s ring over to Kulnor. “You’ll need this to open the portal to the surface once we shut down the Tellurian Engine.” He briefly explained how to activate the portal with it.

Kulnor nodded and stuck the ring into his pocket. “And ye, Creel? Can I fix ye up a bit?”

“Better already,” Creel said. Though that was technically true, his chest still ached like a bastard—not to mention the poison burning in his leg and aches from various other half-healed wounds. He’d fought through worse, however. He looked at Taren and met his gaze. “Ready when you are.”




















Chapter 56

“May Reiktir give ye strength, me friends.” Kulnor watched dejectedly as Taren and Creel disappeared down the corridor leading to the portal. He wished he could see their quest through to the end but knew he was drained. What little he had left, he needed to use to aid the worst of the wounded.

He had a tough time deciding which of his two friends looked wearier and more careworn. Probably Taren, he decided. The youth hadn’t seen even a score of summers yet already seemed an old soul with all he had experienced, hardship and loss chief among them. Creel, while physically as battered and bloodied as Kulnor had ever seen him, seemed almost spiritually renewed somehow, a man possessed by his drive to see the quest through to the very end.

The group of surviving warriors gathered around Kulnor, as sorry-looking a band as he could imagine, wounded to a man, yet heroes all of them. Everyone—dwarf, human, or elf—who had stepped through that magical gate had performed their duty valiantly, buying Taren and Creel their chance to stop the infernal machine. 

Kulnor thought of his brother briefly. What do ye think, Kalder? Would our ancestors look on me name in the Book of Deeds with pride? What about future generations of the clan? I reckon we’ve done a good deed here, thwarting evil.

He took a long drink of water then turned to the men gathered around. Eighteen of them in total remained besides himself: five dwarves, four elves, and nine humans. A pang of sorrow struck again at the loss of his friend Harbek and the majority of their nineteen warriors, many of whom had faithfully followed Kulnor since Torval’s Hold. All throughout his journeys, he had been supported by Harbek’s steady presence and worldly experience, not to mention his skill at arms. However, this time he had led his friend to his death, along with most of their fighters.

Grant them a place by yer forge, Reiktir. If I get out of this, I’ll see all their names recorded in the Book.

He gathered his thoughts then cleared his throat and addressed the battered survivors. “Let’s get the worst of ye sorted. I’ll do what little I can, but don’t expect much. I need a couple volunteers who can help stitch a wound and tie bandages.”

A worrisome crack sounded as stone was rent asunder. Kulnor knew it boded ill—the integrity of the hall was compromised. As if in response to his fears, a section of ceiling collapsed about thirty paces away, an avalanche of tons of rock sending a billowing cloud of rock dust washing over them.

“Hold yer breaths!” Kulnor shouted. He closed his eyes and held his breath as long as he could.

When the worst of it was past, he hacked and spat to clear his mouth and lungs, joining the litany of coughing around him. He briefly consulted with the other dwarves, those three who were conscious. Had the Hall of the Artificers been of dwarven construction, he wouldn’t have been quite so concerned the whole bloody thing might collapse at any moment. The four dwarves studied the hall’s structure before agreeing on the spot least likely to give way.

“Over there!” Kulnor pointed. “Let’s move under that archway there—it’s the strongest point.”

They moved the wounded over against the wall at the base of a sturdy pillar, situating them as comfortably as possible.

“We’ll be lucky to get out o’ here at all and not have the whole damn roof come down on top of us,” Kulnor muttered to one of the other dwarves, who only nodded grimly as they huddled together. He prayed the hall would hold up long enough for Taren and Creel to finish their business so they might all go home.




***




The surge of power being drawn through the portal and channeled into Voshoth was tremendous. The entire hall trembled and shook violently, as though it might collapse completely at any moment. A rushing vortex sucked the magical essence from Easilon directly through the open portal into Voshoth, as if it were a simple door standing open to an adjoining room—a type of direct linkage portal Creel had never seen before, more like one of Taren’s magical gates, in fact. The portal’s circumference was alight with energy, lightning crackling and forking off to strike the chamber’s walls and floor. He could feel the energy in both the hairs standing up on his arms and a deeper resonance in his teeth and bones.

The Tellurian Engine itself was dimly visible through the storm of energy and cloud of red dust stirred up in Voshoth. A generally spherical structure, not unlike the interjoined rings of the portal but on a much grander scale, whirled and churned in some mad clockwork design, concentric rings of Abyssal iron gyring and spinning. Lightning crackled around the device, and dust billowed in great clouds into the air. Creel felt as if he were peering into the heart of a hurricane, only one with mechanical innards.

An unimaginable fortune of Abyssal iron was needed to build the Tellurian Engine. That must have been a boon born of the alliance between the Engineer and the forces of the Abyss during the Planar War.

“This whole facility functions as a means to draw and amplify earth magic to power that device,” Taren said, clearly just as awed as Creel by the whole machine. “Would that such brilliant ingenuity had been used for good.”

“Aye,” Creel replied. Gods, putting an end to that will be a bloody direful task if that bomb must be heaved into its maw.

The two of them stood at the threshold of the portal chamber, surrounded by Taren’s protective sphere. Simply stepping inside the room would be inviting a lightning bolt up the arse.

Creel studied the bomb Lenantos had given them, a heavy lozenge of black obsidian seemingly lit within by magma. The proximity to the Tellurian Engine appeared to awaken the bomb, for it roiled angrily, as if bright red-orange magma sought to erupt from its prison of ebon stone.

Creel unbuckled his sword belt and set Final Strike beside the wall, for it would only hinder him now. The hole through his torso was still a dull ache, but it had stopped bleeding, fortunately. His leg had stopped burning from the poison as well, another good sign.

Taren suddenly stumbled backward a step, his face pale and appearing as though he’d swoon. Their protective shield blinked out momentarily before stabilizing, and the bomb wobbled in the air but remained levitated. Creel steadied Taren with a hand on his back until the mage recovered after a moment. The effort of magically shielding them from the vortex was swiftly taking its toll, and Creel could see the magic being peeled off their protective sphere in the same manner as it was siphoned from everything else around.

“I’m sorry I won’t be able to keep my word and return to you, my queen.” Taren’s words were said under his breath, but Creel could still make them out with his keen hearing.

Taren clasped hands with Creel, his smile sickly, more of a grimace. “It has been an honor fighting beside you, my friend. Give my farewells to Sianna, Ferret, and the others.”

“The honor is mine, lad. And I trust they shall be in good hands, indeed.” He took a deep breath, already knowing what must be done, his thoughts turning to the words of wisdom an old friend had once imparted: “You shall find your path yet, Dakarai Creel. Do not despair, for I am confident the gods have a prominent role for you yet to perform.”

Taren steeled himself and moved toward the portal, the obsidian bomb floating before him. Lightning crackled and danced furiously across the surface of the magical globe as if angry at their intrusion, the shield sparking and diminishing under the continuous assault.

Creel kept pace with Taren. “I reckon there must’ve been some good reason the gods gave me my resilience,” he said, “and after all these long years, I now know why. An old bastard like me can’t simply stand by while a good lad falls on the sword for us all. You’ve got your whole life ahead of you, Taren.” He put a hand on his young friend’s shoulder. “Shield me as long as you can.”

“Come again?” Taren looked over, confused for a moment, his attention obviously focused solely on the portal before him.

Creel gave Taren a shove backward—not hard but enough to make him stumble backward a few steps though he remained on his feet. That was all the time Creel needed. He snatched the bomb and cradled it to his chest, grunting at the weight of the smooth stone, which was hot to the touch, as if it had been ringing a firepit.

“Do right by Sianna,” he called over his shoulder, “and look after Ferret for me!” He turned his full attention forward and ran toward the portal.

As soon as he left Taren’s protective globe of magic, the vortex of energy bombarded him, sapping his strength and threatening to peel him apart bit by bit. He felt a jolt and smelled burning hair as a minor fork of lightning struck him, but it wasn’t as potent as he had feared—instead strangely numbing after the initial shock. He felt almost as if he were trying to push his way through a superheated flow of magma, feet moving sluggishly and skin afire as the Tellurian Engine tried to consume his essence. He gritted his teeth and continued, the angry energy of the portal just a few steps ahead, and beyond it the maelstrom surrounding the Tellurian Engine on Voshoth.

“Creel!” Taren cried out. Then, a moment later, “May the gods watch over you!”

He felt soothing relief as Taren formed a protective globe around him once more. Creel was able to breathe freely again, though his skin was still raw and tingling. Then he was plunging through the portal. The sensation of being pulled apart was absent with the direct linkage between planes here, and he was pleased that Taren’s magic remained with him on the other side, which would’ve been impossible had the portal been an ordinary one. His skin itched fiercely as his regenerative ability sought to repair the damage from the vitality drain he’d briefly experienced.

A roiling hurricane of dust and grit swirled about him, kept at bay by the shield, but he knew it wouldn’t hold for long. The shield sparked and crackled as if bombarded by a constant stream of cinders at a forge. A long bowshot ahead, the pinnacles and rings of the Tellurian Engine gyrated in their maniacal pattern. The ground shook and trembled like a taut drumskin underfoot. Against his chest, the stone was a dead weight, and already he could feel the strain in his arms and back from carrying it, while his chest wound sharply protested the abuse.

This damned thing is heavy… There won’t be any heaving it into that monstrosity from a distance. This’ll be a one-way trip.

He lowered his head, bracing himself for the inevitable failure of the globe around him, and drove forward, legs propelling him for all he was worth. He could sense the power being greedily stripped from the globe even as Taren channeled more and more of his magic into the shield.

Fifty paces, then a hundred came and went as Creel neared the Engine. The ground trembled violently, already rent apart into a myriad of chasms, both large and small. He paid careful attention not to step into one, for he would break an ankle at best, and he knew that fall would be his last.

Halfway there. I might actually make it.

But then the globe failed around him, the magic sucked away like the last bit of liquid poured down a funnel. Immediately, the vitality drain hit him, nearly stopping him in his tracks with the barrage of power assaulting him. He roared a wordless challenge, hurling his belligerence into the tempest before him. A quick glance back through the portal, a small ring of darkness illuminated by intermittent sparks of lightning upon the blasted red horizon of Voshoth’s wasteland, revealed Taren collapsed on the floor back in Easilon.

Hurry, damn you! The lad won’t survive unprotected for long! But the magma flow was back, buffeting and slowing him, peeling him apart a scintilla at a time. He watched in sick fascination as curls of skin blackened and crisped, peeling away like so much ash from his arms. Every nerve was afire, the pain unbelievable as his life force was wrenched from him.

He kept on until fifty paces separated him from the nearest gyring ring of the Engine. The machine was suspended in midair, halfway within a great crater, where it had rested for millennia.

Glowing orange sparks formed along Creel’s arms, chunks of flesh and tissue stripped away, muscle and sinew soon to follow. He couldn’t feel his clenched hands any longer. Perhaps they had melted to the surface of the blistering stone that was vibrating eagerly against his sternum, sending palpitations through his innards.

I’ve never asked for much before, but to any of you gods who will listen, grant me the strength to fulfill this one deed.

Creel still managed to advance, his run reduced to a shambling lurch, his legs weakening as he was unmade. Orange sparks flared brighter on what was left of his flesh, angrily, as the metamorphosed substance in his bone marrow that granted his healing ability fought mightily to preserve his very existence—its ultimate battle.

The red-brown maelstrom of grit and shards of rock scratched and tore at what was left of his face, but he could still see vague shapes through slitted eyelids. A harsh rattling sound filled his ears—a death rattle surely—as his own lungs and heart verged on giving out.

Then the maelstrom abruptly cleared, and he saw her there, as he’d seen her all those years ago—fresh-faced and beautiful, standing over him in the mead hall, a challenge in her bright eyes. Red hair shorn short on one side of her head—green eyes sparkling with mischief and that fiery spirit he’d come to love so much. She gave him that crooked smile of hers.

“Have strength, my love. You’re almost home.”

“I’ve but a few more steps, Rada… Keep the hearth warm.” He didn’t know if his words were even audible, but it mattered not.

“Fulfill your greatest deed, and then we shall be together again.” Her words and love filled him with that last crucial bit of strength and determination. He lurched onward with renewed resolve.

Then Rada was gone, whether a hallucination of his dying mind or an actual vision, he couldn’t know. He stumbled over a chunk of rock, falling to his knees, bone shattering, the pain but another faint note amongst the symphony of his destruction. The roiling ground bucked beneath him, and he was perched on a peninsula of land with a deep chasm to either side, pebbles plummeting into an abyss. Just ahead, almost within reach, was the lip of the crater, and within, the Tellurian Engine.

The gods must have heard his earlier plea, for although the bomb had fallen from his grasp, it hadn’t tumbled into the chasm, but lay a mere arm’s length away. Creel’s arms were blackened sticks, somehow still attached to his body, effulgent orange splotches of bone marrow now fading toward nothingness before his eyes. He scrabbled on the stony ground, gaining a few inches at a time, then the orb was within reach. He clutched it to himself as a drowning man with a rope, the stone now shuddering as violently as the entirety of Voshoth around him.

“So, this is the end of the path.” Now that he’d discovered it, he felt a moment of fear, of hesitation. Standing upon the brink of his death, the thought of losing friends and comrades, both new and old, particularly Brom and his family, Taren and Sianna, and especially Ferret, he felt a moment of sorrow, the weight of things unsaid and undone, but he knew they’d get on without him as they always had.

He was ready to set aside his burden and be at peace. Rada was awaiting him. As she had said, he just needed to fulfill this last deed—his greatest one. And the chance to spit in Shaol’s eye and save the multiverse in the process was too good to resist for an old warrior well past his time.

With his final ounce of strength, Creel thrust with his ruined legs, throwing himself and the bomb forward, a clumsy tumble past the lip of the crater and into the churning maw of the Tellurian Engine. As he went over the edge, he suddenly turned weightless and was whipped into the air, sucked into the center of the seething machine. The bomb was torn from his grasp.

Somewhere a door opened, delivering him from the white-hot agonizing inferno of the bomb’s explosion and into a cool fall evening. The explosion faded until it was only a distant star, the first one visible at dusk. He felt no more pain, instead only the warmth of familiar arms encircling him in a greatly yearned-for embrace.

“Rest, my love,” Rada said. “You’ve reached the end of your road. You’re home now.”

And Dakarai Creel smiled, for he was indeed home at last, where he belonged.




















Chapter 57

A tremendous feedback of energy shook the walls and floor of the Hall of the Artificers, rousing Taren from his stupor. He briefly glimpsed the brilliant, prismatic detonation of the Tellurian Engine, fiery and beautiful in its intensity. Then the portal tore apart in a violent shrapnel-filled explosion, the gate to Voshoth shut forever.

Taren groaned as he tried to pick himself up off the floor. His limbs trembled like a newborn calf’s, utterly drained of strength. The skin of his face and arms felt badly sunburned, riddled with a myriad of tiny red pits where skin had been peeled away.

He was surprised to find that his body still seemed to function more or less as it should. Standing became a brief ordeal, during which he was forced to lean heavily against a wall while fighting off a bout of dizziness. He took in the destruction around himself and sighed, the memory of Creel surfacing, as his friend had heroically taken the burden upon himself and saved them all from destruction.

I would have failed—I never would have had the strength to continue onward once my magic failed me.

“May the gods bless your sacrifice, my friend. Ferret will have her grand tale to tell, and all shall know of your valor.”

Slowly, he shuffled back down the corridor to the great hall where so many had fallen in their final battle.

“Taren!” Kulnor sat on the ground with a group of survivors. His brief moment of happiness quickly faded when he saw Taren was alone. “I thought ye…”

He shook his head sadly. “Creel made the sacrifice. I wouldn’t have had the strength once my magic was exhausted.” He slumped down beside his dwarven friend, weary beyond measure and feeling as if he’d aged a dozen years. Perhaps he had.

Disturbing groans and cracks sounded from the walls and ceiling throughout the hall. He saw places where the ceiling had already collapsed, and the floor was riddled with numerous chasms. This place couldn’t have taken much more.

“Mostly just settlin’ now that the damned machine is destroyed,” Kulnor said. “I still wouldn’t want to remain here too long… The build quality o’ this damnable hall is a bit dubious.”

“Unfortunately, the portal was destroyed in the blast. I just need to rest a bit… Don’t have the strength to open another gate right now. If someone could make a fire, I have some herbs I can brew that will help my recovery a bit.”

A couple of the more able-bodied warriors went off in search of fuel.

While they were gone, Taren fought to stay awake and stave off the unconsciousness that was eager to claim him. His eyes drifted over to where many of their fallen had been laid out in neat rows by Kulnor and the others. He recognized Mira, Elyas, and Harbek among them.

We’ll come back for you all and see that you’re honored accordingly, as befits your brave sacrifices.

The men returned with some pieces of ruined furniture found in one of the laboratories. Scraps of moldering parchments used as tinder took to light quickly, and soon a small fire was burning. Taren couldn’t find his pack and assumed it lost in one of the crevasses, but he did find Mira’s, from which he used her teapot and cup. He couldn’t help but remember his friend wet and shivering while he brewed her tea after her valiant actions to rescue him that night, the memory so powerful he had to fight back tears again.

Only a score of them had survived out of a hundred forty-four total who’d gone into the Hall of the Artificers. Yet many of those wounded were unconscious, covered in blood-soaked bandages, and their survival was still in doubt.

“I tended them as best I could,” Kulnor said when he saw Taren studying the wounded. “Sorry for yer loss… ’Twas too late to aid the lass, though.” He nodded in the direction of Mira’s broken body.

“I know.” Taren sighed heavily. I’ll see your body returned to your monastery, my dear friend. Your brothers and sisters shall all know of your exemplary service to the Balance. “How are you doing?” he asked the dwarf.

Kulnor flexed his injured arm gingerly. “It be gettin’ better. Just need a bit o’ rest and another spell on it. Other than that, I’m just drained from me casting.”

Taren tried to smile but he couldn’t find the energy. “I feel the same. Rest would be wonderful.”

He poured some hot water into his cup then added the remaining pouch of herbs from Aninyel’s tea recipe he’d stuffed in a pocket earlier. After letting it steep a few minutes, he tasted the brew. The water hadn’t been quite hot enough, but he didn’t care. It still had some rejuvenative effect, and he had grown to like its taste. By the time he emptied his cup and tucked it back into Mira’s pack along with the pot, he felt better.

“All right, gather everyone, and I’ll try to summon a gate to take us home.”




***




Taren’s gate brought them back to the cellar of the Giantslayers Inn, for lack of any better landmarks that he was familiar with in Llantry. He helped carry the injured through, then shut the gate. Once the wounded were situated, Taren leaned heavily against the railing of the stairs so that he wouldn’t pass out.

A noise on the steps drew his attention, and he looked up into the wide-eyed face of Brom’s daughter on the landing.

“Hello,” he said, unable to remember the dwarven maid’s name. “Will you please send for help?”

“Da!” Brom’s daughter ran back upstairs.

“Taren!” Brom made his way down the stairs a moment later, looking over the survivors, his daughter following. “Did Creel…?”

“I’m sorry. He didn’t make it.”

Brom let out a long breath, sorrow on his face. “I knew one o’ these times he wouldn’t be back. Tilda, fetch one o’ those guards loiterin’ about on the street and have ’em send for healers! And send yer mother down here with supplies to aid the wounded.”

Tilda ran off to get help.

Taren sat down, leaning heavily against a stack of flour sacks. He must have nodded off, for he blinked to find an elven cleric kneeling beside him. Several priests, both human and elven, were moving about, tending to the others.

“Nothing major, mostly just half-healed wounds,” he told the elven healer, who reminded him somewhat of Enelwyn, whom he had met in Egrondel.

“You have a bad burn… a very unusual one.” The elf regarded him curiously with her deep blue eyes. She took his left hand and frowned at the angry puckered red scar in his palm. “Your wounds appear to be mostly superficial. Give me a moment to call upon Etenia for her blessing.”

She chanted softly while holding his hand. Warmth seeped into his sore hand and across his raw skin, a soothing feeling much like slipping into a warm bath. He fought to keep his eyelids open, knowing he still had much to do: report to Sianna and return to recover his friends’ and allies’ remains.

Taren thanked the elf when she was finished. He was pain free, with his hands fully healed and the scourging wounds on his skin gone. Other than sleeping for a few days to regain his energy, he couldn’t do much else to improve his condition. He got to his feet and found Kulnor talking quietly with Brom. Kulnor’s arm looked much better after another cleric had aided him.

“I need to report to the queen,” he told the two dwarves. “Brom, do you have something that will keep me awake for another few hours? I feel dead on my feet.”

“Ye looked it a few moments ago, lad. Better now, I reckon. A shot o’ spirits ought to fix ye up for a time. Ye too?” he asked Kulnor.

“Aye. I need to find me queen as well.”

“They’re all up at the castle now. Procession went by a couple hours ago.” Brom led the way upstairs. “Second procession it was. Queen Sianna went through a few hours earlier to retake her castle. Once all was in order, she sent word for the other monarchs to join her. Haven’t seen old Rukk in sixty-odd years… and that was me first time seeing Queen Sioned. Capable lookin’ lass.”

“Aye, she is,” Kulnor agreed.

Once in the common room, seated at their old table with the curtain drawn for privacy, Brom brought each of them a tumbler of the dwarven spirits that Taren remembered Creel loved so much. The liquor had a complex aroma that was appealing despite its caustic nature. He followed Kulnor’s lead and drank it back in one swig. It burned his throat and made his eyes water but went down smoother than expected. Brom was right, for it gave him a wakeful jolt and burned in his empty stomach. Tilda set out a platter of cheese and smoked sausages for them to munch on. He realized he was famished, and he and Kulnor made quick work of the food.

While they did their best to replenish their energy, he barely noticed the festive mood of the crowded common room around them.

“You have my thanks, Brom,” Taren said.

“’Tis the least I can do. Anything else ye need, just ask.”

Taren nodded and turned to Kulnor. “Ready?”

“Aye. Best be about it, then.”

The walk up to the castle seemed to take a long time, especially as weary as Taren was. Kulnor didn’t seem to be in any great hurry either, the loss of friends likely weighing heavily on him as well. Taren wanted nothing more than to fall into bed for several days but knew he had to report to Sianna and also find Ferret to pass on the grave news.

Though night had fallen some hours earlier, bringing with it winter’s chill, the streets were brightly lit, and revelers were out in force celebrating Sianna’s return and Calcote’s removal. All the taverns they passed were doing brisk business. Taren was heartened by the relaxed atmosphere in the city. He and Kulnor garnered their fair share of curious looks at their grimy, bloodied appearances, but they ignored the attention, eager to reach their destination. The castle gates were open when they arrived. A handful of guards on duty saluted the two of them, and Taren heard the word “thaumaturge” spoken reverently in hushed tones. The bailey still bustled with activity, a result of both the change in stewardship and the attempt to get all the esteemed visitors and their retinues settled in. Harried servants ran to and fro, many busy unloading various supply wagons.

“Lord Taren?” A young guardsman approached. “I’m to take you to see the queen at once.”

“Very well. Is Queen Sioned here as well?” he asked, thinking of Kulnor’s desire to report to his own queen.

“Yes, milord. I’ll have a page direct you to your queen, Master Dwarf.”

“Aye, thanks.”

Taren spotted Ferret before he’d taken a dozen steps across the bailey. She was sitting on a bench at the edge of the gardens, watching the activity in the courtyard and fiddling with the small dagger she favored. She must have sensed his approach, for she looked up, and their eyes met. She hopped to her feet, a broad smile on her face that faltered after a moment. She hesitated, eyes searching. At not finding who they sought, her face fell.

“Taren? Is Dak…?”

He shook his head, hating himself for having to deliver her such crushing news. “I’m sorry, Ferret. He didn’t make it.”

Ferret looked as if she might collapse, so Taren embraced her. She clung to him like a drowning woman to a rope. A moment went by while silent sobs shook her.

She abruptly looked up at him as if a thought had just occurred, tears shining in her violet eyes. “Wait, where’s Mira? Oh, gods, I’m so sorry…”

Then they were supporting each other in their mutual sorrow, as if trying to draw some shred of strength from the other. Taren found tears in his own eyes as well.

Eventually, he remembered the young guardsman awaiting him, who had stepped away to give them space while politely averting his gaze, looking embarrassed. Kulnor had apparently been taken to see Sioned. With some difficulty, Taren disentangled himself from Ferret’s crushing grip.

“Your hair.” She touched his hair with her fingers, drawing a lock forward so he could see. His dark brown hair was streaked with silver.

“I’m fortunate I got off that easy. The Tellurian Engine was already activated when we arrived. It devoured earth magic and vitality alike from everything around. I was close enough that I guess it leeched some of the life from me. You should’ve seen my skin before—it had little chunks peeled away, but the healing worked for that. Well, at least I’m not the only one going gray already.” He glanced pointedly at her stubble of white hair.

She snorted and managed a half smile.

“I need to report to the queen, then I’ll go back with a detail to recover the bodies.”

“I’ll come with and help.”

“You sure? Creel… Well, there’s no way to get to him. That portal was destroyed in an explosion of power.”

“Aye. I owe that to the others. Might as well make myself useful.” His words sank in, and a faint glimmer of hope stole into her eyes. “Do you think there’s any chance…?”

He sighed. “I don’t think even he could have survived such an explosion.” He fingered the pouch holding the Bracer of Fellraven. “I’d like to try using this, but I don’t know if it will work. If not, then I’ll try to speak to Grandmother. Perhaps she will know of his fate for certain.”

Ferret swallowed hard. “Aye. I’ll be here when you’re done reporting to the queen.”

“If you could find wagons and donkeys and gather a couple dozen men to aid in the recovery, that would be helpful.”

“Aye, I’ll do so. Go report—she’s waiting for you.” Ferret gave him a smile that must have taken a lot out of her, along with a gentle shove.




***




Taren found Sianna in a cluttered office with Iris, Rafe, and a pair of servants. They were busy sorting through a mountain of paperwork heaped on the floor, which seemed the place where the contents of both a desk and a cabinet had ended up.

“We need to find a ledger with an account of all the servants on the payroll prior to your father’s departure,” Iris was saying, sorting through a handful of parchments.

“Taren, you’re back!” Rafe noticed him first and stepped forward to clasp hands.

“Rafe, good to see you.” He bowed to Sianna, who had turned at Rafe’s voice, her green eyes wide. “Your Majesty. Lady Iris.”

“Gods, it’s good to see you,” Sianna said with a warm smile. She seemed about to embrace him but then thought better of it after a quick glance at the servants, who were trying unsuccessfully to look uninterested.

“You as well, Your Majesty.” He smiled in return.

Iris cleared her throat. “Leave us,” she crisply ordered the servants. Once they had scurried away and the door closed, she turned to Sianna. “Shall Rafe and I leave as well?”

“No, you should hear this. Ah, damn decorum.” Sianna stepped up and embraced Taren, who was quick to hug her back. The clean scent of her hair filled his nostrils, which just made him uncomfortably aware of his unbathed condition and the sorry state of his robes, torn and bloodied as they were.

“Sorry, I thought I’d best come here at once to report before finding a bath and change of clothes.”

Sianna frowned when she stepped back and took in his general condition. “I don’t mind, but… your hair!” Her hand reached up toward his hair as Ferret’s had but then flittered a moment like an indecisive bird before she pulled it back.

“The Tellurian Engine… Nesnys had already activated it. We were successful in destroying the machine and Nesnys alike. Yet the battle took a lot out of us. I was one of the fortunate ones… the few who made it out of there.” He had to hold back another rush of emotion at the loss of his friends.

“I’m sorry. Truly, I am.” Sianna took his hand and guided him to a pair of chairs.

Iris perched on the edge of the desk, while Rafe stood beside her.

“Tell me everything,” Sianna said.




















Chapter 58

Ferret walked along the Royal Way with a heart made especially heavy by the burden in her hand.

Final Strike, Creel’s beloved longsword, didn’t look like anything special in its worn scabbard. The hilt was plain, wrapped in sweat-stained leather, the scabbard battered and soiled with old stains of mud and blood and ichor and everything else a monster hunter encountered in his line of work. One would never suspect it was the enchanted sword of a great hero, one who had sacrificed himself to save the entire multiverse. The harrowing truth was unbeknownst to all those around—just how close they had come to annihilation just three days past.

Evidence of the near destruction could be found in Ferret’s onetime home of Ammon Nor. Out of curiosity, Taren had opened a gate outside Ammon Nor prior to reentering the Hall of the Artificers with Ferret and the recovery detail in tow. The sight of the destruction of what had once been a good-sized city and army garrison shocked all of them to their cores. Save for a couple of city blocks precariously perched upon the lip of a great crater, the city was no more. The Tellurian Engine had caused the ground to collapse above the Hall of the Artificers into a vast pit at least a hundred paces deep, taking everything in that area of the city with it.

Ferret was surprised that the underground facility itself hadn’t been crushed flat in the process. She had thought the place wretched before, but that was nothing compared to the awful sight that had awaited her. The Hall of the Artificers was a mere ruin of what it had been previously, turned into a veritable charnel house. Slain men, elves, dwarves, destroyed constructs, and the carcasses of demons—horrific things that Ferret knew would give her nightmares for months—all littered the floor. The ceiling was collapsed in places and the floor torn asunder, making their grim task treacherous work.

She located Creel’s sword and belt just outside the portal room, now a wreckage of twisted metal and pitted stone, looking as if Lenantos’s bomb had gone off right there inside. She later found his satchel and pack in the great hall, which she also retrieved.

The recovery of bodies was a bleak process. Already, the hall’s stale air reeked of offal and the first hints of decay. The men had difficulty convincing the donkeys pulling the carts to progress through the battlefield. The animals brayed and stamped nervously, eyes rolling in fear at the stench of death and the remains of monsters of the Abyss. Demon carcasses were moved aside only by enough to clear a path and then left to rot, for none wished to ever return to the woeful place. Bodies of the fallen heroes were wrapped in sheets procured at the last minute in the city and lain in the backs of the carts.

The last of the bodies were already laid out nearest the portal room, and that was where they found Mira, Harbek, and Taren’s cousin Elyas. The sight of her friend made Ferret feel sick—Mira’s body was battered and bloody and covered with awful black veins of corruption. Taren’s obvious heartbreak while wrapping Mira’s body tore at Ferret’s heart as well.

She hadn’t known his cousin Elyas and wouldn’t have recognized him even if she had, for the greater part of the man’s head was turned to pulp. Harbek she knew, and a few others looked vaguely familiar.

With satisfaction, she saw the evil fiend Nesnys had been reduced to ash and blackened bones and scorched armor, which Ferret had given a wide berth.

But of Creel there was no sign, nor was there any way to reach Voshoth to search for his body. Nothing remained of the portal but shards of scrap metal. Taren tried to use his Bracer of Fellraven to open a portal to Voshoth, but after several attempts, he gave up. The artifact wouldn’t lock onto Voshoth, which meant the plane had likely been destroyed. Either that, or it was somehow warded against any teleportation magic. To Ferret’s limited understanding, it wasn’t a true plane in itself but an extra-dimensional space linked only to the Hall of the Artificers.

In her heart, however, she knew Creel was gone. She couldn’t have explained the feeling, but she simply knew. He had been reunited with Rada as he had wanted.

I’ll make sure there’s a ballad told in your name, Dak. An epic one to do right by all the heroic feats you’ve done in your life. I shall name it The Legend of Dakarai Creel.

With a sigh, she turned away from such bittersweet thoughts and focused on her present surroundings. The Llantry streets were crowded, the mood noticeably improved since the war had been declared ended. With all the troops in the city, many of them foreign, merchants were as eager to do business as soldiers were happy to spend coin.

Her breath puffed in the chill morning air as she walked, and she drew her cloak tighter. From the look of heavy gray clouds moving in, snow would be falling in a few hours.

Ferret ignored the cries of merchants hawking their wares and the good-natured haggling, instead wondering how Taren was faring. He had departed the prior day with Mira’s and Elyas’s remains to return them home for burial. Ferret had volunteered to go with him, but he declined on the grounds he would be poor company. He promised to return for the coronation in several days’ time. Ferret admitted he was probably right, for she herself was in no mood to socialize much of late and knew he felt the same. However, with Taren gone and the loss of her other friends, she was lonely, and their deaths weighed heavy on her mind.

The familiar shingle appeared just ahead, and Ferret grasped the warhammer-shaped door handle and pulled open the sturdy door of the Giantslayers Inn. She breathed in deeply, savoring the scents of delicious food and oiled wood. As she did so, she recalled her first impression of the establishment months earlier when she had wished she could experience those very aromas. The Giantslayers Inn was practically empty at the late-morning hour—the last patrons were just stepping out the door as she entered.

“Ferret, how are ye today?” Tilda smiled when she spotted Ferret while wiping down a table.

Ferret did her best to return the dwarf’s smile. She liked Tilda and her parents and had stopped by the inn each day since Sianna had retaken the castle and the war had officially ended, spending much of the time talking with the young dwarf. The place felt like home, at least as much of a home as she had these days—more than the castle did, at any rate.

“Ah, you know…” She shrugged and held up the scabbarded sword. “Just came to drop this off with your da.”

Tilda’s face fell at the sight of Creel’s sword. “I’m so sorry. He was well loved by all of us.”

“Aye.” Ferret had to swallow a sudden lump in her throat. “Reckon it should go up there with the others.” She pointed behind the bar to where Brom’s hammer and shield and Rada’s dagger hung. She had kept Final Strike in her room at the castle, unsure of what to do with it until that morning, when she had decided to bring it to the inn, thinking Creel would approve.

Tilda came over and put an arm around her waist, giving her a sympathetic hug.

Brom limped out of the kitchen and smiled when he saw Ferret. “Greetings, lass. I’ve been meanin’ to say something… Tilda gave me the idea. If ye’re interested, I could use some more help around here. Barmaid, kitchen help, chambermaid—whatever ye like.”

“Really?” Ferret had already decided she would earn an honest wage for a change, but the day had come much more suddenly than she had ever thought.

“’Course. Ye’re practically family now.” Brom clapped her on the shoulder and beamed at his own daughter. “Tilda speaks well of ye, as did Creel, so that’s enough a recommendation for me. Ye can take his chamber if ye like—room and board included.”

“I… I’ll have to think about it. Right now, I’m just not ready to commit to much.”

Brom nodded. “I understand. Take yer time. The offer’ll stay open—position won’t be goin’ anywhere.”

“Thank you.” Ferret was genuinely touched by not only the offer, but the kindness Brom and his family showed her. She cleared her throat. “I wanted to bring this by and give it to you. It should go up there behind the bar with the others.”

Brom accepted Final Strike reverently. He slid the sword a handbreadth from its scabbard and studied the steel, which had a coppery tinge. He heaved a heavy sigh.

“Aye, there’s a place for it… Just never thought this day would come. Least not till after I was back to the earth meself.” Brom went around behind the bar, held the sword up beside his hammer, and nodded to himself.

“Drink?” Tilda asked in the sudden silence.

Ferret nodded, not trusting herself to speak. Tilda filled three tumblers from the cask of spirits behind the bar. Brom absentmindedly took the one she placed under his nose and drank it, still staring at the sword, which he set on the counter. Tilda sipped at her spirits, while Ferret savored the scent of hers before taking a swig. The burn was pleasant going down and warmed her from the morning’s chill.

“Did ye hear the news?” Tilda asked. “We’re to be entertaining royal guests tomorrow. King Stonefist and Queen Hammerhelm will be dining here with some o’ their people.” She looked excited by the prospect.

“That’s great,” Ferret said. “Doesn’t hurt to make friends in high places.”

“Aye, that’s what I’m thinkin’.” After a moment, Tilda seemed to remember something. “Will ye be going to watch the executions this afternoon in the central square?”

Ferret had no particular desire to see Calcote and his cronies hang, though she had no doubt the spectacle would be well attended. “Nay, I’ve seen enough dying to last me a good long time.”

Tilda nodded. “Aye, I was planning on passing on it meself.”

Ferret suddenly remembered she had an appointment soon. “Speaking of friends in high places… I’d best be going. I have a meeting with Queen Sioned.”

“Ye do?” Tilda’s eyes went wide.

“I’ve had occasion to rub elbows with a few kings and queens.” She winked at her friend then finished her tumbler with a single gulp. She dropped a few coppers on the counter, but Tilda pushed them back, shaking her head.

“An incentive to convince ye to take Da’s offer,” she said.

Ferret smiled. “Thanks for the drink. I’ll let you know soon, Brom.”

“Aye,” came the distant reply. The old dwarf looked as if he’d aged a couple decades since Ferret had met him.

“Well, I’ll be seeing you… I’ve got to get back to the castle.” She set off with a wave, and by the time she was walking back up the Royal Way, her spirits had improved.




***




“Me queen?” Kulnor asked softly.

He feared disturbing Sioned, knowing she had a lot on her mind, yet believed she’d like to hear what Ferret had to say. Three days had passed since the grim battle in the Hall of the Artificers, and Kulnor felt the loss of his good friend Harbek especially keenly. He knew the loss of so many dwarves during the campaign wore heavily on Sioned’s mind as well.

Sioned turned and smiled at him. “Come in, me friend.”

Kulnor stepped inside.

“How is Sianna?” she asked. “Is all in order for the coronation?”

They were staying in Castle Llantry for the coronation, after which they would make the long trek home. Taren had offered his services to shorten their journey, which they all appreciated.

“Aye, so far as I know. But I’m not here for that. I thought…” Kulnor cleared his throat self-consciously, suddenly unsure if bringing up the painful subject with Sioned was wise.

She raised an eyebrow. “Whatever it is, speak yer mind. Ye’ve naught to fear if it be bad news.”

Kulnor shook his head. “Nay, not bad news. Painful, mayhap.” At her puzzled look, he continued, “Ye remember that lass, Ferret? Till recently, she was changed into an automaton.”

“Aye, I do. What of her?”

“She has some word o’ yer brother. Caught wind of his deeds while in Nexus.”

Sioned started then went very still. “Me brother? It’s been more than three decades since I last heard word o’ him.” Conflicting emotions swept over her face: anger, concern, hope even. With some effort, she regained her self-control. “Let her in.”

Kulnor nodded and went to open the door. “She’ll see ye, lass,” he told Ferret, who was waiting outside.

Ferret nodded. She wore a simple woolen dress for a change, a dark plum color that made her violet eyes stand out. Her skin was still deathly pale, and she had a short stubble of hair on her head that was growing in white, it seemed. Besides her change in physical appearance, she seemed to have grown into a strong, confident young woman.

“This be Ferret, me queen,” Kulnor said.

“Your Majesty.” Ferret bowed.

Sioned looked her over curiously a moment, having obviously heard some of her curious background before. “Welcome, Ferret. Have a seat.” She gestured to a chair before the fireplace, which was burning cheerily. “Kulnor, ye can join us.”

Kulnor pulled up a chair to one side, leaving the two women facing each other. A bottle of spirits stood on the table. Ferret thanked the queen when she offered her some. Sioned poured each of them a tumbler, Kulnor included.

“Kulnor tells me ye’ve word o’ me brother?” The words came out steady, but Kulnor knew her well enough to see she was making a concerted effort to keep the emotion from her voice.

Ferret seemed not to notice. She nodded and took a drink of the spirits. “Aye, Your Majesty. Mmm, this is quite good.” She leaned back, the tumbler held in her lap, and stared at the fire a moment to gather her thoughts.

“I was in Nexus recently, and in the gardens of the city fortress, there is a mausoleum. Within is the tomb of your brother, Waresh Hammerhelm.”

Sioned let out a long breath. “Ah, so he’s dead then.” To Kulnor, it sounded like relief almost, and his heart went out to her.

“Aye, he is. I’ve heard of some of the black deeds he did in his younger days, caused by the cursed axe he claimed from the wyrm’s hoard. But I spoke to one of his old companions from the Battle of Nexus. He vouched that Waresh died a noble death in defense of a comrade. Nexus might very well have fallen, were it not for his heroism.” Ferret went on to recount the tale of Waresh’s role in Nera’s travels and his ultimate sacrifice, allowing her to defeat the Engineer and end the war.

Sioned listened raptly, her drink forgotten. By the time Ferret finished her tale, tears glistened in the queen’s eyes. “Redemption… Reiktir offered him a chance at redemption, and he took it.”

“I’m sorry if I’ve opened old wounds, but I thought you’d like to know.” Ferret glanced at Kulnor, and he nodded approval. She finished the rest of her drink and looked into the flames, giving Sioned her time.

Finally, the queen rose to her feet, and Ferret did as well, sensing the audience at an end. “I thank ye for sharing this with me, Ferret. Ye don’t know how it lightens me heart. Waresh did some awful deeds, yet Reiktir forgave him and let him atone. I shall forgive him as well—’twill bring peace to me mind.”

Ferret made to bow again, but Sioned instead gave her a quick embrace then clasped hands companionably. “Glad to be of service, Your Majesty.”

“If ever ye’re in the northlands, stop and visit Silver Anvil Hall—ye’ll have friends there. The same goes for Torval’s Hold.”

The girl smiled and assured her she would enjoy a visit. Kulnor saw her out, placing a hand on her shoulder at the door.

“Ye did well, lass. Ye have me thanks.”

“My pleasure. A bard should be able to tell a good tale and shine the light of truth on occasion if need be. See ya around.” She waved and walked off, whistling quietly to herself.

Kulnor smiled and shut the door. He remained there since Sioned looked to be deep in thought. “I’ll bid ye good day, me queen, unless there’s anything else?”

“Don’t go yet,” she said quietly.

Kulnor went to stand near her, staring into the hearth as she was. After a moment, Sioned turned to him.

“Ye have me gratitude for bringing the lass to me. It does me heart good.” Her eyes glistened with unshed tears. Before Kulnor could reply, she pulled him into a rough embrace.

Kulnor held her awkwardly as she wept against his shoulder. He stroked her thick mane of hair gently until she regained her composure.

“Sorry for that.” She sniffed and wiped her eyes. “Ye’re a good friend, Kulnor Strongaxe. What would I do if ye weren’t around?”

Kulnor shrugged, not knowing what to say, not wanting to leave, yet knowing she needed time to herself. He settled for a bow then kissed her hand.

Sioned swatted him on the back of the head. “None of that nonsense when we’re alone, Kulnor.”

He grinned, for this was an old game between them. “Aye, me queen. Just checkin’ if ye’re back to yerself. I bid ye a good day, then.”

Sioned snorted but then laughed, and Kulnor smiled as he let himself out, happy that a painful piece of her past could be laid to rest at last.




***




Sianna clutched her ermine-trimmed cloak tightly when the blast of cold struck her. Aurdo, her former standard bearer and newly minted royal guard, held the door open, and she slipped out the kitchen door. She smiled to herself at the sight of Cece, the head cook, fast asleep and snoring with her head down on the table.

Poor Cece. This has been hectic on the staff—first my return and now all the visiting dignitaries. Only a few more days till the coronation, and then the activity will settle down… but I know she’s happy to be rid of Calcote and his scum.

The hour was late, just before midnight, and Castle Llantry was silent save for the crunch of their footfalls in the fresh snow. Fat flakes drifted down lazily, but the cloud cover was breaking, and silver moonlight flooded the bailey, filling it with the cool illumination reflected on the layer of snow.

She couldn’t help but think of the last time she had come this way, fleeing for her life in the dead of night—a young girl adrift on the winds of fate. That so much had been accomplished since that night never ceased to amaze her.

Aurdo and Emersson, another new guard, walked a step behind her as she made her way across to the postern gate. A warm island of light surrounded the gate. She recognized Jahn’s solid presence waiting there, lantern in hand, along with a cloaked figure.

“Evening, Your Majesty,” Jahn said with a bow.

“Thank you for coming at such a late hour, Your Majesty,” the cloaked figure said, curtseying.

Irralith looked surprisingly nondescript, her wave of dark hair pulled back in a simple tail and tawny eyes gleaming. She wore plain, dark clothes and only a thin cloak.

“I hadn’t yet retired for the night,” Sianna replied.

In truth, she had been reviewing a sheaf of missives and proclamations Iris had prepared for her. Sleep hadn’t been finding her so well of late, and she wished for the coronation to be over with so everything would settle down.

Sianna nodded to Aurdo, who handed Irralith a heavy sack full of gold crowns from the treasury. The warm gleam of gold lit up Irralith’s face in the lantern light when she peered inside. She smiled and shoved her pack into Emersson’s arms, surprising the young guard. She smirked at his huff of annoyance and stowed the bag of gold inside her pack, then slung it across her back. Her wink made the young man blush.

“Your Majesty is as generous as you are fair and honorable,” Irralith said.

Sianna grinned, both at Irralith’s sauciness and Emersson’s discomfiture. She realized she’d miss having the illusionist around.

“Your reward is well earned, as is your pardon.” She handed Irralith a rolled-up piece of parchment, which the changeling tucked inside her cloak without reading. “And you have my gratitude for your aid in the campaign.”

Irralith smiled. “I rather enjoyed ending that battle, I must say. The procession into the city, well, that was a simple matter.”

“Be that as it may, your aid has proven invaluable.” She nodded to Jahn, who unbarred and opened the postern gate. “Where will you go? And aren’t you cold?”

“Cold?” Irralith chuckled. Her cloak was suddenly gone then, and she wore only a dark jerkin and snug breeches that clung to her voluptuous figure. Her pale arms were bare to the snow and chill. “I am a creature of winter—it runs in my veins. This is as welcome to me as your warm hearth is to you. I plan to travel north, nearer my ancestral homelands of the Giantspear Mountains. Wythorpe, perhaps Coldshore… I haven’t a particular destination in mind yet. Your generosity will allow me the opportunity to take up an honest trade for a change.”

“I’m glad to hear that.” Sianna extended a hand, which Irralith clasped firmly. Her hand was as cold as the snow, she couldn’t help but notice. “Farewell, Irralith.”

“You also, Your Majesty.” Irralith curtseyed again. “I trust your reign will be a long and fruitful one.”

Irralith’s illusory cloak swirled into being once she turned toward the open gate. She set forth through the gate and didn’t look back.

Sianna never saw the changeling again, though she oft wondered in the years to come what became of her. Or perhaps she did see her again, without really seeing her at all. With someone of Irralith’s talents, she could never be sure.




















Chapter 59

Ferret paused a moment to catch her breath in the servant’s corridor, away from the crush of bodies milling about the throne room in preparation for the coronation. Hundreds of people packed the chamber, making her feel claustrophobic. Highborn lords and ladies, courtiers and officers, guardsmen to keep the peace, along with an army of servants, all packed the room. Such huge crowds made her uneasy, especially when all the notables were wealthier and comelier and worthier of being there than she. Ferret felt dowdy in comparison.

Best get used to crowds if you want to be a bard someday, silly wench.

She adjusted her dark-blue satin dress, a lovely garment chosen by Iris and carefully tailored by a castle seamstress to fit her properly. She couldn’t help but feel much like a dressed-up clod, and she plucked at the form-fitting gown, unaccustomed to how snugly it fit across her hips and bosom, the latter of which she was surprised to find had filled in somewhat of late.

From all this sitting about idle and eating this rich courtly food. But it sure is delicious. She’d never eaten half so well in her entire life as she had while in Sianna’s orbit.

Her eyes alighted on a table of sweetmeats as she slipped into the banquet hall as subtly as she could manage in her shimmering dress and ridiculous high-heeled shoes, a jeweled necklace on loan from Iris glittering from the décolletage of her dress. Such a piece of jewelry would have made her drool at the prospect of fencing it for coin a month or two earlier, but she supposed she was above that now, being a hero of the realm and all.

Brom, Selda, Tilda, the castle cooks, and a host of servants bustled around the trestle tables, steadily loading them up with every type of food Ferret could imagine, and many she couldn’t. Enticing smells of slow-roasting meats wafted from the kitchens.

Even the dwarves were dressed up in finery, doublet and fancy breeches for Brom, his hair and beard neatly groomed, the women wearing woolen dresses plainer than Ferret’s but still attractive and well fitted. Brom and Selda had been honored and delighted by the invitation to assist with the catering for the coronation, the old dwarf puffing up with pride. Yet he looked as overwhelmed by the bustling chaos as Ferret felt, although Selda maintained the cool calm of a seasoned field commander in the midst of a military campaign.

“Ferret!” Tilda noticed her, and her exclamation drew Brom and Selda’s attention, along with those of many of the nearby servants.

“There ye be, lass!” Brom boomed. He was clearly relieved at an excuse to step away from the tumult. He and his daughter both sized up Ferret, who was annoyed to feel her cheeks grow warm at the scrutiny.

“Ye look beautiful!” Tilda gave her a hug, which Ferret returned. “I love yer dress.” She ran the thin fabric of one sleeve through her fingers with wonder.

“Reiktir’s beard, me daughter speaks true! There’s been a lovely lass hidin’ under that metal and dirt all this time.”

Ferret grinned and hugged Brom as well, then Selda appeared by his side. She straightened the shoulders of Ferret’s dress and gave her an embrace of her own. “Ye’ll knock all those young lordlings dead,” Selda said.

“Aye, mayhap ye’ll find a proper suitor among that lot,” Brom said. “Although these dandies seem to be as interested in powderin’ their cheeks as the noblewomen. Doubtless they’d be unmanned when faced with such a brave lioness as ye.”

Ferret giggled, and Selda cuffed her husband affectionately. A harried cook hailed Selda to come deal with some minor crisis, and she dragged her husband away by the arm.

“Ye’re deserving whatever they give you at the ceremony.” Tilda squeezed her arm supportively then went to aid her parents.

“Ho there, Ferret!”

She turned to see Kulnor swagger up beside her. His hair and beard were neatly trimmed, the latter elaborately plaited, although his hair still stuck out in several places. He wore a neat burgundy doublet and dark breeches with polished black boots. His holy symbol gleamed against his broad chest.

“Ho there, yourself,” she replied.

The dwarf was looking around in wide-eyed amazement at the feast being laid out. “Ye could feed a whole army with all o’ this!”

“An army o’ fat lordlings,” Brom grumped. He hammered a tap into an ale cask with a wooden mallet. “Bah! No proper dwarf would eat all these cakes and pies and whatever the rest of that is.” He waved a dismissive hand at the trays of sweetmeats.

Kulnor stroked his beard. “Aye, reckon not.”

“Brom, Kulnor,” Ferret said. “Kulnor, Brom.”

“Aye, we’ve met,” Kulnor said.

The two dwarves shook hands enthusiastically regardless. They quickly became involved in an in-depth discussion of ale, and Ferret turned away.

“Ye know that handsome lad?” Tilda sidled up beside her, looking at Kulnor appreciatively. She tucked a lock of curly hair that had come loose back behind her ear.

Ferret grinned mischievously at the frank look of appraisal on Tilda’s face. “Aye, I adventured with him. Fought some Nebarans together, traveled to other planes, you know. Sorry to disappoint, but he’s a priest.”

Tilda shrugged. “What of it?”

“Thought they couldn’t have families.”

“Nay, where’d ye come into such an idea? Reiktir is happy to let his priests marry and have young, for our people are few in number.”

“Well, in that case—Kulnor! Come here!”

Tilda blushed prettily. “Nay, Ferret, I…” She trailed off when Kulnor approached then looked down at her shoes.

“Meet my friend Tilda,” Ferret said with gusto. “She’s available.”

“Ferret!” Tilda looked mortified, cheeks turning even redder, but then she recovered her composure enough to smile at Kulnor. “I’m pleased to meet ye, Master Kulnor.”

“Just Kulnor, please, Miss Tilda. I must say ye’re as lovely as a pure vein o’ gold.”

Ferret slipped away with a smile as the pair struck up a conversation, content that she’d done her good turn for the day. She hoped to find somewhere out of the way to sit and take off her uncomfortable shoes for a few minutes. She’d been wearing them less than an hour, and already her feet were growing sore from the pinching of the godsforsaken things. There was no accounting for the tastes of noblewomen who willingly tortured their feet in such impractical footwear.

Just outside the banquet hall, she thought she spotted a familiar figure through the milling crowd. Ferret slipped through the masses and saw her quarry, dressed in blue robes. She tapped Taren on one shoulder. As he turned, she slipped around to his other side and gave him a grin when he turned back, momentarily puzzled.

“You made it back,” she said. “How did it go?”

Taren greeted her with a tired smile. “It was tough, but I think I did well by the two of them. Elyas I buried on my family’s land, where I grew up, beside my aunt and uncle. I took Mira back to her monastery, where they were pleased to inter her in the catacombs. Since then, I feel more at peace with myself and all that occurred.”

Ferret nodded. “Well, it’s nice to have you back. Thought you were going to strand me here alone for all this grand pomposity, as Dak would say.”

He laughed. “It does seem a bit… much. How have you been?”

“Better, I reckon. Though I’m tired of staying around the castle. Brom offered me a job and a place to stay at the inn, which I’ll probably accept. Don’t know how many more ‘your ladyships’ I can take around here.” She rolled her eyes.

“Lady Ferret?” A young page appeared as if on cue and curtseyed before her. She was a young girl of about ten with a round freckled face.

Ferret and Taren exchanged a look and burst into laughter.

The page looked distressed, unsure if she’d offended them somehow.

“Go on,” Ferret prompted. “Don’t mind us.”

“Lady Iris is requesting your presence. The ceremony is about to start shortly.” She glanced at Taren curiously as if she knew he was someone important who she should recognize.

“What about him?” Ferret asked. “Lord Taren stands before you. Surely, he is expected too.”

The page’s eyes widened, and she curtseyed again. “M-my apologies, my lord. Yes, if your lordship pleases, might you accompany me also to see Lady Iris?”

“Lead on,” Taren said.

Ferret sighed. So much for slipping away to rest my feet.




***




Ferret’s hopes to remain anonymous during the ceremony were dashed when she found herself seated in the very front row. The silver lining was that she had a fantastic view of the proceedings.

To the left of the aisle were seated Queen Sioned, King Rukk, King Nardual, and his sister Princess Zylka, who had shown up the past day. The royals’ retainers filled many rows behind them. Seated on the right were Lord Lanthas and his wife and children, Lord MacTaggert and his wife, and a few other nobles. Ferret was squished between Taren and Kulnor on the aisle of that first row, front and center. Chamberlain Iris; Sir Rafe, Commander of Sianna’s Royal Guard; and Jahn, Captain of the Castle Llantry Guard were seated behind them, along with other nobles and courtiers. All were seated on uncomfortable wooden pews, many rows of them filling the hall and bearing hundreds of courtly backsides.

Master Aered, an ancient man who was acting as master of ceremonies, took the dais. Murmured conversation in the room ceased when he raised his hands.

“Majesties, lords and ladies, and fair citizens—welcome. You have traveled from all over Easilon to join us this day, honored friends and allies, all of you. We come here on this day to crown our new Queen of Ketania. Through trials and tribulations, Sol has seen fit to guide this young woman and deliver her unto this very moment. May I present Her Majesty, Queen Sianna Atreus.”

Well, at least he’s keeping the speech short. That’s a good start.

A trumpet sounded, and hundreds of necks craned to get a look over their shoulders at Sianna coming down the aisle. She moved with a stately stride, neither brisk nor slow, the train of her long white dress trailing on the ground behind her. Hair that shone like molten copper was gathered elaborately atop her head. Emeralds gleamed at her throat and dangled from her earrings. She looked every inch a queen, beautiful and radiant.

Taren’s breath caught beside Ferret. She glanced over, amused at his transfixed gaze upon the young queen. She nudged his leg with her knee, and he looked down, embarrassed.

Lords Lanthas and MacTaggert, an elderly priest of Sol, and several other nobles whom Ferret didn’t know rose from their seats and filed onto the stage. Sianna reached the top of the dais and knelt on a pillow before Master Aered, and the nobles gathered around in a semicircle. Lanthas stood beside Aered and held up a jewel-studded circlet. The crown was the same Sianna had worn earlier in Carran, her preference over something heavier and gaudier, at least according to castle gossip.

“Sianna Atreus,” Master Aered said, “daughter of Clement and Marillee and surviving heir of the Atreus line, today we gather in the sight of Sol and men to crown you Queen of Ketania. Will you swear to rule with wisdom and compassion over the kingdom? Will you swear to be a voice for all peoples, not just those of wealth and influence, and administer justice with an even hand? And finally, will you swear to protect your citizens from harm at all times?”

“I do so swear,” Sianna replied solemnly.

Lanthas stepped forward and lowered the crown onto Sianna’s brow. Master Aered held up his hands to forestall any applause while the elderly priest said his bit.

“By the graciousness of almighty Sol, who has smiled upon your trying path to the crown and continues to bless you this very day as you are crowned queen, we hereby pray that your reign will be long and favorable, Your Majesty,” the old man pronounced.

Aered raised his voice. “Thus are you hereby crowned Queen of Ketania. Rise, Your Majesty. Please congratulate Queen Sianna Atreus, the first of her name!”

The crowd broke into cheers and applause as Sianna rose to her feet and turned to face them. The waves of applause went on and on, everyone standing and clapping and cheering. Ferret was so surprised with how brief the ceremony had been that she thought the applause might last longer than the rest of the proceedings.

Gradually, the hall quieted, and people resumed their seats so that Sianna could address them.

“Thank you for your warm reception,” Sianna said with a smile. “I’d like to express my gratitude to all of you for being here today, for having faith in an untried girl thrust rudely into the role of monarch, and providing your invaluable aid and friendship and counsel during our long journey together. Dark days are now behind us, and dawn shines brightly on a promising future. The time for rebuilding is now—both our local communities as well as our relationships with our neighbors in the Free Kingdoms. Their support has been so vital during this past campaign that I can never repay our friends enough. One of my first acts as queen will be to sign some new trade agreements with the Free Kingdoms, so all can prosper in this time of revitalization. I also plan to extend the hand of peace and attempt to normalize relations with the Empire of Nebara if they are receptive to such a gesture of goodwill. It is my belief the vast majority of the Nebaran people cannot be blamed for the actions of a few bad actors who led our nations into war for selfish gain.” She paused as her eyes roved across the crowd.

“I know you are cramped and hungry, with the succulent smells of the delicious feast being prepared by our hard-working staff, so I’ll keep this brief. I do want to give recognition to those most deserving of such while we are gathered here.” Her gaze took in Ferret and her companions to either side for a moment.

“First and foremost, I’d like to bestow recognition upon some of the bravest heroes in all of Easilon, whom I’m honored to also count as friends. I’m deeply saddened that many of those crucial to our victory cannot be honored here in person, such as Dakarai Creel, Miralei of the Order of the Illuminated Path, Blade Aninyel of Fallowin Forest, and countless others who all paid the ultimate price. None of them joined our cause seeking glory for themselves or to somehow better their station. Instead, basic values inspired them: defense of homes and loved ones, and simple decency and a sense of justice. Yet we are fortunate to have three such heroes here with us today. All three are folks with humble upbringings who answered the call when heroes were needed in such dark times. Through darkness and evil their paths took them, yet they returned victorious, sparing Ketania and all of Easilon from the destructive schemes of Shaol and his warlord servant. I now call before me those heroes: Taren of Swanford, Ferret of Ammon Nor, and Kulnor Strongaxe of Silver Anvil Hall.”

The crowd hushed, and Ferret felt the weight of all those eyes descend upon her and her friends. Taren and Kulnor got to their feet, and she did the same, woodenly, following Taren to stand in front of the dais before Sianna, who had descended to the bottom step. She stood there with her benevolent, queenly gaze upon them. Sianna turned to Lanthas, and he handed her a silver medallion.

“Taren of Swanford, thaumaturge.” Sianna’s face softened when she looked him in the eye. “The heroism and valor of you and your companions preserved not only this kingdom, but the entire Plane of Easilon. Quite frankly, none of us would be standing here today if you hadn’t foiled Shaol’s plans. You were influential in gathering this valiant group of heroes around you. You and your friends rescued me personally from the clutches of the Nebaran warlord, helped rout an army, and ventured into the Hall of the Artificers and planes beyond in order to destroy the infernal machine that would have ended us all. Taren defeated the warlord for good and ended the threat of the Tellurian Engine. I am honored to name you, Taren, Defender of the Realm.” She slipped the medallion over Taren’s head, smiled at him, then turned to Ferret.

Her pulse sped up as everyone’s attention focused on her. She could imagine incensed whispers behind hands of courtiers at the honor being bestowed upon a common gutter rat.

“Ferret of Ammon Nor,” Sianna said with a warm smile. “What more can be said about this young woman’s courage? For it was she who sounded the alarm during the massacre at Ammon Nor when treachery was afoot, saving untold lives and preventing a total slaughter. She stood beside Taren to rescue me from the clutches of the Nebaran warlord. She fought bravely in battle against the foe and joined with me to retake my throne, even apprehending the traitorous usurper Ewan Calcote so he could face justice.”

When Sianna put it like that, Ferret couldn’t help but feel impressed a bit by her own deeds, although she’d have never succeeded at any of them were it not for those around her.

“I am honored to name you, Ferret, Defender of the Realm.” Sianna placed another silver medallion around her neck and gave her a nod and a smile.

The cool medallion’s heavy weight pressed against her chest, and she couldn’t help but smile. The round disc had a likeness of Llantry etched on it, along with the seal of the royal house.

“And finally, Kulnor Strongaxe of Silver Anvil Hall. Although Kulnor is one of Queen Sioned Hammerhelm’s subjects, Kulnor did not hesitate to volunteer his aid in my rescue attempt, though he knew he was risking his life for a queen he didn’t know or owe fealty to. He later fought bravely in battle against the Nebaran host, and his priestly talents saved many lives. Kulnor accompanied Taren to the Hall of the Artificers and helped end the Nebaran warlord. It is my great privilege to name Kulnor an honorary Defender of the Realm.” She placed a bronze medallion around Kulnor’s neck, and the dwarf beamed with pride.

“Now, let us show our gratitude to these brave heroes!” She gestured for the three to turn and face the audience.

The hall practically shook from the applause, nearly deafening in the confines. Ferret could only stand there with a shocked smile on her face, humbled and overwhelmed by the honor shown her and her friends. Even in her wildest dreams, she never would have imagined herself rising to such a position in her entire life.




***




Hours later, Ferret leaned against the wall, safely out of sight for the moment after having declined yet another courtier’s offer to dance. She couldn’t help but think they were approaching her out of some sense of duty, taking pity in the curiosity of the awkward gutter rat graced with an award from the queen herself. Or perhaps it was all some political maneuvering to be seen with a friend of the queen’s. Whatever the reason, Ferret couldn’t say, but she wished she was somewhere else. The heady excitement of earlier had worn off, and she yearned to make an escape.

The ceremony and following banquet had all been surreal—she, Ferret, a young lass without a respectable name, the daughter of a dead whore and unknown father, being honored by the queen herself in front of the assembled combined royalty of humans, elves, and dwarves, along with all the influential people of the capital of Llantry and far and wide. She might have thought she’d dreamed it all, if not for the weight of the medallion pressing against her chest.

She watched the swirl of silk and satins as dancers moved across the floor of the great hall, all of them graceful and lovely as they followed the complicated steps of some dance Ferret didn’t have the first clue about. She was better able to appreciate the skillful craft of the quartet of performing minstrels. Two flutists, a lutist, and a drummer belted out tune after tune, the current one slow and seductive.

Ferret had lost sight of her friends in the ensuing tumult following the ceremony and banquet. Toasts were made, hands shaken, praises and claps on the back endured, and the night was stretching on into celebration and dance. Sianna was continually occupied with the other heads of state, along with powerful Llantry nobles, officials, and courtiers the entire night, the latter groups seeking to bend her ear with well-placed compliments. All of them eager to kiss her arse since given the opportunity.

Iris and Rafe seemed too busy ensuring proceedings went smoothly to be able to celebrate, Iris managing the events and Rafe commanding the guard detail, silent sentinels in their gleaming armor never far away if some danger presented itself.

She saw Taren from time to time following the banquet, dealing with the praise and smalltalk and endless questions with much more grace than she ever could. But then again, he was the true hero. She’d just been along for the ride the majority of the time.

A smile came to her lips at the sight of Kulnor and Tilda speaking earnestly at the rear of the hall near where Brom and Selda and the others served refreshments. The dwarves’ body language indicated a mutual attraction.

Those two will make a good pair.

Ferret looked around the room for a while longer before she had to stifle a yawn. She felt bloated and sleepy after having eaten way too much. The room also seemed to have grown soft around its edges, a likely effect of imbibing too great a quantity of Brom’s dwarven spirits.

All in all, the night was spectacular and marvelous, one in which she was totally out of place. One person in particular weighed heavily on her thoughts, someone who would have been just as discomfited by all the grandiose ceremony as she. Damn you for leaving me, Dak.

The past days had proven trying, for she kept expecting Creel to return, but of course he hadn’t. Nor would he ever. Somewhere deep inside, she’d known he wouldn’t return, for he’d finally discovered his purpose in his long life and was now reunited with his Rada once more.

The crowds parted momentarily, and Ferret spotted Taren dancing with an impossibly beautiful elven woman—Princess Zylka. The princess moved like flowing water, her large eyes sparkling and a lovely smile on her lips, her silky dress rippling around her slim figure. Taren was trying gamely to keep up with the complex steps, but Ferret could tell he was out of his league. That seemed not to bother the elf, who had a ready smile of encouragement.

Ferret sighed and headed for the drink table, deciding she could use another one after all. Watching Taren and Zylka made her somewhat jealous, perhaps since it made her more aware of her loneliness, though she wouldn’t admit that to herself.

“Lady Ferret? Might I have the pleasure of a dance?” A young lordling took her hand before she could react and kissed it lightly. He was handsome, pretty actually, enough so to put many a maiden to shame, with gleaming oiled blond tresses and clean-shaven cheeks. He wore the finest clothes, all lace trimmed with shiny buckles, and his perfume wafted over Ferret. She was reminded of the knight, Sir Edwin, by his looks, and thought the man perhaps a brother or cousin.

She pulled her hand free and somehow mustered what she hoped was a demure smile and not a grimace. “No thank you, milord. I’m feeling a bit dizzy from the alcohol and could use some air. If you’ll excuse me?” Without waiting for a reply, she pushed past a group of noblewomen clucking like a group of hens and reached Brom and Selda.

“Ferret, ye look tuckered out,” Selda observed.

“Aye. Would that I could sneak away and get some fresh air somewhere.” She took the tumbler of spirits Brom offered her and downed it in one swig.

The dwarf raised a bushy eyebrow at that. “I know how ye feel. Too much finery and arse-kissing for me tastes.” Brom sighed heavily, and his gaze focused on hers. With uncanny perception, he discerned her thoughts. “Try to put him out of yer mind this night, lass. This is for ye—all of ye that took a stand and triumphed over evil. Enjoy it, for ye’ve earned it.” Even though he stood over a foot shorter than she, he still put a brawny arm around Ferret’s shoulders and gave a squeeze. “He’d be proud of ye. As are we all.”

A servant approached, asking for another tray of wine, and Brom turned away with a sigh.

Ferret took the opportunity to slip around behind the drink table. A curtain had been erected, screening off one area to conceal the unsightly mess of empty casks and discarded trays of sweets and snacks. She sat on one of the empty casks and pulled off her ridiculously uncomfortable yet stylish shoes. Her feet immediately thanked her, and she massaged them, feeling the blisters coming on. She leaned back and closed her eyes a moment, content to let the music fill her ears. The song changed to something cheerier, and she could almost imagine she was in a country tavern with the music and smells of ale and wine around her. To be able to smell and taste and feel again was a miracle.

She might have dozed off for a time. Next thing she knew, an elbow jostled her, and she sensed someone sit on the wine cask beside her. She cracked an eyelid and was relieved to see it was Taren.

“You’ve got the right idea, Ferret.” He pulled off his own uncomfortable-looking shoes and stockings and rubbed his feet, mottled red in places as hers were. “Not enjoying the festivities?”

“I feel like a goose among swans. You looked to be enjoying your dance with that elf.” She shot him a grin.

“Ah, Zylka. We know each other from a while back. I think I told you that story.”

“Just not about how close you two are.”

Taren flushed. “It’s not like that. Besides…”

“Our young queen has already captured your heart,” she finished with a smirk.

“Is it that obvious?” He sighed.

“Probably not to everyone. You should speak with her. She looks like a prisoner in search of escape, with those advisors and nobles constantly hounding her.”

“If she wished to speak with me, surely she’d do so. Who am I to barge in there? I’m just another commoner.”

Ferret lifted the medallion hanging from his neck and let it fall back to his chest. “A commoner who just so happens to be a Defender of the Realm,” she said sarcastically.

He glanced at Ferret’s matching medallion. “So we are.”

“Don’t let these dandy gossipmongers convince you that you’re not fit to stand with royalty. You know different. You shouldn’t let her get away from you, Taren.” She held his eyes. “I mean it. You’ll regret it.”

Taren gave her a wan smile but didn’t reply. They sat there quietly a few moments.

“Thinking about him?” he asked.

“Aye. Hard not to, especially with everyone else around, all drunk and happy and celebratory. Feels like he should be here.”

“So it does. The same with Mira… after all we went through, and then…” He trailed off, his voice thick with emotion.

Ferret squeezed his hand sympathetically.

“Well, we shall have to remedy that,” he said after a moment.

“Remedy what?”

“Our melancholy.” Taren reached over and rubbed her despised stubble of short, chalk-white hair, as if she were a dog.

“Oi!” She smacked him on the shoulder, sending him lurching off the cask and nearly falling.

“Ow.” Taren massaged his shoulder but was grinning impudently at her.

She immediately felt bad, although he had probably deserved that. “Sorry. Forget my own strength sometimes.”

“No matter. Come on.” Taren held out a hand.

She didn’t think to question him or protest, simply content to be in the company of one of her few remaining friends. His hand was warm when she took it. “Where are we going?”

“To dance, of course.”

“I don’t know how to dance—and especially not like they are,” she protested. “And my shoes!”

“Forget them.” He grinned impishly. “Who’s gonna tell the Defenders of the Realm they can’t dance barefoot?”

“Huh, good point.” She was smiling in spite of herself as they pushed through the crowds, hand in hand. Her grin increased at the looks of frank disapproval garnered by their unshod feet. One noblewoman gasped and pointed, and her flock of hens all began clucking frantically.

Taren signaled the minstrels. After a moment, the current song stopped, and the lutist, who appeared to be the senior minstrel, spoke quickly to the others. A couple seconds later, they launched into a jaunty tune, one Ferret knew well, a simple country song played at midsummer festivals throughout the southlands. It was delightfully out of place in the stuffy confines of the royal hall.

Frowning nobles cleared off the dance floor, leaving the two of them alone. Perhaps it was due to the drink, but Ferret was feeling a bit ornery and was glad the nobles’ dance had been interrupted, leaving them feeling out of sorts.

Taren placed one hand on her lower back and kept his grip on her other hand. “It’s quite simple. Follow my lead.”

Ferret mirrored him, then they were moving to and fro in an easy rhythm matching the music. She picked up the steps quickly, for they weren’t difficult, and before she knew it, the two of them were stepping and twirling across the marble floor, the stone cool under her bare feet as scores of shocked nobles looked on. She put them out of her mind, imagining she was at a country fair on a warm summer eve, and had a heartfelt smile on her face for the first time since the banquet had begun.

After a few moments, others began to join them, hesitantly at first, then with greater enthusiasm. Someone began clapping in the audience, and after a few moments, others took it up. She glimpsed Sioned’s and Rukk’s dwarves, many of them stomping their feet in time and knocking tankards against the tables. Many of the elves looked on with amusement. A determined Tilda was dragging a distraught-looking Kulnor to the dance floor. Rafe and Iris were there too, their duties momentarily put aside. Ferret glimpsed Queen Sianna on the periphery, clapping along with the others, delighted by their irreverent dance and looking as if she wished she could throw proper courtesies to the wind and join them.

The room swirled around her, a blur of rainbow finery and the faceless mass of nobility, but she paid little attention to anything other than keeping up the right steps and Taren’s smiling face across from her. The music called to her in a way she’d rarely experienced before—she felt it in her blood. Her medallion smacked her chest lightly as she hopped and stepped, entranced in the music and dance.

This is the true power of a bard. Relating tales of heroism and inspiring others with music. Turning sorrow to joy, loneliness to belonging.

Ferret’s earlier sullenness and reluctance to embrace the night slipped away. Something had changed inside—she could feel it. Earlier, she had wished the night over, but now realized she didn’t want it to end, this moment forever etched in her memory.

This night was a night of change, of new beginnings, and she was ready to take the next step and discover what lay ahead.




















Chapter 60

The evening was winding down, and Taren felt a deep weariness filling his body. But it was a pleasant kind of weariness as one acquires after performing some rewarding work. Other than having been unable to spend any personal time with Sianna, he felt the night had gone well.

Most of the elves and nobles had retired for the night. Groups of courtiers and others mingled still, voices loud and slurred by drink. A fair number of people were falling-down drunk, many passed out on benches and in corners, servants beginning to tidy up at the periphery of the remaining revelers. Most of the dwarves were yet drinking, for there was still ale and spirits aplenty. They’d broken out sets of dice and were boisterous in their gambling and jesting and boasting.

He hadn’t seen Sianna for some time, he realized. Probably in private counsel with her hangers-on.

Ferret had gone off with Tilda a short time earlier, the two young women bubbly with talk and good cheer. Taren was glad he’d been able to draw Ferret from her melancholy, for he’d been worried about her in the past days, since the loss of Creel.

Thoughts of that brought back his memory of Mira, and he wished she could have been there. She’d have felt as out of place as Ferret and he did, yet her missing presence was an agonizing loss, a void that could never be filled. During his journey over the past week, he had thought he’d found absolution after her death but realized her memory would always be with him. Some things could never totally be gotten past—one was simply changed irrevocably.

He knew he was a better man for having had Mira as a friend and companion, and he wouldn’t change that for anything.

Here I go now, getting depressed, just like Ferret. Perhaps I’d better retire for the night. None can say we didn’t stay for an appropriate amount of time. His feet ached from the shoes he had reluctantly decided to put back on after having his toes inadvertently stomped on earlier.

“Lord Taren?” The young page girl from earlier was giving him a hesitant smile, looking much like a frightened rabbit that might bolt at a sudden wrong move.

“I’m no lord, lass. What is it?”

“I’ve a message for you to see Sir Rafe, my lord.”

“Rafe? Where is he?” Taren looked around, realizing Rafe, Iris, and everyone he knew had gone.

“If you’ll follow me, my lord?” At his nod, the page led him out of the great hall and down a hallway. She pointed toward the end, where a flight of stairs led upward. “He’s waiting just down there.”

“Thank you.” Taren walked down the hallway, feeling a refreshing cool breeze passing through. 

Rafe was leaning against the wall in the shadows, trying unsuccessfully to stifle a yawn. 

“Rafe?”

The big man smiled tiredly. “Taren. I hope you enjoyed the festivities.”

“Yes, they were quite… festive.”

Rafe chuckled. “Aye, that they were.” He gripped Taren’s shoulder and leaned in to whisper conspiratorially in his ear. “She’s waiting up there on the balcony. Asked to see you. I’m to let no one else pass unless the kingdom is under dire threat.”

Taren felt his throat go tight suddenly. He had wanted to see Sianna all night, and now the moment had suddenly arrived. “You shouldn’t let her get away from you, Taren. You’ll regret it.” Ferret’s words earlier had struck close to home.

His sudden misgivings must have been apparent, for Rafe smiled in sympathy. “I’ve never known her to bite.”

Taren forced a breath of air into his lungs and relaxed. “You’re right. Thanks, Rafe.”

He could feel the cold draft intensify as he climbed the staircase. The flight of stairs ended at a large open balcony, about twenty paces across with a view of the castle gardens below. The night was cold but calm, a brilliant banner of shining gems filling the sky above. A low half moon was perched just above the castle walls.

Sianna stood at the stone balustrade, looking out over the gardens, most of the foliage now barren because of winter. She had let her hair down, and it gleamed in the starlight. A fur cape was draped across her shoulders.

“Majesty, you called for me?” he asked hesitantly.

She turned to face him, a bemused look on her face. Her loveliness nearly stole his breath.

“Not you too, Taren. I’ve had about all the ‘Your Majestys’ I can handle for one night. How about just Sianna for a change?” Her eyes twinkled with amusement. “Careful, lest I order the court to refer to you as ‘Your Highness.’”

Taren came up to stand beside her at the balustrade, careful to keep his face neutral as he faced his queen. The light of a distant torch moved across the castle wall as a guard walked the ramparts. “I’m not sure what you mean, Sianna.”

“Come, now. Your heritage isn’t quite so humble as you make it out to be. Taren, Thaumaturge and Prince of Nexus of the Planes should be your proper title. Unless there’s also a surname that I’m missing?”

He could maintain a straight face no longer, gazing into her eyes as he was, their faces barely more than a foot apart. A smile stole across his face. “Not that I’m aware of.”

“A mutual friend of ours sought an audience a few days ago and thought it best to remind me of your not-unremarkable background. Ferret,” she added at his raised eyebrows.

“Ah.” That explained it then, along with the girl’s earlier hints.

“She’s quite the storyteller. I expect she’ll make a talented bard. I’ve seen fit to provide tutoring for her so she can better learn her letters and numbers. Also, weapon training if she likes, since a bard’s road often ventures into dangerous territory.”

Taren didn’t know whether he should feel grateful or embarrassed about Ferret’s intervention on his behalf. “Thank you for that. I feel responsible for her now, as the last remaining original traveling companion she had. I’m sure she’ll be thankful for the opportunity you’re giving her. Anything to take her mind off recent losses.”

Sianna nodded, turning back to the gardens. “It’s the least I can do. For any of you. If there’s anything you need, then name it, and it’s yours, so long as it’s within my power to grant.”

There was one thing he wished for more than anything, but he dared not ask it of her, not wanting to ruin the friendship they shared. He leaned on the balustrade beside her, their shoulders barely touching. Past the castle walls, Llantry was a brilliant tapestry of glowing lights.

“I was a bit disappointed not to see you until the ceremony,” she remarked. “Did your journey turn out all right?”

“It did. I just arrived back this morning, but the road gave me time to think and make peace with myself. Elyas and Mira were taken care of appropriately.”

Sianna nodded but didn’t speak for a time.

Taren didn’t mind. He remained silent, simply content to be in her company.

“I must say, I was a bit surprised at how you and Ferret commandeered my dance floor earlier.” She regarded him sternly. “That took some stones, I believe is the expression. Not that a proper queen would ever speak thusly.”

“Oh. Ah, sorry about—”

“Don’t be. I enjoyed the looks of shock and mortification on all of their faces.” She laughed then, more a girlish giggle than a proper queenly laugh, and Taren joined in. When her face softened like that, she was no longer only the Queen of Ketania, but also the young woman he’d fallen in love with in the forest after helping rescue her from Nesnys’s assassins. “I was a bit jealous of Ferret, actually.” Her voice was teasing.

“Is that so? I thought it was just what she needed to cheer her up.”

“Indeed. And cheer up the entire hopelessly staid celebration at the same time. I’ll have to remember that as a way to appeal to those unused to the courtly life, to make them feel more at ease—the inclusion of more common folk songs.” She regarded him a moment, and he saw she was considering her next words. “I’ve not learned such a dance before. Will you teach me?”

“I-I’d be delighted to. When will your schedule allow it?”

“What’s wrong with right now?” Her green eyes challenged him, sparkling with mischief.

“Um, well nothing, I suppose.”

“Excellent.” Sianna grinned and walked briskly over to the top of the stairs. “Rafe!”

“Your Majesty?” came the reply.

“Send for wine and the minstrels. At once, please.”

“Aye, Majesty.” Down the stairs, Rafe called for a page.

“Well now.” Sianna removed her bulky fur cape and laid it on the railing. She shivered and rubbed her bare arms, wearing nothing more than the lovely emerald dress she had changed into after the coronation. “Can you do something about this chill?”

“Certainly.” Taren had been trying hard not to shiver during their conversation. He focused a moment and channeled magic into the balcony’s stone floor. After a few moments, it began to radiate a pleasant heat, much like a hearth, banishing the winter chill. “If you don’t mind, my feet are killing me in these absurd shoes.”

“By all means. I was thinking the same.” Sianna plucked off her high-heeled shoes and tossed them aside casually while Taren removed his own.

Approaching footsteps came from the stairway, and a servant arrived, bearing a tray with a pitcher of wine and two goblets. He quickly set the tray on a side table and departed with a bow. As soon as the servant departed, the minstrels arrived.

“I’d like to hear the southern song you played while my friend here danced with the young lady earlier,” Sianna told them.

“The Midsummer Serenade. Of course, Your Majesty,” the lutist replied with a deep bow. “Just a moment, please.”

As the quartet got set up, Taren picked up the crystal decanter of wine. He channeled a trickle of heat into the container until it grew hot in his hands. The wine steamed when he poured it into the goblets and offered one to Sianna.

“Mmm.” She took a long sip of the freshly mulled wine and gave him a girlish grin. “That’s a nice trick. I’ll have to remember to keep you around.”

Pleased, Taren took a long drink then extended his hand to her. “My queen.” He nodded to the minstrels, and they began to play the jaunty serenade.

“My prince,” she replied, taking his hand. She placed one hand on his back to mirror him.

He couldn’t help but note the hard ridge of scar on her left hand where her last finger had been. She’s been through much, as have we all. That small blemish didn’t matter to him in the least, only that she was there smiling up at him.

“It’s fairly easy, if you’ll follow my steps.” He began to lead her slowly at first, then more quickly as she picked up the steps, careful not to seem overly familiar. He couldn’t help but think of his dance with Yethri at the Midsummer Festival, what felt like ages ago, as they moved. Though they bore some physical similarity, Sianna was also his friend and monarch, and he felt awkward, not wanting to overstep propriety with her.

After a few minutes, they were moving smoothly around the balcony, yet the formal distance between them prevented their movements from being as loose and carefree as he and Ferret had been earlier.

Sianna abruptly stopped, and he saw a hint of disappointment in her face. “You’re holding back.”

“I am?”

“Yes. Forget I’m the queen. I want you to dance with me as you did Ferret. Pretend I’m her.”

Taren swallowed hard. “There’s just one problem with that…”

“Because I’m the queen?”

He shook his head and looked over at the minstrels nervously, but they didn’t seem to be paying attention, intent on their playing. He mustered up his courage. Here goes.

“I’m not in love with Ferret.”

Sianna froze, simply staring at him, and his heart dropped into his stomach. 

Damn it. I buggered that up. He opened his mouth to apologize.

But then a flush deepened in her cheeks, already pink from the cold, and she was speechless for the first time since he’d known her. “Well, I…”

He was heartened by the fact she didn’t seem angry or disappointed. No turning back now—might as well forge on ahead. He remembered her earlier offer. “You offered me a boon earlier—will you grant me a kiss?”

He didn’t need to use any magic or psionic abilities to gauge her reaction, for it was plain on her face. 

“I will,” she said in a quiet voice, though her eyes were wide with nervous anticipation.

Taren drew her close, then leaned down and kissed her soft lips, slightly parted as they were. She didn’t merely allow his kiss—she returned it. When they separated after a moment that felt entirely too brief, her eyes shone, and her smile spurred his heart into a galloping rhythm.

Sianna reached up and touched his cheek in a familiar way, her smile widening, eyes deep pools that he felt he might fall into and never return. “I was wondering if you’d ever find the nerve to do that,” she whispered.

He returned her smile a moment before clearing his throat. “And now for the preferred way to dance this.” He drew her close, and they began moving fluidly, synchronously, and from the way her hand fit neatly in his, they felt as if they belonged together. In the vastness of the multiverse, the unlikeliness of their paths coming together in such a way could have been a clockwork design planned by the gods.

And perhaps it is. Taren’s eyes sought the night sky, as if he could spot the Temple of the Night in the dark void between the constellations. He smiled, knowing true joy for the first time in as long as he could remember. Thank you, Grandmother.

The music drifted out over the fallow gardens below, bringing warmth and cheer to the cold night. The stars moved across the sky, bearing silent witness to their dance, one which was truly free of cares, a pleasant interlude after the long trying roads each of them had separately traveled.

And may the next road be one we travel together.







THE END
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