
        
            
                
            
        

    

  

    Rebirth of the Undead King


  


  

    Book 2


  


  

    Ink Bamboo


  


  



Rebirth of the Undead King by Ink Bamboo
© 2019 Kevin Butman
 
All rights reserved. No portion of this book or its art may be reproduced in any form without permission from the publisher, except as permitted by U.S. copyright law. For permissions contact:
 
smalltimebamboo@gmail.com
 
Cover by Judy Yao
 
https://www.deviantart.com/eikyrona
 




Prologue
Journey.
A cold wind whistled across the plains, gently caressing a lone figure leaning against a rock. The shadow he gave silhouetted against the campfire as he remained unfazed by the gale kissing his cheeks. It was almost like he wasn’t aware of his surroundings, for his amber eyes were locked with only one thing in their sight — the sky.
Lonely.
This single word described his disposition, his thoughts, and his heart.
Alas, he was too inexperienced to understand his own feelings. The innocence of a young man wasn’t a match for the cruel machinations of fate or life. At least that would be the case if not for the one following him on his journey.
“Shouldn’t you sleep already?” asked a voice from within him.
The cold, almost mechanical feeling to his tone would drive chills into most. But Zaros was different. It was this voice that had granted him hope in moments of darkness, revenge in moments of hate, and most importantly, life in a moment of death.
However, that didn’t mean his attitude towards his partner was befitting of his role and status. The boy was ignorant of both. Disregarding his partner’s question, he took a more comfortable position against the rock behind his back, voicing the thoughts in his mind, “The sky is beautiful tonight.”
“How would you even be able to comprehend the beauty behind it?” retorted the one within him. Once a former god, Amro was now bound to the life of this simple mortal. A long time ago he had been able to stargaze by looking below his feet. Now, he had to look above, just like any other mortal.
Yet Zaros had no way to comprehend the complexity of emotions hidden behind his partner’s voice. He was too focused on the sky above to mind the grumbles of an old soul. “Is there a need to overthink it?” he asked.
“The stars hold many secrets,” Amro said deeply. “You wouldn’t be able to grasp them even if you tried for a decade. The word ‘beautiful’ doesn’t begin to describe them.”
“I see,” said Zaros, a hint of melancholy noticeable in his voice. “I remember I once stared at them after a day of hunting. I swear I could feel someone’s gaze from beyond.”
“That’s not how this works, child,” said Amro. This was a rare chance to educate his partner on the secrets of the world. “The stars may speak but they aren’t the kind to listen nor see.”
“And what is it that they are saying?” asked Zaros. Amro’s words had piqued his interest.
“Many things,” said Amro. “Most of which you are better off not knowing.”
Having received virtually no answer, Zaros’s thoughts went back to the beginning. “Is it wrong for me to just enjoy their beauty then?”
“I guess not,” said Amro. The boy’s logic wasn’t free of faults, but he knew when to take a step back.
Zaros laughed for a moment, intent on not letting his partner off the hook. “You are just like an old man, callous and stubborn.”
“And you are just a brat, foolish and ignorant,” Amro retorted. He was not willing to let the last one go by. Being connected to the boy’s soul had its up and downs. One of them was being more sensible to his words and needs — something he had long forgotten about.
Zaros chuckled mildly, covering himself from the cold wind with a few scraps of cloth. They were still far from reaching their destination, the Northern Plains. Or as they were known these days, ‘The Independent Territories.’ There, he expected to find allies, like-minded people who had risen in rebellion against the tyranny of his Kingdom’s ruling class.
Embracing the journey that was ahead of him, the young man slowly closed his eyes, fully at ease knowing his partner’s consciousness would wake him up should the need arise. It was rare for Amro to allow him a good night’s sleep without dragging him to train into his soul realm, so he was going to take full advantage of this opportunity.
Good night, he thought, stubbornly believing someone was watching him beyond the stars.
And you call me stubborn? questioned Amro. He could never stop being surprised at how easily the boy was willing to dismiss his teachings. Sages and scholars would murder for a chance to hear three of his words, not to mention a full lecture.
As it was, it didn’t take long for Zaros’s body to ease itself into the ground. The accumulated stress of his journey finally being released from his muscles. His dreams would be filled with laughter and enjoyment, recalling the bonds with the new ‘family’ he had formed in the small town of Sol. It might have been nearly two weeks since he had left the small town but the memories were still fresh in his mind.
These short moments of peace were the best tool Amro had to ensure the boy wouldn’t crumble. Even the most severe of teachers recognized the importance of rest. Not giving Zaros any would eventually result in either his fall or the rise of a madman, perhaps even both.
Finally, thought Amro. As Zaros’s consciousness fell into slumber, he found himself taking control over the boy’s body.
During the past week, he had been taking careful note of the stars’ movements. He meant it when he said the stars were willing to speak. The information they reflected was akin to an infinite library. Only through careful browsing would he find what he was looking for. Now that he no longer controlled the same authority he did as a god, he needed to browse with even more care.
Making use of Zaros’s body, he started drawing ancient glyphs, performing an endless stream of divinations using the ground as his canvas. It took him nearly an hour to finish, but when he did, a mix of tension and eagerness took control of his expression.
Amro laughed wickedly as he gazed upon the results of his work. The glyphs and runes in the ground oddly resembled a drawing of the sun being eclipsed by a smaller star — almost like it was taking its place. The significance behind it wouldn’t be understood by more than a few sages in this world.
A gamble.
This situation was something Amro never thought would be forced onto him after he rose to godhood. He considered it for no more than a minute before making his choice. He knew divinations of this scale were prone to change depending on who got involved. It was now in his best interest to ensure nothing happened to change this particular one.
I’ll see you soon, Alexandra.




Chapter 01
Ritual.
A ray of sunlight shone through the sky, piercing through countless clouds until it reached its destination. Bound by the will of its master, the light finally settled atop a small altar, decorated with precious offerings of gold and jewels.
Yet neither the precious stones nor the valuable gold atop the altar were of any interest to the light. Its attention focused on a single object amongst all the others. A small marble, dark and enticing as if made from a fragment of the night sky. The small sphere of darkness radiated an aura of subtle corrosion capable of summoning an instinctive fear in the hearts of the weak.  
The few eyes inside the room focused on the way the light interacted with the small object. This accursed marble had been a source of constant frustration for them. Many of their middle-ranked priests had lost their life studying this marble. The reason remained unknown, but holding the accursed thing required one to be a priest of the highest rank. Those who tried to do so without qualifications had found themselves quickly lacking any signs of life.
A symphony of voices within the room united together to form a chant, “Glory to the sun, glory to the light who cleanses us all…” The unison of their voices was representative of their united belief. Through their effort, the light shining on the altar soon became bigger, reaching the girth of a centennial oak.
The light seemed to have a mind of its own. After reaching a size that covered the entire altar, the intense sunlight seemed to bend around the marble. A fight soon between the two broke out as the light attempted to wrap the marble within its embrace.
*Thud!*
The group of priests found themselves hugging the ground soon after the sunlight bathed its target. A sinister energy emerged from the marble, rejecting the power coming from the light. As both energies collided, an inexplicable pressure fell upon the room.
The burden caused by the stream of light and the dark marble had forced the priests to cease their chant, continuing to chant within their minds. On the outside they felt frozen, much like prey watching a fight between predators.
Yet amongst them all, one stood unimpressed. A young girl with blonde hair and dull golden eyes. Her robes were different from that of the priests, simple yet elegant. No pointless decorations covered her clothes. Through her pragmatism, her appearance gave off a sort of scholarly charm.
The pressure seemed to have no effect on her. Her posture remained firm while her gaze remained uninterested. Her faith was unwavering for she knew what the result of the clash would be.
This scene wasn’t unfamiliar to the rest of the priests in the room. The girl was their anchor, their light. Despite being younger than everyone else present, no one dared to think little of her. She was the incarnation of their goddess’ will — a Chosen. Her faith and authority were obvious from the way she stood right next to the altar. None inside this room could be her match, save for the marble and the beam of light.
As the battle continued, the girl’s uninterested face focused on the marble and the way it fended off the sunlight pouring over it. She knew her goddess wasn’t expending much effort in this ritual, but the marble’s resilience was enough to deserve her attention. Very few items had the ability to fend off divine power in such a way, much less without the help of an user.
As a Chosen, such obstinate rejection of her lady’s authority should have displeased her. But that wasn’t the case. She knew this wasn’t her fight. Only a fool would worry about a result that was already set in stone.
Previous attempts to purify the marble had ended in failure. Even when the cardinal got involved, the result had been the same. Thus, they had decided to leave it in her goddess’ hands. There was no reason for her to worry anymore. Doubting her goddess’ ability to solve the issue would have been not only foolish, but blasphemy.
*Crack*
The time soon came, the marble failed to continue its defiance. Under the endless stream of light bathing it, cracks had finally begun to appear on its surface.
A smirk surfaced on the face of the young Chosen as she approached the altar. It wasn’t arrogance nor happiness, but a reflection of the pride she felt for her faith.
“Not so tough now?” she said, grabbing the marble in between her fingers. “You could’ve just accepted our command but you stubbornly refused. Now, have a look at yourself — you’re nothing more than a dull toy without an owner.”
The marble shook as if offended by her remarks. Despite being an object, it seemed to have traces of an ego. Disgruntled, it tried to get away from her fingers before realizing it had no power left to do so. The clash with the light had left it in a weakened state.
Seeing the marble struggling to get away from her, the girl frowned slightly. Why do you resist? Do you despise my lady’s will that much?
Knowledge and ignorance were a side of the same coin. As a Chosen, she wasn’t able to grasp why others would reject the teachings of her goddess. Only one word came to her mind when she saw this act — blasphemy.
A stream of her aura finally suppressed the ego within the marble. Before long, the accursed object was finally left defenseless on her hands. Without a will protecting the secrets within, they were finally on display. This was her purpose all along.
The young Chosen’s consciousness sunk into the marble. It followed countless pathways, revealing the knowledge contained within. Alas, even as a knowledgeable Chosen, she had topics she preferred not to delve into. Her probe into the marble’s secrets revealed such themes.
Meanwhile, the clerics at her side stared in awe. It had taken them a full minute to recover from the clash of divine power, but the young girl had stood through it all unimpressed. The might of a Chosen was once again reflected in their eyes.
However, the attention she summoned had soon made the most observant amongst them notice the shift in her expression. As a result, one of them decided to get closer and speak up what was on everyone’s minds.
“My lady, what’s the result?”
“Trash,” answered the young Chosen. Few words could convey what she felt for the object in her hands. This accursed object had taken many of their resources to obtain and purify, but now she couldn’t feel anything but contempt for it.
“My lady,” said the priest, afraid that she left them in the dark. “Can you please enlighten the rest of us as to why you would say such a thing?” His wisdom as a priest was still lacking compared to someone taught directly by their church’s residing leader — the cardinal.
The girl didn’t answer. Annoyed, she tossed the marble towards the priest. The object in her hands made her feel uncomfortable and tainted. The unfamiliar feeling made her give up on the marble for the time being.
“You can see it for yourself,” she said. “I’ll be resting in my chambers.”
The priest caught the marble in his hands. For a moment he forgot what the marble had done to many of his fellow clergymen. Only after seeing the stunned looks from the of his peers did he realize it.
Am I still alive? His attention faltered so much he failed to notice the cracks now spread through the marble.
Only the girl leaving the isolated ritual chamber was conscious of them. Not that she cared as she was submerged in her own line of thoughts.
Disgusting. I wonder when the cardinal will finally let me go and finish off those death worshipers. Even now, their trash keeps appearing everywhere in our kingdom.
Every time an object from the Church of Death appeared, countless tragedies would follow. The girl felt the stance this branch of the church held on the issue was too passive. Taking the Church of Death’s things from their hands was an improvement, yes, but it was nowhere near what she wished to do. Only after spreading her lady’s glory to every corner of the world would she feel appeased.
Nonetheless, her line of thought was soon broken as someone placed his hand over her shoulder. An old man with a strong body, dirty robes and a kind face had awaited for her outside the restricted area leading to the room of rituals. His wrinkly eyes came near her as he examined her up and down, trying to peer into her current condition.
Seeing nothing different from the time she had walked inside, he finally sighed in relief. “I’m glad you’re okay, Erin. I was worried something would happen inside.”
The young Chosen ignored the words of the old man, walking forward instead. She had discarded that name long ago. She felt no need for individuality. Nowadays, she liked to be addressed by her title as a servant of the Goddess of Light.
“Hey, Erin…”
Yet to her demise, the old man was insistent. He was unwilling to let her go without receiving an answer. The respect displayed by the priests was nowhere to be seen in his gaze. The only feeling visible within his eyes was a craving for both knowledge and affection.
“Did you finally resolve the mystery behind that ominous artifact?” he asked. His curiosity equally matched his concern. “The formations inside that marble were so complex. I couldn’t decode half of them, it wouldn’t surprise me if the ritual failed to work on it. Thus, I worried about your state.”
Irked by the slightly blasphemous comment, Erin finally stopped in her tracks. Questioning the effectiveness of her goddess’ rituals had finally gotten her attention. “Guardian, I’ll say this once again. Simple mortals like us have no place questioning the power of our lady. Shall you do this again, I’ll have no choice but to report it to the cardinal.”
The old man broke into a gentle smile. After many years of being by this girl’s side, he knew better than others how to get her attention. Of course, he had no worries that she would really report his words to the de facto leader of this branch of the church. He believed that behind her dull expression and beliefs bordering on fanaticism, the kind and warm girl he knew still remained.
“I take it was a success. I’m glad that you won’t have to carry that ominous thing anymore,” he said.
“That is not my choice to make,” she answered. “I’ll do whatever my lady wishes for me to do. My will is not my own.”
That’s the issue, thought the old man. Distraught by her words, he was almost left behind as she continued onwards.
He could still remember when his granddaughter behaved like every other child, playful and innocent. Things were so different now. Taking care of the matters of the church had forced her to grow up quickly, leaving little of her former self behind as she assumed the mantle of Chosen.
Even so, he wasn’t willing to give up. He’d made up his mind to convince her to share some time with him. “Are you free, then? We could go to the library to read for a while.”
Sharing time with his granddaughter was one of the few things that gave him peace of mind. Alas, the years had driven them apart. Ever since his granddaughter became a Chosen, he was left with no choice but to step back and watch as she carried out the will of the church.
“I’m going to rest. I have to get ready to assist the cardinal in the afternoon. He’ll probably call for me to discuss the results of the ritual.”
Unwilling to take no for an answer, the old man persisted, “Would you like me to come with you? You know my expertise could be of use.”
Erin stopped for a second as she considered the proposal. Magnus Rendheart, a former Grand Wizard now working for the church. He had lead the Kingdom of Ionia’s mage division until the Church of Light performed a coup, turning the kingdom into a theocracy. If not for her being selected as the Chosen of the church, he might have been executed along with the rest of the mages in the kingdom. Of course, she was ignorant of that last detail.
That being said, there was no doubt in the old man’s knowledge when it came to magic formations. He might be of use.
After making her mind, Erin finally gave him an answer, “I’ll discuss it with the cardinal. I can’t agree on such a matter on my own.”
Magnus sighed in relief. Few things worried him as much as being given the cold shoulder by his only descendant. The mighty disposition he had carried in his youth was no more. He was now a pawn, someone who lived only to take care of his granddaughter as her aide, and more importantly, as her guardian.
The fact that he wasn’t executed and was allowed to guard her was something he felt endlessly grateful for. Without a mother or a father, he was the only family she had left on this world. Stepping back and leaving her alone in the hands of the church was something he had no intention of letting happen any time soon.
“Thanks,” he said simply. He knew his granddaughter valued her time almost as much as her faith. “I’ll be waiting for you in my studio. Call for me when the time comes.”
Erin, however, didn’t answer. She just kept walking towards her room once again lost in her thoughts. Her golden hair flowed from side to side as she left Magnus to his own.
The old mage sighed as he watched her leave. He could still recall the days where she had been full of joy and glee. Back then she was just a young and innocent child. He would give her a ride on his shoulders wherever they went. Her giggles resounding behind them as he ran.
“Go faster, faster!” she would yell. Magnus would then do his best to oblige with no regard for his status. Alas, once she was chosen as a vessel to the Goddess of Light, all of that had been left behind. He was sure she no longer held her memories of that time.
The power of the church had risen far too much in the past decades, eroding the influence and power the nobles had once held. Once they secured their position within the hearts of the populace, they quickly rose in rebellion, taking down the royal family and many of the unbelievers amongst the nobility.
Magnus could still recall how his son-in-law died resisting the church’s troops. He would have gone down the same road if he had not been the only one who remained to protect Erin.
Someday, Erin. Someday I’ll find a way to free you from this church, the goddess, and everyone who seeks to bind you.




Chapter 02
Divinations.
Magnus sat in his studio awaiting Erin’s call. The crude wooden walls were a deep contrast from the gilded marble and stone that made up the rest of the buildings in his surroundings. Even then, such a simple abode caused him no displeasure. He could endure the cold as long as his granddaughter was being treated adequately.
Magnus knew he was in no position to ask for luxuries from the church. After all, he was once one of the biggest threats that the church had to fight against when establishing themselves in this territory.
Mages fought for truth and knowledge, whilst the clergy fought to keep those secrets to their gods and their followers alone. Fundamentally, both paths were bound to clash against each other. But now that was all of little consequence, for he had chosen to make a deal — he would serve the church in exchange for a chance to remain by Erin’s side as her guardian.
Since the church cared for their Chosen, having a Grand Wizard taking care of one for free was seen as an acceptable compromise.
Sitting with a cup of tea by his side, Magnus decided to keep working on his own side-projects. It would be some time before he was called, but a mage’s pursuit for the truth knew no rest. He took out several scrolls of papyrus and a few gilded quills, placing them with care by his side.
These were personal possessions he had been able to receive only because of his granddaughter’s intervention. The clergy wouldn’t be able to deny him that much after he swore an oath to protect Erin. Even more so considering they’d added a clause promising he wouldn’t raise his hand against the church for the rest of his life.
Those from the clergy knew that his allegiance was to Erin, not to them. Not that it mattered anymore, not even Magnus would be able to fight the strength of the church on his own. His old comrades were no more.
With swift movements of his hand, the ink soon left its mark on the papyrus. Strokes of black grew into complex magic formations that created a picture in the scroll. Each movement carried a life’s worth of experience behind it, a level of skill few had been able to reach.
But Magnus wasn’t satisfied with his work. He frowned, using his mana to ignite a flame that turned the paper into ashes.
This isn’t it, he thought. Why can’t I figure this out? What’s so special about him?
After spending much effort, he had been able to peer into the stream of fate. Using the stars’ guidance, he had been able to see his and his granddaughter’s future intertwined with someone else’s. Whether that was good or bad, however, remained to be seen.
He had tried divining it over and over again without much success. The fate surrounding this person was muddled under endless layers of complexity. The only other time he had seen something like this was when he had tried to delve into the future of the Church of Light’s upper echelons. Those who had reached certain levels of achievements in the divine or the mystic arts could often protect themselves against prophecies.
Complexity, however, wasn’t something big enough to deter him. Even if it took him the rest of his life, he was dead set on deciphering this particular string of fate. His life was a small price to pay in exchange for the chance to free his granddaughter.
Three years of brainwashing by the church had been enough to erode most of Erin’s mind. Soon, all that would be left of her would be a shadow of her former self. Once that happened, there would be no going back.
Magnus knew the whispers of a god were hard to fight. Even he had trouble fighting the influence of demons when he had delved into the darkest paths of magic. If even such a powerful mage as him had nearly succumbed, how then would a young girl endure the undivided attention of a god?
The clock was ticking and Magnus wasn’t one to stand idly by. He opened another scroll of papyrus and continued his divinations.
Somehow, I have to breakthrough somehow.
Slowly, a pile of ashes formed next to his desk. Fortunately, the soft streams of air entering through the cracks in the wall were enough to dissipate the smoke left behind by the burning scrolls, taking away with them the smell of his failure.
“Damn it!” Magnus couldn’t help but curse. Only through hope did his hands keep moving, sometimes almost mechanically, unfurling yet another scroll on his desk.
I have no choice, this is Erin’s only hope.
His brush kept drawing and his mind kept making sense of things. If one attempt wasn’t enough, he would try yet again. If one thousand attempts failed, he would still keep on trying. Persistence was a mage’s greatest virtue, and Magnus wasn’t going to turn into an exception.
Finally, a rough silhouette started taking place. If his previous attempts could be called masterpieces, this one could barely be called a sketch. However, Magnus’s expression betrayed the aesthetic value of his work. A gleeful smile rarely seen in the mage revealed how valuable this unfinished divination truly was. It proved a theory, and with it, it proved there was hope.
“So that’s the reason,” Magnus said, laughing to himself. “I was wrong to insist on reading this person’s fate. When someone’s fate is protected, it’s best to read the flow of those around him. It might be harder, but divining the fate of others might serve the purpose of finding what he’s up to just as well. I just need to find the right target on whom to focus my efforts.”
Fate was never meant to be something humans could delve into. The heaven’s path was one full of treachery and uncertainty. Going against what was predestined meant carrying a burden far too big for most. However, every once in a blue moon, someone would be desperate enough to try — foolish enough to accept the endeavour. Magnus was such a person, and his efforts had finally paid off.
*Knock, knock*
However, his celebration would have to wait. A soft knock on the door had interrupted his train of thoughts, causing him to instinctively use spatial magic to hide the piece of papyrus in his hands. Not only was delving into the stream of fate a sin in the eyes of the gods, but this particular divination involved his granddaughter’s freedom, something the Church of Light would not take kindly to.
A stern voice came from outside the door, “Hey spell-flinger, the cardinal requests your presence in his chambers. Do not make his holiness wait.”
“Understood, I’ll be there immediately,” answered Magnus. The cardinal often turned a blind eye to his magical experiments, but that was bound to change. He couldn’t afford to be careless at a time like this.
Not after this breakthrough.
Magnus left the small cabin after changing into his best robe. The gleeful expression he had displayed when accompanying his granddaughter was replaced by a stern look of concealed apathy against the church. Deep down, he was unwilling to display anything that could be considered a weakness in front of this church’s leader.
Unlike how his public persona was perceived, the cardinal held a very dangerous disposition. Back when the Church of Light was taking control of his kingdom, the cardinal was single-handedly responsible for the defeat of the Mage Corps.
But that wasn’t what worried Magnus. The cardinal had another identity, one that was many times more threatening to him — Erin’s personal teacher. 
Each of Magnus’s steps served to temper his heart. He had to be ready when facing the man responsible for managing his granddaughter’s daily life. One wrong step and both of their lives could become forfeit — such was the burden of his role.
A Chosen was a unique existence, yes, but even this status had its limitations.
At some point, whilst lost in his thoughts, Magnus finally arrived to his destination. The attendant next to him knocked on a beautifully crafted door as he announced their arrival.
“Your holiness,” he said. “I’ve brought the mage, as you requested.”
A gentle and warm voice came from inside, answering the attendant, “Thank you, Jordan. Your help is appreciated.”
“No thanks needed, your holiness. It’s my duty to serve,” answered the man. Unlike the tone he had used towards Magnus, his voice was now full of respect and awe. “If there’s nothing else, I’ll be taking my leave.”
“Please, I know you must be busy,” answered the voice from inside the room, “carry on.”
The attendant bowed towards the closed door before taking his leave. Without being given permission, Magnus would not open the entry to the cardinal’s chambers. Offending the cardinal was akin to offending the church itself. There was only one punishment for trespassers — death.
After a few seconds, the same warm voice came from within the room. “Go ahead, Magnus,” it said. “I’ve never known you to be that reserved, it doesn’t suit your character.”
Magnus, however, didn’t let his guard down at the cardinal’s words. Was there a meaning behind them?
People at the level of the cardinal usually placed great importance in words. Something said casually could easily bring both blessings and disasters. As such, even a small comment carried great implications.
That being said, the cardinal wasn’t planning on giving Magnus the time to think about his words. A quick set of instructions forced Magnus to push open the doors.
“Don’t overthink it, Magnus. Erin and I are waiting for you inside.”
As Magnus entered the room, he saw his granddaughter facing a table unlike his own. Not only was it adorned by gold leaf, the books placed atop it seemed both ancient and valuable — surely part of the cardinal’s private collection.
The opulent decorations inside the room were enough to feed a family of commoners for several lifetimes if sold. However, their value hadn’t distracted Magnus from carefully checking his granddaughter, assuring himself that the cardinal hadn’t done anything to her.
As always, she was focused on a small parchment of the church’s scriptures. Her diligence was second only to her faith.
Alas.
Only after carefully observing Erin did Magnus’s gaze turn to the third person in the room: the cardinal. The old man’s gentle face was different from the one engraved in Magnus’s heart. A carefully crafted persona used to manipulate the heart of the masses.
A heartless devil.
Magnus believed the old man was willing to do anything for his church and his goddess. Sacrificing the innocent wasn’t beyond his methods. That’s why he couldn’t help but feel apprehensive by having his granddaughter in a room with that man at her side.
Seeing Magnus’s eyes jump from Erin to himself, the old man smiled, acting like he was ignorant of Magnus’s thoughts. He swirled the tea in his cup as he gave Magnus time to order his thoughts. He was completely at ease even in Magnus’s presence.
They had once been enemies, but the cardinal knew Magnus was now nothing more than a lap-dog. One he could control through his apprentice.
Thus, not a trace of resentment displayed in the face of the cardinal as he chose to break the silence. “I’m glad you could make it in time,” he said. “I was just discussing something with Erin when your name came up.”
The cardinal took a sip of his tea before continuing, “As you may have heard, our Lady of Light helped us cleanse the malignant artifact. It is now under our control. Therefore, it is time to make use of it.”
“I know that much,” said Magnus. “I was standing guard outside the room of rituals.”
Magnus’s tone was sharp and straight to the point. Every second spent in the cardinal’s presence increased the chance of his underlying machinations being revealed. Facing the cardinal, he had no intentions to dally.
“The artifact has already been cleansed. I don’t see how this issue is related to Erin anymore.”
“I was getting to that,” answered the cardinal, indirectly warning Magnus to hold his tongue. There was a limit to his tolerance. “My lady has revealed to me a piece of wisdom from the gods. It involves both you and Erin.”
“A divination?” asked Magnus. It was rare for a god to care enough to divine about the mortal world, much less to share that information with a mortal.
Is it related to the one I was performing earlier?
“Yes, a divination,” answered the Cardinal. “She has instructed us to begin a third crusade in this land. This time we will be aiming for Nyx, our neighboring empire.”
“Nyx? Why there?” questioned Magnus. Isn’t that Kingdom falling on its own? Why would the goddess place her attention on such a small and barren land?
“It is not our duty to question her will,” answered the cardinal. His warm tone betrayed the pressure he exerted on Magnus. “We are simple pawns moving to accomplish her sacred desires. Do you understand?”
Magnus looked at his granddaughter. She was still focused on the scriptures, seemingly unaware to the battle of wills happening right beside her. Breathing in, he suppressed his desire to fight the cardinal as he gave an answer, “Understood, your holiness.”
The pressure over Magnus’s shoulders eased greatly. The cardinal was satisfied with his change in attitude even if it was only a superficial charade.
“I’m glad you understand my lady’s greatness, Magnus,” the cardinal said. “You know, my offer still remains. You could officially join our ranks if you renounce your evil path. Your talent in the cursed arts would make you a great priest.”
Magnus, however, wasn’t willing to fall into that conversation. It would benefit him in no way to walk down that road. “Your holiness,” he said, interrupting the cardinal. “I’m afraid you were just about to tell me of your lady’s will.”
The cardinal’s gaze went blank for a second before regaining its usual brightness. “You are right, I apologize. She commanded us to start an expedition against Nyx in order to bring our faith to that land of sin and corruption.”
“I still don’t understand how that would involve Erin, your highness. I alone am enough to lead such an expedition,” replied Magnus. Nyx’s military was split at the moment between those defending the ruling class and those fighting to overthrow them.
“That’s where you’re wrong, Magnus,” the cardinal said, a wicked smile creeping on his face. “This will be a Trial of Light for Erin.”
Magnus’s expression turned cold, the flame of rebellion in his heart rekindling itself. His fist had started clenching so hard the imprint of his nails could be seen on his hands.
“Hold it, Magnus,” said the cardinal. “It was Erin herself who asked our goddess for it, not me.”
Magnus was frozen in shock. If his granddaughter asked for this, then there was no going back. Oaths made in a god’s name had restrictions very few could break.
“That’s right, Guardian,” said Erin, closing the scriptures she had been reading for the past few minutes. “I’ve made the oath already. I felt it was time for me to continue spreading my lady’s faith.”
The cardinal puffed his chest with pride as he spoke his mind, “As you can see, Magnus, my apprentice is a great follower of our lady’s will. Such willingness to spread our lady’s faith is befitting of our church’s Chosen. Do you not agree?”
Magnus frowned in displeasure. The Trial of Light was a challenge every prospect chosen by the Church of Light had to go through. Once the oath was made to embark upon it, a divine seal would appear in the Chosen’s heart. Only after the mission was cleared would the mark dissipate.
Should the prospect fail to achieve his or her mission, the mark would then incinerate both their body and soul, leaving no traces of them behind. This was the method the Church of Light used to ensure their upper echelon were perfectly loyal before receiving their goddess’ teachings. If they failed, it only served as evidence of their faith not being strong enough.
Magnus’s heart clenched. A Chosen bore several of these marks through their lifetime, it was the price to pay for their power. Once engraved into their bodies and souls, they would have no choice but to fulfill their oaths to their gods, lest they forfeit every trace of their existence.
The cardinal smiled, seeing his plan come to fruition. Every oath Erin swore to the goddess of light brought her one step closer to becoming the ideal vessel. “Go, you will find my lady’s instructions written in detail within this scroll. A squad of paladins awaits for you next to the armory.”
Magnus bowed his head in frustration after taking the scroll. A myriad of emotions crossed his mind as he forced himself to mutter four words, “I understand, your holiness.”
The only thing he wished for was his granddaughter’s wellbeing. At a moment like this, he had no time to care for his own pride.
“Well then,” said the cardinal. “Under my authority as the cardinal, appointed to this branch by the pope’s will, I hereby order you to follow our lady’s instructions to perfection. May her light guide your steps.”
“May her light guide our steps,” Erin echoed.
Magnus placed a hand on Erin’s shoulder, quickly guiding her outside the room. Only one thought remained on his mind.
The day will arrive when I’ll have my revenge on you, cardinal.




Chapter 03
Sunrise.
Magnus left the room fuming in anger. The deviousness displayed by the cardinal had left him dismayed. It wasn’t strong characters you had to fear, but those with shrewd minds. Unfortunately, the cardinal was both.
He had managed to suppress the killing intent boiling within him, but the cardinal had surely seen through it. Still, he had no choice but to follow this order. It was likely that the church would have him under strict surveillance during this mission.
Erin followed after Magnus quietly. Her shoulder-length blonde hair swayed from side to side while her emotionless eyes fixed ahead of her. The cardinal had ordered her to follow Magnus, so she complied. It wasn’t in her nature to go against orders. Especially the cardinal’s.
It took a few minutes for the silence to be broken. It was Magnus who spoke first.
“Erin, can you tell me why you chose this time to request a Trial of Light?” If only she hadn’t done so for a few more days, he might’ve been able to find more hints through his new discovery in divination.
“Why wouldn’t I?” she asked. “I’ve been at a bottleneck in my training for a while. Given that we finished cleansing the artifact, I thought a Trial of Light was a good way to receive a blessing from the goddess. With that, I might achieve a breakthrough.”
As her guardian, Magnus was considered one of her teachers. She had no reason to withhold her reasoning from him — trials of faith were a common way for a Chosen to receive their god’s blessing after all.
Truly a cursed role, thought Magnus. However, deep down he knew that wasn’t the only reason. It was likely that the cardinal had something to do with her choice as well.
“Couldn’t some training accomplish the same?” he asked, intent on unmasking the cardinal’s involvement.
Erin didn’t think much of it as she answered, “Yes, but training alone wouldn’t accomplish any merits for my lady. Lord Cardinal said the people of Nyx are not believers of our faith and that they deserve a chance to be enlightened.”
I knew it! thought Magnus. Once again, it was the cardinal’s machinations behind the horrible twists in his granddaughter’s life. His hatred for the publicly loved figure could only increase when situations like this arose.
It was in this manner that both Magnus and Erin eventually arrived at the armory. There, a squad composed of ten of the church’s best paladin initiates awaited them, already in formation. They all wore the same bulk of full plate armor with a golden trim depicting the religious symbol of their faith — a golden sun. Only once they were officially declared paladins would they be able to wear the cape that normally adorned such an armor. This mission was likely a task required for their promotion as full-fledged paladins.
“Is it only the ten of you?” asked Magnus, rather surprised. Whilst their target, the kingdom of Nyx, wasn’t very competent military-wise, they still had a good number of troops at their disposal. Ten beginner paladins were nowhere near enough for a military expedition. Not even using guerilla warfare.
After listening to his question, one of the initiates stepped forward bowing his head slightly. “Sir Magnus,” he said, “the reason should have been explained by his holiness, the cardinal.”
Despite Magnus’s usual status as a reject within the church’s walls, he was considered their commander for this mission. As such, they adopted the best attitude they could muster while inside the church’s premises.
The scroll, thought Magnus. Only now did he remember the cardinal gave him his orders written inside one. His anger had occupied his mind when talking to the man, leaving him unwilling to pay full attention to the cardinal’s instructions.
“You’re right, forgive me,” he said. Magnus might have been a prideful old man, but he knew when to accept his own mistakes. Very quickly he unfurled the piece of paper to peer into its contents.
Written within, the cardinal’s delicate calligraphy composed a simple yet understandable set of instructions. From them, Magnus could once again see the cardinal’s deviousness when it came to tactics and political machinations.
It took him almost a minute to go through it, carefully confirming the contents before burning away the scroll.
I see, thought Magnus. He doesn’t change.
Coming to terms with his mission, Magnus extended his hand to the awaiting paladin.
Knowing the meaning behind the gesture, the paladin brought out a beautiful rosewood box.  A series of runes adorned its sides, giving it a feeling of elegance and antiquity.
Magnus took a hold of it, taking a deep breath before opening the box. He found a dark marble contained within. Examining it, he was able to immediately notice the cracks on its surface and the way its sheen had grown dull. It hadn’t been this way the first time he had laid his eyes on it.
So they got you too, huh? Not even a divine artifact can save itself from the church’s greed.
Focused on confirming the artifact’s condition, Magnus injected his mana within the small pearl-like object. The ego that had warded him off in previous tests was now asleep.
It seemed the ritual had been effective in burning through the marble’s power. Magnus could now peer into the magical formations contained within, quickly learning many of its uses. Only a few remained, arcane and ancient enough that he wasn’t able to decipher their intended uses.
Interesting.
The so-called artifact acted like a container of sorts. However, different from objects that used spatial magic, the structure of the magical formations within seemed to serve the purpose of sealing souls. It surprised him the cardinal was willing to let this fall in his hands. Perhaps he could find a use for it later on.
Fortunately, although there were still parts of the soul-sealing formations he couldn’t understand, he was convinced that given enough time he would be able to comprehend them.
It didn’t stop there, however. Other magical arrays inside the artifact caught his attention as well. They seemed familiar, too familiar in fact. Looking at them, Magnus recalled part of his youth. Back then he had been foolish enough to research matters forbidden by most magicians. Black magic and necromancy had not been beyond his objects of study.
The Church of Death, he thought. So they are the original owners of this object. I wonder how it got away from them.
After all, artifacts with an ego had a considerable value. No church would be willing to let them out of their grasp, much less fall into a hostile church’s control. It made him realize the cardinal was even more shrewd than he had originally estimated.
Taking everything into account, Magnus realized the cardinal’s intentions in giving him the pearl. It complemented the contents of the mission perfectly.
How devious, thought Magnus. If only the public knew this side of the church.
If only he hadn’t been forced to make an oath not to attack the church directly or otherwise, he would immediately use this information to start a rebellion.
Unfortunately, there was no way to change the past. Magnus soon placed the marble back into the rosewood container in his right hand before sealing its lid. After he had done so, he used his other hand to open a rift in space.
*Swoosh*
The paladin candidates hesitated briefly after seeing his actions. However, it was only a moment before they returned to their stoic state. Even the church elite’s couldn’t hide their disdain for the forbidden arts.
No wonder we stood no chance, thought Magnus, evaluating their expressions. Even their initiates’ mental fortitude is remarkable.
He was no stranger to the church’s hatred for magic. His previous gesture had been a way to taunt the young paladins before him into raising their hands against him. Had they acted on it, he would have had a valid reason to dismiss then, effectively allowing him to embark on this mission alone with his granddaughter.
For a moment, Magnus stood in front of the paladin who had handed him the rosewood box. His stare no longer contained any trace of gentleness, but was instead filled with a mixture of disdain and firmness.
The paladin, however, wasn’t a stranger to such a look. His faith in the cardinal’s orders was second only to his faith in his goddess’ commands. He had a reason to hold his ground with discipline. Therefore he stood in silence as Magnus examined him up and down.
“Rank two at such a young age, truly admirable,” said Magnus. Blind faith was an excellent fuel for a soldier’s training regime. “What’s your name?”
“Saul, sir.”
“Well, Saul, I don’t know which orders were given to you by the cardinal, but let me make one thing clear. Your top priority in this mission is her safety,” said Magnus, pointing towards Erin. “If anything happens to her, then the church’s wrath will be the least of your worries.”
“Yes, sir! Worry not, she is our lady’s Chosen after all. We’ll put down our lives for her if necessary.”
“I’m glad you think that way, Saul,” said Magnus, turning to look at the rest of the paladins. “What do the rest of you say then? Will you lay your lives to protect her?”
“Yes, sir!” they echoed.
Magnus was pleased with their answer. Much of his wrath was quenched after seeing the candidates’ willingness to protect his granddaughter. He turned around, expecting to get a reaction from her. Alas, he found her engrossed in a small book filled with the cardinal’s notes on several passages of the church’s scriptures.
Magnus’s heart felt like pillar cracking under the weight of the sky. Even at a time like this you’re focused on the church?
Taking a moment to break out of his momentary depression, Magnus walked up to Erin, calling her name. “Erin, I hope you heard that. Don’t place yourself at unnecessary risk.”
The young girl rose her head, looking at the old wizard as if looking at a fool. “I’m just as strong as them. Anything able to take their lives with ease will also take mine.”
Her words were logical yet devastating. Magnus had no way to counter them. He could remind her of his protection, but that would defeat the meaning behind what he had just stated.
It wasn’t surprising for Erin to accurately measure the strength of the paladins. Despite her young age and lack of experience, her power was also considered at the limits of a rank two. What’s more, divine enlightenment had strengthened her soul to the point she naturally manifested aura.
Magnus knew that with time Erin would only grow stronger. That was a Chosen’s destiny. Once she was able to travel to the mainland, her strength would grow exponentially, leaving even him behind.
But that was a story for the future, one he hoped never came to pass. The strength of a Chosen wasn’t without a price. Their individuality, their ego, everything that made up their true selves would eventually be eroded into oblivion. Eventually, only an empty husk desiring nothing more than to execute their god’s commands would be left behind.
Now wasn’t the time to think about it, however. Magnus swore to himself he would never let that future come to fruition.
“Don’t worry,” he said. “I’ll protect you from whatever may come your way.”
Erin turned once again to the small book in her hands. In her mind, Magnus’s promise was nothing special, just like the paladins’. As far as she was concerned, it was natural for them to give their lives up for her. She would one day become a vessel for her lady’s will. The cardinal had made sure to instill that much into her head.
Magnus, on the other hand, couldn’t help but look at Erin with complicated feelings. It was such a tragedy to see how a child could be influenced so easily. Fortunately, that was also his hope. He was sure he could help Erin restore her psyche if he managed to get her away from the church’s control. 
Looking at the paladin candidates in front of him, Magnus issued his command, “Get everything ready, we’ll be departing at midnight.”
✽✽✽
 
An old man sat facing the window of his study. His white hair was carefully combed backwards and his green eyes had a sharp glint to them. Combined with his clean robes, he displayed an appearance enviable for his age.
The light of the sun shone on his face, and a warm expression took over. Very few would be able to imagine the amount of blood that had coated his hands for they knew of him only as a member of the clergy.
During his younger years he had hated his appointment to such a position. Nyx and Ionia, two kingdoms at the very south of the continent — he had always wondered why the church would need anything with them.
Yes, back then he was weak, especially when compared to those from the mainland. However, he was loyal to his faith. He had thought that amounted to something, not that the Church of Light’s pope had agreed. Never in his imagination did he imagine his goddess would have a purpose for him there.
I was a fool.
The cardinal raised his head towards the sky, taking in the warmth of the sun over his face. Memories filled his mind as his smile grew stronger. Back then, he had received several revelations from his goddess. Something those he previously envied could only dream of.
First, he was ordered to expand the influence of her church in the territory of Ionia. Together with hefty donations coming from the headquarters, they were able to secure a strong influence inside the kingdom. Eventually, their influence made them a threat even to the royal family.
Their guardians, the scholars, and even the mages protecting the kingdom posed no match to a church set on conquering their land. Loyalties were never set on stone. With some effort, the Church was able to secure alliances with the most influential noble houses and the strongest merchant families.
Eventually, they were even able to secure the support of the populace. With it, they were able to launch a strike against the kingdom’s rule with little sacrifices. Only the royals and their most loyal subordinates were killed.
It all was a fast-track to success after that. The kingdom continued growing despite the lack of resources in that part of the continent. Thanks to their alliance with the churches serving the Goddess of Light in the mainland, continued resources kept coming his way.
It was all thanks to one thing — a Chosen. The former Kingdom had been fortunate enough to give birth to one within their lands. Her only fault was being born to the adopted child of a noble loyal to the royal family.
“Not that it stopped us.”
A warm laugh not fitting with the darkness of his thoughts came out of the cardinal. That hadn’t been an impediment to bringing her under their control. There was simply no stop to the amount of merits under his name.
Even know, he had successfully managed to find and cleanse a divine artifact from the Church of Death. All thanks to the constant divinations he received from his goddess. It made him feel special as not even the pope had the luck of talking to his goddess that often.
“And now, this…”
The cardinal glanced at a piece of paper in his hands. It was by far the most complex divination he had ever received from his goddess. The ancient glyphs seemed to depict the image a rising star. It was such a striking illustration he didn’t request his goddess to explain it, focusing only on her instructions to embark towards his neighboring kingdom.
With that, he had set on a mission. The growth of his authority within the church had made it easy for him to dispatch a significant amount of forces. If needed, he was willing to sacrifice everything and everyone under him to achieve the order he had been given.
Of course, that didn’t mean he was going to be dumb about it. Sending Magnus and Erin ahead of him was only a way to pave the way for his forces. The instructions of his goddess for this mission had been clear after all.
Everyone was disposable.




Chapter 04
Acquaintance.
A wizard always had an incredible array of tools at their disposal. They were known for being both patient and resourceful, cunning and creative. Magnus considered himself no exception.
Magic was a complicated craft. Not only did it require innate talent, it also required the right conditions. Resources, wealth, and a series of fortunate circumstances were just part of what it took to embark on the path of the arcane arts. If any of those three things were missing, it would be a miracle for someone to walk down the road of magic.
Magnus had been much like other mages in this respect. His parents had been a pair of nobles back when his kingdom had yet to be turned into a theocracy. He grew up with everything handed on a silver platter. Everything but his parents’ presence.
Both of them kept their distance from him, never willing to give him a hug nor share a meal in his presence. Magnus eventually learnt the reason as he grew older — he was the result of his mother’s affair. Of course, Magnus’s father would never admit to it. It would have been a tragedy to his reputation as a noble.
A fight between adults had thrown the young Magnus into the complicated stream of politics. Alas, no young mind would be able to persevere for long under those conditions. Assaulted by a lack of affection and his father’s indirect hatred, he could only find solace in isolation.
Fortunately for him, the kingdom of Ionia had originally grown using scholars as their foundation. Thus, he was able to use their library as his own personal haven. Day in and day out, Magnus found peace in the sea of books without anyone baring his way. Such was his privilege as a noble.
His discipline and love for the academics eventually caught the interest of the king’s aides, prompting them to make an offer to the young boy.
“Will you give up everything for magic?”
Back then, Magnus didn’t hesitate. He threw everything aside and focused on this new craft. It didn’t take long for him to become one of the kingdom’s best mages, and eventually, the leader of the mage division.
Alas, only with time did he realize he had made the wrong choice back then. He had been willing to give everything up because he had never had what he wanted to begin with. His parents’ love.
Resentful of his own choices, he had made a compromise with himself and adopted a young girl as his daughter. She eventually grew up, letting him experience that feeling for the first time.
However, fate seemed to hate seeing a smile on his face. His love for his daughter had blinded him to the political currents around him. As such, he was taken by surprise when the church carried out their coup.
He could still feel his daughter’s dead body on his hands as his son-in-law fought the church’s envoys to his last breath. Those related to the old government had become the church’s first victims. Even his family was implicated.
When he arrived at the scene he raged, raising seas of fire and killing everyone in sight. The man taking his son-in-law’s life had the worst part of it as Magnus didn’t hesitate to use forbidden magic to flay his soul. The pain he felt had to be returned a hundredfold.
That is, if not for the cry of a baby. Erin had been safe. The church’s plan had likely involved her kidnapping as a way to trap him later on.
Fortunately, his son-in-law had been able to endure enough time, giving him a chance to arrive before they took her away. The tenacity of a dying father had once again made Magnus experience the love he missed as a child.
Like this, Magnus had fostered a fear deep within him — the loss of his last living family member. He was willing to give it his all to guarantee that this fear never came to be. Protecting Erin meant protecting himself.
It was selfish, childish, and even reprimandable, but it was the only way he could keep his sanity. Magnus knew this much. However, the prospect of achieving both his and Erin’s freedom gave the old man a light to look towards.
Breaking free from his memories, Magnus caressed Erin’s hair. The peaceful expression on her sleeping face was a deep contrast to the usually stern visage she displayed in public. It was only at times like this that her childish innocence could still be glimpsed.
The rest of the paladin candidates turned a blind eye to Magnus’s affection. Despite the subject being prohibited, most of them knew of the relationship between Magnus and their Chosen. It was an open secret to those who had worked under the cardinal during the past decade. Of course, they had no doubts of what would happen to them should they mention anything about it to the young girl.
They were now on their way to Nyx’s northern lands as it was there that the rebels had settled themselves. After reaching the mountain range responsible for marking the end of their kingdom, they would set camp.
“Rest well, child.”
The journey was long and tiresome, but people with their strength were able to hold until they reached that checkpoint. Of course, the young Chosen was different. She could afford to sleep given how everyone offered her a sense of protection.
The theocracy held a small fortress next to the mountain range where they would be able to find rest. It had been a point of interest controlled by their kingdom long before it had turned into a theocracy. Back then, it had served the purpose of dissuading their neighbors from invading through the northern part of their territory.
Fortunately, given the internal strife afflicting the kingdom of Nyx, that territory had been lost to the rebels. It had weakened their foundations to the point they were unable to even consider invading.
Thus, the fortress was now a shadow of its former self. Not only was it abandoned, it had also been the victim of scorched earth tactics. Only a husk of its walls remained. Fortunately for Magnus and his group, those were sufficient to guard from the night’s embrace.
At some point, Magnus had offered to teleport their group as a way to save some time. Not surprisingly, his proposal was quickly refused. The members of the church openly rejected the use of magic, and even his own granddaughter had refused stating that the hardships of the journey were a way to temper her faith.
The logic the minds of these fanatics employed wasn’t something Magnus was willing to try to figure out. What’s more, he wouldn’t win anything by insisting. Despite seeming old and even frail, his strength placed him at a better point for traveling than the rest of his entourage. It was their loss.
By the time the sun was ready to set, the ten initiate paladins along with Magnus and Erin arrived at the fortress. The old mage’s face showed a smug smile as the ten initiates showed slight signs of exhaustion. Under that same reason, none of them dared to voice any complaints. After all, every hardship they faced could be offered as a tribute to their goddess.
What a waste.
Magnus could only shake his head at their reactions. Even the faintest of emotions allowed a human to taste the different flavors of life. Giving up their joy, sadness, and anger was akin to giving up on the beauty of their life.
How young, how foolish, he thought. It was still early enough to save Erin, but people like the paladin candidates were already a lost cause.
He got down from his horse, extending his hand to help Erin dismount as well. It was about time for them to set up camp and rest. They needed to recover their energy in order to continue their travels.
Much to his chagrin, however, Erin rejected his gesture. She dismounted the horse with ease, causing her robe to move against the wind. The light of the setting sun reflected off her hair, giving her an elegant disposition which was only complemented by the golden book of scriptures she took from her pocket.
“I’ll be reading, call me if anything arises,” she said.
Magnus sighed after seeing her reaction. Used to it, he decided to focus his attention on making preparations, taking out his frustration by ordering the paladin candidates to take on different roles.
Pointing at a pair of paladin candidates, he quickly commanded, “You three, go and get something for us to eat.”
Of course, the duo weren’t his only victims, “And you, go search for some herbs suitable for a stew. If you don’t manage to find mushrooms suitable for consumption, you will have to take the first night shift.”
Magnus wasn’t willing to eat the dry rations they had brought. Not only was he a bit of a picky eater, he also firmly believed such food would mess with Erin’s development. Thus, he wanted to prepare a suitable meal.
Realizing there were still several initiate paladins available, he gave a cheeky smile. Sensing something inside from the fortress, he decided to have the paladins deal with it. Setting his eyes on another pair of men who were still removing their armor, he quickly commanded, “The two of you, go inside and clean up the building. Find rooms suitable for everyone.”
One of the benefits of being in charge of this operation was that he was given full command over his companions. The church’s complex hierarchical system would make sure that they obeyed him during this mission as long as his orders didn’t violate their core beliefs. It was a feeling he had long forgotten — the power of authority.
It didn’t take long for the first team to return. Their heavy gilded armor had been long since been placed upon their horses for safekeeping, now replaced by a luxurious set of embroidered leather pieces. In their hands they carried a few silver furred rabbits, probably caught nearby.
“We found these, sir,” they said, placing the unconscious animals in front of the mage. Even they knew the taste of fresh meat couldn’t compare to that of their rations.
Looking at the expectant faces on the paladins caused Magnus to smirk. Those zealots also had a vulnerable side to them. Thus, in order to further mess with them, he slowly took out cooking instruments from a magical space rift, placing them in front of him.
“You didn’t expect me to carry everything when there was no need, did you?” he taunted. It was an open mockery of their beliefs. One the initiates wouldn’t be able to do anything about given their orders.
“Come, Erin,” said Magnus, calling for the girl sitting against a tree. This was a rare excuse for him to share some time with her.
The Chosen of Light closed her book on scriptures, glancing at both the old man and the small cauldron in front of him. “What?” she asked. She could already vaguely guess Magnus’s intentions.
Magnus, on the other hand, pretended not to see her disinterested look. Shamelessness was an old man’s privilege.
“Learning to cook is part of survival,” he said. “It might even come in use when you participate in the church’s festivals. Come, observe while I prepare the best hotpot you’ve tasted in your life.”
Erin stood up, tying her book back to her robe. One thing she valued deeply was learning, and she had experienced first hand how valuable Magnus’s knowledge usually was.
I guess I can give cooking a try, she thought.
Much at the same time, another group of paladin candidates came back with a few satchels full of ingredients. They carefully handed them over to Magnus before he used magic to ignite the fire and freshly conjured water to fill the cauldron.
They had known since the beginning that the mage didn’t care for the church’s rules but they thought he would at least pretend to do so in their presence. Unfortunately for them, their power was far too small for Magnus to even care about their thoughts. In this world, power was everything.
“Come close, Erin. Do you see this mushroom? Its properties are known to help the body, replenishing energy and curing wounds. However, their taste is terrible, and given how none of us is hurt at the moment, they are something we don’t need at the moment. Don’t want them ruining our food.” Magnus’s words were accompanied by a glare in the direction of the paladin responsible for foraging the mushrooms.
Thus, a brief lesson into the art of cooking was given, calling even the initiates’ attention. As someone who had delved into magic, Magnus was well versed in the art of alchemy. Something like preparing a meal was not far too removed from it.
It wasn’t until the smell of food reached their noses that the paladin candidates came to a realization. Aren’t we missing a few of our team? They had been far too charmed by Magnus’s cooking to notice so earlier.
Magnus saw their expressions and decided to put their mind at ease.
“They met with some trouble inside the building,” he said. The surrounding area was already under his magic’s observance. However, given how he wouldn’t benefit from putting everyone under alert, he had decided to keep quiet.
Now, seeing their worried expressions, Magnus didn’t hesitate to add, “It won’t be long until they’re back.”
The paladin candidates took a look at each other before sitting down. They knew of their partners’ toughness for they all had received the same standard of training. The most redeemable quality of a paladin was their unrelenting tenacity in the face of danger. More often than not, they would be okay.
That being the case, everyone present started digging into their meal. Their faces warped into expressions of both surprise and glee as they tasted Magnus’s simple yet exquisite cooking. Even Erin seemed to agree as a rare smile lifted the corners of her mouth.
“This is acceptable,” she said.
Unlike what her words conveyed, Magnus felt an incredible amount of joy in his heart. Seeing the hidden smile on his granddaughter’s face, he enjoyed his food with much more gusto. Following Magnus’s example, the rest of the party dug in as well, time flying by as they enjoyed their meal.
Following Magnus’s prediction, it didn’t take long for the remaining two initiates to return. Behind them, a row of outlaws could be seen tied-up. There were a series of bruises on their bodies, but none of them carried any life-threatening injuries. Without a threat to their lives or an order to kill them, the initiates wouldn’t dispose of the outlaws.
“Very well,” said Magnus, glancing at the seven criminals tied by his two temporary subordinates. “I’ll take care of them while you eat.”
The two paladin candidates hesitated for a moment before one of them decided to voice their thoughts. “Sir, may I ask what you will do with them? The church’s protocol says that they should be sent to work in the mines.”
Magnus frowned before speaking, “You know the nature of our mission, there is no room for error. This is your cardinal’s order, not mine.”
“Forgive us, sir,” said both of them. They took a knee whilst awaiting their punishment. The church’s discipline was extremely severe when it came to questioning a superior’s commands.
Magnus smiled, giving them a rare display of magnanimity. “Don’t worry,” he said. “Go and eat, I’ll deal with the prisoners myself.”
The two men didn’t dare to dally and soon joined their comrades. Through their eyes they were able to reach a consensus to keep themselves out of whatever the mage was planning to do. Even if his authority was temporary, he could very well order them to their deaths.
Having finished her meal, Erin took out her book once again, sparing none of her attention towards Magnus or the paladins. She once again rested against a tree before she fully delved into the book held in her hands.
Everyone’s attitude was clear — Magnus was free to do whatever he wanted to with them.
Taking the rope that bound the outlaws, Magnus quickly guided them into the forest. The weight of his presence made sure that none of the prisoners revolted.
It was only once he reached the cover provided by the thickets that he turned around, letting go of the rope binding the outlaws. After looking at them a few times he seemed to confirm his suspicions.
Is this fate’s way of punishing me for divining the future?
Magnus’s expression turned grim, causing him to speak his mind, “Now, why are you here?” His tone was different from moments ago. It had turned colder, carrying hints of murderous intent.
“We already told everything we knew to the paladins, sir,” said one of the outlaws. His face was the most bruised amongst the group. It told the story of a successful interrogation.
Magnus, however, didn’t pay attention to his words. He waved his right hand causing a wave of mana to cover their surroundings. The forest quieted significantly, scaring the animals away from the area. A thin membrane of mana formed a dome around where they stood, preventing the escape of even the smallest of sounds.
“Sir, please, we will gladly go to the mines. Please don’t kill us,” pleaded the outlaw. The rest of the criminals behind him didn’t move as well, all of them shaking in fear.
“You can drop the pretense now,” said Magnus. “Tell me, why are death’s apostles at the door to my kingdom?”




Chapter 05
Concessions.
Magnus’s words were like a hammer shattering a veil of lies. Expressions of surprise, anger, and mockery surfaced on the faces of the outlaws. The man Magnus had been facing, however, simply closed his eyes. It was almost like he was enjoying the moment.
As he opened them back, Magnus could see traces of broken capillaries leaving behind blotches of red around his pupils. The air around him had changed. A completely new presence had replaced the former outlaw’s aura. It was oppressive yet familiar..
All was confirmed as the outlaw opened his mouth, speaking in an eerily different voice, “Your kingdom? Say, Magnus, does that mean you really became a servant for those mindless fools?”
Magnus looked at the outlaw without a hint of surprise. The change in expression, tone, and personality had failed to get a reaction out of him. Only a cold demeanor reflected on the surface of his visage before he waved his hand, sending the other outlaws to sleep with a spell. This was a conversation for only him and the puppet master behind them to listen to.
“Not at all, Argent. Your hatred for them is only second to mine.”
Magnus’s voice was calm, but his hands were carrying a series of motions in preparation.
“Will you answer my question then? What is an apostle of death doing here? Or should I correct myself and inquire what does the leader of the Church of Death desire from this land?”
The outlaw laughed, his wicked mannerisms betraying the tears flowing from his eyes. The dissonance between mind and body were in full display. “Magnus, oh Magnus,” he said. “That disposition of yours is truly wonderful. If only you had chosen to become my disciple back then, you would have achieved so many great things by now.”
Magnus frowned as stories from the past were brought to light. With a wave of his hand he decided to get this conversation out of his way. “Cut your bullshit, Argent. I’m doing you a favor by keeping the church and its paladins out of this, don’t make me change my mind.”
Hearing Magnus’s words, the face on the outlaw changed to one of mockery. “You call those failures Paladins? Please, they’re far from deserving the title. Don’t make me laugh with empty threats.”
Magnus’s face grew solemn. If the man in front of him wanted to remain quiet, he wouldn’t be able to get anything out of him.
Known as the master behind the curtains, Argent was a man who never revealed his face. He was someone only some apostles of death knew personally. It made extracting information about him an incredibly infuriating task. Thus, the rest of the world only knew him for his unholy ability to possess his subjects. And that was only because of how open he was with that technique.
Fortunately, Argent seemed to be in a good mood. An eerie smile plastered his face as he continued, “Well, I guess we used to get along quite well, Magnus. I’ll tell you a little, for old times’ sake.”
The outlaw’s expression then grew serious, a hint of killing intent seeping through his façade. “A couple of my disciples were killed by someone in Nyx, and I’m on my way to find the one responsible. This is nothing worth involving that bitch and her hounds on.”
“Is that it?” said Magnus. He seemed rather unconvinced by the outlaw’s words. Believing a man of faith was dangerous as they would stop at nothing to achieve their goals. “Would you be willing to swear an oath over it?”
“I would,” said Argent as hints of mockery seeped through his lips. “But as you can see, this is just a puppet carrying my brand in his soul. There’s no way to do an oath under these conditions, is there? Unless you’re satisfied with the life of a random man, of course.”
Magnus sighed in resignation. Argent’s words weren’t wrong. A truly binding oath required both the presence and will of those signing it. It wasn’t something that could be done through a proxy.
He was now at a crossroad. Magnus could take Argent’s word or intervene in the situation. Each decision with its own price. On one hand, it wasn’t the best time to antagonize the Church of Death. His plans regarding Erin’s freedom had entered a critical stage. On the other hand, giving the Church of Death freedom would always end up costing a price in an unmistakable coin — lives.
“I’ll need some more information if I’m to be inclined to believe you,” said Magnus, pondering his decision for a moment. “For you to send so many vessels, I can only assume you’re planning something big.”
The outlaw gave a cheeky smile. Blood was starting to seep out of his eyes while sweat poured out of every one of his pores. It was clear to see that the limit of the body he was personally using as a vessel was close to being reached.
Controlling a soul was different from branding and influencing them. The body of a simple man couldn’t contain Argent’s energy, at least not without the right conditions being met. It served as proof of the malignant strength hidden behind the puppet-master.
“I’ll tell you a single thing, Magnus. This business doesn’t involve you nor the Church of Light. It will be better for you to stop here. It’s in your best interest not to involve yourself any further.”
Magnus hesitated for a moment — knowing too much was sometimes a sin. Knowledge without power could bring destruction to oneself. Often times, ignorance could be bliss.
He was now at the peak of his magical career, carrying enough power to bring a fortress down on his own. However, that meant nothing to the man before him. Argent was someone beyond him in terms of both knowledge and power. Antagonizing him wasn’t in the best of his interests.
Fine.
After debating with himself for a while, Magnus decided to turn his back and leave. He didn’t care for the life of the broken vessel nor his unconscious companions. The amount of people able to read a life signature like him were incredibly small in this side of the continent. He was sure that Argent and his puppets would be able to carry on with their mission now that he took a step back.
His reasoning stemmed from a single point: Even if he interfered, Argent could still send another batch of puppets to achieve his purpose. He, on the other hand, had no real reason to involve himself as long as Erin’s safety wasn’t compromised. He doubted Argent’s target was somehow related to his or Erin’s mission.
Hopefully, the journey will be easier from now on.
Magnus returned to his party’s temporary camp. He looked slightly different from before, with a light shade of worry covering his face. A few droplets of blood also decorated his robe, a consequence of standing near the dying outlaw.
I might end up worrying Erin if I show myself like this.
It took Magnus the entire way back to his party to be able to erase the dread from his expression. Argent’s appearance spelled danger. If he was to keep his granddaughter away from it, it would be best to not let her suspect anything. Thus, he would have to carry this knowledge by himself.
The paladin initiates soon saw Magnus return on his own. They had already finished their meal and were preparing to move inside the worn-down fortress.
An expression of schadenfreude filled their faces as they saw the blood in Magnus’s robes. The members of the church carried contempt for those that went against their beliefs, causing them to rejoice for Magnus’s apparent actions. Outlaws had no place in their kingdom.
Erin only raised her eyes for a moment. Until a moment ago, she had still been glued to her book. Helping the paladin candidates take care of the luggage was not part of her responsibilities. As a future vessel for the will of the Goddess of Light, she only had to worry about tempering her faith.
No one spoke during the following minutes. Erin was busy reading while the initiates were busy carrying things inside. Magnus, on the other hand, was too busy thinking about Argent’s warning.
In that way, several minutes went by. Magnus spent most of his time looking at both the paladins and his granddaughter with resignation. Knowing nothing really made life so much simpler.
“This way.”
Following behind the paladins, Magnus moved instinctively towards a pair of rooms. As the leader of the entourage, it was his call which rooms he and Erin would take. After reaching the master bedroom he opened the door.
“You will take this room, Erin.”
The blonde-haired girl raised her eyes from her book. A dull sense of emotionless compliance adorned her face. Despite the luxury she was showered with on a daily basis, she didn’t care at all for something like her living quarters. As long as she had enough candlelight to read her books, she was okay with sleeping in the ground.
However, she had no reason to reject Magnus’s instruction. She didn’t turn back as she entered the room and said, “Goodnight, guardian.”
As the Chosen of the church, she had to maintain proper decorum. If her actions damaged her goddess’ image, she would have no way to offer repentance.
Magnus smiled weakly, reluctantly accepting Erin’s words. He had to hold himself back from giving her a hug when she addressed him by his title alone. Alas, even dry words like those were the most he got from her nowadays.
“Goodnight, Erin.”
He bowed his head, afraid of letting his emotions be seen through. Erin was far too young to bear the emotional burdens he carried on his back. Only after he heard the sound of the door closing did he dare raise his head, giving a sigh in resignation.
Magnus turned around to leave, taking the room closer to Erin’s. It was further down the hallway and probably used to belong to whoever had once served as the fort commander’s aide. He didn’t mind the simplicity. If anything, he appreciated a room without distractions. He had too much on his mind already.
The paladin candidates had also finished their preparations, quickly settling into their rooms. Two of them took the first shift as the rest prepared to sleep for a few hours. However, just before they departed to guard the outsides of the fort, Magnus came out of his room, pointing towards the paladin responsible for foraging herbs and mushrooms they had used on their meal.
“You take the first shift.”
Resigned, the man simply nodded his head. He comforted himself with the idea that he could deal with this much. He wasn’t tired, or so he told himself.
Just like that, the abandoned fortress returned to its usual quiet.
It’s about time, thought Magnus. His senses had been surveilling the insides of the fortress with far more details than the initiates would ever be able to achieve with their patrolling. Once most of the paladin candidates fell asleep, he opened a rift in space to take a few things out. A roll of papyrus, a jar of ink, and a golden quill. Three of a wizard’s best friends.
The papyrus contained the results of his past attempts at reading the flow of fate. By breaking this taboo, he had finally found some clues on how to save Erin. Unfortunately, he was uncertain on whether the cure was worse than the sickness. Placing her fate in someone else’s hands was something he found himself hesitant to accept.
His past divinations failed for a simple reason. He wasn’t skilled nor powerful enough to calculate the cause and effect of ‘that’ person’s actions. A shroud of complex machinations and imperceptible shadows covered each of that individual’s crossroads inside the river of fate.
His target was an aberrant. If a normal person had a few hundred threads of karma attached to them, this individual had a few hundred thousands more. Recognizing each of them was a task that required both time and luck that he had never possessed.
Overall, the situation left Magnus rather perplexed, for he had no other choice but to keep trying. At times like these, he had to gather all his strength of mind to persist. Nothing scared humans like uncertainty.
*Scratch, scratch.*
A dancing quill soon replaced the silence from his room. Magnus had no time to lose in useless lamentations. Patience and hard work had given him each of his achievements so far, and he wasn’t going to change that anytime soon.
Like a river, fate could take people to many destinations. Once a strong enough current dragged someone, they would be pulled away from their current route into a different one. This was Magnus’s bet.
Hours went by before Magnus placed down his ink-spent quill. The guards in the floor below him had already changed shift for the second time, bringing him to the realization that they would have to resume their trip very soon.
“Still no results, huh?” Even a mage could feel exhausted after constant failures. Magnus had greater patience than most, but even he couldn’t help but feel a bit of grievance when he failed this often. 
He placed down his quill, storing everything away before straightening his back against his chair. Magnus could feel the years on his body, no longer the young man he used to be. He now carried wisdom, but he lacked the sharpness his mind used to have. Small failures like this reminded him how far past his prime he was.
Humans, such frail beings.
Even with the amount of mana coursing through his body, Magnus could feel his lifeforce dwindling. If only he had more time, more knowledge, maybe then he would be able to ensure better chances for Erin. Now, however, he had no choice but to embark into the unknown.
*Knock, knock.*
It was time. Time for departure, time to walk into the uncharted. Erin’s divine mission seemed easy at first, but Magnus knew the cardinal was keeping something from him by the fact that the goddess herself assigned the mission. Gods didn’t involve themselves in simple matters. Something big was coming.
✽✽✽
 
A group of six poorly clothed men stepped out of the woods. The mountain range could still be seen in the distance, enshrined by the setting sun ready to provide them with night’s cover. Their hands each carried an identical ring, something they no longer bothered to hide after being previously discovered.
“What a waste, truly,” said one of them. His gaze was planted on the thickets behind them. “Number three really wanted to catch our target and earn some merits for our lord before dying.”
Another one came up to him, placing a hand onto his shoulder. “It was his honor,” he said. “For him to shoulder Lord Argent’s will, it was a memorable death.”
“I suppose,” said the first man. His green eyes carried a spark of hatred. “Fine luck we had meeting Alexandra’s hounds.”
His partner, however, quickly waved his hands. “Hey, don’t mention that bitch’s name. Don’t you know it’s unlucky to refer to a god by their name?”
“We could have dealt with them,” answered another amongst the group. His brown hair seemed to cover his eyes. “It was that damn mage’s presence which forced us to behave the way we did. How humiliating...”
A fourth amongst them laughed, raising both of his hands in resignation. His head swung his black curls from side to side as he complained, “What use was it? He still saw through us. His reputation as a cunning bastard leaves nothing to the imagination.”
“It still doesn’t explain why Lord Argent treats him so politely,” said a fifth one amongst them. “I’ve only seen him treat his personal disciples with that much attention. The only exception might be lady Noelle.”
“Ugh,” said the brown-haired man, his body flinching in disgust. “Don’t even mention her name. The path of death is so ample yet she went ahead and obsessed over the undead puppetry arts. Some say she even likes using them as…”
Fortunately, the curly-haired man covered his mouth before he finished. “Don’t even say it. It makes me want to barf.”
The last of them, however, was thinking of something else. Despite being the youngest in the group he had managed to remain quiet until that point. “Still, why do you think Lord Argent lied to him? He clearly omitted the part where we’re looking after our god’s legacy.”
“Beats me,” said the man still covering the mouth of the brown-haired outlaw. “What the lord commands, I simply follow.”
“True, our lives are his,” responded another one of them. His uncaring smile spoke volumes of his aloofness.
The rest simply chuckled at his answer. They all seemed nonchalant by the implication of their partner’s words. Simple vessels they were. Not by a lack of individuality, but by a clearly defined purpose.
“We will have to fill Number Three’s missing spot though.”
“I guess we can stop by a village on our way there,” answered the curly-haired man. He was busy cleaning his hands on his shirt after being bit by the target of his censorship.
The youngest amongst them stopped, his fingers rising to massage his brows. After a few seconds, he turned back to the rest, releasing the lock on his brows. “You make a fair point. It will be the honor of the citizens of this land to carry Lord Argent’s will.”
The rest laughed, continuing on their merry way. The death of their partner had no effect on them. They welcomed death. As men with a clearly defined goal, they knew that the meaning of their life was to give purpose to their death. People rejected their ways but they didn’t care. They were not crazy, they were simply death’s apostles.




Chapter 06
Introductions.
The light of a new morning dawned upon the skies. A bright scenery full of budding grass greeted Magnus’s party as they traversed the mountain range. Once they crossed these mountains, they would be in the so-called ‘Independent Territories.’ Their true mission would start from there.
One of the paladin candidates approached Magnus in his horse. “Should we go in the front to scout, sir?” he asked. The meeting with yesterday’s outlaws had made them wary to whatever dangers the mountain might hide. They wouldn’t be able to forgive themselves if something happened to their Chosen or the mission.
Magnus thought about it for a moment, his eyes closing lightly before giving an answer.
“There is no need for that,” he said. “It will be more effective for me to use my magic to scan the area.”
A trace of disappointment flashed on the face of the initiate paladin. Magnus’s casual attitude in regards to the use of magic was a clear slap to the face of his faith. He gathered his courage, intent on saying something. However, much to his fortune, Erin spoke before he had a chance to.
“I think they should go ahead,” she said, closing her book of scriptures. “It’s a valuable experience for them to get familiar with the environment surrounding the theocracy. It will help them serve the church better in the future.”
The paladin candidates rejoiced when presented with their Chosen’s defense. The initiate who had been shot down by Magnus couldn’t help but voice his appreciation.
“Thank you, miss,” he said. “It’s an honor to be offered you consideration.”
Erin, however, didn’t answer back. Instead, she returned to reading her book as her horse trotted along the road. Words flowed scarcely from her mouth, much like water in the desert. Many even held the mistaken belief that she had taken an oath of silence. Therefore, the fact that she had defended him was much more significant.
Magnus, on the other hand, reflected upon his granddaughter’s words. Coming to a compromise with himself, he chose not to disregard Erin’s request. As a grandfather, he couldn’t help but be a little doting when it came to small matters like this.
“Alright,” he said. “Two of you will scout ahead, I’ll place our party’s safety in both of your hands. Do not disappoint me.”
In the end, it wasn’t like he couldn’t use magic without them realizing it. The disparity in their strength meant there was an insurmountable barrier their senses couldn’t overcome.
It didn’t take long for two of the initiates to go ahead of the group. The look of pride in their faces revealed how eager they were to prove their worth to their Chosen. The only reason they took as long as they did was a brief game of rock-paper-scissor employed to decide who amongst them would receive the honor of being the ones to scout ahead.
Magnus decided not to pay attention to their situation anymore. Few people could be a threat to an entourage of their strength inside the Kingdom of Nyx. The Dusk of the Gods had affected this side of the continent more so than others.
Despite the amount of territory they possessed, the Kingdom of Nyx had only a few branches belonging to different churches, most of which didn’t have enough resources to be considered a true threat. To a man like Magnus the implications were clear. The headquarters behind these churches placed little value in the future development of Nyx.
This only reaffirmed Magnus’s doubts regarding their current mission. Why do we have to take control of this backwater kingdom?
Alas, Magnus lacked both the authority and power to get that information. He had no choice but to carry on with this mission for his granddaughter’s sake. If only I could convince Erin somehow, he thought.
The fact that she swore an oath was half of the problem. Each oath and trial she fulfilled in the church’s name would solidify the brand left on her by Alexandra, the Goddess of Light. If he didn’t change the course of her future actions, the time would come where there would be no more chance to save her. Only one course of action would be left to him then — despair.
“Sir!” said one of the paladin candidates, breaking Magnus away from his thoughts. “It seems like they found something ahead.”
That wasn’t long, thought Magnus. He brought his head up only to see one of the paladins riding back in a hurry. The fact that he carried no wounds on his body revealed that the situation wasn’t as urgent as he made it seem by his rush.
“Speak. What is it that you saw?” ordered Magnus. He could scan the area with magic, but decided against it because of Erin’s request.
“Sir, a small convoy is ahead of us. I don’t think they’ve seen us,” said the initiate. “It’s probably a training expedition for the rebel forces of Nyx. Should we make contact?”
Magnus pondered for a moment before nodding. “Affirmative, I will lead the discussions.”
After hearing his words, the initiate paladins replaced their aloof behavior with the military-borne discipline they had been trained in by the church. As public representatives of the church, they had to reflect an honorable and dignified appearance.
That being the case, they quietly followed after Magnus as he approached the team of rebels.
A disheveled group of individuals with rusted gear but strong complexions rose their gazes to meet them in the distance. The man at the head of the party rose his fist, signalling those behind him to come to a stop.
“Halt!” he ordered.  His tone of voice was as impressive as his demeanor. The bronze color of his skin told stories of his daily training while his lack of hair served to consolidate the indifference he held towards his own appearance.
The same, however, couldn’t be said about his gear. It was polished to perfection, treated with utmost care despite what little monetary value it had. Unlike the white armor adorned with golden trims used by the Church of Light, his armor seemed to focus on simplicity and efficiency. A combination of leather and brilliant iron chainmail evidenced his focus on agility and his trust on the offensive.
Facing them in the distance, Magnus could be seen with a smile on his face. Interesting, so even he joined the rebels.
He had initially carried low expectations towards the rebel army, believing most of the military power was still held by the kingdom’s hands. But now, seeing a known commander from their neighboring country without his usual insignias had proved him wrong. It was enough for him to realize the political situation had changed more than he was aware of in the past few years. Even he was ignorant at times.
While he was still fifty feet away, Magnus raised his hand. The universal stop sign placed his troops and the rebels’ face to face.
The bronze skinned leader separated from his party, speaking in a loud voice. “State your purpose, mage. You’re far too distant from the church’s lands.”
Magnus smiled, offering no answer but a question of his own instead. “I never imagined the former commander of Nyx’s first division would join the rebellion. Is the situation in your kingdom this bad, Arkus?”
“Do not believe for a second my blade won’t caress your skin, Magnus! Not even those children behind you will be of help.”
Magnus scoffed, unwilling to entertain the man’s desire for a fight. “We’re not here to fight, Arkus. The church is willing to help the rebels in your time of need, we’re just here as peace emissaries.”
Arkus laughed. He wouldn’t take Magnus’s words at face value. Despite no longer belonging to Nyx’s military, he hadn’t let go of his old grudges. Besides, the man before him was just as much of a traitor as he was.
“Is that it? I never expected you to surrender before your own invaders, Magnus. To join the church after they murdered your old comrades, that is truly the attitude of a coward. How do you expect me to take the word of a turncoat like you?”
Magnus frowned, suppressing his anger only by remembering the second part of his mission. As far as the public was concerned, he was nothing but a traitor to his former comrades. Only some members of the church knew the truth behind his submission. He was willing to carry this burden for Erin’s sake.
That, however, didn’t mean he would let someone trample over him. “You’re in no position to be selective, Arkus. The church has sent our convoy with sincerity. We only wish to talk.” Only by taking the reins of the conversations would he be able to steer it to his benefit.
Arkus was taken aback by Magnus’s composure. Rumors had always described him as someone with an explosive temperament. Even the stories of his old comrades had echoed such a belief. Perhaps age had brought a change of heart to the old mage.
I might have gone overboard, thought Arkus, realizing his tone had been unnecessarily wary. Am I not a traitor as well?
“Forgive my earlier comment, Magnus. I do, however, wish to see what your church’s sincerity looks like before we continue this conversation.”
It was now Magnus’s turn to be taken aback. Custom dictated for emissaries to bring gifts when visiting a kingdom. The fact that his convoy had brought none was the same as telling the rebels they didn’t recognize the legitimacy of their cause. He thought about weaving a set of lies, but before he could do so, Erin came to his side.
“My presence here should be enough sincerity,” said Erin, raising her voice. “I am my lady’s Chosen, Erin of the Sun, successor to Amat of the Sun. I speak not my words, but the will of my goddess. My eyes are her eyes and my voice is her voice. We’re here to lend you a hand in breaking the tyranny and suffering your kingdom is going through.”
Arkus’s eyes widened when he heard Erin’s words. A Chosen? That was a mythical existence to most people. Even an experienced military man like himself had grown up listening to fables of the Chosens’ many prowesses, never seeing them with his own eyes. Their words reflected their god’s stance. Those they pointed their swords at had no fate but death.
This might be worth considering, he thought, carefully examining Erin.
If this girl was really who she claimed to be, then their victory was assured. Their legitimacy would be respected even by members of the allied churches inside Nyx’s capital, consolidating the rule of their new government. Arkus’s attitude instantly took a turn as he realized the possibilities brought by Magnus’s previous offer.
“Magnus, this news are too sudden,” said Arkus. “We didn’t know of your arrival, and as you can see, we’re in the middle of a training exercise. Will these troops be enough to serve as your escorts?”
Magnus smiled, taking pride in his granddaughter’s flexible mind. He was impressed by her machinations. If she could one day achieve the same with her own identity and not the Church’s, then he would be at ease.
“It will suffice for now,” said Magnus, bringing his horse close to Arkus’s. “It’s our fault for coming without previous discussions.”
Arkus extended his hand towards Magnus’s, firmly clasping it with his own. “Follow us then, Magnus. We will continue this conversation back with the council.”




Chapter 07
Politics.
A room normally embraced by chaos bore the weight of silence for the first time. Four men and one woman sat facing each other without speaking a word. Their gazes alone were enough to convey the differences in their thoughts. Hope, disdain, and reluctance were all reflected in their eyes.
They were the council in charge of leading the rebels. A small group of people with vested interests in the birth of a new ruler. Driven by their interests, they had formed their alliance, and with it, a movement that gave the current royal family an endless stream of headaches.
However, this same group was now burdened by silence. It all started when one of them delivered the report held in their hands. A letter of introduction from Magnus Rendheart, representative to the Church of Light’s interests.
Facing the reticence in the room, one of them broke the chains of silence. His chest heaved in anger and his brows locked against each other. He couldn’t take the other council members’ stance anymore.
“Madness! I can’t believe you all are even considering this,” he said. His fists were clenched so hard his nails were drawing blood from his hand. “Are you going senile? Are you this desperate to put an end to this war?”
An older man next to him gave him a wry smile, using his hands to motion him to breathe. “Calm down, Nolan. We’ve had our differences in the past, but I think we can all agree this is at least worth considering, right?”
“I can’t help but agree with him, Nolan,” said a woman sitting across from the old man. “The church’s support could legitimize our cause even further in the eyes of the populace. It could give us the final push we need to overthrow the royal family. With them, we might win this war with fewer casualties.”
“You shouldn’t even be here, Katherine,” said Nolan. His eyes were becoming bloodshot because of his anger. “Your husband earned his place here, not you.”
“I’ve earned my place as much as anybody else in this table,” answered Katherine, anger taking over her previous eloquence. “Don’t forget it is my money supplying the food you eat every day.”
“Your dead husband’s money,” corrected Nolan. His eyes made no effort to hide the disdain he felt for the woman in front of him. “Not that it would be worth anything without the use of my channels to spend it.”
Their bickering came from the difference in their natures. Like water and oil, both of them refused to listen to each other’s views. That being said, the others in the room were not fond of their childish behavior. They had more pressing matters to attend to.
“Enough!”
A thunderous voice came from the man sitting at the head of the table. His cold voice drew the bickering rivals’ gaze. Neither of them dared to continue once warned by their leader.
“Remember who our true enemy is.”
Katherine used a small fan to hide her face as she regarded the owner of the voice. She was slightly irked that no one had her back earlier. Thus, she planned to stir some more chaos in her benefit.
“Very well,” she said. “I would like to know your stance on the matter, Richard. It’s not this often that we see you think in silence for so long.”
Richard, the man who had spoken before to calm both Katherine and Nolan, turned to look at his vassals. No, calling them vassals would have been wrong. Theirs was a relation of equals. One in which he held just a slight advantage above the other since Arkus was indisputably on his side.
He traced his silver hair with his right hand until it came to rest on his neck. It revealed two sharp eyes that looked at Katherine with no intention to be part of her games.
“I won’t take a stance until we have all the facts, and neither should you,” he said. “I think we should speak with the church’s envoys before we discuss this any further.”
The old man from before nodded his head and so did Arkus, who sat at Richard’s right side. Waiting was always an option. They didn’t have to force themselves to accept something without first acquiring more information.
Nolan, however, seemed dissatisfied with the result. His puncturing gaze couldn’t help but shoot towards Arkus, the man responsible for delivering the report.
If not for him, I wouldn’t have to deal with the church’s hounds once more, he thought. The misplaced guilt was natural for someone of his origins.
Richard ignored the blatant air of disagreement coming from Nolan. His gaze instead turned towards Arkus, examining the stern and disciplined disposition of his subordinate before asking, “Where are our guests from the church, commander?”
Arkus faced him and immediately reported, “We took them to the empty tents in the outer perimeter, sir. My adjutant is currently watching over them. However, I think they do come with sincerity. The young girl seems to be speaking the truth about her identity as a Chosen. I doubt there are many people her age with that kind of aura around them.”
Richard sighed, pleasantly surprised by Arkus’s evaluation. It would be marvelous if the offer from the church was truly as honest as they made it seem. With it, they might finally put an end to the stagnating war against the ruling branch of the royal family.
No one said being a leader was easy.
Richard combed his silver hair with his fingers, looking at the rest of the people sitting with him. The most imposing amongst them was Arkus, former commander of Nyx’s army. His meticulousness was only surpassed by his love towards tempering his body. A man who had achieved the third rank through battle and training. He was the strongest powerhouse amongst their ranks.
Looking at the rest with disdain was Nolan, a shrewd man with deep connections to the underworld. His hatred for the church could be described as his own fear towards the enactment of the moral law. It was his connections to different black markets that ensured the channels used by the rebels to gather their supplies.
Next to Nolan sat Jan, a former strategist for the royal family. His daughter had been raped by the prince one night of drunken stupor, causing him to hold a grudge deep within his heart. When he confronted the king about it, the King dismissed his claims as his own daughter’s attempt to seduce the prince. He was furious, realizing his own loyalty held no value to the royal family. In anger, he used his authority to secretly form a squad with many dissenting soldiers, guiding them to desert and join the rebels.
Against them sat Katherine, a middle-aged woman with a true love for the commoners. She and her husband had created one of the biggest merchant companies of the kingdom but were forced to run away after the royal family coveted their possessions. Both her and her deceased husband had financed the rebels’ operations over the past decade.
They formed the political and financial core of the rebels, legitimized by Richard’s presence. He was none other than an illegitimate child of the royal family, a half-brother to the current ruler. In order to take the throne from the royal family’s hands, they would need someone like him to appease the populace during a transition.
As someone who could threaten the structure of power in the Kingdom, he had been banished, never to return. That was their mistake. Because of that, he had experienced the troubles of the commoners, the famine of those banished to the northern lands.
These new experiences, however, didn’t feed his despair. No, they fed his ambition. The fire of rage rose and formed a new movement to give him what was rightfully his. Helping the populace was only a tool to achieve his ambition. Not that anybody at their table disagreed with that thought.
“Arkus, how are the troops doing?” asked Richard. It was important for him to be up-to-date with every piece of information regarding the rebel army.
Arkus pondered for a moment before answering, “I’ve split the newcomers into three teams, sir. The most impressive is still team number three.”
“Is it because of that kid you told me about earlier?” asked the silver-haired Richard.
“Yes, sir. I’ve never seen someone with that much talent. Was he not here, I’d suspect him to be a church’s Chosen.”
“Nonsense,” said Nolan. He wasn’t convinced a simple recruit was worth so much praise. “You always compliment every young man willing to join our cause.”
“You haven’t seen him during training,” refuted Arkus. “His fighting spirit is above any other recruit I’ve ever seen, held back only by his youth. I wouldn’t dare to claim I worked that hard at his age.”
Jan pondered for a moment before asking, “What do we know about him? Is his background clean?”
“It’s unclear,” said Nolan. He was thinking back to a report made by his subordinates. “I’ve already sent people to dig into his past, but very little information can be found about him. It doesn’t look like he socializes much with the rest of the recruits.”
Jan looked at him with a puzzled gaze. “Please elaborate.”
Nolan frowned as he recollected his subordinate’s report.
“This kid follows an almost mechanical routine every day,” he said. “After waking up, he will always go for a run in the outer perimeter. After being done, he will eat and leave to train immediately after. It reminds me of a certain muscle freak amongst us.”
Katherine laughed, stealing a look towards Arkus’s arms. Ignoring her, Nolan continued.
“We also know that like many of us, he is a wanted man in Nyx. We are ignorant about the reason, however. This seems to be something originating from even before he joined us.”
Jan closed his eyes, slowly massaging them before he spoke. “It’s strange for someone that young to be a wanted man.”
“Intriguing, indeed,” said Richard. He had heard of many political conspiracies carried on by his brother and the noble families — this situation could very well be one of them.
“Anything else?” asked Jan. It was uncommon for Nolan to find such little information about someone he’d set his sights on.
“Nothing but random guesses,” said Nolan. “I’ve had a few of my informants tell me about his habits. He keeps to himself and usually guards his food a bit too close. That’s a common trait seen in people from the slums.”
“He’s also well versed in hunting,” he continued. “Whenever we lack meat, he will go hunt some wild lizards to feed himself. That’s a trait common to those who grew in a small village, particularly those near the forest. If I was to guess, I’d say he comes from either Sol or the surrounding villages.”
“What about his nature then?” asked Katherine. Her question was addressed to Arkus instead of Nolan. “He can’t be all that bad if he’s receiving your praise.”
Arkus didn’t know whether to laugh or cry after hearing Katherine’s question. “I can’t say for sure, but he seems like a good boy. Perhaps a bit naïve for his age. The other recruits say he often talks to himself. In my opinion, he might be one of those.”
“Another crazy one?” muttered Jan, crossing his arms over his chest.
As Nyx’s former strategist he had seen many young men develop strange habits to cope with the tensions of growing in their kingdom. Not everyone could witness starvation, injustice, or slavery and still keep a good state of mind.
“I guess going crazy is better than going suicidal,” said Arkus.
“That’s cold,” said Katherine. She had seen spoken to many of the young deserters who joined the rebels. All of them had a reason, a past that drove them here. Some escaped from a noble’s chase while others were running away from debt. Some were just in it because of their own hatred towards the crown, and some were fighting for those who couldn’t fight for themselves.
“They didn’t choose to be born here. Were they born in another part of the continent, they might have not had to face such circumstances,” she added.
“We can’t dwell on what ifs,” said Richard. “What if I had been recognized as the heir to the throne? What if I had never chosen to gather the rebel forces? They are just empty statements without reality backing them up. All that matters is whether that kid can be of use to us.”
“I can give you my word of that, sir,” stated Arkus. “While he keeps much to himself, it’s pretty obvious he holds no affection for the current royal family.”
“Well, it would be good if you can pay closer attention to him then,” said Richard. “We can always use people like that close to us. The kingdom will need people like him to rise again, even more so if we accept the Church of Light’s proposal.”
Katherine closed the fan in her hand, bringing it to her lips. “It’s about time we call the envoys from the church and have a discussion, isn’t it?”
Most of the group nodded in agreement, leaving Nolan alone in his reluctance.
Jan tried to salvage the situation offering him some solace, “Don’t worry, Nolan. It’s not like you’re from the Lapas family. Your shady past isn’t enough to attract the attention of the church, even more so if we establish an alliance.” 
Nolan sighed, not willing to say anything else above the matter.
Seeing his partners reach a compromise, Richard finally gave his order. “Very well, call them here Arkus.” It was time for them to settle the terms of their alliance.
It didn’t take long for Magnus and Erin to arrive. Behind them were two of the initiate paladins. They had left their plated armor behind, wearing the ceremonial robes members of the clergy usually wore instead. It was a small display of their peaceful disposition, not that it mattered with Magnus’s presence. A mage’s most dangerous weapon was his mind.
“Please, take a seat,” instructed Arkus. He sat next to the silver-haired Richard, carefully observing Magnus’s every action. Even if he believed in the church’s sincerity, he wouldn’t risk an assassination attempt on his leader.
Magnus, however, just ignored him. Nodding his head, he took a place in the table along with rebels’ leaders. “Everyone, I’m sure Arkus has already delivered our request to your hands. May I hear your initial thoughts before we continue? I’d like to dissipate any doubts you may hold.”
Nolan looked at Magnus and then scoffed. “You’re sending us into our deaths,” he said. “No amount of clerics will justify a frontal attack into Nyx’s capital. Your proposal is tantamount to suicide.”
Magnus nodded, attentively hearing Nolan’s complaints. “Anything else?” he asked. He wanted to address every single point with a single strike if possible.
Jan looked at him before saying, “We would also like to know what the Church of Light has to gain from this. You must understand your stance seems to hold no basis in our eyes. There is no such thing as allies, just partners in the face of benefits.”
The paladin candidates behind Magnus and Erin had trouble controlling their expressions. They felt offended by such claims. The noble Church of Light represented justice in their eyes. No mortal men should be willing to question their goddess’ will.
Magnus looked at Katherine, piercing her eyes with his own. “You seem to want to say something, my lady, please speak.”
The woman smiled coyly, twisting a curl of her red hair with her finger. “It’s nothing much, just something I feel pulling at the back of my mind. Why now of all times? We could have used your help at many points in time before, so why did the church suddenly change their stance?”
“Your concerns aren’t without basis,” said Magnus. It was his mission to make this meeting work out smoothly, he had already planned his answers beforehand. “The church has seen the pain the royal family is putting its populace through. As for our stance on the matter, that changed after our Goddess sent us a divine revelation instructing us to intervene.”
“I see,” said Katherine. Magnus’s answer was plausible, but seemed rather far-fetched. Divine revelations were just as mystical as the appearance of a Chosen so far from the mainland. Having both happen at the same time was pulling luck a little too thin.
“In that case,” she said, “why didn’t the Church of Life or the Church of Harvest do something? They are the two churches with the biggest influence in Nyx. You would think they would intervene before the Church of Light did.”
“That is something I’m afraid I can’t answer with certainty,” said Magnus. “Each god has their own views, as do their churches. I can only speak as a representative for the Church of Light.”
Not that there is any church interested on that barren land you call your kingdom, he added in his mind. We could invade the whole thing and no other church would care.
Katherine sighed in resignation. Her question might as well go unanswered. “Very well,” she said. It was a better use of their time to receive answers to Nolan and Jan’s questions.
Seeing her give way for him to continue, Magnus resumed his explanation, “Regarding what we have to gain, it is quite simple — a new ally. Nyx and Ionia have been at war for far too long, leading us to spending resources that could have been used for the development of both our kingdoms. The current royal family in Nyx still holds those grudges, but I’m sure your group would be willing to let go of them in exchange for victory.”
Jan pondered about it, looking back at Richard. Despite being banished from the kingdom, he wasn’t sure of Richard’s stance on the matter of old grudges. It took a nod from their nominal leader before he turned back to look at Magnus, requesting him to carry on.
Magnus nodded and continued. “We can even help with Nyx’s expansion towards the south as long as your leader swears to open up our trade routes once again. Of course, we will also request permits to the establishment of a few chapels in the new settlements.”
“That still doesn’t answer how you will support our war effort,” said Nolan. He had been the first to ask his question, leaving him frustrated when Magnus answered everyone but him. His previous interactions with the church didn’t help him hold any good feelings towards Magnus’s sophistry.
“I was getting to that,” said Magnus. “As members of the church, we can’t involve ourselves in military matters, and therefore cannot provide you with any troops. This point you must understand.”
Magnus’s answer seemed to darken the mood in the room. Nolan was especially upset about it, pushing him to stand up from his seat and face Magnus, disregarding what the mage could do to him if angered.
“What good are you then?” he demanded. “You’re pushing us to our deaths.”
The paladin candidates took a step forward. Even if Magnus was only a temporary commander, they had a role to uphold.
“Relax,” said Magnus, waving his hand to have his temporary subordinates step back. “It isn’t like we come empty handed. If you take a seat, I can show you what I’m talking about.”
Richard seemed intrigued, causing him to look sternly at Nolan, leaving the poor man no choice but to take his seat.
“Very well,” said Magnus. A smug smile rose on his face as the situation came back under his control. Once everyone’s eyes were on him, he tore a hole in space, bringing out a small rosewood box from within.
Extending his arm, he placed it on the table.
“Behold, this is our offer.”




Chapter 08
Old and New.
Everyone’s eyes were piqued with interest. Nolan in particular had trouble holding his hands back. He was familiar with the runes carved on the wooden box. They were often used to seal mana or energy fluctuations coming from magical items. Dark markets often used them to contraband objects from questionable origins.
The paladin candidates from the church took a step back, leaving Magnus and Erin alone with the rebels’ leaders. Moving quickly, they took up positions next to the door, sealing it off completely. It was their role to prevent anyone else from entering while they were discussing this part of their ‘alliance.’
Magnus’s gaze examined the rebels’ leadership, quickly noting their reactions. He found it mildly amusing how such a thing aroused their interest. Ironically, it would be this same object that would lead them to their downfall.
“The box isn’t what matters,” said Magnus, his tone sprinkled with mockery. “It is this.”
Magnus’s hands then opened the rosewood box, revealing the dark marble contained within. Its surface was black like the night sky, tainted only by the cracks that refracted the light shining on its surface. The expression on Nolan, Katherine, and Jan shifted to one of disappointment. They were expecting something else. Something more impressive.
However, shortly after the marble was revealed, a dark aura spread out from the box. Arkus covered his body in aura, assuming a battle ready position. Richard and the rest grimaced, taken by surprise.
Fortunately, the marble had been purified, and the remnants of energy contained within the box quickly dissipated.
“What is that accursed object?” asked Arkus almost instinctively. As the strongest man amongst the rebel troops, he realized the object’s deadly nature more so than the others.
“This,” said Magnus pointing towards the gem-like sphere, “is nothing more than your salvation.”
Jan caressed the white stubble on his face, thinking about the nature of the object. Nothing was as deadly as the unknown. What he felt moments ago was strong enough to leave an impression of danger deep within his soul. Noticing Richard and the rest of his comrades had the same expression, he willed himself to press the issue.
“Please, mage, do explain what we’re looking at.”
“This is a divine artifact,” explained Magnus. “Its powers are enough to ensure your army comes out victorious in your battle against Nyx.”
“Are you saying the Church of Light is willing to give up one of their artifacts?” asked Katherine with a fair amount of surprise. Her eyes were no longer on the marble but on Magnus’s conniving grin.
“No,” said Magnus, shaking his finger from side to side. “Not the Church of Light, but the Church of Death.”
Jan immediately took a guess at the implications behind Magnus’s words.
“I see,” he said. “The Church of Light plans to use our kingdom as bait to draw the Church of Death out. Even if they do not do so immediately, they will eventually come and try to retrieve this object.”
“Not really,” said Erin, joining in the conversation for the first time. “His holiness, the cardinal, made a ritual to cleanse this artifact. Otherwise, you wouldn’t be able to make any use of it.”
Magnus nodded, continuing where Erin left off. “What she means is that the Church of Death shouldn’t have a way to track the artifact. Of course, it will also help us grasp the full use of the item.”
“A gamble then?” asked Richard. “Is that what you’re offering?”
“Perhaps,” answered Magnus. “Is it one you’re not willing to take?”
He was aware of the rebels’ desperation. Many of their forces still had family in Nyx waiting for them, living through the abuse of the ruling class. Even if the council held control over the troops, it didn’t mean their authority was absolute. Everyone acted based on their own interests, and the troops were no exception.
Three words surfaced on Arkus’s mind. ‘Treacherous old man.’ He now realized the offer Magnus had originally given him carried a price. Not everyone was as straightforward as he was. Devious intentions were often hid within human kindness.
“You must understand we can’t give you an answer right now,” said Richard. “Not only are we ignorant on how this artifact is supposed to work, but the risks we’d be going through for something of this scale can’t be based on a rash decision.”
“I’ll explain how to use the artifact later on,” said Magnus. “But I can understand your need for time. When can we expect an answer?”
“I’m afraid I can’t say,” explained Richard. “I’ll have someone call for you when we’ve made our decision.”
“Very well,” said Magnus. His face was solemn for he already knew what their answer would eventually be. His hand extended, taking back the rosewood box on the table as a smile surfaced on his face.
“We’ll be awaiting your answer.”
✽✽✽
 
“Is it here?” asked Zaros.
Moments ago he had been inside his quarters, doing maintenance on his trusted dagger. It symbolized the first time he stood up for himself and for others, taking down the slaving business of Baron Lapas. As he was cleaning the blade, Amro had instructed him to run in this direction, leading him towards a place far from the barracks.
His footsteps were light as he jumped from building to building. The makeshift constructions were not enough to block the grace and fluidity of his moves. Eventually, he arrived at a building facing the rebel’s headquarters. He wasn’t supposed to be here, but he had no reason to doubt Amro’s instructions.
“So, is it here?” asked Zaros for a second time.
Amro hesitated before answering. Moments ago he had sensed a familiar energy in the vicinity. It was almost like the call of an old friend. Alas, he was no longer his past self. Recognizing an energy signature from such a distance was not an easy matter.
“Yes, it should have been here,” answered Amro. It was better to be safe than sorry. “Lie in wait, we might not be too late.”
Zaros complied and laid prone on the roof. A few minutes after he did, an old man and a young girl came out from the headquarters. Their garments contrasted deeply with those from the rebel troops. Elegant white robes covered in golden patterns made it clear that they were beyond ordinary. Especially so for the older man. Zaros couldn’t help but feel an instinctual sense of danger when he looked at him.
Amro was particularly delighted when he saw both of them, particularly the young girl. A refreshing sense of relief washed through him as many things started to make sense.
I see, he thought. Even on its own, nature would have found a way to make things right.
Zaros, however, wasn’t aware of his partner’s thoughts. Being bored after laying so long prompted him to repeat his question. “Hey, Amro, are you sure we are at the right place?”
“Yes,” answered Amro in a nearly mechanical manner. “We’re always at the right place, always where fate wants us to be.”
“It isn’t fate that made me come here,” replied Zaros. “It was you. So, is there something wrong?”
Amro laughed, realizing how even his mind was prone to distractions. No longer in his throne as a god, he was now more vulnerable than ever, closer to a mortal than he was to the divine. “No, boy, everything is as it is meant to be. Just stay here and watch in silence.”
Zaros did as instructed and laid down, looking carefully towards the old man and the young girl. As they exited the building, two other men covered in robes followed after them. Zaros had no way to know of their identity, but Amro was much too familiar with their demeanor.
The style of their clothes might change with the epoch, but Amro was sure of their identity. Taking the habitual chance to teach a lesson, he soon explained the situation to his host. “You see, child. Those are the ceremonial robes members of the church wear.”
“The two men walking at the back are initiate paladins,” he continued, “you can tell them apart from priests because of their physiques. Remember Michael? Priests are usually thinner, proof of their dedication to scholarly matters like reading the scriptures. Paladins are their counterpart — bulky and muscular for they are those who join the front of the battlefield.”
“What about the man and girl in front?” asked Zaros. For some reason unknown to him, he was strangely attracted to the blonde girl walking along the old man. She was focused on a small book but it was far too distant for him to peak into its cover.
“The old man is a wizard, boy. If you focus on sensing the surrounding mana, you will notice its odd behavior. It’s something that naturally happens after you start familiarizing yourself with the truths of this world.”
“What about her?” asked Zaros. He felt curious about the young girl who could walk next to such a dangerous man with such ease.
Amro hesitated before giving him an answer, “She’s not someone you have to worry for now. Tomorrow, perhaps.”
Zaros felt puzzled about Amro’s answer. As always, his partner had chosen to remain cryptic rather than be straightforward. Unfortunately, he knew how difficult it was to get an answer out of Amro once he decided to stay quiet.
For now, he had no choice but to remain prone atop the roof. Together with Amro’s control over the surrounding mana, it was enough to mask his presence from those below.
✽✽✽
 
Magnus turned towards his granddaughter, surprised to see she had put down the scriptures the cardinal had provided her with. “What is it, Erin?” he asked. She normally focused on reading as very few other things deserved her attention.
Erin’s eyes were set on the rooftop of the buildings surrounding them. For a moment, she felt something coming from them. It was a presence that reminded her of her goddess. A presence pure and harmonious with the environment yet different from the one she was familiar with in ways she could not explain.
Magnus followed Erin’s gaze to the empty rooftops, causing him to scan the surroundings with his mana as a preemptive measure. Are the rebels daring enough to spy on us?
However, his scans revealed nothing. After he found the situation to be quiet ordinary, Magnus turned back to Erin with a kind expression on his face. Perhaps she was stressed by being in enemy territory.
“Erin, let’s go to the rooms they have provided us. I don’t believe it will be long until they give us an answer.”
The girl didn’t answer, hesitantly removing her eyes from her target. A few moments later, she went back to her scriptures. A feeling she had long forgotten had ignited a light in her dull eyes for the first time in years — curiosity.
She couldn’t explain it, but she felt there was something more interesting in the direction her eyes had landed. If not for her guardian’s instructions, she would be running towards that direction, eager to find what awaited for her. Alas, she considered the words from her guardian an order.
She soon followed Magnus, not before giving a final look back in the same direction. For a moment, she felt convinced she saw a young boy looking back at her. His amber eyes seemed to stare deep within the depths of her soul, almost like he was memorizing the brand her lady had blessed her with.
Erin had no way to be sure, but she had the feeling she would be meeting him again sometime soon.




Chapter 09
Try again.
Zaros rested against the roof as rivers of sweat perspired down his back. Not only were the northern territories constant victims of the sun, he had just experienced something new and horrifying.
The girl’s eyes had seen through him. He wasn’t sure how, but her gaze had met his more than once, leaving a prickling feeling all over his body. Her golden eyes were like needles digging deep within his mind, performing an examination he wasn’t prepared to receive.
It wasn’t until he heard Amro’s voice that he came to realize the gravity of the situation. “She saw us,” he said. “Not the girl, but the one behind her.”
“Do you mean the old man?” asked Zaros. The old wizard did seem menacing. The air of danger he emitted wasn’t something Zaros felt prepared to battle against.
“No, not the old man,” answered Amro. “Someone much worse than him. Fortunately, it was only a remnant of her will and not the real thing. That piece of conscience isn’t enough to see through you.”
Zaros didn’t dare to ask whose will Amro was referring to. Anyone scarier than the old man was far beyond the realm of what he could deal with. It took him a few minutes before his heart returned to its normal rhythm, the fear embedded within him finally dissipating.
“Can we go back?” asked Zaros. He was still uncertain of why Amro had guided him to this location.
Amro kept silent for two seconds before answering, “Yes, you should finish what you were doing. After that, we can train within my soul realm once the night falls.”
Zaros sighed, resigned to the night of poor rest that awaited him. “I thought you said I was at a bottleneck. It was in my understanding that training wouldn’t be of any use in this condition.”
Amro laughed, aware of Zaros’s reason behind asking. “There is no running away from training, boy. The body isn’t the only thing that can be tempered.”
“My mind?” Zaros asked. He seemed to recall how Amro had him read books every now and then within his soul-domain. Of course, he wasn’t aware those were simply physical representations of his partner’s knowledge.
“No, boy. The mind is trained by knowledge. Today, we will train your spirit.”
“Why now?” asked Zaros. Amro’s training was comprised of technique, aura flow, and mana sensory lessons. Aside from that, he was instructed to taken the time to strengthen his physique during the day time. Matters of the soul and spirit had never been part of his training.
“Because I just realized we have far less time than I expected,” answered Amro. “We are about to take something back and there’s no way you will be able to use it without a strong spirit.”
While Zaros had been busy losing his senses over the mage and the girl to his side, Amro was occupied sensing the traces of energy around them. He now knew that his earlier feeling hadn’t been a mistake.
“I do not know how it fell in their hands, but we can thank them later for having delivered it to us.”
Zaros rose to his feet, jumping from roof to roof as he returned to the barracks. His steps were silent and precise, touching only upon places that would produce no noise. Like a ghost, he was back in the barracks before someone could figure out his absence. Both his exit and return had taken less than thirty minutes overall.
This place again, thought Zaros.
He wasn’t fond of the rebels. It hadn’t been long since he had joined their ranks, making his way to them after leaving Sol behind. Initially, he had come with the hope of finding trustworthy allies to his cause. People whom had experienced similar challenges to him, people like Alexander and Maria. Alas, the situation had left him rather disappointed.
It was true that the rebels were full of people who despised the current royalty and nobility, yes. Zaros’s experiences with them made him sure of that much. However, he had not expected the situation to be as it was.
He expected people overflowing with anger, ready to face the tyranny of both the nobles and the royalty. Instead, he met with banished nobles and their bastard sons, discarded knights, former merchants, and members of branch families. Those who were commoners like him were in the minority, and instead of being part of the army, most worked to supply the army with supplies.
The way the rebels structured their society was no different from the kingdom’s.
Zaros grudge was against the current nobility, yes, but after seeing the state of affairs he could safely guess whoever the rebels placed in power would end up repeating the same story. Only one reason made him stay in their camp — revenge. He disliked the rebels, yes, but he hated Nyx’s rulers even more.
He knew he still lacked the strength to face them on his own. According to Amro, this camp’s commander alone was someone at rank three. That was a rank attainable only through hard work. It was the result of tempering one’s body by endlessly reinforcing it with either mana or aura.
I’m still too weak.
Zaros was able to use both of those energies, albeit not perfectly according to Amro’s standards. He was still far from his goal. Every time he faced Amro’s training he realized it further.
Perhaps I’m rushing things too much.
The boy knew how much progress he had made in the past few months. Still, Amro’s words made him feel like was progressing too slowly. He didn’t realize it, but the frustration of being unable to change the events of the past was getting to him.
Alas, he had yet to find someone he could share his story with. The people here didn’t feel like family — they were different from those in the slums. Their goal was the same, but the reasoning behind their actions was so different from his that he couldn’t feel at peace.
Should I have brought Alexander or Maria with me? thought Zaros. He felt kind of guilty about leaving them behind. Even then, he knew bringing them here would have been just as unfair to them. No, I can’t make them share my burden. It is mine alone.
Ours, thought Amro. Even if the memory was hazy for the boy, he wouldn’t put an oath behind him. Matters swore upon one’s soul were of grave importance.
As the night fell, Zaros found himself within Amro’s soul domain. He felt his body floating in an endless void, much like every time he had visited.
More training, thought Zaros. Perhaps this will help calm me down.
The infinite expanse of black soon changed, turning into a vast land filled with trees. The scene was vividly familiar to Zaros but the surrounding air felt different somehow. A forest expanded from north to south and east to west forming a sea of green that brought his senses back to the past.
Zaros found himself covered in goosebumps, a feeling of dread rising through his heart. “Where am I?” he asked. It was common for Amro to explain the task he would have to face once the soul domain changed. His mission, so to speak.
Alas, this time was different.
One must conquer their inner-demons, thought Amro in silence. Only after you purge them through your own hands will your soul be strong enough to bear your future burdens.
Amro knew just what the boy needed. It just so happened to coincide with his earlier goals. What was about to happen was cruel, yes, but this time was about as good as any.
Zaros found himself increasingly worried about his partner’s silence, prompting him to repeat his question, “Amro, where am I?”
Sadly for him, guidance wouldn’t come this time around. He was on his own. All Zaros could hear was the vivid recreation of the forest’s wind, the chirping of birds and the pop and crackles of burning wood.
Wait, burning wood?
Zaros found himself confused as he looked towards the artificial sky and realized smoke was coming from one direction in particular.
Why is this so familiar?
He immediately ran towards the source of the smoke, covering great distances with each of his steps. Tree branches became platforms to his feet while the smoke became his northern star.
Closer, closer.
Zaros soon landed atop a tree outside a village. A small place that had been previously engraved in his soul, one he would never forget. This was his origin, his birthplace, his village.
Why am I here? thought Zaros. Amro’s guidance had made him somewhat reliant of the second voice in his head. Suddenly finding himself without it resurfaced the feelings of self-doubt and inadequacy buried within him.
“Help, please help me!” cried a girl’s voice on the distance. Each vowel broken in ups and downs, the sound of grief enacted by her enunciation bringing back old memories in Zaros.
“Shut up,” said another voice following the sound of a strong slap.
Strong gasps for air brought Zaros back to reality. It wasn’t the victim of the slap who had trouble breathing, but he himself. He tried squeezing his eyes shut.
Wake up, wake up.
This wasn’t Amro’s soul realm — it was a nightmare.
“Help me,” cried the girl once again. Her voice was barely audible under the sound of laughs taking pleasure in her pain.
Another slap echoed all the way to Zaros’s hiding place amongst the trees. “I told you to shut up,” said the man once again.
Zaros opened his eyes, confronting the reality in front of him. This was his village, the place where he had grown up. That voice belonged to the town’s butcher, a single woman in her thirties who often bought his excess hunt.
An invisible force caused him to take a step forward, jumping down from the tree he hid at. Amro had taught him the importance of stealth but that held no value to him at this time. Rage. A feeling he had long buried under apathy took ahold of his heart.
He wanted to kill. He wanted to destroy. The pain that had momentarily pained his heart was quickly buried under boiling frustration.
Zaros had never openly admitted it but deep inside he still felt a need to personally avenge the former villagers. The fact that Amro had dealt with them had created a sense of insatisfaction he would never be able to fulfill.
Zaros approached the man slapping the woman. His rough armor and rusted sword gave away his identity as a mercenary. A shadow recreating one of Amro’s victims.
Both the mercenary and the woman were near the village’s exit. It was clear she had tried to run away from him but had failed to do so. Her face was a mix of tears and blood, blocking her sight from seeing Zaros’s arrival.
The mercenary had still not realized his presence either. Zaros’s steps were quiet, a habit no emotion could take away from him. Hundreds of hours training under Amro’s guidance within his soul domain had ensured at least that much.
As the mercenary raised his hand in preparation to deliver a new slap, Zaros hand carried out its own task with unquestionable decisiveness.
*Slash*
A bloodied hand rolled on the ground causing the mercenary to turn around. He had finally realized Zaros’s presence, and along with it, the loss of his hand. The man’s shock turned into anger as he screamed, driving his other hand towards Zaros’s neck in an attempt to strangle the younger boy facing him.
Far from success, the man was greeted by the loss of his remaining hand. Zaros felt no need for mercy. On the contrary, he felt a need to vent his repressed emotions. Was this Amro’s plan? A fleeting thought made him consider this situation part of Amro’s training.
Not yet, thought Amro. He was observing the boy from afar as he made each of his choices, examining how Zaros’s feelings interfered with his judgement. The boy had grown reliant on bursts of anger to overcome his difficulties. Amro needed his host’s heart to be calm and goal-driven, not a victim to his own anger and despair.
Killing based on feelings was closer to insanity than it was to the path of death Amro had followed. Death was instrumental to the world’s evolution, preservation, and as a method to avoid stagnation — death had purpose. It was much more than a tool to vent one’s emotions. Of course, it had taken Amro a long time to learn this lesson back before his ascension.
Zaros drove his dagger into the mercenary’s throat. He sank it enough to silence his victim’s voice without causing him to drown in his blood. Only muffled attempts to scream remained.
“Shh,” said Zaros, throwing a slap with his one available hand. “Didn’t you enjoy torturing your victims?”
Zaros raised his hand and delivered a second slap into the mercenary’s face. “No, your face is still too clean. Look at her,” he said, turning the mercenary’s paling face towards the woman still lying down. “You are not even real, you have no right to cry like she did.”
A third slap crashed against the mercenary’s face, causing the helpless man’s eyes to swell. He had tried to voice some words, no doubt surprised by how a young boy had placed him in such a situation.
Zaros didn’t know whether the constructs inside Amro’s soul could feel or if they even held any consciousness. However, that didn’t stop him from delivering a fourth slap across the mercenary’s face.
Anger. Zaros could still not get rid of it. Amro had emphasized the importance of self-control in every step, yet at this moment, Zaros couldn’t help but feel a complete loss of himself.
How did the recreation of a memory trigger so many feelings within him?
Zaros wasn’t aware of it yet, but the increasing amount of blood and lives he had claimed with his hand had given rise to a bloodthirsty nature. It was latent, sleeping within him, awaiting just the right chance to turn him into a demon. But it was there. Waiting to be fed blood and lives before consuming its creator.
Zaros was lacking control, he was lacking spirit. The ability to overcome feelings, to assess the situation, and to relieve the pressure on his mind. Spirit was to the soul and the mind what endurance was to the body. Only once he trained it would he be able to achieve true-balance within.
Amro had used his soul domain to train the boy’s skills, techniques, and physical control. At the same time, being within a stronger being’s soul allowed his host’s soul to grow. It was all developing according to his plan.
Alas, the tempering of his spirit relied completely on the boy. It was his own inner-demon to overcome.
Zaros closed his eyes, prepared to deliver a fifth slap against the mercenary. Yet before he could do so, he felt himself being dragged away by a suctioning force. He opened his eyes, only to realize he was no longer in the same place. He was back in the forest clearing.
The same trees, the same green, even the same smoke awaiting him in the distance. And beyond it all, the same tragedy.
If you fail to control yourself after a thousand times, you can only try another thousand, thought Amro. With the use of his soul domain, he had crafted a vicious yet comprehensive training plan to have Zaros overcome his inner demons.
Try again.




Chapter 10
A show of strength.
Zaros found himself trapped in a loop of constant failure, confused as to what Amro’s mission required from him. He had become a prisoner in his own body, condemned to repeat an endless cycle of self-discovery. Only an epiphany would be able to release him from both Amro’s prison and the shackles he had set around his own heart.
Alas, even with a time-distortion serving the soul domain, there was a limit to the amount of hours in the night. Amro soon found himself needing to take over his host’s body to continue their normal routine. They were operating with the goal of making use of the rebels so there was a need to hold that identity for the time being.
*Dong!*
The sound of a hammer slamming against a metal gong soon woke up the recruits, causing them to gather outside their tents. Juniors like them weren’t entitled to sleep inside brick houses like the rest of the rebel forces. They justified it as part of their military training, but both Amro and Zaros knew the truth behind it. It was to let them know their place.
Not long after, a thunderous roar gave them their first order of the day.
“Gather up!”
The bronze-skinned man giving the command didn’t need to use his aura to help his voice be heard. He was loud enough on his own. His wide chest delivered his orders with enough resonance to awaken even those sleeping far from the tents.
All the recruits soon gathered, facing the man. Amro was alongside them, the first of his group to arrive and take formation.
Arkus’s eyes landed on Amro, a soft trace of approval appearing as he recalled what he had heard of Zaros from his adjutant. He then scanned the crowd, confirming all had arrived.
“Too slow,” said Arkus. It was important for him to instill no complacency in the younger generation. “Today we will be having some guests taking part in your training.”
Mumbles of curiosity came from the recruits. As people who had renounced their kingdom, they had never seen a ‘visitor’ inside their camp. The announcement coming so suddenly left them full of doubts.
Arkus didn’t leave them in the dark for too long as he extended his arm, inviting a group of white-robed men, an old man, and a young girl to join him. Their faces were proud and confident, their powerful presences far from what the recruits could display. Magnus’s presence alone felt like a boulder weighting over the recruit’s hearts. His power was a match to their commander’s.
No, it’s higher, evaluated Amro.
The recruits’ reaction caused the envoys of the church to beam with pride. The might of their institution was once again engraved into their hearts. Only Magnus and Erin remained the same. They were far too used to people being meek in their presence.
Arkus took notice of the weak will displayed by the recruits. A few powerhouses had easily lowered their spirits, causing him no little amount of displeasure. I guess they will serve as nothing but cannon fodder, he thought. Even the weak had a use. Their sacrifice would be remembered after the rise of a new kingdom.
It was no surprise then that he found himself intrigued when he saw Amro’s cold, distant eyes. Those were the eyes of a beast, of someone who refused to submit. The eyes of a man with a purpose. To see those eyes who looked at him with indifference…
Our kingdom isn’t without a chance. Alas, the younger generation can only blame their luck for being born here.
Amro stood ramrod straight, still looking towards Arkus’s direction. Not the least amount of weakness could be seen in his disposition. The clarity in his eyes seemed to say that no mountain was too tall for him to face.
Seeing that look, Arkus felt relieved. The feelings of disdain he had felt for the recruits’ lack of discipline quickly dissipated.
Alas, he’s unfortunate to be born in this era.
Magnus noticed the change of air around Arkus, causing him to follow his line of sight. A simple black-haired boy stood as the objective. He didn’t seem special from a first glance. If anything could be pointed about him, it was the endless arrogance displayed in his eyes.
Magnus frowned, looking to his side. To his surprise, even his granddaughter was looking in the same direction.
What makes him so special? wondered Magnus. He felt the need to cast a spell and probe into the boy’s constitution. Unfortunately for him, Arkus’s gaze had returned to his group. Probing would have to wait.
Arkus soon continued. “Recruits, these are our honored guests from the Church of Light. They have come to provide aid to our cause.”
Voices of surprise came from the crowd causing a smile of approval to appear on the paladin candidates. Arkus also smiled, noticing the rise in morale. “Let us show them your discipline and strength,” he said. “Prove to them we’re worthy of their support.”
A cheer came from the crowd. Both young and old recruits felt invigorated after gaining the invisible approval of Magnus’s group.
Truly simple-minded, thought Amro. Charades of this kind could not fool him. Why would the rebels make a display of strength with this group? Wouldn’t it be better to use the core of the rebel army to do so?
Amro’s mind began to ponder. This must be related to the artifact I felt on them. A show of strength, perhaps? Very well, let me see who’s responsible for carrying what is mine. Of course, he already had a suspicion of who was responsible for that task.
“Let’s go,” said Arkus. His voice echoed through the rebel’s camp, causing the recruits to fall in line behind him.
Amro sighed, following the group in resignation. If only Zaros managed to defeat his own inner demons, then there would be no need for him to take care of this burdensome task. I definitely need to increase his training load, thought Amro. I might have been too lax on him.
As Amro planned how to increase Zaros’s inhumane training by a couple orders of magnitude, the party arrived at their destination. Everyone’s faces gleamed with pride, seemingly unexhausted by their continuous march.
“Here will be okay,” said Magnus. The faint trace of mana in the air told him this place was perfect.
“Hold!” commanded Arkus. His voice caused the troops to halt their steps, turning to look towards him. “Our guests from the church will be holding some demonstrations in this place.”
The recruits looked around, realizing the field they were standing at was stained by blood. A sudden realization made them aware this was a place where the core members of the army had repelled a small invasion led by the seventh division of Nyx’s army. The reputation of their berserker commander was enough to send a chill down the recruits’ backs.
Amro, on the other hand, kept his calm. The scent of death in this field was no stranger to him. A slight trace of melancholy even drifted into his heart. He could smell the regrets of those who had died in this field — the frustrated desire for freedom was the strongest amongst them.
“I guess this is my cue,” said an old voice.
Magnus then extended his hand, causing a small rift in space to appear. His display of the arcane garnered the attention of the younger recruits. Most of them had never seen magic used in such a striking way.
From within the space rift, Magnus drew a rosewood box with many runes carved on its surface. At this time, even Arkus’s face displayed traces of wariness.
Only Amro, watching from the back, could be said to be happy at this time. Found it, he thought. In his eyes, the box failed to hide the aura of the object he had grown so familiar with in his past.
Magnus opened the box, taking out the small dark marble within. The accumulated essence within the box was released, instilling an aura of death in the surroundings. Magnus’s actions caused many of the recruits to collapse, leaving Arkus slightly ashamed.
Arkus looked at them, realizing how foolish he was for thinking people without mana or aura would be able to withstand the first wave of the marble’s accursed power. He could still remember his own wavering feet when Magnus first presented the artifact to him and the council.
“Disgusting,” Erin muttered, her face frowning in disgust. Her words were soft, but they were enough for both Magnus and Arkus to hear her. Unlike the rebels’ commander, she knew what was about to happen. The aura coming from the object in her guardian’s hands invoked rejection from the principles instilled deep within her soul.
As Magnus stepped forward, the paladin candidates started spreading through the back of the recruits. In the face of what was coming, they needed to ensure nobody would run away and harm themselves.
Arkus frowned, realizing the meaning behind the white-robed men’s actions. He had been warned beforehand that the power of the divine object could instill fear in the hearts of most mortal men. It was just that he had decided to believe in his own recruit’s ability to resist.
“Now,” said Magnus. “It should be time for you to see what my group is willing to offer.”
Magnus looked around, confirming everyone was in place. A sly smile full of morbid curiosity formed on his lips as he raised his arm, filling the marble with his mana. It would be his first time using the object after it was cleansed by Erin’s ritual. He knew of the uses behind the magic formations contained within, but there was a difference between knowing them and seeing them.
Once the energy within the marble reached a saturation point, black miasma started falling from it, spreading through the field in front of the recruits. The longer it spread, the more it was absorbed by the ground. Magnus smiled as he examined the mechanisms through which the marble converted his mana into such a power.
“What is this?”
Arkus frowned, realizing the divine object presented by Magnus really had its origins in the Church of Death. The miasma that appeared summoned an instinctive rejection from within him. Living beings were embedded with an instinct to reject death.
Amro frowned from the back. The use Magnus gave the marble was far from the power it should have displayed. Even with Magnus as its user.
Broken, huh?
He realized either the years or the involvement of the church had caused this object of his to deteriorate to the point even someone unfamiliar with the laws of death could use it. If not for that, the self-defense formations he had recorded in the small object would have been enough to wipe the users soul.
Suddenly, gasps of surprise could be heard from within the recruits. “What is that?” someone asked. He was finding it hard to discern the silhouettes amongst the black mist coming from the miasma. 
“Hey, stop!” screamed another recruit. “There are people there, stop whatever you’re doing.”
Yet despite their requests, Magnus continued. Unlike the rebels, he was fully aware of who those silhouettes belonged to.
Arkus felt a sense of incongruence, unable to discern whether he should celebrate or curse under his breath. His superior senses allowed him to see that which the recruits couldn’t. Those weren’t people, they were undead. An army risen of the fallen soldiers who forever rested in this land.
A strong breeze common to the northern lands soon swept away part of the mist, revealing the same reality to the recruits. Their silence was a successful opening to their incoming reactions of fear. Dozens of them turned around prepared to flee, completely willing to ditch all of their previous training. Alas, they found the initiate paladins from the church blocking their way.
Feelings of anger rose within the crowd. Humans were creatures with irrational mentalities, fearing the risen undead but forgetting who had given rise to them. All they could think of were ways to get far from the walking corpses.
“So, what do you think?” asked Magnus. His gaze was firmly planted on Arkus, a smug look of satisfaction from causing so much chaos amongst his recruits etched upon his face. “Are these soldiers enough of a contribution to our alliance?”
Arkus nodded, unwilling to voice his agreement. The undead had lined up in a formation much too similar to the one his recruits had been in before dispersing from fear. This could only mean one thing.
They can be controlled.
The bronze-skinned captain soon approached the undead, covering himself with his aura. A sheen of white trained for decades wrapped around his body, protecting him from the miasma remaining amongst the field of undead. “May I,” he asked?
Magnus saw the determination in Arkus’s eyes and simply nodded in response. There was no use in rejecting such a basic request.
*Boom*
A thunderous blast caused many of the recruits to be taken aback. Many of them gave up their attempts to run, instinctively turning around towards the source of the sound instead.
They could see Arkus was standing amidst the dissipating field of miasma. His arm was extended in a combat ready position but there was no target in front of him. The undead soldier who had served as his target was nowhere to be seen.
Only Magnus, Erin, and Amro had been able to see the trajectory of his punch. A simple fist technique loyal to the basics. One Arkus had ingrained in his body through countless hours of training.
“Stronger than your normal army soldier,” said Arkus. There was a grim expression on his face as he realized the military significance to this result. “They were not this strong when they were alive. It makes no sense.”
Magnus smirked, offering a simple reply, “The divine rarely does.”




Chapter 11
Volunteer.
The sun reached its peak as a line of confused recruits stared at the ground. They were ashamed. The disappointed gaze of their captain weighted over their hearts far more than the blazing heat did. One simple question from Arkus had been enough to put them back in line.
“Are you going to run like this when we’re fighting to take back the kingdom?”
Most of them had run away with what little they had left. Serfs or former nobles, neither wanted to remain as they currently were. Taking back the kingdom meant taking back lands far more fertile than the northern sand they were stepping on. Taking back their kingdom meant having a chance to be reborn as rich men and women.
Greed — The single most effective way to motivate and control a population. Rivaled only by fear. Those who left to join the rebels had done so based on the first while those who decided to stay as serfs did so on the second.
“Attention!”
Arkus stared at the recruits with mixed feelings himself. On one hand, he couldn’t blame them for running away. Undead were not a common sighting.
On the other hand, he needed to keep a semblance of military discipline in front of the church’s envoys. The military contribution their divine object presented was one that made the possibility of winning a reality. He couldn’t afford to appear to be an unworthy ally.
“This is our future,” said Arkus, pointing towards the undead. “We will all die, eventually.”
The morale of the recruits seemed to lower even further at this remark, prompting Arkus to continue, “That’s why we must live our lives with a strong spirit. Running away will never get you anywhere. You must learn to fight!”
The recruits looked at Arkus. There was hunger in their eyes. Words of encouragement were a drug to those with weak hearts. It helped them drown their own insecurities in the sophistry of others.
Amro couldn’t help but smirk. Truly a natural born commander. Only someone with both strength and the natural charisma to lead would succeed in making fools give up their life.
“You got nothing to fear,” continued Arkus. “These undead are our new weapon. With them, we will take back our kingdom from the hands of those who don’t deserve it. We will rise to the glory of our past.”
Magnus looked at the recruits, his eyes crossed each of their innocent faces, eventually settling on Amro’s. The unusual calmness displayed by the boy gave him an unexplainable feeling of unease. Even when everyone was running away, he just seemed to follow along. There was no fear in his gait. Someone like that is difficult to control.
“Captain Arkus,” said Magnus. There was a hint of mischief in his eyes. “I have a proposition.”
“I’m listening.”
“Don’t you think it would be for the best to have your recruits learn the strength of these undead beforehand? They will be fighting side by side in the future after all.”
Arkus nodded. “I’m aware, but how do you propose we do that?”
“In order for your recruits to lose their fear, there is one simple solution,” said Magnus. “We can have them fight. A simple spar, of course. I’m sure you still want to confirm what level of control these undead can achieve in the battlefield.”
Arkus didn’t outright reject the idea. Instead, he voiced his doubts, “I’m afraid that would end up injuring the recruits. I can’t put their safety in danger for something like this.”
Magnus turned to look at the recruits and gave up a sigh. After all, he wanted to run his own set of tests with these undead. That was something he would be unable to do on his own as long as he was acting as a representative of the church. Erin’s presence meant he couldn’t put her at risk with selfish decisions.
“Would you be willing to allow it if one of them volunteers?” Magnus asked. His tone of voice conveyed his unwillingness to give up.
Arkus sighed, giving the old mage a look of pity. “You can try, but you saw them earlier. While they may eventually come to accept the undead as allies, I doubt any of them will be willing to spar with one.”
“I’ll make it worth their while,” said Magnus. There was a faint smile on his lips. “Recruits, listen to me! The basis of every alliance is trust in each other’s strength, so I come to you with an offer.”
Magnus took a deep breath before continuing, “A one-on-one fight. One of you against one of these undead. Of course, as members of the church we will guarantee your safety. The paladins behind you all are able to heal any injury you may receive from the confrontation.”
The recruits looked at each other. No one seemed to be willing to fight against the undead. Even their dull instincts were sharp enough to tell them it was a bad idea.
Magnus saw the hesitation in their eyes and continued, “To anyone who wins against one or lasts more than a minute, I will give them a flask of holy water blessed by the cardinal of our church. As you may know, it is a strong medicine able to help in the recovery of most wounds. It is akin to having a second life in the battlefield.”
Magnus’s offer steered the interest of the crowd. Holy water? That was something even the former nobles had lost access to after being banished from Nyx’s capital.
Despite their best judgement, a few adult men took a step forward. As people who had never joined the military in Nyx, they had no option but to join the rebels as recruits. At this point in their lives, they lacked the wealth necessary to join into another position. Fortunately for them, their age and physiques provided them an advantage many of the younger recruits lacked.
The burliest amongst them took a step forward. His gait carried the arrogance often found in someone who had never experienced a fight. Ignorant onlookers would never think that he was one of the first to run when the undead were revealed.
“One minute is all we need? I’m willing to take that holy water off your hands then,” he said.
Magnus smirked with a feeling of schadenfreude. Holy water was a valuable resource to those of humble origins, even more so in a kingdom without much religious influence like Nyx. However, it was as common as normal water back in his kingdom. Moreover, as the guardian of the church’s Chosen, he was given vast amounts of it to carry at all times.
“Very well,” said Magnus. “Since you’re the first to come up, I will give you the flask whether you last the entire minute or not.”
Arkus sighed, shaking his head from side to side. He was also interested in seeing how much control could be exerted over the undead. However, he knew the recruits were not the best match to do so. His previous punch towards an undead had told him their bodies were as strong as those of an armored rank one fighter. None of the recruits was a match.
The only thing keeping him from interfering was the fact that the church’s party could truly prevent any serious injury from happening. He didn’t think Magnus would go overboard with the recruits as long as he remained in the vicinity.
The ignorant first timer stepped forward from the crowd. His eyes carried hints of hesitation when he looked at the undead but regained their light once he saw the flask in Magnus’s hands. How hard could fighting a dead man be? He’s died once before, after all.
Magnus smiled, reminding the recruit, “You’re free to quit at any time. Just let us know when you’re ready to give up.”
The recruit blew out air from his nose, taking a combat-ready position he had been taught by his instructor. “Come,” he said “I don’t believe I can’t last one minute against a bag of bones.”
“I like your spirit,” said Magnus, laughing under his breath. “I will send the weakest one against you then.”
Following his words, a simple looking undead stepped forward from the group. It carried the armor of Nyx’s military and had only one arm remaining. It was easy to tell that it had been nothing more than a simple foot soldier while it was still alive.
“Ready?” asked Magnus.
The recruit didn’t answer, running instead towards the undead. Arkus’s words still sounded in his ears, reminding him to fight with courage. 
*Thud*
Alas, courage wasn’t enough to gap a mountain of difference in skill. The recruit was sent to the ground as the undead retracted his one working hand. The lower jaw of the living dead seemed to rattle as if mocking the man who had dared to go against him.
The recruit stood up, clearly disoriented. The reflexes the undead had just displayed were far from what he expected. Not only did it side-step his punch, it had also slapped him hard enough to make him kiss the ground.
Sparks of indignation lit up in the recruit’s eyes. He was brave and courageous. The first amongst his group to step forward. How then was he defeated so fast? Filled with anger, he took the wooden sword resting on his hip. Recruits weren’t provided real weapons, but in his opinion, a wooden one was enough to crush the undead’s bones.
*Thud*
However, his actions proved to be failure once again. The remaining flesh in the undead’s eyes seemed to rise in mockery of his actions.
Truly splendid, thought Amro. Most of the spectators wouldn’t realize it, but Magnus had chosen an undead from Nyx’s army for his own selfish reasons. It wasn’t respect towards the fallen rebels, but an experiment.
Magnus was compensating for the lack of control he possessed over the undead by using the remaining fragments of will that were left behind in its body. Magnificent. Such a creative line of thought was truly fitting of his role as a wizard.
*Thud*
A third slap spelled the end of the battle. The recruit’s jaw had been shaken strongly enough to cause him to fall unconscious.
Magnus called one of the paladin candidates to heal the fallen man, commanding the undead to step backward. He approached the courageous fool, placing a flash of holy water in his pocket.
“Well fought,” he said. His words were honest, but seemed to spark a trace of resentment in the rest of the recruits. “Does anyone else want to try?”
Silence. No one stepped forward. After all, the seemingly strongest recruit had been defeated with three simple slaps. After seeing that, no other recruit had any will left to fight.
Arkus placed a hand in Magnus’s shoulder, apologizing for the incident. “They’re only recruits. They’re still unaware of the cruel reality we live in the battlefield. Your nation and ours have been at peace for far too long, so I request you forgive them for their lack of spirit.”
Magnus smiled, signalling for his party to group up. After a while, the initiate paladin finished using a simple healing spell on the fallen recruit, passing him to the other recruits before returning.
“I guess we can go back,” said Magnus, filled with expectancy towards the upcoming days.
“Of course,” said Arkus, turning to look at the dumbfounded recruits. “Tonight, we celebrate our alliance!”




Chapter 12
Goals.
Arkus stood in front of the council presenting his report. After an hour of discussing everything he had seen, everyone was left in silence. Frightening. The military implications of the divine weapon the church had offered were far too big to overlook.
“How many undead were there?” asked Nolan. Simple details could mark the difference in the stance they would take.
“Around a hundred of them,” answered Arkus. “But I’m unsure whether that’s the full extent of the object’s power. Magnus didn’t seem physically nor mentally exhausted after using it. However, you got to consider he is far stronger than our average soldier.”
“What about the man who fought them?” asked Katherine. She was worried about the man who had ‘bravely’ stepped forward in an effort to ‘gather information’ for them.
“He’s already awake,” said Arkus. “There is no lasting damage from what we can tell.”
Richard’s fingers tapped on the table. There were a hundred things going through his mind at the moment, “What’s your final assessment, Jan?”
The old strategist massaged his temples as he answered, “There are too many things to consider. According to Magnus’s description, its power is far beyond anything I originally considered. Imagine being able to raise our fallen comrades back into battle. That power alone would double our military capacity.”
Crossing his arms, he continued, “Unfortunately, I’m missing too much information to estimate the strength of this weapon properly. What is the range of its power? Can more than one person inject mana into it? Is there a limit to how many undead it can call upon? Too many factors remain uncertain.”
Richard combed his own hair in an attempt to calm himself down after seeing his strategist’s excitement.
“It’s okay, Jan,” he said. “Just plan based on what we already know. I’ll try to get Magnus to share more information with us the day after tomorrow.”
“Richard,” said Nolan, “I’m afraid they might ask for bigger concessions if you do such a thing. Those sly foxes from the church are far greedier than the nobles we know, you must be careful.”
Richard looked at Nolan with a slight frown on his face. He was aware of the man’s hatred towards the church. His shady business dealings were far from aligned with the teachings of the Church of Light.
Fortunately, Richard knew that Nolan wasn’t wrong either. The way the Church of Light had overtaken the Kingdom of Ionia made him well aware that their offer could be nothing but a ploy to weaken the foundations of Nyx.
“Don’t worry,” said Richard. It might have seemed hard but the decision he had to take was obvious. “We have no other options. If we let Nyx follow its current path, it won’t be long before its demise. Only our guidance will let the kingdom flourish once again. We can worry about dealing with the Church of Light once the kingdom’s future has been secured.”
Jan nodded his head in agreement to Richard’s statement. The old strategist was already formulating plans on how to limit the influence the Church of Light could gather in the future.
Only Arkus seemed to remain calm. A man like him was more suited for the battlefield than as a participant in the complicated stream of politics. “Today’s allies are tomorrow’s enemies, huh?”
Everyone gave a slight chuckle after Arkus’s remark. There was no point in overthinking the issue any longer. Whether they would win or lose, everything would soon be decided.
“Well then,” said Richard. “We should return to the barracks. It would be seen poorly if the leadership was absent at our alliance’s celebration.”
✽✽✽
 
Magnus faced the fire of a candle, pondering on how best to achieve his mission. Leading the rebels to victory was a relatively easy matter. What bothered him was what would come afterwards.
The Church was looking to expand their influence rather aggressively. Most churches on the continent were. As someone who had declared war on the clergy, he had his own theories regarding the issue. Without proof, however, theories were just that — theories.
What mattered the most to him was Erin’s current situation. The church would need a strong amount of military power to continue their expansion. Once Erin grew up to their standard, she would be thrown into the fray. This expedition was just the beginning of Erin’s cruel future as a war machine.
Unfortunately, Magnus had no option but to follow orders for now. Going against the church would put Erin’s life in more jeopardy than necessary. He needed to find a turning point. That’s where divination came in handy.
A rift appeared in space and Magnus took out a couple scrolls from its depths. The complex formations contained within those scrolls detailed Magnus’s cumulative efforts in finding that turning point. They were the results of researching forbidden knowledge, the gains received after peering into the stream of fate.
Magnus took a quill and dabbed it in ink, ready to break the taboo once more. He could feel himself closer than ever to his answer. His instincts as a mage carried nigh-predictive prowess as the result of constant contact with the forbidden. He had no qualms in trusting them.
Magnus moved to the window of his room, carefully opening it without making a noise.
It was time.
Following his determination, his eyes took the color of his robes. Peering into the river of fate required him to look into the sky and its stars. Often times, he had to do so through the use of magic. But it was different here, there weren’t any priests watching over him all day long. He could afford to commit this taboo in the open.
Taking this rare opportunity, Magnus’s mind proceeded to interpret that which was hidden in plain sight.
“Humans have only themselves to blame for their ignorance. Knowledge is out there,” said Magnus. His words had a slight prophetic tone to them. “Either visible or hidden in plain sight, the knowledge of the world is available to he who reaches out.”
That was his creed as a mage.
Magnus’s eyes returned to normal along with a strong headache after a few minutes. The few drops of scarlet falling from his eyes unto his cheeks were quickly wiped as the old mage took his seat once again.
It was not an easy task, but freeing Erin was worth every drop of blood he spilled. Worth every ounce of his life he gave away. The mage was close to achieving his goal. So close he could almost feel it.
After taking a long breath, Magnus’s golden quill was once again dabbed in ink. The piece of paper facing him was ready to bear his art. Only time would decide the results.
✽✽✽
 
A resounding celebration exploded amongst the rebels. People who had been working over a decade to ensure their goals couldn’t help but cheer with glee once the news of an alliance had spread.
Those recruits who had witnessed the power of the rising undead couldn’t help but tell the news to all their seniors. Eventually, the camp was filled with hot blooded individuals ready to battle. As the situation would have it, war seemed to be a possibility in the near future.
Hope was a powerful feeling to those who had experienced none in a long time. Their newly acquired alliance with the Church of Light represented a world of possibilities. One where success started to seem possible in the near future.
The sound of drums being played ignited a fire in the recruits’ hearts. Even if they were new to the rebel force, the feeling of hope also applied to them. A future where fairness returned to their nation was welcomed by everyone. Of course, what this ‘fairness’ represented varied from individual to individual.
Yet amongst all the celebration, there was someone who seemed intent on keeping his distance. Someone who was busy thinking about matters too complex to be understood by others — Amro.
He sat alone taking a sip of the drink in his hand. Not alcohol, but water. The pleasures of the flesh were far beyond his care.
His current body was not his to play with. It was only a functional loan from Zaros. The boy was still trapped in Amro’s soul domain fighting against himself, against those demons that plagued his heart.
Ignoring the noisy atmosphere around him, Amro gazed at the stars. His eyes turned cloudy as he took in a new stream of information. His mission was something important to the order of nature. It was his sworn duty to guard the law of death. He could be said to have failed once in the past, but that was a mistake he was willing to amend.
Amro knew the information available to him wasn’t absolute. Certain beings and individuals took measures to protect themselves against divination. That didn’t mean, however, that they could protect all the strings of karma attached to them.
As things were, Amro knew the journey that awaited him was long, with many breaks in between. That being said, a shortcut capable of saving him a few years of efforts had presented itself.
It’s worth a try, thought Amro. He wasn’t one to squander opportunities that came his way. Even more so when these opportunities were getting harder to find since the loss of his divine energy.
Divination provided too much information for the regular individual to handle. Even Amro in his current state had trouble filtering through everything in order to see the bigger picture. Unfortunately, that would have to suffice.
Amro sighed, ready to put his plan into motion. Fate had brought along a shortcut in his path for revenge. It would be a sin not to take it.
There is no point in hesitating.
Little did the Church of Light know that Amro’s presence could overturn whatever plans they had established. The divine weapon they held in their hands was the basis of his old mortal kingdom. In the hands of a common acolyte, it was enough to destroy a kingdom — in his hands, it was enough to build one.
Amro had to execute many plans in order to accomplish his future goals. One of them was to regain his power while the other was to undermine the power of the rivaling deities. The first one was considerably easier than the second.
“Ascension might take too long, however. I need to delay their plans first.”
As far as he was concerned, there existed two methods for a god to undermine another god’s power. The first was direct combat. Nothing could cripple someone’s authority more than their death. The second was messing with the source of their power. Scholars had once wondered what would happen if a god’s followers were eradicated. The answer they eventually came up with was quite simple: oblivion.
Gods held their place with the help of faith. The faith of the living granted them the authority to twist and control the laws of nature. Ancient sages had called it the world’s will.
However, most gods forgot the world’s will granted them not only power but also the responsibility to uphold the natural order. Killing Amro was the beginning of their downfall. They had gone against nature, and in doing so, against themselves.
*Sigh*
Amro rose to his feet in an attempt to clear his mind from the many burdens he had embraced. Both being idle and procrastinating were often the source of human despair. He couldn’t afford to go down that road.
Even I have limits, he thought.
Using the distraction brought upon by the celebrations, he retreated into the night. His steps were quiet as he passed by the outer buildings of the rebel camp. Walking along the darkness was already second nature to him.
Eventually, he arrived at his destination. A big building that served to house the rebels’ provisions. On a normal night, it would have been guarded at every corner. Today, however, there was only one guard who had already passed out from drinking too much alcohol by himself.
*Creak*
Amro’s hands pushed the door to the kitchen open. The staff was gone, too busy distributing alcohol and taking part in the celebration to care about their own work. Along with the guards’ absence, he had the building to himself.
It wasn’t long until Amro found what he was looking for — the kitchen’s pantry. Held inside, he found a variety of fruits and herbs ready for consumption. These were the provisions acquired through Katherine’s wealth and Nolan’s channels. Those the rebels would normally consume to heal their hunger.
However, Amro had come with a different purpose. Neither eating nor cooking were his goal. No, his objective was much darker this time. He wanted to concoct a few doses of poison.
He knew that under his current level of power, he was not a suitable opponent to Magnus. Not because he couldn’t manage a fight with him, but because it wasn’t worth it for his host to engage the mage in a direct confrontation. Thus, he had to look for alternatives.
A wise man never fights fairly.
After taking inventory of the items in the pantry, Amro grabbed a white-colored apple to snack on. His mind was busy processing the different poisons he could brew with the ingredients at hand. Taking a bite out of the apple, he suddenly came to a realization.
The apple seemed to share his thoughts as it reflected Amro’s devious smile back to himself.
I don’t need to steal from the mage, I just need someone else to do so.




Chapter 13
Hidden.
Knowledge was often forgotten in the endless river of time. Mortals’ life expectancy didn’t allow them to hold value over too many things at once. They often spent their lives working to survive or enjoying the efforts of their ancestors. Rarely were they interested in preserving or procuring the wisdom of those before them.
Unbeknownst to them, that knowledge could be another source of entertainment. A few individuals still preserved that belief. Scholars, bards, and mages were just a few examples.
One much more extreme, however, was Amro. His knowledge of poisons was second to none, rivalled perhaps only by those gods with domains close to nature. The feeling of using poisons to wipe a whole civilization, however, was something only he could boast about.
Amro skillfully sliced an entire pile of apples in half, expertly removing all of their seeds. They were the foundation of the concoction he was about to prepare. Combined with a few grams of different herbs, he knew that he had everything he needed.
With a pouch full of sweet smelling seeds, he soon made his way back to the barracks. The remaining apples had no use for him, so he disposed of them on the feeders. The horses would devour them with abundant joy.
“I guess I need to check on him,” muttered Amro, looking at his own tent. 
Lying on his bed, he prepared for a long night of well deserved sleep. After all, he had to check on his host’s progress. The boy might be young and naïve, but that was also the perfect stage for him to learn and grow.
The other rebels partied for long, returning to their places of rest only once the sunrise fell on them. Even their drunk-selves knew the consequences of getting no sleep at all. Arkus’s surprise training sessions were often a grim reminder of what would happen in those situations.
Yet fortunately for the partygoers, even Arkus had decided to spend the night intoxicated. Being a commander didn’t exempt him from feeling the same joy as his subordinates. The joy of victory was universal.
The next day brought a morning of peace and quiet for all. The silence was embraced by the rebels as an omen of their victory to come. Enjoying the sensation, Amro got up from his bed, bathing in the light of the sun that got through the fabric of his tent.
Zaros is making progress.
There were many quirks in need of a fix, but he wasn’t stagnating inside the torturous task placed onto his shoulders. At the very least, he had stopped cursing Amro’s name and had started focusing on his mission instead — not that Zaros was fully aware of what the mission consisted of to begin with.
“Since the boy is making an effort, I guess it’s time for me to get serious.”
Amro readied himself for the second part of his plan to recover his old divine artifact. He understood it was still in the hands of the mage working for the Church of Light. While he was ignorant on how the close-minded church of Alexandra, the Goddess of Light, had ended up with a wizard on their ranks, he could tell that both that man and the girl behind him were the key to accelerating his plans.
Amro exited his tent. As expected, very few people were awake after the celebration. The fallen god smirked as he realized how much more simple that made his plans. Moving quickly, he headed for the inner area of the rebel camp, hopping from roof to roof until he arrived to the quarters where the church members were staying.
This was his initial goal — observation.
“It would be reckless to go in without evaluating their routine first.”
Amro laid prone on the roof of the nearest building as he waited for both of his victims to exit. Learning their behavioral patterns was the key to retrieving the object in their hands. He couldn’t afford a direct confrontation at the moment, not with Zaros inside his soul realm.
Maintaining the constructs and time dilation within his soul took a significant amount of his concentration and energy. Fighting under those conditions wasn’t a smart idea.
Not with that young girl around the church’s camp.
She was an important variable in Amro’s plans. The girl had in her means one of the few things that could threaten to kill him — the power of a god. If an avatar of Alexandra descended with her help, he would be placed in a perilous situation.
Killing a god’s avatar wasn’t impossible. Their power was often limited by the compatibility they had with their host. That, however, didn’t mean it was an easy task.
Not that I need to try.
Zaros’s current state couldn’t sustain Amro’s full power. While the same could probably be said about the girl, Alexandra wasn’t bound to take care about her host like he was. Unlike her, he depended on his host to continue with his plans. 
After nearly an hour of waiting, a group of men in white robes exited the building. Leading them was a young girl. Her blonde hair waved from side to side as her gaze focused unwaveringly upon the book in her hands. It was a miracle she didn’t stumble on her way out.
“I’m tired of dealing with these heathens,” said one of the white-robed men. He was one of the initiate paladins in Magnus’s party. “They tried to get me drunk yesterday more than once. I got tired of explaining to them the importance of being sober so I could fulfill the duty of protecting my lady.”
“You’re already too patient for trying to explain,” said another one. “It was troublesome enough to keep the members of the council company. They insisted on ‘celebrating’ our alliance, those fools.”
A third one took a deep breath before joining in, “True, I can’t believe Magnus threw that burden our way and retreated to sleep. He is getting too old. Haven’t you noticed how often he is going to sleep early? I’m sure he’s nearing his death. The cardinal should’ve assigned someone else to the mission.”
The group of paladin candidates laughed for a few seconds until one of them interrupted the rest. “Still, you can’t deny his virtue in battle. There is no one better than him to guard our lady.”
“You’re right. He would be willing to go to unspeakable lengths to ensure her safety.”
The paladin who initiated the conversation was hinting to an unspoken secret spoken within the church’s walls. Hearing his words, everyone nodded in agreement — they all knew what he was talking about.
Suddenly, they stopped. Erin had stopped moving, raising her eyes from the scriptures she often read.
One of the paladins walked close to her, kneeling to ask, “Is there something wrong, my lady?” He could feel a chill crawling up his spine. Is she aware of the secret behind what we were talking about?
They often forgot about Erin’s presence as she kept herself immersed in reading the scriptures. However, when she came to a stop, she had drawn all their attention to herself. The coincidence drove the paladins to build a world of excessive conclusions in their minds.
Erin looked upwards and then shook her head side to side. I must be tired after last night, she thought. She had instinctively turned to look because of a familiar feeling in the surroundings. 
“It’s okay,” said Erin. “I must be seeing things. I’m just a little tired after the noise from last night kept me awake.”
The paladin candidates closed their fists, their faces warping in anger. This damned rebels, they thought. Interrupting our lady’s sleep? They won’t be celebrating when the church is done with them.
After a few seconds of mumbled hatred, they continued on their way. They were heading to the rebels’ canteen to get something to eat. Meanwhile, Amro was still on the roof of the building with a smile on his face.
Interesting girl, he thought. Her sensitivity to souls is quite impressive.
Such a talent was rare. It explained how his previous divinations led to such a conclusion.
Amro couldn’t help but wonder, Are you going to let her live, Alexandra?
The Goddess of Light had always been a jealous woman, vanity and pride were only a few of the evils residing in her heart. For a Chosen with affinity to the light to have a talent rivaling hers, Alexandra would make one of two choices. The first would be to engrave absolute loyalty into her, perhaps even branding it into her soul. The second, which was more likely to happen, was to get rid of her entirely.
Amro decided to keep lying in wait. It wouldn’t be too long before the wizard exited the building. Humans had basic needs they couldn’t hide from. Food was one of them.
Just as he expected, Magnus walked out a few minutes later. He seemed to be in a hurry, probably trying to catch after the group that went ahead of him. His late night experiments on Erin’s behalf had taken away his night of rest.
Amro could hear him mutter something along the lines of “accursed church dogs,” and how he would one day show them their place.
“As expected, a mage will never be at ease within the Church of Light.”
The Goddess of Light was too fond of her own authority to let mortals delve into knowledge of the arcane on their own terms.
It’s time.
Once Magnus left the surroundings, Amro jumped towards the roof of his building. A small sheet of aura covered his feet as he landed, dulling the sound of his landing. Amro closed his eyes for a moment, sensing the surrounding mana. Ley lines of energy streamed along the building.
“As I suspected, it’s part of a mage’s nature to be cautious.”
Despite being a temporary abode, Magnus had planted ways to warn him of intrusions into their residence.
Taking note of his surroundings, Amro drew a mental map of the magical arrays planted by the mage. Magical measures were useful only against those who were unaware of them. They presented no threat to someone who understood the intricacies and theory behind their construction.
Amro jumped inside the building, navigating with ease thanks to his mental map. He had to find the mage’s room in order to uncover some clues that could be of use. A conjecture of its location soon came to his mind.
“His room must be where the core of the formation is placed.”
His reasoning prove to be correct. The mage’s room was at the center of the magical array. Amro’s experience and knowledge about human nature proved to be of use once again.
The fallen god came to the door of the room, opening it by emulating the mana pattern he had sensed from the mage. He had used this trick once before to release one of Zaros’s subordinates back in Sol. It was nothing special to him.
The door then opened, revealing the contents of the room.
*Creak*
There was nothing impressive about it. Aside from the walls of stone, there was only a bed, a chair, and a table with a half-melted candle on top. However, that wasn’t enough to dissuade Amro. He could smell the scent of the void in the air.
Looks like he keeps his things stored in a pocket space.
He came close to the table, waving his hand above it. A trail of black light formed in the air, leaving him pleasantly surprised.
“So that’s where he hides it,” he said to himself. “I shouldn’t be surprised. I just hoped it would be a little easier.”
Amro stopped talking to himself, pondering instead what to do. He now knew where the mage kept the stolen divine artifact.
Should I take it or keep going with plan A?
He could try to lock onto the mage’s domain, opening a spatial rift to steal the artifact. That, however, might prove to be troublesome as it could end up exposing his identity to the mage and his entourage. It would then force him to engage both him and the young Chosen on his team.
No, thought Amro. I’ll stick with my original plan. He took a small pouch from his belt, carefully pouring its contents over Magnus’s bed.
A small layer of dust soon covered the mage’s place of rest. It seemed no different from the sand that normally covered everything in the arid northern territories. Amro smiled realizing the simplicity of his plan.
The dust was the result of extracting cyanide from the apple seeds. Combined with a few herbs and imbuing it with his mana had further increased its strength. The poison should be easily assimilated upon contact, causing trouble even to someone of Magnus’s strength.
The old mage might have strengthened his body but that wouldn’t be enough to make him immune to its effects.
Once the old man slept on his bed, he would slowly grow weak. His condition would only show as fatigue at first, which wouldn’t raise any red flags. What’s more, this poison was the result of alchemical research, not magical in nature. Healing spells and holy water would only have the effect of recovering his vitality and boosting his metabolism, failing to get rid of the cause behind it.
Once they smell his weakness, they will try to strike.




Chapter 14
Weakness.
The sun shone over the mountain range, causing a ray of sunlight to enter through Magnus’s room. Feeling the light on his face, the old mage turned to his side, moving his hand in an effort to stop it from reaching his eyes.
“Ugh…”
Pain. A headache stronger than he had felt in years took control of Magnus’s senses. Despite his superior constitution, the past few days had left him feeling like a mere commoner.
Is this because of the divinations? he wondered. No, it shouldn’t be. I’ve done them for years now and the only price has been the loss of my sight. Perhaps… I might be reaching the end of my life.
Magnus felt frustrated. Not because of the price of his divinations, but by his lack of results. He knew the subject of his prophecies was in Nyx, waiting to be found. If only he had more time.
Alas, the rebels were close to being done with their preparations. The council had convened a meeting which ended in a single declaration — war. Not one of attrition like they had done for the past years, but a full out attack.
Magnus knew what came after that. After all, it was his mission. Once the rebels eroded the power of the kingdom sufficiently with their attacks, the church would intervene and massacre them to their last member. Only that way would they stop the spreading of rumors.
Weakened and vulnerable, the Kingdom of Nyx would be left with no alternative but to become a vassal state to the theocracy the Kingdom of Ionia had become. History would then repeat itself. Like poison, faith would spread until every citizen in the kingdom became a loyal member of the church.
“I still don’t understand what is so important in this land.”
Getting off his bed, Magnus took a basin and filled it with water using a simple spell. At this point in time, he didn’t care what reactions the initiate paladins would have regarding his use of magic. He was too old and too tired to give a damn.
As he cleaned his face, Magnus saw his own reflection in the water.
I guess it is taking a toll, thought Magnus. His eyes were bloodshot and the color of his pupils was slowly starting to change into a dull white. Constantly peering into the stream of fate had a price.
Nevermind, it is worth it.
Magnus recalled the progress he had been able to achieve in the past few days. Perhaps under the influence of war that person would be drawn out. Deep inside, he hoped that was the case.
Magnus submerged his face in the water, using the cold sensation to recollect himself. Richard, the rebels’ nominal leader, had requested an audience the day before. It was very likely that they wanted to discuss the terms of their alliance or something about the divine weapon. Uncertainty might have crept up on them as the war came closer.
A smile surfaced on Magnus’s face imagining the results. He held no personal animosity towards Richard, but he could still remember the time when Nyx was at war with his Kingdom. It was a time before the church took control. A time where he and his comrades had fought against them.
Feeling the exhaustion over his body, Magnus took a deep breath. It made him realize that stench was still stuck in his nose. Almonds. A smell that should have been sweet had now turned into a bothersome scent that followed him everywhere.
“I need some fresh air,” he said to himself. It wouldn’t be long until his meeting with the rebel’s leader. With no other option, Magnus cast a spell to ventilate his room, clearing the stagnating air within. He then used a wet cloth to clean his body before wearing his usual robes. As their alliance had already been established, Magnus knew he could afford to be more casual.
The old mage then stepped outside the building, looking at the sun above. After staring at it for a few seconds, he spat at the ground.
Curse you, Alexandra.
Despite working for her indirectly, he held no appreciation towards the Goddess of Light. That presence that inspired faith in so many inspired nothing but hate from himself.
Soon after, Magnus arrived at the canteen, finding both Erin and the initiate paladins having a supple breakfast. The rebels’ had offered to provide for their meals, which he had initially rejected. Alas, the convenience made the rest of his party take them up on the offer which left Magnus feeling slightly resentful over the stolen opportunities to cook with his granddaughter.
“Good morning, men,” he said, taking a seat with the rest of his party.
The initiate paladins looked at him and nodded, continuing their meal. Their obedience and deference was only superficial, limited to the duration of their mission. He couldn’t really blame them for not wanting to talk to him. The feeling was mutual.
“Good morning, child,” he added, placing a hand over Erin’s head.
The girl turned up to look at him, questioning why he had distracted her from her morning reading. Even when having breakfast she wouldn’t drop her book.
“Good morning, Guardian,” she said, reluctantly placing her book down.
Erin knew that offering no answer would only trap her in the old man’s pestering. For some reason unknown to her, Magnus was often more obsessed over gaining her attention than the rest of the church’s zealots.
Magnus smiled, happy to be acknowledged by Erin. Before anyone realized it, he extended his hand, stealing an apple from the paladin sitting across from him. Taking a bite, he flashed a mocking smile to the man. His exhaustion made him too lazy to stand up and get some food of his own.
The initiate paladin’s cheek twitched, but he soon regained control over his expression. It wasn’t worth fighting over food, much less a single apple. Much to his chagrin, however, the rest of his comrades turned to look at him with looks of mockery and derision.
“Half of your party should return tomorrow,” Magnus instructed, taking a bite of the stolen apple before continuing. “You should report the situation to the cardinal, everything is proceeding as expected. The troops should make their way and wait at the border.”
One of the initiate paladins nodded his head, finishing what he had on his mouth before answering. “I think the cardinal will be pleased,” he said. “We originally expected the rebels to hesitate some more before taking us up on our offer.”
“So did I,” said Magnus, finishing the apple in his hands. “The rebels’ greed must be worse than we imagine.”
The rest of his party nodded at this statement while Erin kept her focus away of the discussion. The topic might have been sensitive but they were casual about it. Magnus had been careful enough to cast a spell blocking others from peeking into their conversation, which they tacitly accepted.
“I prepared this letter for the cardinal,” said Magnus. “It’s for his eyes only. I expect you to deliver it to him along with your report.”
“Of course,” said one of the initiate paladins, extending his hand to receive the letter. “We wouldn’t dare to spy on a message addressed to his holiness.”
Magnus snorted lightly before robbing another paladin of his apple. He knew members of the church were considerably more sly than they let others know. Their current plan was the perfect illustration of that belief.
“I would like to offer our thanks,” said one of the initiate paladins. “Thanks to this mission’s success, we might get a chance to advance to our full fledged rank.”
Magnus smiled with the side of his mouth. He didn’t care for the men before him nor their authority within the church. All he cared for was paving the way for Erin to succeed her own mission.
Nonetheless, it was in his best interest to maintain the charade. “It’s no problem,” he said. “I’m just fulfilling the conditions of my oath.”
The initiate paladins nodded as if it was only natural to receive that answer. They were partially aware of Magnus’s purpose for serving the church, as well as the limitations behind his actions.
“However, your mission is far from over,” Magnus reminded them. “We still need to ensure the rebels and Nyx’s army erode each other sufficiently. Only then will we be able to bring this situation to your desired result.”
To be fair, Magnus didn’t care for whatever damages the church might take from joining the fray. However, the old mage did worry about the risks his granddaughter would be taking. He wouldn’t permit the situation to evolve into one where Erin might be placed into danger.
“Fair enough,” answered the initiate paladin he had last spoken to. His expression, however, revealed his nonchalant attitude. It was clear that he didn’t consider either Nyx nor the rebels to be worthy opponents.
Magnus turned to look at Erin, his heart pained by the amount of politics and struggles she would have to live through. “Child,” he said, drawing her attention away from the book she was reading. “Is there something that has been worrying your mind as of late?”
Erin considered Magnus’s question for a moment before nodding her head. Her answer surprised Magnus who had expected her to dismiss his question as usual.
“Yes,” said Erin. “I feel we’re being watched constantly.” Her tone was calm, betraying the significance of her words.
One of the initiate paladins interjected. “My lady, that is most normal in our situation. The folks of this camp see us as both a potential blessing and a dangerous ally. It is possible that their leadership has sent people to keep an eye on us. In fact, we’ve already identified many doing just that. They’re nothing you should worry about.”
Erin nodded, uninterested by her subordinate’s answer. She had only been answering Magnus’s query.
On the other hand, Magnus felt strangely interested in Erin’s answer. It was rare for her to point something like that out. Perhaps there was something else they were missing?
He couldn’t help but scan around with his mana, carefully noting the faces of those looking their way. Despite finding nothing, his instincts told him that there was something else hidden in plain sight.
I must be growing old, he thought. I’m no longer as sharp as I was on my youth.
Magnus took a glance at Erin’s face. Her expression was still caught in a frown as she contemplated whether her own worries were significant or not. He couldn’t help but feel his heart soften when he saw the rare fluctuation of emotions in his granddaughter’s visage.
I guess making some preparations is in order, thought Magnus. What age took in sharpness, it returned in wisdom. Old men like him were still full of tricks. Alas, his trick would have to wait until after his next meeting. Richard was waiting for him.
✽✽✽
 
Magnus bid farewell to his party, leaving a few instructions behind. After patting Erin’s head one too many times, he made his way to the center of the rebels’ camp.
He was greeted inside by a couple of familiar faces. Jan, the tactician, and Richard, the rebels’ leader, were both sitting down with frowns on their faces. Both were busy looking at a map, moving small wooden pieces from side to side.
After a few seconds of staring at them, Magnus finally received Jan’s attention.
“Oh, sir Magnus, please take a seat.” The old strategist’s face carried no hints of guilt, as if making him wait was part of a complex strategy to undermine his authority.
Richard displayed the same expression as Jan. He nodded his head in fake apology, “We’re sorry for the wait, Magnus.”
Magnus moved his head from right to left, placing his discontent to the back of his mind. The vivid image of his recent divinations was enough to offer him comfort. He felt at ease. With a rising hope for Erin’s situation, there were few things that could sour his mood.
“Magnus,” said Jan, breaking away the mage’s line of thought. “There are some strategic matters we must discuss with you.”
Magnus rested his hand on the table. His eyes seemed to carry little interest over their request. “What may that be?” he asked.
Richard looked at him grimly, ignoring the obvious contempt on the mage’s face. “A traitor in your ranks.”
Magnus’s expression froze. Did I hear that correctly? It took him a second before he could process what Richard had spoken. “Would you mind repeating that?”
“A traitor,” stated Richard. “Someone who has leaked our attack plans.”
Magnus’s eyebrows tightened, his expression darkening as he faced Richard. “Do explain.”
“A few of our spies brought us an interesting report this morning,” said Richard. “Nyx’s military is already aware that we are planning a full out attack. Their troops are assembling, forcefully recruiting mercenaries and hunters, making preparations to move northwards. It seems like they want to battle us on neutral ground in order to avoid damages to the land.”
“Ridiculous,” said Magnus, indignation filling his face. Ironically, he knew they were right. Eroding their military strength was part of the church’s plan. However, he couldn’t let that truth come to the surface.
“Your troops could be just as guilty of spreading that information,” said Magnus. “Do you really think there are absolutely no traitors amongst your ranks? Just think about it. You have spies, what makes you think the kingdom doesn’t have a few of their own?.”
“Impossible,” replied Jan, a smirk of criticism on his face. “We have closed the flow of people from our camp and accounted for each of them during these days. We also instructed our watchtowers to monitor the sky and shoot down any birds they see. The only unsupervised party in the whole camp is yours.”
Magnus knew that last part was a lie. He alone had detected over ten spies in the past week following his team, many of which failed to take the most basic steps to hide their presence. However, it was important to follow into their charade, lest their ‘alliance’ fell through because of such a thing.
“It doesn’t make sense for my party to disseminate this information,” said Magnus, a look of mockery on his face. “We benefit in no way if the news of our alliance were to be spread.”
Richard and Jan looked at each other, a knowing look in their face. They knew that it was perfectly plausible for the information leak to come from their side. They had issues with traitors before. After all, aside from the commoners who made up the lower ranks, the rebels were mostly comprised of people fighting for their own benefits. They were rebels, not revolutionaries.
“Perhaps,” said Jan. “However, as you may understand, this makes us doubt the sincerity of your alliance.”
Richard nodded, continuing with Jan’s idea as he locked his fingers. “Indeed. Given this situation, we have a few requests to make of you.”
So that was it, thought Magnus. People in power are all the same, no matter where they come from.
Jan faced Magnus, a smile tugging at the side of his lips. “We know you planned to lend us the divine weapon only during the course of the battle. Seeing the state of things, however, we think it would be in both of our best interests if you handed it over in goodwill.”
“Indeed,” said Richard. “We’ve also noticed your condition isn’t the best lately. Perhaps you’re not suited to guard such a valuable object until the start of the war.”
Weakness, huh? My state might not be the best at the moment, but I’d like to see you try to steal this under my nose. If you’re crazy enough to court death, I guess I can give you a chance.
A smile crept up the mage’s face as he opened a spatial tear, taking out the rosewood box containing the dark gem. “Is this what you want?” he asked. “Then take it.”
Magnus had no qualms throwing the box towards Richard and Jan. Without their knowledge, a small imprint had already been recorded on the surface of the object inside. They wouldn’t be able to hide the dark marble from him even if they later decided to go back on their words.
Jan’s eyes seemed to shine like a pair of stars. His hands swiftly grabbed the rosewood box, storing it away within his robes before Magnus could take it back.
“I’m glad you have accepted our offer,” he said, a smug grin of satisfaction stretching from ear to ear. “I guess everything was a misunderstanding.”
Richard nodded, a soft smile returning to his expression. “Yes, forgive us for doubting your friendship. Our alliance with the church means a lot to us.”
For a moment, Richard felt his political shrewdness was enough to guarantee him any victory. The illusion of power had blinded him to Magnus’s indifference to the situation.
Magnus, on the other hand, didn’t offer them a response. He stood up, leaving through the same door he had entered earlier, but not without offering them a final warning.
“Just know that no one you care about should use that weapon. Restrict its use to those you find disposable. The rest you should be able to figure out on your own.”
Magnus felt no more hesitation after offering Jan and Richard a clue to their own survival. Unlike him, the rebels had no one well versed in the arcane. Those they sent to use the marble would end up paying a great price to make use of its power.
Richard’s greed would be the demise of the rebels. His nature would push them to their doom. Even without the church’s intervention, their future was already written in stone.
Good luck, thought Magnus. You will need it.




Chapter 15
Deals.
Days went by without any eventualities for most of the rebels. Everyone was busy getting ready for war. Cooks prepared the rations, blacksmiths sharpened the weapons, and those commoners who had taken on the role of farmers gave their blessings to the troops. Veterans and rookies alike doubled down in their efforts, honing their skills and mentality for the upcoming battle.
Amro, however, wasn’t taking part in the preparations.
He sat in a room surrounded by Arkus, Katherine, and Nolan. Both Richard and Jan were absent. The old strategist was busy coordinating the different parts of the rebel army while Richard took care of ensuring the allegiance of their strongest supporters.
Amro gazed at Arkus quietly. It had been a few minutes since he had been summoned to the room. As to their intentions, Amro could already guess a few. Zaros hadn’t exactly kept a low profile during his stay with the rebels. Partially ignorant of his own strength, the boy had drawn the attention of one too many individuals.
Fortunately, it was something Amro was prepared to manage. In fact, he was sure he could use it to his advantage.
After some time, Richard walked through the door, taking a seat alongside the rest of the group. Seeing his arrival, Arkus unlocked his arms and nodded before finally speaking. “Thank you for coming, boy. It must have been hard waiting, but let me introduce you to our group.”
“No need for that,” said Amro, interrupting Arkus from delivering his introduction. “Everyone amongst the troops knows who you are.”
Arkus chuckled at Amro’s attitude; power often came with arrogance to match. He could understand why the young man before him behaved the way he did. Of course, he wasn’t truly aware of Amro’s real power, nor his real age. 
“Very well,” said Arkus, “let us explain why we called.”
A sardonic smile formed on Nolan face as he interrupted Arkus before he could continue. “We were curious about you for many reasons, boy. You probably know your performance is rather outstanding, don’t you? Perhaps even better than our friend’s here.”
Arkus snorted, slightly bothered by Nolan taking the flow of the conversation away from him. “Nonsense, during my younger years, I…”
Before he could continue, however, the bronze giant was interrupted once again, this time by Katherine.
“There, there, Arkus. Look at the boy, he must be tired of waiting, so let us get to the point,” she said, turning to look back at Amro. “Zaros, we value the role a youth like you can have in the future of the kingdom. Unfortunately, there is a lot we don’t know about you.”
Arkus’s eye twitched. Being interrupted three times in a row was no pleasant feeling. He prepared to speak once again but Richard beat him to it.
“Say, boy. There is something bothering us. Where exactly do you come from?”
“From the villages south of this kingdom,” said Amro, referring to his host’s origin. Neither him nor Zaros had any reason to hide such information. “It was but a small settlement in the middle of the forest of Halt.”
“Was?” asked Richard, successfully noticing Amro’s choice of words.
Amro nodded, ready to retell the events of that day. The information would eventually come to light and he could earn the rebels cooperation by appearing to be honest with them.
“Yes, the settlements were raided and burnt to the ground. None were forgiven. All were equal upon death.”
Nolan frowned, realizing that was a considerable news his own informants had missed. “Who else knows about this?” he asked. It was strange news of such an event could be hidden from the populace.
“Perhaps no one,” answered Amro. He had no reason to believe anyone aside from Zaros had survived amongst the forest’s residents.
Richard massaged his temples with his right hand, a frown forming in his face. “My god forsaken brother,” he muttered. “Does his heart know no mercy?”
Amro smiled, surprised by Richard’s prompt conclusion. “You’re right,” he said, “it was something planned by the ruler of Nyx. His intentions in doing so escape my understanding, however.”
Hearing that, Nolan frowned in suspicion. “How do you know he was the perpetrator?”
A boy as young as Zaros shouldn’t be well versed in politics, even more so if he came from the forest’s settlements. After all, people from the forest could rarely brag about having received any education. Of course, he wasn’t aware he just happened to be speaking with one of the oldest existences in his world.
“Quite simple,” said Amro. “They revealed it shortly before I killed them.”
Katherine’s eyes went wide, a hint of pity showing in her gaze as she looked at the boy before her. While far from perfect, she was no devil. She was able to feel empathy towards others despite the sheltered circumstances of her upbringing. Alas, that made it much harder for herself to follow along with the plan the rest of the council was planning on executing. 
Nolan, on the other hand, wasn’t surprised by Amro’s answer. He was part of the criminal world, already used to seeing children sink their hands in blood — some had even done so at his request. Unlike Katherine, it only strengthened his resolve to use the boy before him as a disposable pawn.
Both of them knew the reason behind summoning the young man before them: they needed people to use the divine weapon. After Magnus’s warnings, Jan and Richard had both experimented with the marble before arriving at several conclusions. Each darker than the one before it.
As the first of many discoveries, they figured out that using the object required people above rank one. Only those able to channel their mana at will could control its powers. More importantly, however, was the fact that those who used the object would later lose control of themselves, slowly losing their mind. Perhaps only those at the level of Magnus were able to use it with little consequence. Thus, they needed people who were disposable to their cause.
Zaros just happened to fit both requirements.
Seeing the reactions of the council members, Richard decided to intervene. If he let them continue on with their line of questioning, they would arrive nowhere. “Anyway,” he said. “What else can you tell us about the situation in the forest?”
“A few things,” answered Amro. “They tried to pin the massacre in the forests on your faction, for example. That’s why I decided to come here. We share a common enemy.”
Richard sighed. It was natural for his brother to scheme such a plan. Placing the blame on him was something his brother had done ever since their earlier years. This news simply confirmed some previous bits of information they knew about Zaros.
“Is that all?” he asked, thinking back to Nolan’s previous reports.
“Of course,” said Amro, placing the conversation to the back of his mind. Sharing information with the rebel’s leadership was a way to make use of them in the future.
Unlike the criminals and slum dwellers in Sol, authority amongst the rebels couldn’t be earned with power alone. They were a political kind, bound together by the interests they hoped to achieve in the future. To earn their trust, he needed to offer something they valued. 
Richard, however, wasn’t satisfied with Amro’s offer. There were still things he wanted to know if possible. “Would you mind explaining then, why you’re a wanted man in Nyx? Is it related to how you dealt with those assaulting your settlements?”
“No,” said Amro. “That’s a different issue altogether. Once I left the forest, I made way to the southern town of Sol. While there, I took the life of a certain noble.”
“You did what?” asked Katherine. Amro’s answer had taken her by surprise. Nobles held authority over a city’s guards. For someone to be able to take the life of one, it meant he had the strength to face the entire guard and survive.
“Baron Lapas, if I recall correctly,” added Amro with a slight tone of mockery. “He tried to kidnap the wrong person.”
A soft chuckle could be heard coming from Nolan. “I always knew that old man Lapas would end up dead because of his trade.”
Taking a moment to reminiscence, Nolan continued, “Slaving can only work properly when you make slaves of another nation’s citizens. The Lapas family should have been abandoned their trade when the conflict between our nation and Ionia came to a halt.”
Richard stopped Nolan from continuing. Discussing politics wasn’t the point of this meeting.
Facing Amro with a stern face, he pushed the conversation towards his own objectives. “So boy, tell us, what is your goal?”
Amro looked at Richard, not a trace of hesitation as he answered, “I crave to kill the ruler of this kingdom.”
“Is it for what he did to your village?” asked Richard. He could easily make use of the boy if his desires stemmed from revenge. Under his promises, the boy would become an useful puppet for his goals. In more ways than one, Richard knew he was as cunning as his brother.
“That’s right,” said Amro, thinking back to Zaros’s motivation and the deal they had struck with each other. Amro would give him the power he desired to attain his revenge in exchange for Zaros giving up everything else to his cause. “I’ve sworn to take care of him.”
“Fine,” said Richard, a smile rising on his lips. “During the upcoming war, I want you to be by our side. We’ll have Arkus introduce you to Jan, he is our strategist. We have a better use for your skills than placing you at the front lines.”
Amro nodded his head in acknowledgement of Richard’s offer. Once he got back the divine weapon Magnus had been holding, he would be able to single-handedly win this war. The fact that the rebels would help him was simply a way to streamline the process through which he would fulfill his end of the deal with Zaros.
Arkus stood up, placing his hand over Amro’s shoulder. His expression displayed annoyance after being silenced one too many times during the meeting.
“We should go now, boy. I’ll introduce you to Jan,” he said, trying to distract himself.
Amro stood up and nodded towards the remaining council members, leaving along with Arkus. Once they were out of the room, silence befell Nolan, Richard, and Katherine.
“Richard,” said Katherine. “Are you sure you want to sacrifice him? He has great potential that could benefit the kingdom in the future. He could even become a weapon for us to use as deterrence against the church.”
After a short pause, Richard offered an answer to her question. “That’s precisely why we must dispose of him. Did you see the look in his eyes? Those are the eyes of a beast that can’t be tamed. He’s only here because he finds as much use in us as we do in him.”
Nolan nodded, adding his own thoughts. “I know his kind. They won’t hesitate to kill to accomplish their goals. I’m sure not even you want someone like that with us.”
“Isn’t that just both of you being afraid because of unfounded superstition?” asked Katherine. “We all fit that description, and yet, I don’t remember any of us hesitating to ally with each other.”
“No,” said Nolan. “It’s different this time. His eyes are vacant.”
“Why does that matter?” asked Katherine.
“There’s usually rage, sadness or ambition behind the eyes of someone who has stained his hands in blood,” explained Nolan. “His were simply empty, like this wasn’t anything more than a game to him.”
“Regardless,” said Richard, offering his thoughts on the matter, “we can make use of him. His life will fuel our ascent to power.”
“I see,” said Katherine, reluctantly looking upwards. “If not him, someone else would’ve had to take his place. I guess he can only blame his luck.”
✽✽✽
 
Amro followed Arkus towards an unknown destination. The bronze-skinned man’s stride was full of confidence, each step carrying as much determination as the one before it. He was a simple man with an equally simple attitude.
“You know,” said Arkus, resting his hands above his head. “It’s been a long time since I’ve seen a youngster as resolute as you. Nyx’s youth is nowadays full of people who have given up, too weak spirited to fight their masters.”
“Very few would have been able to avenge their fallen townsfolk or even gathered the courage to go against a noble. Even fewer would have succeeded, so I commend you for that. Kudos.”
“I haven’t avenged them,” replied Amro, recalling the terms of his promise to Zaros. “Only once the king’s head lies in my hands will that promise be fulfilled.”
Arkus scratched his stubble, yawning before placing his hands back down. “I see, it’s good to have a goal. Just try not to get lost in the details when you chase after it. It’s easy to lose track of yourself with the passage of time.”
True, thought Amro. A simple seed of distraction can grow into chaos once nurtured by the waters of time. Just how many wise-sages have failed to stay true to themselves across history?
Looking towards the moving clouds, Arkus continued. “Men must have a purpose. Something that gives meaning to their lives. You don’t want to look at the sky and doubt the value of your existence in the moment of your death. No, you want to fall with pride, convinced you did everything you could to achieve your goals.”
I like the way this human thinks, thought Amro.
Amro reminisced about his early days. A time where he had been young and naïve, free from the sense of duty placed on ancient paragons. An age where humanity had still not fully comprehended the complexity of magic or the intricacies of faith. A forgotten era where he had transcended history.
Back then, his most loyal soldier had uttered similar words to him. His now forgotten shadow seemed to overlap against Arkus’s back, bringing memories from old. However, all were equal upon death. His old friend had long since entered the reincarnation cycle many times over. Only the present remained. The present, and himself.
“I guess what I’m trying to say, boy,” said Arkus, finally coming to a stop in front of the building where Jan was taking a short rest, “is that you must keep looking forward, regardless of what may come.”
Turning back, Arkus offered Amro an honest warm smile, “Now, should we go in?”




Chapter 16
Memory.
Magnus woke up next to his bed, exhausted and covered in sweat. His eyes opened up, greeted by the blurry scene of the roof moving from side to side. It took him a few seconds to realize the building wasn’t collapsing. Instead, his eyesight had deteriorated one step further.
The night before had ended with him falling down without being able to reach his bed. A feeble attempt to look at the starry sky had drained him of all his remaining energy. He had only been able to take a few steps before kissing the cold hard ground.
What time is it? thought Magnus. He noticed the sun was no longer visible from his window. Must be around the middle of the day.
He slowly straightened his back, feeling the ache that came from a night with the ground as his partner. He was tired. Barely any strength answered his call as he struggled to rise to his feet.
Magnus forced himself into his bed as scenes of the previous days crossed his mind. His mind was filled not only with displays of Richard’s greed but also scenes of Erin’s worries. Her disconcerting words still run in his ear. ‘Someone is watching us,’ she had said. Could she be right or was she thriving in paranoia?
If she’s right, then who could it be? Magnus pondered.
However, Magnus couldn’t rid himself of that feeling scratching at the back of his mind. He wasn’t known for having an inflexible mind. As long as the possibility was there, he wouldn’t rest easy.
Amongst the rising tide of questions, Magnus felt the dryness of his throat, another consequence to his recent wave of exhaustion.
“I need some water,” he said, taking a flask of holy water from inside his robes. It might have been a waste to drink holy water like it was the regular kind but he didn’t care. He had many of them stored in his pocket dimension. Too many to care, in fact.
A few seconds later, Magnus could feel the refreshing effects of the blessed liquid acting on his body, washing away the fatigue that had settled in for some reason.
It must be the consequence of constantly peering into the river of fate, he thought. I should probably stop.
Alas, he knew he wouldn’t follow through his own advice. His divinations had become the only hope of releasing Erin sometime in the visible future. She was worth every sacrifice he made.
Still… thought Magnus, organizing his thoughts. Erin’s instincts should be sharper than mine. So I should look into that matter.
Despite his hatred towards the church, Magnus was capable of recognizing the benefits of personally receiving a god’s guidance. Erin’s instinct was an example of such a situation. She had a sense for danger that could rival that of most skilled assassins. Therefore, he couldn’t come to terms with discarding her worries.
Weird, thought Magnus. It feels like I’m forgetting something.
“Wait, weren’t the paladins leaving today?”
Magnus’s feebleness disappeared once he remembered half of the initiate paladins were leaving to report back to the church. He couldn’t afford not to be there. This operation was related to Erin, and as such, everything called for utmost perfection. Should her failure be perceived as treason, he wouldn’t be able to bear the consequences.
After gathering his breath, he exited his room, forgetting that he was still sweaty and covered in the robes he had used the day before. With a few spells, however, that was quickly fixed. His skin glowed with traces of being washed and the air around him was replaced with the fresh scent of magical fakeness.
As Magnus walked outside, he slowly reverted to his serious and formal self, hiding away the traces of exhaustion previously displayed on his face. He promptly saw an initiate paladin carrying a few bags of provisions slung over his back.
Magnus gazed around, realizing the group had still not left the rebel camp. A breath of relief emerged from his lips as he noticed their horses were still tied to their feeders.
The initiate paladin walking by noticed Magnus looking around. He placed down the bags he was carrying, saluting Magnus as he said, “Sir Magnus, we will be leaving soon. Were you looking for us?”
Magnus nodded his head. “I just wanted to see you before your departure. I wanted to remind you to deliver my letter.”
The paladin nodded, he was the one who’d received Magnus’s letter the day before. Despite his personal opinions of the man, he wouldn’t hold back in delivering something meant for the cardinal’s eyes. That was the obedience instilled in him by the church. That was his duty.
As Magnus turned around to leave, the Paladin’s eyes flashed with a glimmer of mischief. A trace of a smile appeared on his face as he stopped Magnus from departing.
“Sir,” he said, a rare tone of fake politeness on his voice. “Miss Erin was looking for you earlier today, but she didn’t get an answer when knocking on your door. You might want to look for her.”
Magnus gave the man a nod, asking him to explain further, “Where is she now?”
The initiate paladin smiled, his mischievous plan coming to fruition. “She chased after a young man, sir. There’s no reason to worry, of course, five of my brothers are with her.”
“Chasing after who?” asked Magnus. He could have sworn he heard the word ‘boy’ mixed in that sentence a moment earlier. Since when does Erin even chase after people?
“A boy, sir,” answered the paladin candidate. “She said something about needing to talk to him.”
Magnus’s mouth widened in rare surprise. The shock of Erin displaying interest in someone else, a boy to say the least, was enough to suppress him from noticing the vagueness in the initiate’s words.
The man in question grinned as he saw the success of his plan. Erin had clearly stated that she was going to speak with the boy to find about the state of religion in Nyx. The young man had an age close to her own, something rare amongst the rebels. Through his eyes, she expected to learn how to better serve the church in this territory.
She was likely in it only for the information. Of course, the wanna-be paladin wasn’t going to clarify that much to Magnus. The misguided inferences of the worried mage were none of his business.
The paladin candidate thought of adding fuel to the fire, but before he could do so, Magnus was no longer visible. The old mage must have gone after Erin.
That’s payback for my apple.
✽✽✽
 
Erin’s golden hair swung from side to side, drops of sweat falling off of her face. Her petite frame was busy chasing after a young man in the dunes outside of the rebel camp.
Why can’t I seem to catch him, she wondered. Despite her best efforts, the boy only seemed to get farther and farther away.
At some point, she had left the paladin candidates guarding her behind. They had no longer been able to keep up with neither their speeds nor the constant change of directions. How had this even started? In the beginning she simply intended to ask the boy a few questions. Now, however, she felt victim to her pride.
He can’t get away.
Amro, on the other hand, kept running with little worries on his mind. The young girl chasing after him represented baggage he was able to deal with, just not at this moment. A series of preparations needed to be finished before he did so.
“Stop!” yelled Erin. Her sweet voice strained to speak in a volume not common to herself. “I just want to ask a few questions.”
But despite her requests, Amro simply ignored her. Talking with the girl would grant him no tangible benefit at this time. He kept moving forward, making his way further away from the rebel camp. He had already memorized all the blind spots in the rebel’s patrol route.
“I told you to stop!” repeated Erin. Her aura gathered on her feet as she shot forward, multiple times the speed she had been running at previously.
Amro dodged to the side, not bothering to receive her tackle. Using his aura to deal with a child was far from honorable. What’s more, he might end up triggering her instincts, summoning the attention of the puppet master behind her.
Erin frowned, clearly surprised by Amro’s evasion. She was taught the movement technique directly by her goddess. It was an art meant to burst forward, reaching crazy speeds the more energy she placed under her foot. Her predecessor had made a name of himself through its use alone.
How? she wondered. It doesn’t make sense.
The more she followed after the boy, the more her curiosity was piqued. A rare feeling was stimulated within her heart. It’s challenging. It’s almost… fun?
The excitement in her heart forced her to try again, fail, and try yet again. No regards for failure could be found in her determination. She was intent on catching the elusive boy ahead of her. Somehow. She just needed to keep trying.
The amount of time she needed in between steps slowly decreased. Her focus rising exponentially as she felt the wind resist against her speed more and more every minute. Faster, faster. Alas, no matter how much she tried, how much she improved, she still couldn’t catch the boy. It was a new feeling to her.
Is this frustration?
A myriad of feelings alien to the young girl flooded her heart. Fun, frustration, fatigue. All of them were new to the blond-haired youth. Why had she not experienced this before? Why?
She laid on the ground, exhausted, a trace of a rare smile forming on her face. Her muscles were sore from the tireless charge. Yet despite her feebleness, there she lay, a strange sense of peace forming in her mind.
When was the last time she felt like this? Her weeks were usually filled with training, studying, and worship. She couldn’t recall the last time anything different had happened. No, she actually could. It had been years since then, but the memory still existed in the back of her mind. Locked, hidden away.
For reasons unknown to Erin, the memory seemed to reject her call. It acted like it had a mind of its own. However, she wasn’t one to give up. Her aura, a strength unique to her soul, spread through her mind.
Suppressed by her aura, the memory ceased its escape. It brought back a scene from old to her consciousness. Back then, her guardian had taken her outside to play with other children.
She could remember their laughs and cries. It was a pleasant memory, at least in the beginning. One she had no reason to suppress on her own. 
Unfortunately, everything ended when the parents of the other children found out about her identity. Most of them were scared, afraid to let their children hang out in her presence. They couldn’t afford to risk the incurrence of an injury. The church’s punishment would have been too heavy to endure.
Alas.
A wet sensation on her cheeks called Erin back to reality. The flavor of regret had started streaming out of her eyes before she realized it. Are these tears? She couldn’t recall ever feeling them before. No, there was a hazy memory of a woman embracing her and crying...
“Erin.”
Her pale hands were combing through her hair. She could remember her saying something…
“Erin.”
A farewell, was it? No, it was something else…
“Erin!”
A devastating anger gripped her heart. Why couldn’t she remember? Why? Why? Why?
*Splash!*
Magnus could no longer tolerate his granddaughter’s distraught face. The rare fluctuations of the expressions she displayed worried him to no avail. Impatiently, he took a vial of holy water from within his robes and splashed it on her face. He couldn’t think of a better solution for waking her from her daze.
“Huh?”
Finally receiving an answer, Magnus’s worried face brimmed with happiness. “Erin, are you okay?”
“Yes,” she said, her mind still confused by the flood of emotions she had just lived through. “I think I am.”
“Just what are you doing here in the middle of nothing? Where are your guards? What happened?
Erin looked around, her gaze aiming towards north and south, east and west. “Where is he?” she asked.
“Who?” Magnus asked back.
“The boy,” said Erin. “Amber eyes, black hair.”
Magnus couldn’t believe his ears. Was this the same boy the initiate paladin had told him about? Just what did he have that made Erin come to this place in the middle of nowhere? Just how did he make his stoic granddaughter shed a tear?
“I don’t see anyone around,” answered Magnus.
A disappointed mutter silently exposed Erin’s feelings, “He’s gone.”
Magnus’s gaze rose to meet Erin’s eyes. They were back to their usual golden dullness. The traces of emotions she previously displayed had been buried back to the deepest parts of her conscious self.
“We can look for him later,” said Magnus. He didn’t miss the tone of yearning in Erin’s voice. “Tell me more about him on the way back.”




Chapter 17
Transition.
A rhythmic march echoed across the land. Miles of distance were not enough to dull the sound of a well-trained army’s advance. Each of their steps carried pride, hate, fear, and hope. They formed a sword aiming in one singular direction.
“Forward!”
A simple command led every man and woman towards the same place in the southern border: a rebel-controlled fortress sealing the mountain pass into their northern territories.
It was a place previously owned by Nyx’s military, but that had since fallen into their hands. It was now the single most important foundation to the safety and growth of the rebels. Within its walls rested the core of their troops: those who had deserted Nyx’s army, the banished nobles who had received private training, and even the few commoners who displayed talent in military fields.
Marching drums made out of dried leather and wood served to set the pulse of their march. Moving through the desert wasn’t a simple task. It required discipline and consistency not many had. If they moved too fast, the troops would be dehydrated before arriving at their destination. Too slow and they wouldn’t make it in time.
Still, they had to hurry. Nyx’s army was marching towards their doorstep, for someone had warned them of their attack. Soon, they would all find themselves submerged in battle. The more time their side had to prepare, the higher their chances of victory.
Fortunately, they were ready to go all out. Knowledge about how the upper echelon had acquired the church’s artifact had already spread throughout the common troops. It was now in their control, paving the way to their victory.
The help of the undead was enough to wash away any remaining opposition the soldiers had about having a frontal clash. Unlike them, the living dead were relentless, strong, and fearless. It was the best ally they could ask for in these times of war.
*Clip, clop*
Amongst the marching horde, a group stuck to the back of the army. Unlike the foot soldiers who had to endure the desert’s heat with their own feet, they enjoyed the luxury of riding on top of horses. They were the head controlling the body. The ones responsible for supplying and organizing most of the logistics that backed the rebels. They were the council. Only Arkus was absent for he was busy leading the troops at the front.
There was a reason why they remained behind the troops. Following after them, a convoy of cloaked figures marched in synchronous order. Those who got close to them would be able to smell the stench of rot coming from their bodies. The cloaks were a weak half-measure meant to prevent the sun from strengthening the smell.
Still, Katherine, Richard, Nolan and Jan moved in unison atop their horses, sparing no glances to the group behind them.
“Hey, old man, what are our losses so far?” asked Nolan.
“Seven men so far in exchange for the undead behind us. We had to hold off from raising more until we could find a full batch of suitable candidates. We don’t want to raise any suspicions about the missing elites before the war.”
Katherine sighed. She was aware of the ruthlessness that was required to achieve their goals. “Is there really no other way?” she asked. “We are weakening our own strength at this rate.”
“It’s worth the price,” explained Richard, bringing his horse close to the other three. “Each of those undead has the fighting prowess of a rank one fighter. Considering how we only need to sacrifice one individual in exchange for dozens of undead, I would dare to say it was a worthy choice. Instead of worrying, you should take into account the lives their sacrifice will save.”
“Indeed,” said Nolan, “you’re overthinking it.”
Seeing her frowning expression, Richard continued, “Say, Katherine, just think of this as a way to preserve our strength. It would have been much worse if this ‘alliance’ with the church had never taken place.”
“Nonetheless,” warned Jan, “it’s not like we can afford to stop being careful. The church might be trying to trick us into destroying our own foundations. The fact that they wanted to ride separately is worrying in and of itself.”
You’re all being too calm about this, thought Katherine. You’ve been blinded by this power.
Unfortunately for her, it was one against four. Even Arkus was in favor of putting an end to their civil war by using the artifact the church had provided. It was something she had to come to terms with.
Seeing Richard, Jan, and Nolan continuing their discussion about the benefits of using the undead troops, Katherine’s gaze veered towards the soldiers ahead of them.
Riding along with them was a young man with black hair and amber-colored eyes. He was one of the sacrifices Jan and the other council members had nominated to include amongst those raising the undead. Katherine couldn’t help but think he wasn’t as simple as he seemed.
He was someone Richard didn’t trust. The boy’s sharp gaze and venomous tongue were proof enough that he wasn’t someone that could be easily manipulated. To Richard, only those who were simple-minded could be of use. Only they could be controlled. Thus, it surprised Katherine that Zaros had managed to escape being part of the first wave of sacrifices.
Perhaps the heavens have some mercy, after all.
As Katherine thought about that, a powerful command echoed all the way to her group. Arkus’s voice, once enhanced by his aura, was strong enough to travel all the way to where she was riding with ease.
“Hold!” he ordered. “We’ll be taking a 20 minute break. Eat, rest, and drink before we resume our march.”
Apparently, it was time for a small break. Long enough so the troops could enjoy some of their rations. Short enough so they wouldn’t idle around.
Hearing Arkus’s instructions, Richard placed his hand on the marble inside his small leather satchel. Hold still, he ordered. His intentions seemed to be understood as the cloaked group behind them came to a stop.
Unlike raising the undead, Magnus had concluded that controlling them seemed to have no adverse effects on someone’s health. From the information Jan had obtained in his tests, once raised, the undead would obey the commands whoever controlled the marble without question. That meant that unless they had to replenish the troops constantly, they could have someone well versed in military tactics controlling them.
Seeing an opportunity to get a break, Katherine left the other council members behind. Hesitantly, she approached Amro, extending some dried meat and a canteen with water to him. She had to consciously make an effort about hiding the guilt she was feeling within.
“Come on, don’t be shy,” she said. “I have more than enough for myself. You have to keep yourself hydrated under this weather.”
Amro nodded, no trace of pointless courtesy in his motions as he grabbed both of Katherine’s offers. “Thanks,” he said. He had his own provisions, but there was no point in spending them when given an option not to.
Katherine smiled, carefully dismounting her horse as she came closer to Amro.
“Don’t worry about those things in cloaks,” she noted. “They’re under control.”
“I know,” replied Amro. This fact was obvious enough to anyone who had seen them during Magnus’s presentation, let alone someone with his identity.
“We have our reasons for putting cloaks on them, even when most of our troops already know their identity,” explained Katherine. “It’s a matter of politics.”
Amro ignored the explanation Katherine offered. His mouth was busy drinking the water she had given him earlier. The fresh sensation flowing through his throat gave his voice back its strength.
“I know,” he repeated.
Katherine simply smiled, noting Amro’s straight-to-the-point attitude. She felt slightly guilty about what she thought the council was tricking him to do. If only there was another choice, she would have tried to incorporate the boy into the core of their future government. After all, the kingdom needed new talents to get back its former glory. Alas, she was already resigned to their decision.
Poor child, thought Katherine. If only he had been born somewhere else.
“Say, Zaros,” she said, clearly unaware of the two minds residing within the boy’s body. “Are there any goals you have aside from revenge?” If it was something she could achieve, she wouldn’t mind doing the task for him. It was a simple way to clear her conscience.
Amro pondered for a moment. For millennia he had focused on his duty as a god, reaping souls and helping them join the cycle of reincarnation. He had ruled over death with nothing else in sight. Sure, he enjoyed living, but that was second to fulfilling his duty. Mortal desires and aspirations no longer blinded his sight.
“No,” he answered. The determination in his voice made him appear cold and distant. “Right now I think only of fulfilling my promise.”
“To attain revenge, right?”
“You could say so, yes.”
Katherine sighed. She felt pained seeing another young life go to waste in the vicious cycle of hatred. She believed life was meant to be enjoyed, a privilege both the lucky and the strong had access to. Revenge seemed shallow in comparison.
“Why?” she asked. “I don’t mean to underestimate your wishes, but there must surely be something else you live for?”
“No,” answered Amro. “I lived the way I was meant to until my time came. Those who cheat death live on borrowed time. In cases like ours, everything ends once our goals are achieved.”
Ours? wondered Katherine, noticing Amro’s manner of speech. Is this a case of split personality? Perhaps his mind is already gone as Nolan suggested.
Thinking back to when she was running away from Nyx, and how she could have ended the same way, Katherine’s mind revealed her own fear. If only I didn’t need to face death.
Amro looked at her, partially aware of her thoughts. “Don’t,” he said. “Life has meaning because there is an end to it. If we all lived forever, everything would lose its worth. The extent of eternity would make even the most simple of pleasures meaningless. Nothing that lives is meant to do so forever.”
Amro returned the empty canteen, the last few drops of water dripping from his lips. “Thanks,” he said. “That was refreshing.”
“No problem,” replied Katherine. Her mind was still busy processing Amro’s words. She had approached him in an attempt to offer him encouragement as a way to lighten the guilt over her shoulders. Unfortunately, she had failed.
✽✽✽
 
Zaros found himself surrounded by trees, once again lying in the middle of the forest. His expression no longer displayed the curiosity and doubt he had in the beginning. All that remained was frustration and rage.
He got up once more, too tired to recall how many times it had been that he had performed these same actions. His voice traveled the entire clearing as he vented his repressed emotions.
“Damn you, Amro! I don’t know what you want from me.”
Alas, only silence returned his call. At first he had tried with the strongest of insults he could think of — now, all he could manage was to vent his frustration occasionally. It wasn’t his first time trying to get an answer, nor would it be his last.
“Damn it!” yelled Zaros. His fist covered in aura dented away the bark of an unfortunate tree. Over and over again he clashed his knuckles against the wood in a vain attempt to ease his mood.
Do you really want to torture me that badly? he wondered. Why do you wish for me to live this moment again?
Unfortunately, his nightmare wasn’t over. After a few minutes of self lamentation, his enhanced senses could grasp the desperate screams from a woman in the distance. The horror was once again repeating itself.
Zaros ran in her direction, sparing no energy to move at his utmost speed. He couldn’t recall how many times it had been that he had traveled this path, nor how many days it had been since he had last rested his mind. Every time, however, the same story would repeat itself.
*Slap*
A familiar sound echoed in his ears, calling his attention to a scene he deeply wished to avoid. The same mercenary, the same woman, and the same script. All of them summoning the vivid depiction of that which he wished to avoid the most.
Zaros’s eyes clouded in rage as he came closer to the mercenary, his lone dagger being withdrawn from its place of rest before it was launched in his head’s direction. Kill — a single word made reality his innermost desire.
A crushing sound announced his success. The dagger sunk into his victim’s skull, once again marking him the savior of the same poor woman. He thought of approaching her but stopped. She was scared, still grabbing her head, laying on the ground in a futile effort to protect her vital organs.
A feeling of hatred towards the mercenary flooded Zaros’s heart, causing him to take another step towards the town. He was going to kill them all. Once he tried to do so, however, a suctioning force brought him back to a familiar void. Right back to the start.
This scene had repeated itself more times than Zaros could remember. He would always start in the same forest clearing, with the same screams calling for help in the distance. He would make his best effort to run in their direction each time, trying to stop history from repeating itself.
Unfortunately, no matter how many times he tried to save the woman, he could never get to her. Every time he took a step forward, he would find himself in the same starting place.
Zaros couldn’t help but think Amro was playing the most sadistic game in history. The trust he had built in his partner was replaced by broken fragments of doubt. How could he be expected to endure? What was he supposed to do?
He wanted instructions, he wanted to be saved. Unfortunately, no one was coming to his aid.
Before he could come to terms with what was happening, the same scream echoed in the distance. It was a familiar call for help. The endless loop of a nightmare was once again repeating itself.
It wasn’t over for Zaros — it never was.




Chapter 18
Inner-circle.
The cover of dusk fell over hundreds of troops as they arrived at their destination. As both men and women raised their heads, they saw a fort protected by additional walls to its sides. The supplementary walls served the purpose of providing a defensive buffer. What’s more, they offered plenty of space to garrison troops well in excess of the fort’s usual capacity.
Unlike the outer walls, however, the inner walls of the fort were pitifully broken in numerous places, covered with moss older than most people in the kingdom. Those walls had witnessed a time when their nation had thrived. A time when a rebellion wouldn’t have ever been considered.
Cold currents of air formed through the troops as they settled before the northern side of the structure. There was sufficient space to garrison them all, but it would take over half a day to get everyone in place. A temporary camp outside the fort’s northern walls was necessary to guard them from the night’s cold in the meantime.
Those responsible for transporting the provisions were the first to go through. The soldiers guarding the northern side escorted their visitors to the gate, and after a customary check, allowed them passage to the camp inside the walls.
The insides of the fort brimmed with activity as both veteran rebels and recruits mingled together in practiced military drills. Grunts echoed inside the fort’s walls of stone as groups of burly men thrusted their spears into bodies made of hay. A few glanced at the strangers passing by, but nobody skipped a beat in the execution of their duties. Training was their priority given the war in their horizon.
The newcomers felt impressed as they watched over the troops’ shoulders. Their discipline during training was enough to warrant plenty of admiration. Those bound to the middle of the supply chain rarely had a chance to witness the troops acting this seriously.
The sound of whistling arrows added to the overture of war. No archer amongst the rebels’ ranks was willing to lose the chance to practice a few more shots before the incoming battle. Every merit they earned during the war would reflect in their status during the kingdom’s restructuring.
All in all, the scene reflected everyone’s hopes during the incoming battle.
Arkus saw the effort of the troops and nodded his head in approval. He felt satisfied regarding their efforts.
“I see you have kept a good grip on them,” said Arkus, facing an old friend of his.
The man in question turned around. Grey hair followed his motion, positioning itself in front of his eyes. The coarse skin on his hands moved it away, revealing the crimson eyes that laid beneath.
“Arkus, brother, I’m glad to see you’re as energetic as ever.”
“Nonsense,” answered the bronze-skinned titan, his arms meeting around his friend’s back. “It is me who is glad to see you, friend.”
Both men separated, their arms returning to their sides. Additional pleasantries would have to wait. Having dealt with their greetings, it was time to get to business.
“How are the troops?” Arkus asked. “Were they able to prepare everything?”
“Yes,” replied the crimson-eyed commander. “Quite a gruesome task that was. Whoever came up with that plan has a twisted sense of humor.”
Arkus simply shrugged him off. He could still recall Jan’s wicked smile as he concocted this plan. The old strategist truly had one or two screws loose.
“Did you get an estimate on how many bodies we were able to find?” asked Arkus.
“A little over 300 if we only count enemy soldiers,” answered the commander.
Arkus nodded his head, a cautious frown appearing on his face. “Are you positive there are none of ours? It would be devastating for our side’s morale if they witnessed our own troops being affected.”
“Affirmative. We sweep the battlefield to recover the bodies of our troops on a regular basis. You know the drill. Most of the folks around here carry faith in their deities and therefore wish to be buried with befitting rites.”
Hearing those words, Arkus’s expression turned a bit more solemn. “I do,” he said, “don’t forget I’ve carried the bodies myself.”
A gloomy atmosphere rested on both of the military powerhouses, forcing the gray haired-man to bring the topic back to its original course. “Anyway, we dug the trenches and hid the corpses within as you ordered. We made sure to make it so they were not visible to the naked eye.”
“Thanks, Morgan.” said Arkus. “It must have not been easy.”
“It wasn’t,” said Morgan, not a hint of courtesy on his voice. “But I’m sure everyone will agree it was worth the hassle if it wins us this damned battle.”
Arkus laughed, implying that was a given. He also had to reach a compromise with himself before agreeing to Jan’s plan. The act of defiling corpses in such a way was far beyond any psychological tactic he had ever heard of.
“Anyway, we should get going.”
Both men walked together to a tent separate from the rest of the encampment. Within it lay the command center for the rebels. The heavy linen walls made for an excellent cover from the night’s wind. With the use of a few posts and strings, the structure had been expanded to accommodate the council and all the relevant military personnel under their control.
Once they arrived, the party would be said to be complete. Five councilmen, ten officers, and twenty-two adjutants, two for each officer and two additional ones working under Arkus. A simple military structure where each commander led a troop ranging from fifty to a hundred soldiers. Of course, on top of them was the council who made their orders known through Arkus.
“This is ridiculous,” said someone inside.
“It’s nonsense, we’re winning this war of attrition, there’s no need for us to rush this war.”
“I agree with them,” said someone else. “Richard, you must have been blinded.”
Repeated echoes of dissent could be heard from within the tent. Quarrels of disagreement and the occasional murmurs backing them up formed an opposing force to the plan the council had structured on their own. As much as they claimed unity in their recruitment drive, the rebels were just as divided as the kingdom they opposed.
Facing this criticism, Richard didn’t say anything to defend himself. He stood quietly, taking it all. Moments like these were fundamental to realizing who he could really trust in his inner circle.
That changed, however, once Arkus came through the makeshift door. The bronze-skinned man’s imposing stature and demeanor called all eyes to himself, making the unruly troops realize their party was over.
His icy-cold gaze scraped across their skin, provoking a chill to rise deep from within their cores. The complaints ceased in a flash, leaving behind only obedient troops waiting for their captain to speak.
A grim smile appeared on the unruly titan as he took the scene in with his eyes. Morgan, whom he usually called a friend, simply sighed, realizing he would do better by staying out of it. Never did he think his fellow officers would be foolish enough to criticize a plan Arkus himself supported. Lack of obedience never played well with their commander.
“Well, well,” said Arkus, placing his hand on the command table. “I disappear for a few minutes and I come back to find a rising insurrection in my ranks. Have I been absent for that long?”
Silence filled the room. Nobody wanted to be the first to speak. They were trying to avoid their captain’s well known rage. Once he made a target of someone, they wouldn’t be able to escape his wrath.
Richard, Nolan, and Jan could be seen smiling as Katherine let out a soft giggle. They waited to see who would be the first to openly stand against Arkus. Silence was deadly to those with weak spirits.
“Sir Arkus,” said one of the adjutants, shakingly taking a step forward. “We simply request an explanation. Summoning all of us so suddenly for war, just what the hell is happening? I know the Kingdom is gathering troops in the border, but that shouldn’t merit a reaction of this size. If we go ahead with this plan, we’re simply ensuring mutual destruction.”
Hearing the man, Arkus nodded his head, giving him more time to continue.
The commanders, however, took that as a sign of weakness. Instead of continuing politely, a succession of complaints made their way out of their mouths. Some agreed with the adjutant while others simply expressed their own concerns.
It was clear to see from their comments how Richard and Jan had limited the flow of information to their inner circle. Only officers like Morgan, whose loyalty couldn’t be questioned, were fully explained the plan involving the undead. This was all part of their plan.
Arkus smiled, realizing the adjutant who first spoke was nothing but a mouthpiece for his officer. He didn’t get mad, for he was aware of Richard’s intentions in causing the small chaos within this room. However, he wasn’t going to allow the chaos to continue. Richard was more than likely done collecting the list of men and women he would use for the next stage of their plan.
“Your worries,” said Arkus, “are something easy to solve.”
Silence fell amongst the opposition. They hadn’t expected that particular answer from Arkus. Instead, they had expected a lesson about loyalty, a motivational speech or a negotiation regarding post-war benefits.
Arkus knew the other party’s doubts were not without a place. Fortunately for him, this meeting had been summoned as soon as they arrived. Had they been given some time to mingle with the recruits, they would have found the answers to their questions on their own.
Seeing the situation, Arkus turned towards his own adjutants and gave a brief order, “Bring them in.”
“Yes, sir.”
After a few minutes, both adjutants returned. This time, however, they were not on their own. A new group of guests came through after them. It was none other than the church’s group. They had arrived before them, hidden in the vicinity until Arkus and his crew arrived.
As Magnus and his party removed their cloaks, the group inside the tent came to a shocking realization. Those who had been told of it beforehand were amused seeing the expressions of those who had not. Magnus’s appearance was unmistakable to them. How could it not? Before the rebels came to be in Nyx, he had been the biggest threat to their kingdom.
Gasps of shock and amusement filled the room. Was this the key to their victory? An alliance with their enemies of old?
Magnus waited for them to calm down. Behaving like a shameless old man, he didn’t shy away from the veiled hints of hatred displayed by those inside the tent. He was willing to bear with it all in order to accomplish the mission binding Erin to an oath.
He was her protector and her guardian, but most importantly, her grandfather.
Coming to his senses, the adjutant who first faced Arkus spoke his thoughts, “Commander, what exactly is he doing here?”
“He,” said Arkus, pointing to Magnus, “is the reason we will win this war.”
Richard smiled, realizing it was his time to join in the conversation. “Yes,” he said. “We made an agreement with the Church of Light. They will provide us with some help during this battle.”
“I thought the church didn’t involve itself with war,” said one of the officers. “Not unless it is in their own interests.”
“Yes,” said another. “Why would the Church of Light be interested in helping us?”
Magnus smiled, listening to all their inquiries before offering an answer. “I can see your concerns, gentlemen. But you don’t have to worry, the church is interested in your victory.”
“We have only asked one small condition,” he continued. “In exchange for our help, Richard has promised to provide funds and assistance to build chapels across all of Nyx’s towns, villages and settlements.”
A few officers and adjutants seemed placated by Magnus’s answer. Others, however, remained hesitant. “So,” said one of them, “how exactly is the church going to provide us assistance?”
Magnus didn’t answer. Instead, he turned to look at Jan urging him to continue. The old strategist and Richard had requested he give up the divine weapon for their own experiments. As such, he expected them to answer that one particular question.
“The church has provided us with this,” said Jan, taking an old rosewood box from under his cloak. The glyphs and carvings on the wooden container were a prelude to the value of that which it held inside. Passing it off to Arkus and taking a few steps back, he continued, “I present to you, the key to our victory.”
Following Jan’s words, Arkus opened the box, revealing its contents to those inside the tent. Even those who had been previously told about the existence of the small marble were surprised once they got an opportunity to see it. The feeling of pressure it evoked was enough to put most of them on guard.
“It’s our victory,” someone muttered. Instincts alone were enough for him to know the lethality behind that small object.
A brief explanation later, faces brimming with excitement could be seen inside the tent. Humans were often united in the face of benefits. Greed, ambition, and hunger for power — all of them were powerful incentives to put differences aside.
“That being the case,” said Richard, “I need some of you to step aside from this war, focusing your energies on sustaining this artifact. I promise this task won’t go unrewarded. Are any of you willing to volunteer?”
Immediately, many amongst the group raised their hands. As officers and adjutants, their battle prowess was exceptional, sufficient to power the artifact held in Arkus’s hands. Realizing they could reap rewards without risking their lives in the frontlines, none of them hesitated to offer themselves to be part of this plan.
Aside from Richard’s party, however, the rest remained ignorant to the price of their desires. When Richard requested volunteers to use the marble, he had made sure to first consider those who had most eagerly opposed him moments ago.
They were all unaware that atop the walls of the fort a lonely figure seemed to disagree with their ambition. He stared at what would become a battlefield aloof and apathetic, the sober realization of humanity’s unchanging nature reminding him of his own stubbornness. He acted neither on greed nor desire. Instead, he only followed his sense of duty.
Amro removed the hood covering his face, gazing into the stars filling the night sky. His host’s amber eyes were covered by a sheen of white as the former God of Death once again sat to read the flow of fate. Fleeting strings of information slowly formed an image, one he was sure she had also seen.
“Soon,” he said, “I’m looking forward to seeing you again.”




Chapter 19
Gluing the pieces together.
*Crash!*
The sound of glass shattering against stone replaced the silence inside a room. A crimson puddle next to the fragments of crystal revealed that it wasn’t the first piece of tableware that ended that way. Nor was it going to be the last.
*Crash!*
Following the sound of a bottle breaking, the one responsible for this chaos finally spoke his mind. “My father has gone senile!” he snarled. Locks of auburn-shaded hair fell on his eyes, hiding the rage contained within. “He’s lost it!”
To his side, a man dressed in servant clothing tried to placate his rage. “Prince, please control your wrath, we’ve already been over this. At the very least, I must insist you don’t speak of your father in such terms.”
“Shut up!” came the thunderous reply. “This is his way of teaching me a lesson.”
“I must disagree, my prince,” answered the mild-mannered servant. “This is his way of giving you a chance to win back the nobles’ support.”
“Win it back?” questioned the prince. “That’s absurd! The kingdom is mine by birthright, those parasites have no say over it.”
On one side of the room stood a blonde-haired youth. Barely crossing the 20 years of age, he was the heir to the throne for the Kingdom of Nyx. He had once provided his father a simple yet effective plan to seize the resources south of their kingdom. Unfortunately, for reasons unknown to him, the troops he had sent had been decimated. The investigations conducted by his subordinates had revealed they were all killed along their original victims, something to be blamed on the Church of Death.
To his side stood the man responsible for his upbringing. In more ways than one, he was the prince’s fatherly figure. It was the butler who had served his family for decades and had taken care of the prince ever since he was born. Because of that, he could afford to speak with the prince more casually than the rest of his aides.
“Your majesty,” said the well-mannered servant, “you know the current state of the kingdom better than myself. As such, I hope you can understand why further in-fighting wouldn’t be beneficial.”
As he spoke, the servant carefully removed the remaining wine bottles from the prince’s side. It would be a shame for more of them to end up in the ground.
“Your father just wants to strengthen your image with the rest of the nobles. When you inherit the throne, you will appreciate his efforts,” added the servant, storing the wine bottles safely in a chest.
Listening to matters of the throne, the prince’s rage simmered down. “You’re right,” he said, momentarily comforted by his aide’s words. Alcohol had robbed him of his better judgment for a moment. “Succeeding my father when the kingdom is in such a state would open too many doors for those opportunistic parasites to make their moves. Those greedy pigs won’t give up the chance to take control unless I show sufficient strength.”
“I’m glad you have come back to your senses, my lord.”
“However,” said the prince, a cold tone accompanying his voice, “my father’s behavior isn’t normal as of late.”
“I dare not to presume the meaning of your words, my lord.”
“Have you not noticed it, Johan? Ever since he met with those wandering merchants, he has not behaved like himself.”
Hearing the prince’s words, the butler couldn’t help but lower his head. “Your lowly servant wouldn’t dare speak ill of the king, my lord.”
“Johan,” said the prince, placing a hand over his servant’s shoulder. “This matter could very well concern the safety of our kingdom, I hereby order you to speak your mind.”
Flustered, the servant found no option but to raise his gaze. Upon seeing the serious expression in the prince’s eyes, he realized his words weren’t without basis.
“My lord,” he said, forcing himself to speak, “it is as you say. I’ve heard other servants speak of his majesty’s strange temperament as of late.”
“Explain,” ordered the prince.
“As you know, his majesty received the group of merchants transporting wares from the mainland. Not only did they carry strange alchemical solutions, they even carried weapons of extraordinary quality. Because of that, his majesty decided to meet with them personally.”
“I know that much,” said the prince. “Get to the point.”
“As you wish, my lord. From what I heard, the maids at the palace mention, his majesty seems to have fallen in-love with a particular sword sold by the merchants. He carries it with him everywhere, refusing to leave it behind even when he meets the royal concubines.”
“I’ve seen the sword you speak of. What more?”
“Your father also ordered that the merchants should be given a room in the palace a little before we left, my lord. He hired them to repair the kingdom’s walls and even requested that they set up some magical formations. I didn’t dare to think too much about this until you requested me to do so.”
“That certainly sounds strange. My father knows just as well as I do we don’t currently have the funds to pay for a project of that size. Does he intend to hold payment from them?”
“I would not dare to presume his majesty’s intentions, my lord.”
“Is that all, Johan?”
“No, my lord. The other piece of news I received concerns your majesty’s generals and advisors.”
“Does it relate to why they didn’t accompany us on this expedition?”
“Indeed my prince. Your father ordered his most trusted aides to depart towards the mainland. I don’t know the purpose behind that order though. Forgive me for my incompetence.”
“Don’t worry Johan, you’re plenty of help as you are,” said the prince, sitting back down and turning his gaze towards the roof of his tent. “After we deal with these rebels once and for all, I will look into this matter with much more care. You can be at ease.”
“Should I have your most trusted aides gather information on this matter?”
“No, just leave it,” said the prince. “Everyone’s busy preparing for the upcoming battle. Call the generals instead, I want to confirm other matters.”
“Such as?”
“Nothing too important, Johan. I might just be acting paranoid because of my father’s issues. This whole situation just feels too strange. Why would the Church of Light bother telling us about the rebels’ movements? It’s not like them.”
“The church probably cares about the damage they could cause to the populace, my lord.”
“No, Johan, it’s never that simple with them. At first, I thought they just wanted to use this information as a negotiation token to expand their influence inside our kingdom. However, I can’t help but feel there’s something different this time. They were far too insistent on having us guard the border.”
“I see, my lord. Please forgive your subordinate’s curiosity.”
“Don’t worry, Johan, I’m not that petty. Now, give me back my wine, I’m no longer a child.”
✽✽✽
 
“I understand.”
Two simple words were spoken with the weight of a mountain. They were the culmination of Zaros’s resolution, the resolve of his once broken spirit.
The young boy found himself once again in a clearing in the middle of the forest. The usual sea of green flooding everything in his sight. Only a single column of rising smoke stood out, providing him with a sense of direction.
“It isn’t about interference,” said Zaros, taking a step forwards in the smoke’s direction. “It’s not about changing anything.”
Zaros had given up counting the number of times he had been through Amro’s torturous task. The soul domain of his partner had quickly become a prison trapping him in an endless loop of unachievable goals. Alas, doing so was his own misunderstanding.
“There was no goal to begin with.”
The task had been much more simple, something that took him far too long to discover. From the beginning, Amro never gave Zaros a task. He never intended for Zaros to accomplish a special mission inside his soul domain.
Instead, he desired for Zaros to achieve something else with himself — harmony.
The young man had lost sight of it in his search for strength. He had craved power to accomplish his goal but had grown obsessed with his hatred. Despite that, Amro had slowly delivered on his promise. Zaros knew his current skills had only been attainable due to his partner’s guidance.
But that wasn’t enough. Deep down, Zaros had ignored where some of his desires originated. An obsession was dangerous for it was often born from a misguided thought. Perhaps I can change things. Such an innocuous belief had dangerous implications when placed on the hands of one of Amro’s pupils. It was the same line of thought that led a pantheon of gods to rebel against the former lord of death.
Fortunately, Amro had been able to identify the problem before it grew further.
This was never about saving them, thought Zaros. It was about saving myself.
*Slap!*
A middle-aged woman fell victim to her aggressor, a burly mercenary covered in scars. Zaros had lost count of the amount of times he had seen this scene or taken the man’s life. This time, however, was different. Unlike previous occasions, Zaros simply watched. Painful as it was, he didn’t move to stop it.
It was never about interfering, thought Zaros. What I do here can’t change the past.
*Slap!*
I can only change the future.
*Slap!*
Zaros’s heart clenched in pain. Living through this scene thousands of times wasn’t enough to dull the sensation. He was no monster. He had cared for his fellow villagers.
Yes, he had been displaced, robbed from that which his parents had built. But even then, he held no resentment.
His settlement had not been wealthy by any means. Food was scarce and the living conditions were poor. Those doing better could afford to do so because they risked their lives hunting every day. There was a price to their comfort.
Through the years, Zaros had come to realize he was not special. He was not entitled to their care. Even then, they had provided for him when he was young. Not with all the comforts they provided their own, but with enough of them for him to survive. Enough for him to grow independent.
*Slap!*
Amro wanted the same thing. He desired for Zaros to learn, to grow, and to become a man who could think for himself. And part of this process was learning to accept the past.
*Thud!*
Learning to accept that some things could never be changed.
*Thud!*
Learning to face towards the future.
*Stab!*
...
For the first time, Zaros wasn’t returned to the beginning of the loop. A dead woman lay ahead of him, but Zaros solely embraced the sight of her lifeless body. The mercenary had long left, returning to ravage the rest of the settlement.
Zaros followed behind, using both shadows and blind spots to watch the rest of the tragedy undetected. This was Amro’s way of sharing that which Zaros had never witnessed. That which he knew only through his nightmares. Amro was giving him the chance to decide what to do with his future by letting him know the truth behind his past.
The cost of this lesson, however, was to embrace the pain.
*Slash!*
Another woman fell victim to their lust, and another man fell victim to their hate. No one was spared. The cruel nature of humanity was teaching Zaros that his early life, though impoverished, was paradise.
Amro’s lesson was slowly embraced by Zaros. The hour it took him to witness his village’s massacre had removed all fog from his eyes.
There was only one life — one others would happily take away from him.
There was only one true death — one he would have to fight to dictate on his own terms.
In order to accomplish his own goals, Zaros had to take control. Learning from the past, living the present, and aiming for the future.
“That’s right.”
Zaros gasped in surprise. He was no longer standing by himself. To his side, a tall figure covered in a black robe placed a hand of his shoulder. He tried looking at his face, but a veil of darkness made it an impossible task. Fortunately for him, his instinct told him who it was.
“Amro?”
“Yes, boy?”
“Thank you.”
Amro simply nodded his head. No answer was necessary for his soul and the boy’s were united. He thought back to his time as a mortal and how long it had taken for him to learn this lesson.
“I’m sorry,” said Amro. He was aware of how much pain this lesson could cause in others. To embrace how small one could be in the face of fate was the first step to deciding one’s own path. “Are you ready to go back?”
Zaros nodded his head in response to Amro’s question. There was unfinished business he needed to attend to. His trial had tempered not only his spirit, it also had strengthened his resolve. His revenge was no longer about trying to change the past. It was now about getting even.
Once he did that, he would be able to experience more from life. He didn’t want his end to come without finding something else to give him purpose. Of course, he would first have to uphold the end of his deal with Amro.
“I am.”
“Very well,” said Amro, a small crack opening in the space in front of him. “Let’s go.”




Chapter 20
Awoken.
“Welcome back, boy.”
Amro’s words brought Zaros back to his senses. He was finally out. As he opened his eyes, he felt the warmth of the sun bathing his body. It was a sensation he had slowly forgotten over the many cycles inside Amro’s soul.
“This is nice,” said Zaros. “I never knew the air outside of the forest could feel so fresh.”
He was no longer surrounded by a sea of green. Instead, he was now on top of solid stone walls protecting the outer perimeter of an unfamiliar fortress. The cold sensation of the tower beneath his feet confirmed he was finally out of the looping hell. He was no longer a prisoner in his own body.
After taking a moment to enjoy being out of his endless nightmare, Zaros exhaled a murky breath containing all of his frustrations. He could feel things were finally over, or at the very least, that they would be soon. Once he accomplished his revenge, he would be able to bury his past. From then on, only his future would remain.
“I’m glad to see you this way,” said Amro. His brief ‘experiment’ could have ended with much more disastrous results. Fortunately for him, Zaros possessed strong mental resilience. Instead of sinking deeper inside useless obstinance and despair, his mind had welcomed reality, looking for ways to make the best of it. 
“Don’t you ever do something like that again,” warned Zaros.
“I guess I can promise that much,” replied Amro, craftily avoiding the boy’s request.
Without noticing Amro’s move, Zaros asked the first thing in his mind, “Where are we, anyway?”
“A few things happened in your absence,” explained Amro. “Far too many to explain briefly.”
“I have the time,” said Zaros, clearly unwilling to let things go just like that. “Please explain.”
“Very well, I guess I owe you that much,” admitted Amro, still unwilling to go into too much detail. The things ahead of them required both trickery and deceit, two things Zaros lacked in comparison to him. “We are at the border of the rebels’ territory and your kingdom’s capital.”
“What?” said Zaros in surprise. “Just how long has it been since you trapped me there?”
“Trap is a strong word,” said Amro. “But to answer your question, just about two weeks. To be honest, I’m surprised it took you that long to deal with your issues.”
“Weeks?” asked Zaros, his tone filled with incredulity. The longest Amro had ever been in control of his body was one night. Losing over a week’s worth of time to his partner’s machinations gave him an eerie feeling he wasn’t ready to think about.
“It’s not too much,” said Amro, showing the lack of guilt in his heart. “During this time, the rebels’ leadership decided to move forward with an attack on the kingdom. As you might have guessed, it’s related to those two members of the church you saw back then.”
“The old man and the girl?”
“Yes. They gave something far too powerful to the rebels, something that belongs to neither them nor the church. It’s a weapon far too dangerous for either of them to control.”
Zaros thought about Amro’s answer for a moment before asking another question. “Is this why they moved forward with the attack?”
“Yes, that’s the gist of it. They intend to use this weapon to take over the kingdom for themselves. Fortunately, I have the feeling that it will fall on our hands sometime soon.”
“Does that mean that you want to steal it?” asked Zaros in suspicion.
“You offend me boy, it belongs to me to begin with.”
“That’s not an answer,” noted Zaros. 
Amro grunted in annoyance, promising himself to increase Zaros’s training load once he had a chance. “No, they will give it to us out of their own accord.”
“And how do plan to achieve that?” asked Zaros, still skeptical about Amro’s plans.
“They will tell you that by themselves,” answered Amro. “You’ll see pretty soon.”
Before Zaros could understand what Amro was referring to, a voice came calling for him from below the walls. “Hey, boy, are you the one they call Zaros?”
Zaros turned to look over the walls, finding a tall man dressed in a military uniform. He was familiar with those clothes. It was the way the captains’ adjutants dressed amongst the rebel ranks.
“I am,” answered Zaros, confused as to why someone would be looking for him. Initially, his plan had been to meld amongst the rebels, slowly gaining influence so he could join the attacks on the kingdom as something other than a foot soldier. That, however, would have taken time. Since when was he important enough for an adjutant to single him out?
The answer was simple, Zaros realized it after a moment: Amro. After all, he was to blame for doing something similar in Sol, turning him into a gang leader overnight.
“I’m here to cover your guard shift, captain Arkus is summoning you to the strategy room,” said the adjutant, motioning with his hands that he should hurry up. “Go, don’t make them wait. I don’t want to be punished for your tardiness.”
Climbing down the ladder attached to the back of the walls, Zaros quickly reached the ground. As he did, the adjutant patted his back, urging him to hurry up.
“Stop dallying,” he said. “Just come back when you’re done.”
“Yes, sir,” answered Zaros, briefly saluting the man before him. He found it mildly amusing how Amro was able to do so many things when he was asleep. It gave him the feeling that everyone, including himself, were just a small part in Amro’s plans.
“How do I even reach the strategy room?” asked Zaros inwardly. Only now did he realize he was completely ignorant when it came to the layout of this new camp.
“Just follow my instructions.”
A few minutes later, Zaros reached an unfamiliar tent serving as the rebels’ command center. Walls made of linen extended in every direction, making it look far more spacious than he had initially imagined.
Doing his best not to dally, Zaros entered the enormous tent, drawing several gazes towards himself. A few men and women smirked, clearly taking him to be some kind of assistant. Why else would someone his age be summoned along elites like them?
Fortunately for Zaros, someone else quickly dispelled that notion.
“Good,” said Arkus. “You’re finally here.”
“There’s only one more person missing,” said Jan, taking a sip of the tea in his cup. “Boy, go ahead and find somewhere to sit.”
Unfamiliar with the old man speaking to him, Zaros simply nodded his head. Realizing how conspicuous he looked standing in a room full of adult men and women, he decided to follow the old man’s advice. Amro took this as an opportunity to introduce the unfamiliar faces to Zaros.
“That old man is named Jan,” said Amro. “He’s a shrewd fellow. Wait for a while, I’m sure he will explain everything.”
A few seconds later, another man entered the room. Unlike Zaros’s case, the looks he was given by the people inside were much closer to normal. 
“Ok, that’s everyone,” confirmed Jan. “We can get this meeting started.”
Arkus clapped his hands, calling all attention to himself. Now that they had confirmed everyone’s arrival, it was time for him to get to business.
“Everyone,” he said, looking rather dignified, “as we previously discussed with each of you, we need your help during the incoming battle. The role you will be fulfilling is crucial to our plan, perhaps even more important than my own.”
Zaros tilted his head in a semblance of confusion. Given his period of seclusion inside Amro’s soul domain, he couldn’t help but be ignorant about the rebels’ plans. Not that he would admit it to them. The smug look on their faces was enough to tell him it wasn’t the time to ask any questions.
Seeing he had gathered their attention, Arkus continued with his explanation, “As you know, there was a small leak regarding our plans. The kingdom’s troops are now only a day away from us.”
“Regardless,” continued Jan, taking over where Arkus left off, “it is to our advantage to fight them here. The fortress will serve to defend us from their frontlines. Moreover, it will help us conceal our secret weapon.”
“Which leads us to the main point of this meeting,” said Arkus, extending his hand towards his partner.
With a careful motion, Jan passed a delicate-looking rosewood box to him, making sure to take a few steps back after doing so. Now familiar with the price required to use the item contained inside, he couldn’t help but take some precautions every time it was revealed.
Arkus opened the box, causing a feeling of dread to fall upon the room. Strong as they were, most of those present felt a clenching sensation on their throat. Divine items were not something meant for mortals of their level to use.
One man in particular couldn’t help but mutter his thoughts, “Such a powerful aura.”
“With this, victory is ours,” said another one, nodding in agreement. “It’s just as impressive as the first time we saw it.”
Their words represented the thoughts of those chosen by Richard to take part in this meeting. Zaros, however, wondered what they were all talking about. As far as he was concerned, all Arkus did was reveal a small, black marble to the group. He was seemingly unaffected by the suppressive aura acting on everyone else.
“Quiet!” roared Arkus. Since this was the group the council had selected to act as sacrifices, he had already steeled his heart to guide them down that path. “This is the item the Church of Light has placed in our hands. As we have previously discussed, it has the ability to summon the undead. Thanks to the help of the troops manning this fortress, we were able to collect several cadavers that will serve to raise them when the time is right.”
“As we previously discussed, there’s where you come in,” continued Arkus, pointing at those inside the room. “Because it is a divine item, it requires massive amounts of energy to be used. During this war, you’ll stay at the back, supplying your energy to ensure we can exhaust the enemy troops with the undead.”
Arkus’s words lighted the flames of greed inside the group. Given the enormous role the undead troops would play in this battle, their military merits would be equally staggering. Once they took back the kingdom for themselves, they were sure to be rewarded with great wealth and power.
Zaros, however, wasn’t amused in the least. Undead. They were something he was already familiar with. Unlike those inside this room, he had encountered them in the other side of a fight.
Vicious and emotionless, they were creatures who had been forcefully robbed of their humanity. Mere vessels designed to obey their masters. To Zaros, they were an insult to the wills of those who were sacrificed to create them.
“That being said,” said Jan, “here is our plan.”
A few minutes went by as the old man explained his ideas to everyone inside. Uninterested in the machinations of those willing to participate, Jan simply focused on explaining how they were meant to maximize the undead’s strength on the battlefield. To him, it didn’t matter what those in the room had to gain by participating in this operation. They would all be dead after using the artifact, anyway.
“Does everyone understand?” asked Jan. “We don’t want any screw ups in this battle.”
Snorts and laughs were his answer. Those captains and adjutants inside this room had enough pride to dismiss Jan’s questions without any care for his status. Unlike Richard or the other council members, they considered him to play a disposable role in their organization.
Only one hand rose in the air, causing everyone to turn back and look at the one responsible. It was a young man in the middle of his twenties. They were familiar with him, for he often served as a mouthpiece to the woman sitting at his side. Scratching his stubble, he carelessly asked, “What order will we go in?”
Everyone immediately understood his intentions. Those who first controlled the undead would be able to inflict the largest number of casualties upon the enemy troops. Given the limited amount of time any given person could use the dark marble, they would obviously be concerned with how to maximize their benefits.
“That’s easy,” said Arkus, knowingly overlooking the concerns of his subordinates. “We’ll make it somehow random. You lot can just draw some straws.”
Whistles of amusement came from the group, taunting Arkus for his decision. Only those with a higher modicum of intelligence realized the identity of the one behind that choice. The same man they usually underestimated was now placing the burden on them, steering clear from the game of politics such decisions often brought. 
It didn’t take long for such a choice to reveal its consequences.
“I’ll go first,” said a man sitting in the corner, his aura a tad stronger than the rest of the group.
“As if,” answered other two in synchrony.
“My, my, shouldn’t ladies go first?” taunted yet a fourth voice.
“Solve that amongst yourselves,” said Arkus, throwing a pile of straws unto a table. “Just tell Jan the results before dusk.”
Making their way towards the exit, both Arkus and Jan disappeared from sight. As far as they were concerned, the order in which these ‘volunteers’ decided to use the black marble was completely irrelevant to their plans. Victory was already theirs.
Thus, a small fight broke inside the tent. Men and women challenged each other to select who would be the first to go. At their level, something like picking straws was no different from choosing the order themselves.
Only Zaros refrained from participating in the struggle. Sitting in a corner, he was far too busy trying to make sense out of Amro’s plans.
“So, don’t you agree with me, boy?”
“Yes, we can’t leave that thing in their hands.”
“Good, I’m glad you understand.”
Of course, no one even bothered challenging Zaros. They were far too arrogant to place the child in their sight, much less to give him an opportunity to pick when it would be his turn. In their opinion, he was already lucky enough to get a chance to participate.
How amusing, thought Amro, subtly enjoying the show ahead of him. These men and women were fighting amongst themselves, ignorant to the truth behind the plans of their leaders. Unfortunately for them, Amro also had a vested interest in letting them go first.
Their souls are not enough, but they are a good start.




Chapter 21
Foolishness.
Nothing lasts forever. Magnus realized as he stood atop a vast mountain range, watching the rain eroding away the glory of the ground he stood on. The wind crashing against his face served as a reminder of how small human beings were. Powerful as he might be, he was nothing in comparison to nature.
Magnus further confirmed this fact as he looked towards his hands, noticing the wrinkles forming on his skin. Beyond his physical state, they reflected the state of his mind. He was tired. Tired of being unsuccessful in the goals he had set for himself, tired of being denied the life of peace and freedom he had wished for, and more importantly, tired of being forced to serve as someone else’s puppet.
He looked towards the peaks expanding into the distance. They created a sturdy barrier that separated Nyx in two. On one side was a barren land. There, the banished had nourished both their regrets and hope, bursting into the flames of rebellion. On the other was Nyx, a land with a population the church pretended to conquer for their own goals.
Perhaps with time the rebels would have managed to obtain victory on their own. However, their lack of patience had blinded them to the church’s sweet lies. Lies Magnus had been responsible for delivering.
Even then, he held neither repentance nor regrets in his heart. Many innocents would die because of his decisions and many others would be stripped of their freedom, forced into a life of mental and spiritual servitude. But for him, it was worth it. As long as he could gain enough time to free Erin, it was all worth it.
He was willing to do anything for her. The need to sacrifice an entire kingdom for this cause was not enough to stop him. He had already made his choice.
Alas.
Despite all the love a Chosen could receive from his church’s followers, Magnus knew they were nothing but disposable enforcers in the eyes of their gods. Their fate was to serve as executioners of their god’s will on earth. It was a mission they had to accomplish, even at the cost of their own lives. As things were, the day would eventually come where Erin would join the ranks of those martyrs.
“Erin,” said Magnus, massaging the temples of his head, “have we received any updates on the cardinal’s arrival?”
The young girl raised her eyes, placing her finger as a bookmark on her book. Even atop the windy mountains she was still focused on the daily task of reading the scriptures of her faith. “No,” she said. “We have received no more messages from his holiness.”
Erin’s eyes returned to her book as one of the paladin candidates stepped forward. “Sir,” he said, “I believe his holiness will arrive in time. You shouldn’t worry about our plan going awry.”
Magnus shook his head from side to side. “We can’t leave things to chance,” he said. “As you can see, both sides are nearly finished with their preparations. We need our main force to be ready at any time to take control the situation.”
The paladin candidate followed Magnus’s fingers until his gaze finally settled on two separate forces. Even from this distance, he could see what they were doing. On one side, the rebels were nearly finished assembling a series of barricades. On the other, Nyx’s forces were close to reaching the proximity of their fortress.
The paladin simply smiled, offering empty words of encouragement to Magnus. “Don’t worry, sir. The goddess is on our side, what could go wrong?”
✽✽✽
 
“My lord, the troops are ready.”
“Very well, General. Have them wait for my command.”
Standing at the head of several thousand men, Nyx’s prince remained calm. His authority had been granted by his blood, but his arrogance had been forged by himself. Now that he was facing the opponents of his rule, he wasn’t willing to show any weakness. Only strength was befitting of the identity he had crafted for himself.
Looking at his troops, a smile surfaced on his face. With such an army under his banner, he would finally put an end to the rebels threatening the stability of his kingdom. He would find victory where others had failed. And by doing so, he would prove his authority to all.
To his side, a humble servant covered in an elaborate armor lowered his head, passing on a sheathed sword to his master. The scabbard was lavishly decorated, rivers of gold tracing beautiful patterns along the leather that was crafted from the hide of an unknown beast.
The flow of mana surrounding the weapon made it obvious this sword was special. As a matter of fact, it was something the prince would have never dreamed of using before this battle. If not because his father, the king, had found something better in recent times, such a magnificent sword would have never been placed in his hands.
“Thank you, Johan.”
“I live to serve, my lord.”
United they stood, facing those who had once belonged to the same kingdom as themselves. No longer brothers and sisters, but enemies. Thinking back to what caused the rebels to rise in power, the prince couldn’t help but laugh.
“Johan,” he said, “do you still remember how this traitors came to be?”
“I do remember your uncle’s banishment my lord, why do you ask?”
“I’ll never be as weak as my father,” said the prince. “I’ll spare no one. I’ll make an example of them for decades to come. After I’m done with them, no other rebellion will ever rise in my kingdom.”
“Your courage and wisdom are without a match, my lord.”
“Thank you Johan,” replied the prince, drawing the sword from its scabbard. “Look at them, hiding behind those walls. They think some pits and barricades will be enough to stop us. At best, their force is close to half of ours, and that is if they send everyone to fight. There is simply no way they will be victorious.”
“My lord,” said Johan, unsheathing a sword of his own, “I recommend we keep a watch on the old captain. I fear sir Arkus might aim for your life during this attack.”
“I’ve already accounted for that Johan,” said the prince. “We’ll send a few waves of soldiers to clear the blockades. After that, we’ll move as a whole and sweep the rebels away as a single unit.”
“Very well, my lord, I hear and obey.”
“Johan.”
“Yes, your highness?”
“Stay by my side, once we’re back home, I’ll make sure to reward your loyalty.”
“Your servant is forever grateful, my lord.”
The prince looked at the towering walls on the other side of the battlefield, a smug smirk appearing on his face. From where he was standing, he could see Arkus looking back at him in derision. He would make sure to erase that smile.
The old captain probably thought of him as a greenhorn, someone who was given opportunities he didn’t deserve. As a member of the royal family, the prince had lacked a source of danger to stimulate his potential to the level of a rank 2 elite. However, thanks to the privilege of his bloodline, he was able to procure enough medicine from the mainland to facilitate his way into rank 1. It was something Arkus had always insisted was a waste of resources. 
“Your head will decorate my trophy hall, you traitor,” whispered the prince. His words were gestured just enough so Arkus could read his lips all the way from where he stood. “Now, see how I turn this little project of yours to ashes.”
Looking at the troops behind him, the prince was once again emboldened. Raising his sword into the air, he gave his command.
“First file, charge!”
✽✽✽
 
“Foolish child,” said Arkus, looking towards the prince and his troops. “You are just like your father, eternally blinded by your pride and arrogance.”
“Did something happen?” asked Morgan. As Arkus’s fellow officer and long-time acquaintance, he was trusted enough to wait by his side. Combing the gray hair on his head with his fingers, he was also observing the enemy troops, readying himself to pass on his commander’s orders.
“Do you know the difference between arrogance and confidence?” Arkus replied.
“I’m afraid I’ve never pondered the particularities of our language, old friend.”
“Confidence is born from an abundance of victory. Arrogance, however, arises from a lack of failure. That boy has never experienced hardships. His father sheltered him far too much, robbing him of the chance to learn the value mistakes have over one’s own growth.”
“Are you speaking of the royal prince?”
“Yes, he’s just like his father in that sense. I guess that’s why they failed to predict the consequences of banishing Richard to these lands. Now, they’ll pay the consequences of their choices.”
“What made you so poetic all of a sudden?” Morgan asked. Arkus was normally mocked as a muscle-headed freak, someone who only cared about his own training and personal development. Seeing him behave in such a way was odd to say the least.
“It pains me to see what’s become of our kingdom,” answered Arkus. “I’m praying this war serves to bring it back to its former glory.”
“Well, I sure hope I can live long enough to see that,” jested Morgan lightly, casting a calm glance towards the approaching army.
“Do not worry, my friend, we both will.”
✽✽✽
 
Rows of soldiers marched past the prince, the discipline evident in the organized lines of their ranks. Their fear was dulled by the promise of wealth. Before this fight, the prince had agreed to give each of them a tael of silver in addition to whatever riches they managed to loot. Of course, such rewards were only to be paid once they returned.
Blinded by their greed, those leading the charge were confident of their victory. They had to be. The current state of the kingdom didn’t allow them to think about the alternative. Winning would mean living their life in comfort for a few years — failure, however, would be a fate worse than death. It was a cursed situation that forced them to do their best regardless of the risk.
Fortunately, only a few thought about such things. The promise of wealth was enough to blind most of them to the danger they faced as they did their utmost to follow their orders to perfection. It even made them forget how badly past confrontations at the frontier had fared for those involved. Greed and fear were both their assurance and perdition.
“First file, charge!”
Hearing the prince’s order, groups of men marched into the range of the fortress, the rest of the troops following them from a distance. Raising the shoddy shields they had been equipped with, they prepared for the inevitable. Their priority was to remove the barricades barring their passage, effectively clearing the way for the rest of the troops to charge forward.
Irrational courage fueled their march. Running forward, it wasn’t long before they reached the point where they could personally see the rangers atop the rebel’s fort. Their bows were ready, arrows resting between their fingers awaiting the cleansing taste of blood.
Tension rose amongst the soldiers as they ran forward, tempted by victory and tempered by fear. Moving makeshift spears out of their way, Nyx’s forces yelled in glory, assured by how well their mission was going. They jumped through pits, destroyed creatively engineered barricades, and moved obstacles out of their way. During the first minute or two, everything seemed to be going their way. That is, until the rebels decided to do something about it.
With a single word, the first wave of death was unleashed, “Fire!”
A rain of projectiles descended upon the first wave, taking with them the lives of those unfortunate enough to block the arrows with their bodies. Bloodcurdling screams mixed with the battle cries of those fortunate enough to survive. The arrows were finally devouring the blood they had long craved for.
But even then, Nyx’s troops didn’t retreat. They knew worse fates awaited the deserters. Moving forwards was their only option.
Therefore, through sheer stubbornness and a hint of resignation, a path began to form amongst the pikes and fences barricading their way. At the cost of their lives, the troops had started to make a way to siege the castle by its doors. Their mission was a success.
Seeing the favorable outcome of his methods, the prince smiled from ear to ear. He didn’t care about the lives of a few hundred men. Those could eventually be replaced. The cost to do so wouldn’t be light, but it was something he was willing to pay to get rid of the rebels. What he worried about was failure. Something like that couldn’t be afforded.
Thus, encouraged by this momentum, he didn’t hesitate to command another group into the fray, “Second file, charge!”
With his words, another death sentence was given. Encouraged by the blades of those behind them, the next group of ‘soldiers’ had no choice but to take over the task of assaulting the fortress in front of them.
The status of those leading the charge meant their life was never guaranteed. Serfs, slaves, and mercenaries like them had little room for complaints once they were conscripted. Thus, they hurried to help the remainders of the first group remove the blockade, hoping their chances of survival would be elevated once a path for the troops behind them was opened.
“Good,” said the prince. “With this, my father won’t have any option but to recognize my ability to succeed the throne.”
The results were as expected. Most of the traps the rebels had set were now revealed, presenting no further danger for him and his troops. With this, the prince felt entitled to gloat.
Furthermore, sending his troops to clear the way in small groups was extremely effective in depleting the resources the rebels had. He knew they couldn’t possibly have an abundance of arrows in their possession. With the state of their kingdom, not even the black markets would be able to supply too many of them.
“Your genius knows no bounds,” complimented Johan.
Commodities like iron and steel were always in short supply. Therefore, it would be extremely hard for the rebels to accrue more than the royal family themselves could. All of this was within his calculations.
“It’s time. Johan, get ready.”
“Yes, my lord.”
Looking past the slaves, the mercenaries, and the rest of the cannon fodder, the prince turned to look at the core of his army. They were disciplined and ready. Unlike those at the front, they had been in the army long enough to march with clear heads on their own.
Fortunately for the prince, no threats were needed to secure their cooperation. These were forces loyal to the crown. As such, their equipment reflected the superior value of their lives, offering protection those on the rebel side could only dream about.
Eagerly, they looked at their enemies, ready to draw blood and claim glory for themselves.
Sensing their hunger and desires, the prince was happy to oblige, “All troops, charge!”
Assuming an arrow-like formation, Nyx’s army charged through the path the first two waves of soldiers had opened. Leading the attack was a group carrying four battering rams. Now that the path had been opened, they marched without worries, trusting their full-body armors to provide them protection from whatever projectiles the rebels’ side still had available.
On the other side of the battlefield, the rebels continued shooting arrows in synchrony with Arkus’s commands. The apparent success Nyx’s forces had achieved up to that point didn’t seem to affect them at all. In fact, being inside the fort was enough to bring calm to their hearts. This was because of the surprise that awaited their opponents. The unmistakable horde of black-cloaked figures was already near the gates, ready to be unleashed.
Therefore, it was no surprise for them when they heard Arkus’s next order.
“Morgan.”
“Yes, sir!”
“Get our ‘volunteers’ ready, it’s time to open the gates.”
Morgan immediately departed, jumping off the wall to pass the message to Jan and the eight figures waiting beside him. Men, women, and even a young man — they were those who had been selected to be part of their plan. After the events of the past few days, this group had finally decided in which order they would carry out their mission. The scrapes and bruises in more than one of their faces was evidence enough of that.
“Old man, is your side ready?” Morgan asked.
“Who are you calling old?” replied Jan, cracking a devious smile from side to side of his face. “Would an old man have thought of a plan like this?”
“Only one as sickening as yourself,” replied Morgan, recalling the pits full of bodies his men had been ordered to mix amongst the normal pitfalls. “Captain Arkus has ordered your deployment.”
“Very well, kiddo. I know the plan, it was me who made it after all.”
Morgan simply smirked at Jan’s witty remark, turning his back to go and ready himself for once the gates were opened. He wasn’t willing to stay with their group any longer. All this time, he had been consciously trying to suppress himself from gazing behind the old man and his entourage. Nearly three hundred cloaked figures were waiting motionlessly behind them, giving an eerie feeling that brought up an instinctive rejection from the very bottom of his soul.
“Good,” said Jan, watching as Morgan took his leave. Turning back to look at the group of eight standing behind him, he smiled. “Grom will be the first and Zaros will be the last. Since this is the order you established yourselves, I hope you can respect it.”
“Yes, sir!” answered the group behind him. Even if their loyalty was questionable, Jan was convinced they all had their reasons for wanting to take part in this task. Merits, glory, revenge — all of them ensured they wanted to see this mission succeed. Therefore, he was sure they wouldn’t risk doing anything that could cause their mission to go awry.
Jan glanced at each of them, confirming their determination once last time before passing the rosewood box sealing the dark marble to the first amongst their group. Grom, a tall and burly middle-aged man received it with care, using his right hand to open the box and clench the object contained within in a firm grasp.
“It’s cold,” he remarked.
Whether the sensation came from the rising feeling of dread inside him or the marble, the man couldn’t say, but that wouldn’t be enough to dissuade him from going ahead. He had already made his mind.
“It’s time,” said Jan. After taking a step back he faced the eight of them from an equal distance. “We already discussed this once before, our victory now lies on your hands.”
Seven of the eight took turns looking at each other, their heads nodding in a display of mutual understanding before Grom stepped forward. His eyes were fixed on the door of the fortress and what would soon become his personal playground. Feeling the sensation of endless power coming from the object in his hand, he was sure he could achieve his desires, no matter how twisted they may be.
Jan and the rest waited behind him, their demeanor solemn as the middle-aged man channeled his aura into their tool of war. A black glow engulfed the man’s right hand while his eyes took the same color as the eerie light. His energy flowed in a nigh-instinctual manner as a single word left his lips…
“Obey.”




Chapter 22
Turning tides.
The prince looked at the troops marching towards the fortress. Waves of soldiers were removing whatever remained of the barricades, carefully avoiding the pitfalls those in the first and second wave had been ‘generous’ enough to reveal. It opened a clear path for the group carrying the battering rams to advance forward.
Among them was a group of heavily armored soldiers. Unlike those before them, their shields carried a gleam boasting superior quality. It was a clear display of the importance the kingdom placed upon their lives compared to those who had opened their path.
They were a group of elites who served the royal family directly. Their deployment was a miracle given how most of the army had been sent away. Under normal circumstances, they would have been ordered to stay behind protecting the king.
Even the prince was surprised his father had entrusted him with command over them. It was enough to make him slightly nervous about his performance during this battle. Any loss to their numbers would warrant a price he wasn’t able to pay.
Fortunately for him, the charge had been led by those of a disposable nature. After the first few waves of projectiles, the rebels had begun to act far more conservatively with their remaining arrows. So far, none of those elites had been injured. Clearly a sign of the rebels dwindling strength.
Dwindling, however, didn’t mean non-existent.
“Help me!”
“Please, my lord, save us!”
The screams of the injured were ignored as the prince continued ordering the troops forward. As the commander of this army, his place was at the back, safe from most assassination attempts. It was a measure taken specifically to counter Arkus. Even the old commander would have to pay a considerable price to make his way through all these troops. Taking the prince’s life on his own would not be an option.
“It’s time, Johan.”
“Yes, my lord, I’ll get them ready.”
Seeing the death of their companions, some of the surviving soldiers belonging to the first and second wave hesitated, thinking twice about their role in this battle. They were conscripted against their will, after all. The promise of monetary reward was useless to them if they couldn’t return alive.
When a few of them turned around to flee, however, they caught notice of the archers on their own side drawing their bows taut. Following their aim, they quickly realized these arrows weren’t meant to kill their opponents. Instead, they were meant as a deterrence to those who had thoughts of fleeing.
“May Vita have mercy on our souls.”
Dissuaded by the prince’s ruthlessness, the soldiers turned around. They had no option but to keep following the troops carrying the battering rams as they got ready to break into the fortress and kill those they blamed for their own fates. It was the only thing they could do. Misdirected rage was the only coping mechanism available to them at the moment.
“Ruthless brat.”
Watching above the walls, Arkus frowned at what he saw. The prince’s lack of morals was far beyond what he had expected. It further convinced him that joining the rebels had been the right choice to make.
“It’s about time for you to experience despair. It’s a lesson you’ve had coming your way for a long time.”
Arkus knew there was no going back at this point. Those who would have to die for him to achieve his goals had no option but to do so now. Even those in Nyx’s military — his former brothers in arms — were no exception. They had made their choice when they decided to stay back and serve both the prince and his father.
There were still some familiar faces amongst their ranks, yes. People he cared about. But none of them were as important as the fate of the kingdom. As such, much in the way they had decided to stay, he had decided to give up on them.
“I hope it’s all worth it.”
Even now, Arkus could only hope Richard wouldn’t repeat the same mistakes his brother had incurred. Even corruption would be tolerated, so long as the populace was getting by. If push came to shove, however, Arkus wasn’t sure what he himself would be driven to do.
No wonder those bastards from the Church of Death have so many people on their side, thought Arkus. The grim desires surging from the bottom of his heart were feeding a part of himself he usually kept restrained. Only through a clean slate can you ensure a better future.
“Commander,” said one of the soldiers to his side. “We are running low on arrows.”
“Don’t worry,” answered Arkus. “Just keep doing as I say.”
He was already convinced of his own side’s triumph. Hidden behind the gates of this fortress was the most lethal weapon he had ever seen in his life. Not made of iron or steel, but flesh. Even now, he found it unreasonable to think about soldiers who didn’t need food or water. Soldiers who wouldn’t cower from man nor beast. Soldiers who would never fear death.
They were the reason his side had opted not to protect the fortress, allowing the prince and his troops to advance so freely. It was simply a trap. They were drawing them in so their escape would be impossible. Only after Nyx’s army was fully committed to their attack, would they be able to ensure everything ended in one fell swoop.
After several tests, the council had confirmed the undead raised by the black marble were on average at the lower tiers of rank 1. With almost three hundred of them on their side, Arkus and the rest of the council were convinced of what the results of this battle would be. A troop of that standard would be found nowhere outside the mainland. Having eight ‘volunteers’ ready to summon even more of them during the battle was simply the council’s way of insuring their absolute victory.
“In any case, they are about to discover our present.”
Arkus saw the group of elites carrying the siege equipment had finally reached the gates. It was time. They were ready to release their attack on their last blockade.
*Crash!*
Four simultaneous thundering collisions echoed across the battlefield, boosting the morale of the troops on Nyx’s side. The group of elites carrying each battering ram had released the gigantic war machine’s full weight on the gates of the fortress. Even the archers standing on the walls felt the impact of such an attack. Worried, they turned to look at Magnus, who simply waved away their concerns.
“Keep shooting, focus on targeting those at the back.”
“But commander, wouldn’t it be better to kill those closer to us?” asked a less experienced archer.
“Just do as I say,” ordered Arkus, not bothering to explain.
*Crash!*
A second group of hits landed on the gates, revealing more cracks on its surface. With the synchronous attacks of Nyx’s elite force, the gigantic structure had no way to hold any further. It wouldn’t be long until Nyx’s troops attempted to swarm inside the fortress, taking back what originally belonged to them.
“Once more!” ordered the prince, raising his sword in excitement. Seeing his elites endure the volleys of arrows without casualties, he was about to break out in laughter. This victory was coming to his hands far easier than he expected. With this, his name would be forever remembered as a victor.
Only Johan looked concerned about the rebels’ lack of resistance. His years of experience told him there was something sketchy about their tactics in this fight. This didn’t look like something a seasoned commander like Arkus would plan. Not unless it was a trap.
In the past, the rebels had always confronted their troops outside the fortress, using it only as a place to rest and regroup. If not because of the damage his words might cause to the troops’ morale, he would have suggested the prince to be more mindful of his orders. Unfortunately, his hesitation proved him to be too late.
*Crash!*
Before he could say anything, a third wave of hits landed on the damaged gates, breaking them open and sending them crashing into the ground. The resulting impact transmitted a strong vibration through the ground, felt across the battlefield. Along with it, a cloud of dust rose into the air, faintly revealing a massive group of silhouettes hidden behind the door in preparation.
“Was this your plan, Arkus?” taunted the prince. “If you were planning on a melee, you should have sent your troops out to fight from the beginning, it would have saved both of us some time!”
“Insolent brat,” roared Arkus, “I’ve always considered you a fool. Now, you have proved me right!”
Arkus’s thunderous voice ended as the curtain of dust started to settle, unveiling what had been hidden in plain sight. Hundreds of cloaked figures were standing in wait, weapons ready on their hands. Even before the elites had dropped the battering rams they were moving, all of them shot forwards in synchrony, weapons aiming at the throats of their enemies.
*Clang!*
Relying on his instincts, one of Nyx’s soldiers parried the first attack with his shield, readying his other hand to counter. Unfortunately for him, this wasn’t a one-on-one fight. Using the opening, two other cloaked figures assaulted him with their swords, rapidly causing his death.
“Push forward!” ordered the prince, noticing the daze of his troops. From behind his army, he had a view of everything happening ahead of him. If they fought at the funnel created by the door, they would be throwing away their numerical advantage.
“Dammit!” he yelled, looking at a few elites fall. He hadn’t expected the rebel troops to take the initiative. Having their gates destroyed should have affected their morale, causing them to hesitate before launching their assault. That opening should have been enough for his troops to push forward and keep their momentum.
“This doesn’t make sense,” muttered Johan, looking at the prince. “My lord, forgive my lowly self for saying this, but I fear those rebels might have laid a trap. Those troops are a higher calibre than the reports of previous attacks stated.”
“Those idiots were just caught by surprise,” replied the prince, dismissing his subordinate’s concern as he returned his gaze to the battlefield. “We underestimated these bastards’ courage.”
Back on the battlefield, another soldier faced off against one of the cloaked figures. Confident that his armor would be enough to block his opponent’s rusted blade, the man kept running forward.
“Move, maggot!” he roared, unleashing his sword in a vertical cut towards his opponent. “Do not block my path!”
With his attack, the cloaked figure fell to the ground, collapsing as it twitched in a sickening manner. “Garbage,” he muttered, swinging his sword to wipe the excess blood covering its surface. “Who’s next?”
As he looked for his next target, the soldier locked gazes with another cloaked figure. That’s when he noticed it. White eyes devoid of any life and will. That was a look he was far too familiar with, but this was the first time he had seen it in someone ‘alive’.
“What the…”
As the soldier momentarily lost his focus, he felt his instincts warning him about imminent danger. Before he could react, however, a blade attempted to cleave his torso from behind, throwing him into the ground as it skated off his armor. 
Rolling on the floor, he saw the weapon responsible for delivering the attack. It was a rusted blade that seemed to have been exposed to the elements without care. Apparently, the dull edge on its side had saved him from having his armor cut along with his body.
Following the hand holding the weapon, he saw something that made his spine shiver in fear. It was the same look he had seen in the other cloaked soldier, but this time he could see the owner of the gaze. With the hood of his cloak removed, he realized the identity of the one who had delivered that attack.
“Unde—”
Unfortunately for him, he wasn’t going to receive a chance to ponder it any further. The ‘target’ he had previously locked gazes with was now next to him, his blade sinking in his heart. With it, there was no more chance for him to fight back.
Similar scenes were happening simultaneously across the battlefield. Troops on both sides were taking each other’s lives, dwindling away the numbers of the living. The lack of regards for their own integrity made the cloaked troops a ferocious opponent. There was no middle ground with them. Fighting with them would only end in victory or death.
Seeing this, the prince frowned in a pained manner. “Kill those bastards!” he ordered. “Don’t let the lives of your comrades go to waste!”
Slowly, soldiers from the back started replenishing those who fell before them, pushing the line of the fight further into the fortress. As things were, the tide was turning in the prince’s favor. If things continued this way, it would end in his victory.
Perhaps there was still hope for victory.
In the past, the kingdom’s army had never managed to get this far. They were often blocked by the royal family’s lack of commitment and the nobles’ lack of support. The internal divisions of the kingdom had created the perfect ground for the rebels’ expansion. It was the king’s change in attitude along with the Church of Light’s message that had finally gathered all the conditions necessary for the prince to mobilize most of the troops.
“My lord,” said Johan, summoning the prince’s attention back to the battlefield. “What’s that?”
As a butler, he wasn’t someone who had ever been blessed with medical reagents to increase his strength. Given how he had lived a life serving inside the castle instead of adventuring in the world, his senses couldn’t be compared to those of the prince. That, however, meant nothing in the face of experience.
The prince turned to look at what Johan was pointing, noticing a black sheet of fog expanding from the place his troops were towards him. It made him feel a slight sense of discomfort. Almost like his body itself rejected the existence of the miasma forming in the battlefield.
“Magic?” he asked himself in disbelief. Nyx didn’t have any court magicians, but he had witnessed a few wandering mages achieve similarly surprising phenomena. “Since when do the rebels have mages on their ranks?”
Focusing his senses, the prince did his best to look over the battlefield, trying to find the mage responsible for the black fog. Even someone as inexperienced as himself could tell the presence of a spellcaster would spell trouble. Mages were known as the kings of the battlefield for their vast destructive power, and he wasn’t going to just sit around when one was making a move.
Eventually, his gaze landed behind the destroyed gate. There, he noticed a group of almost ten individuals standing together behind the soldiers fighting his troops. There was someone slightly ahead of them on his own with both of his hands raised together, seemingly grasping something in between them.
Pushing his sight to its limits, the prince was able to discern small amounts of the same hazy black fog flowing from his hands. Looking at him, he was almost able to discern his mouth as it moved and spoke a single word: “Arise.”
Almost immediately, a wave of dread hit his mind alongside his body. It was a similar feeling to that he got when looking at the miasma, only a hundred times more intense. It made him want to puke, and to his surprise, it even summoned an instinctual sense of fear. Thoughts about abandoning the battlefield started to build up on his mind. Before long, he had to consciously suppress both of those desires, dry heaving in an undignified manner in their stead.
“Over there,” he said, pointing the way to Johan and the file of archers behind him. “Shower that bastard in arrows!”
His order, however, was ignored.
“I said, kill that bastard!”
“My lord…”
“What!”
Turning to look back, the prince saw Johan and the archers behind him turning a ghastly white. Their hands were trembling and some of them had even dropped their bows. Only Johan barely managed to recover himself, raising his hand to point at the battlefield.
Following Johan’s hand, the prince turned to look at the battlefield instead. There, he slowly found his troops losing ground.
The reason for the turning tides was evident. At the pits dug around the battlefield, at the backlines of his own troops, and even at the fallen gates — everywhere he turned to look, soldiers he had considered dead were now rising to their feet, weapons gripped in rotting clutches as they took over control of the battlefield.
“What in Vita’s name is happening?”




Chapter 23
Hunt.
Every life has an end. Whether an individual manages to make that ending something he can make peace with or not, is something that lies in his own hands. Much in the same way, death on the battlefield mattered more to some than others.
In Zaros’s case, he stared at it all in apathy, watching as arrows rained down upon enemy soldiers and reaped their lives. He had no sympathy for those men, and even less for the one leading them. In fact, if not for his end goal, he would have already stepped forward to accelerate the process.
Seeing them fight so vigorously brought in him the desire to go out and claim their lives for himself, to get even for what he had seen their kind do to the people he cared about. Be it his village or the Town of Sol, Zaros knew the kind of people the nobles and the royal family were. In his mind, those serving them were no better.
However, wish as he may, it wasn’t his turn to step into the battlefield. He had been summoned along with Jan and seven other officers to the back of the gates, commanded to be ready at any time. It was his duty along the other ‘volunteers’ to mobilize the undead once Arkus commanded it.
Like that, Zaros had been able to witness the most gruesome part of this battle without getting his hands dirty. The army of undead commanded by the dark marble had mechanically killed most of the invaders attacking the fortress, eventually pushing them back outside. Only through sheer numbers had Nyx’s army been able to hold for this long.
A game of numbers, however, wasn’t Nyx’s biggest strength at the moment. It was theirs. Once Nyx’s army incapacitated a sufficient amount of the undead, Zaros had heard Jan give his group an order.
“Ok, it’s time. Channel your energy inside the marble and raise more from the corpses in the battlefield. Let them learn the true meaning of despair.”
Zaros witnessed as the burly man holding the gem did as told, raising his hand as an endless stream of miasma flowed towards the entrance of the fortress. There, numerous corpses from both sides started absorbing the grey fog into their bodies, slowly standing up as they joined the other undead in battle.
Disgusting, he thought to himself. As much as he hated those on Nyx’s side, Zaros knew those on the rebel’s side were not any better. Robbing people of the peace of their death to achieve their goals was something he considered truly deplorable. It painted them just as badly as the group from the Church of Death he had previously met.
The only thing keeping him from trying to stop them was Amro’s instructions to wait for a better opportunity. After all, stealing the gem in the middle of the fortress guarded by Arkus and hundreds of troops was easier said than done.
It won’t be long...
Eventually, Zaros’s thoughts were interrupted as the man holding the marble collapsed into the ground. Fortunately for him, two of the other officers standing with them were able to catch him time. That being said, they were probably more worried about losing the gem than ensuring his integrity.
“Good,” muttered Jan. “I counted a little over eighty. Let’s see how many the rest of you can manage to raise before collapsing of exhaustion. Next!”
A sinister smile had appeared on the old strategist’s face, causing Zaros to frown in disgust. Unlike the officers next to him, Zaros knew the meaning hidden behind that expression. Amro had already told him the cost of using the marble that the council had hidden from them.
“You should just enjoy the show, boy,” said Amro, noticing the mood of his partner. “I promise you he will be dealt with when time comes.”
“I understand,” replied Zaros. “I’ll hold you to that promise.”
“Have I ever failed you?”
As Zaros was holding his conversation with Amro, a woman stepped forward. She was second in line according to the order they had decided upon the day before. Without caring for the burly man’s wellbeing, she stepped on his wrist, causing him to open his hand as she grabbed the marble held within.
“My turn,” she said, excitedly looking at the massacre happening ahead of their group. “You better not let me touch the ground if I faint.”
“Hurry up!” ordered Jan. “We have no time for idle chatter.”
The woman turned around, dismissing Jan’s concerns with a snort. Immediately, she raised her hands as she channeled her energy into the marble and repeated the word spoken by the man before her: “Arise.”
According to what Jan and Arkus had told them, simple commands like those helped with the use of the object.
More of the dark miasma flowed from her hand, moving towards the battle now happening outside the gates. Lacking corpses to fully consume it, the fog spread further along the battlefield, entering the pits where Morgan and the troops stationed in the fortress had hidden the bodies from previous encounters against Nyx’s troops.
The effect was almost immediate. The cacophony of grunts and screams in the battlefield rose by an order of magnitude along with her words.
“Next!” ordered Jan, noticing the woman holding the gem swaying from side to side.
“Don’t you dare!” retorted the woman, falling to her knees. “I can still continue.”
For her, this was a matter of pride. As an officer, if she failed to reach the standard set by the one before her, she would become an object of mockery.
“Whatever,” said Jan, shrugging as he prepared to let her have her way. She was dead either way. “Wait for her to kiss the ground, then whoever is next can take over.”
Foolish, thought Amro. The damage on her soul is severe enough. If she continues, she won’t even get a chance to reincarnate.
However, before she could continue, one of the officers standing next to Zaros stepped forward. With a hit from the side of his palm, he quickly made the woman pass out. His impatience was made obvious as he stated his intent.
“We have no time to waste,” he said, taking the gem from her hands. “It’s my turn.”
Truly a group of fools, thought Amro, laughing to himself.
“Don’t worry, kid,” said a man next to Zaros. “We will leave some scraps for you.”
Zaros turned to look at the man, causing chills to climb down his spine. For a moment, the man could’ve sword he saw a pair of fully black eyes looking at him with disdain. After blinking a few times, however, he only saw a pair of amber eyes in their stead.
I must be imagining things, he thought.
✽✽✽
 
“My lord, I must insist. We have to escape while we still have time.”
“Shut it, Johan! I won’t be known as a coward who runs away from the battlefield. You can run if you want, I’ll deal with you once I return victorious to the kingdom.”
“My lord, please. You can’t be this blind. Those rebels have allied themselves with the Church of Death. We need to go report this to the churches in the capital. It won’t be too late to come back and stop them with their support.”
*Slap!*
“I told you to shut it!”
Standing at the back of the battlefield, Nyx’s prince was pushing his brain to his limits. In a matter of minutes, the battle had changed for the worse. Following the black fog that had spread out from the fortress, several dead soldiers from both sides had sprung back to life.
Think! What can I do?
Seeing his soldiers losing ground, the prince knew he was running low on time. So far, the black fog hadn’t shown any signs of dissipating. Every soldier he lost added another to his opponents’ side. To make things worse, the archers on the walls had always focused on his backline. With undead aberrations rising from every lost soldier, his troops were now trapped in the middle of two undying forces.
He already knew what the right choice was. If he didn’t order a retreat, it wouldn’t be long before they reached the point of no return. If that happened, all his soldiers would be turned into loyal troops for his opponents.
“My lord, there is no time, please…”
“Damn it!” said the prince, reaching a decision. “I’ll make sure these bastards pay for using underhanded means.”
“My lord, are you saying…”
“Yes, Johan, order our retreat.”
As much as he tried, the prince could see no way to win this battle. Trying to conserve the last remaining bits of his pride, he placed the disgrace of ordering the retreat onto his subordinate.
“Retreat!” roared Johan, turning his own horse around. Ever since he had first seen the black fog, something inside of him had been consistently telling him to run. It was as if his very soul dreaded being turned into one of those creatures.
Echoing the old butler, the archers standing next to him shouted the order as well. The sooner the troops moved back, the faster they would all escape from this nightmare.
✽✽✽
 
Arkus stood still on the walls with Morgan to his side. A sneer was tugging at the corners of his lips, displaying the schadenfreude he felt for the prince and his troops. As he watched them struggle, he finally broke into laughter.
“Do you see this, Morgan?” he asked. “We haven’t deployed a single soldier and they’re already at the end of their ropes.”
“Surprising, indeed,” answered the crimson-eyed officer. “Should we prepare the troops to give chase? Even someone as arrogant as the prince will realize he has no choice but to escape.”
“Do you think it’s necessary?” mocked Arkus. “Look at them, they’re losing tens of soldiers every second. The prince and his father are worthless without them to intimidate those they’re against.”
“I do think it’s necessary,” said Morgan, trying to help Arkus see reason. “If we capture the prince, we will have a strong diplomatic tool at our disposal. You don’t intend to barge into the capital with this horde of undead, do you?”
“Damn it,” said Arkus, realizing his old friend had a point. Commanding the death of thousands had sparked the bloodlust he kept hidden from outsiders. “You’re right, I’m not entirely sure Richard wants to start his new rule like that.”
Immediately, he walked to an archer an extended his hand. “Pass that on to me.”
Pulling the string on the bow a couple times, Arkus smiled. “This should be enough,” he said. Immediately, he pulled the bow taut and aimed it towards the prince’s direction.
“You should probably avoid taking his life,” reminded Morgan. “We can’t do diplomacy with a dead man.”
“Have you not seen what we’re doing below these walls?” mocked Arkus.
“Fair enough,” conceded Morgan. “He’s more useful alive, though.”
“Just get some troops ready to retrieve him,” said Arkus. “I never miss.”
Nodding his head, Morgan jumped back down from the walls, ready to command his own men into the fray. Most of the rebel soldiers had been waiting behind the walls since the battle had begun, ready to be deployed. They had been promised they wouldn’t need to risk their lives so long as one of the undead soldiers remained alive. As such, they had been able to witness the massacre in their favor ever since the door to the fortress had fallen.
As Morgan hit the ground, he heard a faint call for retreat from beyond the walls. Not a second after that, the sound of a string snapping overwhelmed his hearing. That was probably Arkus.
“Holy Vita,” he said, recalling past training exercises. “That brute keeps overdoing it.”
Not losing another moment, Morgan made his way to where the troops were stationed. He was not afraid the prince would be taken away. Instead, he was afraid Arkus would be unable to control his own strength and commit a blunder because of it.
With quick steps that belied his age, he arrived where the cavalry were stationed. There, fifty men sat ready on their horses. So far, there had been no need for them to participate in the battle. His orders, however, were about to change that.
“Cavalry!” he called, turning the eyes from the horse-riders to himself. “We have a mission from the captain.”
“Yes, sir!” they saluted, ready to comply.
With a savage smile, Morgan mounted his horse. “We’re heading out for a hunt.”




Chapter 24
Excuses.
“What do you mean you missed?” asked Richard.
“I just missed,” repeated Arkus, shrugging his shoulders. “The bow snapped.”
“I’ve seen you shoot,” said Nolan, raising his brows in doubt. “You never miss.”
“Well, I did this time,” replied Arkus, slamming his hands into the table. “You got a problem with that?”
“What if I—”
Opening her fan to cool herself, Katherine interrupted their conversation. “Calm down, boys. There’s no changing anything now.”
Deep inside the command tent, the council was convening a meeting. Just an hour ago, they had won their first major victory against the kingdom. They had forced their enemy forces to retreat, allowing no more than a hundred of them return alive. In the midst of it all, Arkus had aimed for the prince with his bow, failing to hit his target.
“I just don’t get how he can confuse the prince with an old bag of bones. What use do we even have for a butler?” questioned Nolan, defiantly standing up to Arkus. Despite the difference in their strength, he was not someone to shy away from a fight.
“Well, it’s not a complete loss,” said Richard, sighing in defeat. “We can torture the old man on our way to the kingdom. A castle’s staff is always the most informed about its state, so it’s very likely he knows at least one thing that can be of use. How are the preparations for departure, anyway?”
“Almost done,” confirmed Jan. “We didn’t lose any men when giving chase to the prince, so there was very little to prepare. The injured will stay behind. In any case, everything is ready. I had already accounted for our victory.”
“Good,” said Richard, nodding his head. “How about our ‘volunteers’ then? How many of them do we have left?”
“Five down, three to go,” said Jan. “We already sent them to the infirmary. Nobody will even realize they’re missing.”
“What about the young man?” asked Katherine. “Is he okay?”
“He’s still alive,” answered Jan, rubbing the stubble of his beard. “I ordered him to go and guard the butler we captured in the prince’s place in the meantime. We should probably check on them, by the way.”
“Good,” muttered Katherine, placing her fan on her mouth. “I hope he can stay alive until the end.”
✽✽✽
 
Inside a dark, humid dungeon, Zaros stood facing a single prisoner. The old man in front of him had a severe wound in his leg, something Zaros could tell was caused by the piercing effect of an arrow. The old man’s face, however, didn’t reflect any pain. Instead, it expressed an endless amount of relief, like he had accomplished his life’s goal.
Placing a tray with food down on the floor, Zaros sat down in front of the cell, looking at the old man in earnest. Before long, the old man returned his look, smiling as a simple laugh left his lips. 
“What is it, boy? Aren’t you a bit too young to be here?”
“I was thinking the exact opposite about you,” answered Zaros. “Aren’t you a tad too old to be our only prisoner?”
“Fair enough,” answered the captive. “What’s so interesting about me, anyway?”
“I’m just wondering how someone who works for the royal family can look at peace,” answered Zaros, not feeling the need to hold anything back. “Just now, you looked like you had accepted your own death.”
“Are you the one they sent to deliver it?”
Zaros shook his head from side to side before replying with a question of his own, “Would I be carrying a tray with food if that was the case?”
“I guess you’re right,” admitted the man. “You can call me Johan, by the way.”
“Zaros.”
“So, Zaros, what do you expect to earn from this conversation? If you’re not here to torture or kill me, I don’t see what you can earn out of speaking with me.”
“Peace,” replied Zaros. “Like I said before, I want to understand the logic in your mind.”
“And how I manage to live with myself?” added Johan.
“Exactly.”
“I take it you’re some kind of orphan, aren’t you?”
“I am,” said Zaros, not bothering to hide anything. “How is that of importance?”
“Well, so am I,” explained Johan, looking into Zaros’s eyes. “I know that look of rage and desire. I used to have it as well.”
“What changed?” 
“I found solace through those you and your rebellious comrades oppose. The royal family took me in and trained me as their servant. They fed me, housed me, and offered me an identity — a family. They made me who I am today.”
“Was that enough to earn your sympathy?” retorted Zaros. “Is your life worth that little?”
“No,” answered the butler, tightening the bandages around his leg. “I just wanted to illustrate that the members of the royal family aren't as bad as you seem to think they are.”
“They enslave others for their benefit and murder anyone who opposes them. They tax the villages to starvation and abandon those who serve them once they’re no longer useful. Do you really intend to tell me they aren’t as bad as I think they are?”
“What about the regular citizens then?” asked Johan. “They fight, rob, murder, and rape each other on a daily basis. Are they not worse?”
“Perhaps,” said Zaros, looking at Johan’s wound. “But I’ve also seen them fight and risk their lives to protect each other. They have kindness within them. The conditions just aren’t fit for them to behave in such a way.”
“Anyone can be kind in good times,” replied Johan. “In any case, how is the royal family any different? Isn’t this stupid war their attempt to protect ensure their family’s safety? It’s just the scale that’s different. The intent behind their actions is all the same as those you wish to defend.”
Zaros sighed, realizing the butler had a point.
“The only difference is strength,” continued Johan. “Those with power are the ones capable of defining what’s right and wrong. Take now, for example. With this victory, I’m sure your side is confident of establishing a new rule.”
“They probably are,” admitted Zaros, recalling the nature of those he had met in the rebel forces. Most of them were not doing this out of kindness or indignation. They had the intentions to propel themselves to power with their victory.
“Do you think they will magically make everything okay?” asked Johan. “No, it will be exactly the same. Taxes? Slavery? Regardless of what it is, it will all remain the same.”
“That still doesn’t explain how you’re so calm,” noted Zaros, changing the topic back to its original course.
“Have you not listened to me all this time?” asked Johan. “It’s not about others, it never is.”
Zaros’s silence prompted the man to continue, “I lived with my own goals, and I did everything I could to achieve them. I am at peace with myself. All that is left for me is to await my ending.”
“What goals?” asked Zaros.
“I returned the favor the old king granted me. He gave me a chance at life along with a purpose, so I simply used it to protect his descendants to the best of my ability. That was my own choice and I stand by it.”
“I can respect that,” said Zaros. “It’s not a path I can follow, however.”
“You’re still thinking about others,” noted Johan. “Your life is yours alone, boy, and so are your choices. Only you can decide which path you want to take and what you want to do as you travel it. Want to feel at peace? Then go your own way and stand by your choices.”
“Even if that path leads me to take your king’s life with my own hands?” asked Zaros.
“Yes,” admitted Johan, looking at Zaros with schadenfreude in his eyes. “However, I don’t think you will be able to. Knowing him, he will escape before you all arrive. And even if he doesn’t, his life is sure to be claimed by someone else. Someone who’s not as young as you.”
“I’ll find a way,” answered Zaros, standing back up to his feet.
“If you do,” continued Johan, “I hope you do it for the right reasons.”
“Why would I need to?” asked Zaros. There was a new spark of understanding in his eyes, causing him to look at the prisoner with both appreciation and pity. “Didn’t you just say it? I can go my own way as long as I have the strength to do it.”
“You got me there,” admitted Johan, barely laughing before coughing some blood. “How about you do me a big one then?”
“What?”
“Mind passing that food on to me? I would love to have a warm meal before your bosses come over here. It might just give me the strength to vomit over the bastards once they try to torture some answers out of me.”
Zaros laughed, passing the tray on to the shackled Johan. “Thanks, old man.”
“Good luck, youngster. Don’t get yourself killed. It wouldn’t be fun if you died while behaving as arrogant as the members of the family you despise so much.”
Zaros turned around, ready to leave. Originally, he had only been ordered to guard the prisoner, bringing him some food was a choice of his own. “May I ask a last question?”
“Shoot,” said Johan, taking a gulp of the soup that lay on the tray.
“Do you know the reason behind the royal family’s order to attack the villages in the forest?”
“So you’re aware,” muttered Johan, gulping the soup in his mouth. Facing this question, he looked a little more pensive than before. “I’m not going to ask how you know it was them, but yes, I was there when they made the decision. They reasoned it was the best option available to them at the time.”
Zaros stood still, awaiting Johan to continue.
“As a matter of fact, it was my lord’s idea. The prince realized the rebel forces had grown too strong, and thus, when we were faced with the need to take your lands, he reasoned it would be easier to kill you all than risking a second rebellion in the south.”
Zaros nodded his head in silence, not asking any more questions. Like that, he left the dungeon, climbing the stairs back to ground level. There was no way for a wounded old man like him to escape, anyway. Amro had already confirmed he was not someone who would pose any threat.
“May I know why you decided to poison him?” asked Amro. “I have no issue giving you what I had left, but I thought you were hesitating when you didn’t give him his meal in the beginning.”
“I changed my mind halfway through,” answered Zaros. “He said he would stand by his choices with no regrets. My choice to kill him was simply a result of his own.”
“Interesting,” noted Amro. “So, boy, are you as willing as him to shoulder the consequences of your choices?”
“I am,” said Zaros. “All I need is to keep getting stronger, so I’m always able to pay the price.”
“You are truly amusing at times,” replied Amro, thinking of a particular debt the boy had accrued with himself. “I’ll enjoying watching you try.”
As Zaros opened the door to the outside world and exited the building, he was met by Katherine and Jan, both of whom were looking at him with different expressions. Jan, on one hand, was looking at him with the same devious smile as always. It was a look Zaros had seen before in merchants who were trying to scam his fellow villagers. Katherine, on the other, was looking at him with pity. It was obvious there were a myriad of things she wanted to say but was holding back.
“So, boy, did the prisoner say anything?” asked Jan. “You were an awful lot of time inside there.”
“A few curses to our cause,” lied Zaros, shrugging his arms. “I brought him some food so he would shut up.”
“Ho, ho,” laughed Jan. “You’re being awfully kind to the enemy, aren’t you?”
“Just being respectful of my elders,” replied Zaros, glancing quickly towards Jan’s white, balding hair and stubble.
Jan frowned, realizing the subtle mockery he had just been subjected to. Katherine’s crescent eyes confirmed it wasn’t him overthinking things.
“Go feed the horses then,” ordered Jan. “Enough dallying.”
“Sure thing,” said Zaros, shrugging his shoulders on the way out. He already knew the old man wouldn’t do anything to him. His worth as a sacrifice was too big for them to discard so easily.
“Tch, arrogant brat,” said Jan, watching Zaros leave.
“Not any more so than you,” noted Katherine, cooling herself off with her fan. “What do you have against him, anyway?”
“I don’t like his eyes,” explained Jan. “What right does he think he has to pity me?”
“You are awfully judgmental at times,” said Katherine. “In my opinion, he is a good kid. Truly a shame you and Richard decided to include him as part of the sacrifices.”
“Volunteers,” retorted Jan. “Regardless, you agreed to this plan just as much as both of us.”
“It’s not something I’m proud about,” admitted Katherine.
“Let’s get moving,” said Jan. “We have many things to do and I want to confirm a few things before dusk. We can’t give the kingdom more than a day to prepare. Perhaps, if we hurry enough, we might be able to stop everything without much bloodshed.”
“Since when do you care about bloodshed,” replied Katherine, entering inside the building and holding the door open for Jan. “From military strategist to someone who was willing to use an artifact coming from the Church of Death. Your hands have always been dirty. Perhaps, if you hadn’t involved yourself in all of this, your daughter would still be...”
*Slap!*
“Don’t you dare mention her, you whore,” warned Jan, turning around to stalk towards her. “The only reason you’re still in the council is out of respect for your dead husband. You know as well as I do everything you have can be taken away, don’t forget that.”
Katherine raised her head, placing her hand over the cheek where Jan’s blow had landed. Her eyes stared daggers at Jan as she watched him climb down the stairs, thinking of all the things she could do to get her payback. She didn’t know what had compelled her to call out the old man on his hypocrisy, but she suspected it had something to do with her increasing discontent with the council’s actions.
“Are you coming or not?” asked Jan. “We’re on a schedule here.”
“Fine,” said Katherine, walking towards the stairs. It still wasn’t time yet.




Chapter 25
Damned.
Having escaped the rebels’ chase, Nyx’s prince felt exhausted. Nothing had gone like he planned. Only a small group of his soldiers had managed to escape, totaling a death count in the thousands. Even his elite guard had been completely decimated, all chances of their survival extinguished by the hordes of undead stopping their withdrawal.
It was over for him.
Even if he managed to convince the churches back in the capital of the rebels alliance with the infamous Church of Death, his future was equally doomed. Once everything was over, the nobles wouldn’t lose the chance to remove him and his family from power. They would take everything away for themselves. With most of the kingdom’s military might gone, he knew he had no choice but to give up the throne. That was, of course, if his father didn’t deal with him before the nobles did.
“Damn it all!”
It was the worst result possible. Even his loyal butler — someone who had raised him in his father’s stead — had sacrificed himself to enable his escape. The prince knew the silly old man was shrewd in his own ways, but he had to recognize even Johan wouldn’t fare well in the rebels’ hands. There were plenty of factions among their ranks who would love to cause a loyalist harm.
Therefore, it was normal for him to assume he would get a break. At least before he arrived into the kingdom’s capital, everything should have been somewhat uneventful. Oh, how wrong he was. Before he knew it, he was faced with a new threat.
Armed and disciplined, a new group had encircled his troops, looking at them with uncanny amounts of attention. The fact that they were dressed in white, luxurious clothes did nothing to lessen the disingenuous look of their smiles. Those were expressions the prince had seen before in sleazy nobles. Nothing good would come out of this.
“We meet for the first time, your highness,” said an old man riding atop his horse. He was the worse of the lot, his expression ten times brighter than those of the men behind him. If not for encountering him under these conditions, the prince might have suspected the man really had good intentions towards him and his party.
But as of right now, he knew better.
“Who are you people?” asked the prince, his voice full of wariness.
“Just a few lowly servants sent to enact the will of the Lady of Light,” replied the old man. “I myself am just a simple cardinal, here on my way to speak with your father, the king.”
Hearing this answer, the prince grew furious. In his mind, the Church of Light was responsible for the failure behind his latest clash with the rebels. The ‘secret’ reports they had shared with his father had interestingly omitted the latest addition to the rebels army. It was far too coincidental not to be premeditated.
The knowledge of what had happened in the neighboring country of Ionia was enough for him to hold on to the belief that it was a dark ploy crafted by the church. As far as he knew, nothing good had ever come of any organization associating with them. Much less when it came to royals like himself. It was a basic principle that both wanted every bit of political power for themselves.
“You bastards, you knew all along!” roared the prince.
“I’m afraid I don’t understand what you’re trying to say,” replied the cardinal, calmly smirking in obvious mockery. “We’re just here because we want you to help us have an audience with your father.”
“Do I have a choice?” asked the prince, glancing at the few dozen troops he still had left. Most of them were mildly injured, yes, but they could still put on a fight if threatened into a corner.
“Of course you do,” said the cardinal, looking at the squad of paladins and priests surrounding the prince. “However, I would suggest you reconsider. It doesn’t take a genius to see what the result would be.”
Time stood still. Tension was visibly accumulating as most of the prince’s men started sweating in preparation for a fight. They thought they had been fortunate enough to survive the raid on the fortress, but this day just kept getting worse. If only their arrogant master managed to hold his temper for once...
“Very well,” said the prince, taking everyone by surprise. His shoulders were slumped in frustration, a clear sign of how much he hated taking this decision. “I’ll follow you on the way back. Therefore, I’d like you to answer one thing with honesty. What is it that you wish to accomplish with all of this?”
“We only wish to bring our lady’s glory into your kingdom,” spoke the cardinal, his tone filled with righteous zealotry. “Now, if you may.”
“Of course,” answered the prince, gritting his teeth. “Lead the way.”
Before long, the prince’s entourage was surrounded by paladins, leaving him on his own next to the cardinal, an old man, and a young girl. Riding their horses, they continued to make their way towards the capital, this time with a little less haste. Something both parties agreed was for the best.
Normally, traveling from the northern front to the capital would take a little over two days. Being part of a group filled with priests and paladins, however, was bound to make that much shorter. If anything, such a team was more threatening because of their healing capabilities than their ability at combat.
“So,” said the prince, breaking the silence that had overtaken their group, “now that you’ve got me under your thumb, do you plan to tell me the truth?”
The cardinal smiled, his expression one of piety and mercifulness. He looked energetic and cheerful, a stern contrast to both the old man and the girl riding next to him. “But I do speak the truth, your highness. What else do you want me to say?”
“Mere sophistry,” replied the prince. “Don’t pretend I’m not a hostage.”
“I would do no such thing,” said the cardinal, shaking his head. “You’re a valuable guide. Seeing the state you and your men are in, I simply wished to conduct an exchange of mutual help. You offer us unimpeded passage at the gates of your kingdom and we offer you protection from the dangers of the wilderness in exchange. We wouldn’t want something bad happening to you, would we?”
Lies, thought the prince. If you really wanted that, you would order your group to heal us before we advanced any further.
“Still,” continued the cardinal, “I guess I can go into a little more detail about what I intend to discuss with your father.”
“I’m all ears,” answered the prince. Even if the cardinal spoke in the form of riddles and excuses,  the prince knew he could very well manage to learn something of interest. At this point in time, he would welcome anything with the remote chance of saving him from his fate.
“Very well. It does relate to your kingdom’s safety after all.”
The prince didn’t say anything, simply remaining quiet as he patted his exhausted horse to keep up with the cardinal’s.
“We previously sent you your nation some information regarding the rebels in the northern part of your lands. I’m afraid there was something we overlooked, however. And from the look of things, it seems you already know what I mean.”
“The Church of Death…” muttered the prince, his tone glazed with both killing intent and resignation.
“Indeed,” answered the cardinal, his smile growing even wider as he looked at the prince’s troops in the back. “So sad that we didn’t make it in time.”
Bullshit, thought the prince. He was doing as much as he could to control himself from going berserk. Power legitimized the authority of its wielder. Even if the cardinal decided to lie or mock him through his teeth, the prince had no way of going against the man at this time. Thus, it was in his best interest for them to share a common enemy.
“We’re here to make up for our mistake, nonetheless,” said the cardinal, easily dismissing any concern over the prince and his troops.
With an answer already in his mind, the prince asked, “And how exactly do you pretend to do that?”
“By offering our full support, of course,” answered the cardinal, an aura of virtue radiating around him. “Troops, blessings, holy water — you name it. Anything your kingdom needs, we’ll provide in this time of need. Of course, we’ll need to negotiate some concessions with your father in order to do that.”
*Hmpf*
Surprisingly, it wasn’t the prince who snorted. Instead, it was the old man riding next to the cardinal. He had been quiet so far, seemingly tired enough to dismiss every lie the old zealot had been busy weaving. Before such a display of blatant deception, all of his attention had been focused on the young girl riding next to them, something the prince had earlier on dismissed as part of the church’s usual strangeness.
“Forgive my friend here,” noted the cardinal, the cheerfulness in his charade fading slightly. “He’s been a little grumpy as of late. Don’t worry, though, I’m sure he will behave for the remainder of our trip. Won’t you, Magnus?”
Taking a moment to recall where he had heard the name, the prince quickly reacted, “Magnus! Do you mean the old man who led Ionia’s mage division before its fall?”
“The one and only,” answered the cardinal, a smug smile tugging at his lips. “He’s now a loyal servant of our church. That being said, I would appreciate it if you didn’t refer to the theocracy’s founding under those terms.”
“Of course,” replied the prince, his voice turning a little more prudent. As much as he hated the cardinal and his sophistry, he had never feared the man as much as at this very moment. Before this, he had just behaved according to what the situation demanded. Especially so given the state both he and his troops were currently in.
Everything changed with Magnus’s presence, however.
He was single-handedly responsible for stalling Nyx’s expansion for decades. Before the strange events that had led to Nyx’s downfall, Magnus’s continued existence was the biggest threat to every member of the royal family. Rumors had it he was far more dangerous than Arkus, for he had received special instruction by mages from the mainland.
Thus, it was greatly shocking for the prince to see the man in this condition. He barely looked alive. A mere husk remained of the legend that had once terrorized these lands. If he was truly serving the church, then that meant that the cardinal…
No, thought the prince. I’d better stop that line of thought.
He had too much to lose by falling into despair. For now, it was in his best interest to remain cold and rational, looking for any opportunity that might present himself. If he had proved to be good at anything, it was surviving.
In that way, their talks continued for the entire night. Contrary to what the prince expected, the church’s troops only had to take one stop. Even then, they only took a short while to take a quick nap. Healing spells, apparently, had a wider range of uses than he was aware of.
Because of that, they managed to shorten the trip back to Nyx’s capital to only one day. From the distance, their entourage was finally able to catch a glimpse of the city, the tall walls blocking them from scanning whatever was hidden by the insides. Still, the view of their home was enough to bring relief to the prince and his few surviving followers.
We’re finally here, thought the prince. Even if most of his soldiers were considerably spent — as they had not been included in the list of targets that required healing by the priests — he was still comforted by the safety of his own home. That is, of course, as long as the cardinal and his troops really had come under the intentions of conducting diplomacy.
“Such a cute town,” noted the cardinal, breaking away the prince from his line of thought. “It reminds me of the theocracy in its earlier stages, when we were demolishing everything to restructure the city.”
“Town?” questioned the prince. That was an order of magnitude smaller than what his city represented. If not for the other party’s strength, he would have been considerably offended.
“Ah, forgive me,” noted the cardinal, curtsying in a fake apology. “I’m still used to the scale of things in the mainland. Your kingdom’s capital, as one may say, is still a tad too small to deserve the name of a city back where I am from.”
“There are thousands living here,” retorted the prince. “Not even your theocracy would be big enough to call a city under that scale.”
“Not now,” admitted the cardinal. “But the way things are going, our population will reach that point in less than a decade.”
“How is that possible?” asked the prince, momentarily losing control over his expression. Ever since some unknown event in years past, a great wave of hardships had struck his country. Crops didn’t grow as planned, plagues invaded more often, and resources had all in all become harder to acquire. How then was it sustainable for his neighbor’s population to have a steady increase?
“Ah, I keep forgetting your kingdom is a bit of a…”
“Wasteland?” offered Erin, her gaze not moving away from her book. Even while riding her horse, her gaze was planted on whatever literature was in her hand.
“Yes, that’s the word,” said the cardinal. “Thank you, child.”
Angered by the description, the prince shot a look at the blonde girl riding close to him and the cardinal. Magnus’s infuriated gaze turning in his direction, however, forced his gaze away less than a second later.
“Anyway,” continued the cardinal, “it’s normal for things to be that way. Perhaps you aren’t aware, given how far we’re from true civilization, but a god’s personal blessing can really make a difference when it comes to developing a nation.”
“I see,” said the prince, not really knowing how to interpret that information. Was his kingdom really that lacking? Had his ancestors been wrong to choose a secular path for their nation?
Gleeful at how effective his words were being, the cardinal continued, “Back in the mainland, most kingdoms throw most of their faith in the way of one or two deities. This corner of the continent, however, abandoned that tradition long ago. Because of that, no god has ever taken interest of expanding their influence here.”
“What about your god, then?” asked the prince. The cardinal’s words had given him an idea of what it was they were after. If their goal was faith and not authority, then perhaps he could convince his father to lay some concessions for them.
“Goddess,” corrected the cardinal. “The Lady of Light is a merciful one. Seeing the difficult times this land is going through, she sent me here to spread her message and turn you away from your loathsome path. Perhaps, if you put in some effort, you all will be able to change your fate.”
“Perhaps,” said the prince, not really wanting to continue that line of thought until he could speak with his father. Right now, he felt an endless sense of unease. For some reason, ever since their group had approached the gates, an eerie feeling had started crawling down his spine. For the first time in his life, the entrance to his kingdom gave him the feeling that he was crossing the gates of hell.
It must be my nerves getting the best of me, thought the prince. Why are the gates empty to begin with?
“Did you perhaps send all of your guards to join the attack on the rebels?” mocked the cardinal, seemingly thinking about the same issue. There was a glint of derision in his eyes as he looked at the empty gates. “I didn’t think the situation of your kingdom would be this bad.”
“No, there should still be enough people to take care of the inner city,” said the prince, patting his horse to advance forward as he looked back to the own curious eyes of his men. They were probably wondering the same. “At the very least, there should be enough personnel for someone to be stationed in the gates.”
“Good,” said the cardinal, his expression shifting into one of wariness. “It’s in your best interest not to try anything stupid at this point in time.”
It was the first time since they started riding together the prince had seen the old man drop his facade. It appeared even he was wary for some reason.
“It’s awfully quiet for a city,” noted Magnus, his eyes looking around as he crossed the gates towards the insides of the city. “Why did nobody stop a convoy as big as ours?”
“Why indeed…” muttered someone leaning against the city walls. He had somehow managed to escape both Magnus and the cardinal’s senses, much less those of their entourage. Only upon hearing his voice was his presence revealed.
Alerted by him, the group immediately turned around, facing the stranger ahead of them with looks full of wariness. As they did, they momentarily noticed the surface of the walls he was laying against. Impressive strokes of dried blood formed several glyphs extending across most of the walls’ rocky surface, all of them forming an arcane-looking inscription that inspired rejection from the very depth of their souls.
It was in this situation that a stray thought crossed the prince’s mind: Are these the warding schemes father ordered those merchants to set? Somehow, he felt himself losing control of his thoughts, the hostility he held towards the church and the random newcomer vanishing alongside his cognitive abilities.
If not for the following shout, he might have never awakened.
“Heretic!” roared the cardinal, a wave of light spreading with him as the center. The amiable smile he had always displayed was now gone, replaced by the face of a raging asura. “You dare to try an attack on my subordinates’ souls? They belong to no one but my goddess. You deserve death!”
“And I willfully welcome it,” said the man, opening his arms wide as he walked out of the wall’s shadow, revealing himself. He was tall and pale, black curls of thick hair falling down his face. He was dressed exquisitely, resembling a noble out for a dinner party. That is, of course, if one decided to ignore how ill-fitting the clothes were for him. Short for his legs, and far too big on the waist, they were something any onlooker would be able to tell had never belonged to him to begin with.
It was at this time that Magnus’s gaze finally moved away from the walls, his right hand forming several motions as he hurried to place his left over Erin’s back.
“Not so fast,” said the curly-haired man, his hand representing his intent to stop Magnus. “We can’t let you leave now that you’ve seen this.”
Immediately, Magnus felt a clot of blood form in his throat, sending a spear of crimson out of his mouth and into the dirt below. His opponent had apparently figured out what he wanted to do, disrupting his teleportation spell by scattering the mana he was gathering from the surroundings. It was something that made his brow grow further together, the realization of his suspicions coming true.
“Normally, I wouldn’t go against you so openly,” said the ill-fitted man. “Would be a waste not to do so since you stumbled upon us here, though. Consider it payback.”
“What is he talking about?” asked the cardinal. Old as he was, he could feel the formation inscribed in the wall tugging at his very soul. He didn’t recognize most of the sigils therein contained, but some of them were still familiar to him. They were commonly included in rituals and seals that involved the soul. Much like the one Erin had taken in order to be granted this mission.
The fact that he now felt threatened by them, however, was anything but good.
“The Church of Death,” muttered Magnus, slowly wiping the blood on the corner of his mouth. As someone from outside the clergy, he had been able to delve into forbidden knowledge far more extensively than the cardinal. Still, it wasn’t the formation on the wall which had revealed the man’s identity. No, Magnus had met him once before.
“He’s an apostle…”
Immediately, the looks of the cardinal and the clergy next to Magnus widened in surprise. They had felt something was off in the man confronting them, but it never crossed their mind he was a member of that organization. Ever since they had entered the city, something had been dulling their minds, impeding them from noticing anything special in the man before them. Thus, it wasn't until Magnus pointed it out that they realized the gravity of the situation.
“Kill him!” ordered the cardinal, no longer hesitating on how to act. “I’ll hold him back if he tries to do another attack on your souls.”
“Yes, sir!” replied both the paladins and priests, immediately dismounting as they approached the man. Horses, just like other common animals, were usually weak when it came to fights involving their minds or their souls. It was in their best interest to fight with the apostle without them getting in the way.
“I’m afraid it’s not me you’ll have to go against,” said the ill-fashioned man. Even when faced with a middle-sized team of paladins, there was no fear at all in his face. “We had been pondering how to take our experiment to the next level, so I guess it’s fortunate that you arrived. I’m sure you will be great practice for our new toys.”
Confused by his comment, some paladins turned around, carefully taking in their surroundings as they started to encircle their target. Only then did they notice they were no longer alone. The streets that had been empty as they entered the city were now beginning to fill to the brim with people, an endless stream of individuals wearing civilian clothes constantly walking out of the city’s buildings.
Before they could properly prepare, most of the city’s alleys were filled with them. People walking with a broken gait. Men and women whose eyes were completely blank. Civilians who were now raising their hands against the church, the prince, and even their men as if they were the worse deviants amongst criminals.
*Sigh*
Magnus was the first to realize what they were, and therefore, who it was that they were really facing. It was not just the Church of Death, like he had told the cardinal and his cronies. It was a single man. A man he had been forced to compromise with not too long ago.
“Argent.”




Chapter 26
City of the dead.
Riding with the sun aiming at their backs, the rebel council led their army with pride. Given the threat of Nyx’s army was eliminated, they were finally at ease. With only a small group of the kingdom’s troops having been able to escape, Richard and the rest of the council were sure the next part of their plan would now go flawlessly.
“Still,” said Richard, “it was wise of you not to get rid of them.”
“Of course,” replied Jan, pushing his chest out with pride. “We never know if we have to be ready against Magnus and his men. Their absence is getting on my nerves.”
“We should have expected it,” noted Nolan. “I told you all along we couldn’t trust those bastards. Even more so when that man is representing them.”
“Oh, stop complaining,” interjected Arkus. “You never truly took that hard of a stance or else we wouldn’t have gone along with it. You wanted this victory as much as the rest of us.”
Katherine simply giggled, eager to see Nolan dig a grave deeper for himself.
“Whatever. Old man, how about you keep telling us about what the butler had to say,” said Nolan, eager to divert the conversation away from him.
“Very well,” said Jan, mockingly grinning towards the wanna-be thug. “We were able to get a few things out of him before he died. Fortunately for us, he was surprisingly forthcoming about everything. Given how fast he died, we wouldn’t have been able to get anything out of him otherwise. What a shame, truly, I wanted to have some more fun prolonging his death. He was the prince’s caretaker, after all. It would have helped me vent a little.”
“Get to the point,” said Arkus. For someone whose own daughter had been affected by the prince’s cruelty, Jan could prove to be equally despicable at times.
“Right. As I was telling you, the castle’s distribution hasn’t changed much. Perhaps the biggest thing to note would be that the king decided to invite some guests from the mainland to stay within during the past week. We should be careful not to provoke them, lest they have a strong backing.”
“Of course,” answered Richard. As someone who grew in the palace, he was aware just how big the difference was between his kingdom and those of the mainland. Even if both his father and brother pretended it wasn’t the case, they had always lowered their heads when they received a visit from mainlanders.
“Arkus, make sure to deliver that as an order to the troops.”
“Will do,” answered the bronze-skinned man. “I’ll let them know as soon as we take a stop.”
Glancing back, the core of the rebels’ army could be seen marching calmly behind them. Officers and adjutants rode on their horses, with the rest of the troops walking on foot. Horses were a commodity mostly used to drag their provisions, which were still a necessity despite it being only a couple days of travel to the kingdom. Who knew what they would find there?
They had considered salvaging some beasts of burden from Nyx’s fallen army, but much to their misfortune, the undead had left them with little chance to do so. Apparently, hunger was not as absent from them as they had initially thought. Even undead soldiers had a maintenance cost.
“What should we do about the prince’s escape?” asked Nolan, carefully shooting a disdainful look towards Arkus. He still hadn’t let go over the issue. “Won’t they be on guard towards our arrival?”
“Only if they intend to guard themselves against our army with untrained civilians,” scoffed Arkus. “I know their army’s composition like the back of my hand. After the last battle, they don’t have that many troops to spare.”
“I can confirm that,” noted Jan. “Still, I don’t expect them to put much resistance. While it might have been good to capture the prince for diplomatic purposes, I’m sure his defeat won’t be taken kindly by the nobles. Those treacherous fools will realize the situation and might even deliver the royal family to us in a silver platter as a token of their allegiance.”
“Let’s hope that’s how it turns out to be,” said Katherine. “It would be great not to spill a single drop of blood in our side for this victory.”
“Things rarely go that well,” replied Nolan. “You lot are far too idealistic.”
“Perhaps,” said Richard, shrugging his shoulders. “I don’t think the idea is that far-fetched, though. We don’t even have the division captains to worry about.”
“What’s that all about?” asked Arkus. That last part of the conversation had turned all of his attention towards Richard.
“Oh,” said Jan, an awkward smile of realization on his face. “I was telling Richard about that earlier. Apparently, the king sent all of them away in a mission to the mainland. Quite a foolish thing to do when they had to send their army to attack us.”
Waving the fan in her hand, Katherine immediately asked, “Do they really look down on us that much?”
“That just might be the case,” answered Richard. “This is my brother we’re speaking about. I don’t know what my father was thinking.”
Arkus expression grew dim, a look of confusion clouding his eyes.
“What’s the issue, big guy?” asked Katherine.
“It’s just odd,” noted Arkus. “In all my years serving him, the king never displayed any interest in the mainland. Why would he order such a thing, much less when he’s facing an insurrection?”
“You will be able to ask him yourself,” answered Richard, waving away his concerns. “After I have a talk with him, of course.”
“You don’t think he sent them to request help, do you?” asked Nolan, a slight tone of worry in his voice.
“Not with the amounts of wealth the kingdom has available at this time,” noted Richard. “I saw my father try to recruit experts from the mainland a few times. It never ended well when they realized what he was able to offer. Now that the kingdom is down on its knees, there is even less at my brother’s disposal.”
“Let’s hope that’s the case,” said Arkus.
“Wow, leave it to you boys to ruin the mood,” mocked Katherine. “I’m off to speak with the troops. It must be hard for them to march with that horde undead behind them. More so after what they witnessed.”
“They’re under full control,” noted Jan, showing her the marble in his hands. “It’s not like they will do anything without me ordering them to.”
“You’re missing the point,” replied Katherine.
Witnessing a victory that required not a bit of their participation was bound to demoralize many of the soldiers. It had robbed them of their chance to personally take revenge. Once the craze of their victory passed, this would become another source of trouble, one that would stir many factions into action.
Clever as they are, they can be surprisingly dense, thought Katherine. She was not too knowledgeable about military affairs, but inside the council, her knowledge of human nature was second to none.
✽✽✽
 
“Erin, stay close to me,” said Magnus, placing a hand in front of the young Chosen. “Do not go anywhere.”
The battle had begun. Taking a step forward, Magnus rapidly conjured a series of blazing fires. Weaving and controlling them with his hands, his first choice was to send them to block the hordes of enemies coalescing in the streets. Stopping the empty-minded drones from swarming both him and his entourage was first amongst his priorities. Short of protecting Erin, it also served to give them some time to regroup.
Something the cardinal didn’t let go to waste.
Taking advantage of Magnus’s quick thinking, he immediately started giving his orders. “Everyone, form teams of three! I want one paladin, one priest, and one soldier in every unit. You are to stay close to each other.”
“I’ll allow it,” said the prince, noticing the gazes of his troops fall upon him. “If this it the work of the Church of Death, as they say it is, then we’ll need all the help we can get.”
Before long, small teams of three were ready to face their opponents, just in time to resist the first clash against them when Magnus’s flames started to wane.
Magnus, on the other hand, took the opportunity to take a couple steps back to catch his breath. Ever since his teleportation spell had been interrupted, the mana in the surroundings had refused to hear his call. Thus, like a branded criminal who was refused service at the inn, Magnus had been forced to use the reserves of the precious essence he kept pooled inside his own body. Without them, he wouldn’t have been able to gain his side a fair chance to fight.
After calming his breathing, Magnus turned around, secretly expecting to see Erin amazed by his actions. Unfortunately, he was met with disappointment. She was no longer around. Without his knowledge, Erin had gone off to fight, joining the cardinal and the prince in a symbolic party to repel off the attackers.
“Stubborn kid,” muttered Magnus. “I wish she was like this for something other than the church.”
“Magnus!” yelled the cardinal, rudely interrupting his thoughts. “Are you just going to stay there?”
It’s not that easy, thought the mage.
During his stay with the rebels, Magnus had been afflicted with a serious condition. One which no amount of holy water had managed to cure. Every time he exerted his body beyond normal means, a wave of exhaustion would wash over him, leaving him both short of breath and fighting a terrible headache. It had gotten better with time, but Magnus had learned he needed to pace himself correctly. Not doing so would quickly deteriorate his condition, something that could become lethal in a battle like the one he was fighting.
His instincts told him this was no coincidence. Just like the chain of events that had been unleashed upon this city. Events that were bound to get way more troublesome with time, making him appreciate the fact that not everyone was in a condition as bad as his own.
Eventually, Magnus felt he was ready. Looking to his right, he spotted many of the members of his side. Surrounded as they were, the priests and paladins made a very solid combination in a battle of attrition. Aided by soldiers who had been guarding the prince, they were managing to put a fierce resistance against the waves currently swarming them all over.
Still, this wasn’t the place of the battlefield that needed him the most. The waves of mindless civilians attacking them were troublesome, yes, but they weren’t as dangerous as him. The apostle they had met upon entering the city.
Magnus still remembered him. He had been amongst the group he had let go shortly after he first accepted this mission. Back then, Magnus could have killed him in a great variety of ways with a simple wave of his hand. Now, things had changed.
Protected by the magical formation inscribed in the city walls, the man boasted a defense both Magnus and the cardinal had trouble breaking. It afforded him the luxury of just standing in the sidelines, mocking their group every time he got a chance.
“Keep trying,” the apostle taunted, a cheeky grin on his face. “You might be able to finish them off by noon tomorrow.”
There was a sense of security behind those words, the idea of defeat simply non-existent in his mind. It made it clear he had a backup plan. And Magnus feared what or who that might be.
Thus, Magnus’s thoughts worked overtime as he tried to figure a way out of this. Every opportunity he got, he would cast a spell in the apostle’s direction, the glyphs drawn in the city walls glowing when he did. He was trying to figure out any weakness in the magical formation, vying for anything that could give him a chance to escape.
“Damn it,” said Magnus, slowly calming his breath. “That’s not it either.”
Soon after he examined the walls, he had briefly noted they were some kind of soul tampering formation. His knowledge on the matter could be attributed to his previous analysis of the dark marble before he handed it to the rebels. The principles behind them were oddly similar.
Did they find out we acquired the marble? wondered Magnus, thinking about the motives that could have driven the Church of Death to this city. No, they would have said something when I met them in the forest. Something else has to be going on. I have to remember… what did they tell me their goal was?
“Focus!” roared one of the prince’s soldiers, smashing the skull of a woman trying to tackle the old mage. “You’ll get us all killed at this rate.”
“That’s it!” exclaimed Magnus, taking the soldier by surprise. It was never about us…
“Stupid old man,” muttered the soldier. He was far too busy to stay in place and listen to Magnus’s ramblings. Immediately, he ran away to smash another man running towards the direction of his group.
They were hunting someone, Magnus remembered. In all likelihood, we aren’t their target. Instead, we might have stumbled into a trap intended for him of all things.
Taking a step to the side to dodge a random man throwing himself in his direction, Magnus burned a scroll of parchment in his hands, leaving a trail of ash behind. The smoke coming from it soon formed the shape of a skull in the air, quickly dissipating in the direction of the city’s castle.
“I can’t believe my luck,” noted Magnus, turning his gaze towards the same direction where the smoke vanished into. “I was right. Vengeful bastard, he decided to take things into his own hands.”
Worried, Magnus looked in Erin’s direction, a single conclusion now shadowing each of his thoughts: We have to find a way out of here.
✽✽✽
 
While Magnus pondered how to escape, the cardinal doubled down on his efforts to eliminate the threat that now faced them. Originally, he had been in a good mood, ready to successfully fulfill yet another mission for his goddess. Now, however, that good mood had vanished, replaced only by rage as the success of his mission was threatened by his church’s greatest enemy.
Fireflies of light moved around with the cardinal, each of them entering the foreheads of the mindless horde attacking his party. Every time they did, the heads of his targets would burst into fire, leaving nothing of them behind. It was a very effective way of dealing with individuals who otherwise didn’t seem to worry or care about the damage to their bodies.
However, seeing an endless stream of people replacing the fallen, the old zealot couldn’t help but reach the bottom of his patience.
“Get lost!” yelled the cardinal, his foot stamping loudly along with his words. “Burn!”
Following the cardinal’s stomp, a blinding wave of light expanded with him as the center, leaving hundreds immolated in its wake. Fortunately, a simple barrier branded by a follower of the church was enough to stop its damage. Otherwise, Magnus, the prince, and even some of the troops wouldn’t have been able to endure it.
Someone took considerable damage from the light, however. A certain individual who didn’t have the luxury of having a priest of light at his side. Someone who had never expected to receive damage from the attacks of puny invaders. The apostle of death.
“Argh!” 
So far, he had been immune to the attacks directed at him by the paladins and the priests. Every time they tried, the faint glow of a barrier had blocked them away. This time, however, the attack had proven effective. There were charred pieces of skin falling from his face.
Unfortunately, he wasn’t the attack’s true target. Angry as he was, the cardinal could still see the bigger picture. Thus, his true aim had been the walls of the city all along. The magic inscribed in them carried dangers his instincts kept warning him about.
Sadly, that had proven ineffective. The sigils on the walls had only needed to glow for a moment, absorbing the light that had tried to destroy them. Despite the cardinal’s efforts, he had failed.
“Stupid light-bearer,” muttered the apostle, flakes of skin falling from his body. “This is not enough to destroy my lord’s masterpiece. Nothing you do will ever be.”
The cardinal frowned, his expression turning grim as he contemplated the lackluster results of his attack. There was a limit to how many times he could power his abilities with all of his strength. Especially so in an environment that was messing with his state of mind. He had to reconsider his options.
“Prince! What’s the population of your city?”
The dumbfounded royal wiped the sweat off his brows. The scare caused by the cardinal’s earlier attack was still imprinted in his mind. “A little over ten thousand civilians,” he eventually answered. “Assuming they’re all in this accursed state, that is.”
Damn it! thought the cardinal. I must work on the notion they have the whole population of this place under their control. With so many in their side, I can’t make assurances of our victory.
Members from the church of death always had an uncanny penchant towards using others to accomplish their goals. Intimidation, mind magic, and even soul puppetry — everything was fair game in their eyes. For a church, they were far too liberal about their use of the forbidden arts. Especially so in recent years.
It made the cardinal consider whether the people he was fighting were some new variation of undead. The fact that he could still sense a soul inside them, however, had proved him wrong. Undead with a soul were something he had never heard of.
High ranked priests like him often developed a sixth sense that allowed them to ‘feel’ the souls of other people. In the case of the horde going against him, he could sense theirs was still present. Damaged and mutilated, perhaps, but present nonetheless.
Eventually, the cardinal realized what he was facing. The piece of a foreign aura attached to the souls of his enemies had been enough to reveal the truth. They were victims of soul puppetry. A product of dark arts taken to a scale never seen before.
But such a revelation didn’t come without a cost. Paranoia. Wherever there was a puppet, there was also a puppet-master. Something that forced the cardinal to scan his surroundings in an effort to find him, lest he was taken by surprise.
“Wait…” said the cardinal, suddenly noticing something strange. Aren’t we getting farther from the gate?
Yes, he eventually noted. Without knowing it, most of his team had been moving towards the insides of the city. “Everyone! Hold your ground, tighten the formation.”
Looks of confusion were shot in the cardinal’s direction. The priests and paladins didn’t hesitate to obey, but even they wondered what had motivated such a command. So far, they had been clearing the waves of people without any issue. Only the prince and his men seemed pained about the loss of the citizens, but even they got the gist of the situation.
Holding back would serve them no purpose at this time.
“Your holiness, what’s happening?” asked one of the paladins. “Why did you stop us? At this rate, we won’t be done with them for an entire day.”
“Look at the gate you fool!” chided the cardinal. “We’re being drawn deeper into the city. The unholy magic coming from those walls is dulling your senses.”
“Yes, sir!” answered the paladin. A quick conscious gaze in the gate’s direction was enough to make him aware of the situation. “I’ll go inform the rest.”
“Go,” answered the cardinal. Since there was something going on in the background, he needed to start preparing counter-measures of his own. He was not about to give up. If they wanted to trap him and his men, they would have to do much more than this.
A list of options rapidly coursed through his mind, leaving him with a few from where to pick. First and foremost was contacting the rest of his forces. If he could manage to call for reinforcements, he was sure he could raze this city and its inhabitants to the ground. The men fighting alongside him weren’t all he had at his disposal.
No, most of the forces under his control were still camping far from the city, waiting for the order to ambush the rebels and the undead army they had built. So much for that. Those troops would now have to fill another purpose now — a purge.
“Very well,” said the cardinal, “Let’s go with that.”
As far as he was concerned, this result was still within an acceptable range. Any losses he took here would be compensated by the church in the future. Discovering a ritual of this scale was a mission that couldn’t go unrewarded. Even more so if he managed to stop it.
Thus, without thinking it twice, the cardinal started activating all the communication artifacts he had on his person. A golden clock, a silver bracelet, even the ring on his finger. One by one, he channeled his energy into them, expecting at least one of them to get through. The sooner his reinforcements arrived, the sooner he would be able to get rid of the anxiety taking root in his heart.
Alas, things weren’t going his way.
“Damn it!” he said. To an extent, he had somewhat expected this result. The glyphs inscribed in the city walls seemed to be doing many things. Disturbing the mana in the air was only one amongst many. Apparently, its interference was enough to mess with the pieces of magical technology he had on his person.
“All right,” said the cardinal, calming himself as he raised his right hand into the sky. Since artifacts were out of the question, he would have to resort to more archaic methods of communication. “I hope those idiots are capable enough to understand this.”
The instant he raised his hand, a small sphere of light shot above the city, quickly exploding into a blinding flash. It was such a simple ability, not even the disruption coming from the magic on the walls had managed to fizzle it away. Now, he had to wait.
“Calling for help?” asked the apostle resting against the wall. Despite the cardinal’s earlier attack, he was still comfortably waiting within the barrier provided by the magic in the wall. The singed marks on his skin were already fading, causing him no apparent pain. “It’s only fair, I guess. I did call for my side some time ago, as well. They should be here any time now.”
Almost as soon as he finished speaking, the horde of soul-puppeteered individuals parted like a scattered flock in the face of a predator. It was clear they were opening a path for something or someone making their way from within the city’s center.
“He’s coming,” said Magnus, dragging Erin back to the encirclement by her neck. “I’m sorry, child. I failed you.”
The cardinal immediately sensed something as well, something that made him turn to look in the direction of the city’s castle. Seeing the way the hordes had parted, he could tell a small convoy was making their way to his group. Something he was eventually able to see with full clarity.
Led by a group of five men, a single individual was being carried on a palanquin, all the luxuries of a small kingdom served at his feet. His demeanor was no lesser than an emperor’s, his aura no weaker than an executioner’s. The robes on his body expressed his endless authority while the sword at his waist rendered a looming threat above everyone’s neck. It was obvious from his stoic expression he cared naught for the ones before him. To him, they were nothing but bugs at his mercy.
“Looks like my fun is over,” said the apostle still resting against the wall. “Best of luck, then.”
Without paying attention to the owner of those words, the group from the church tightened their formation, a horrible sense of foreboding pressuring their minds. Had they been attacked at this time, everything would have been over. Fortunately, the soul-puppeteered individuals seemed as enraptured as them, each and every pair of their eyes looking towards the newcomers walking in their direction.
Silence had taken control of the church’s group. That is, until a single word broke them away from their sober state of mind…
“Father?”




Chapter 27
Crossing Paths.
The troops behind the prince reacted immediately, falling to their knees before anyone had a chance to stop them. “We greet his royal highness,” they echoed. Looks of devotion filled their eyes, evidently welcoming the man who had just arrived. Deep in their heart, he was their salvation, someone who would restore order to chaos.
Oh, how wrong they were.
“Fools,” muttered the cardinal. There was a white hue to his eyes, the ability he had used to identify the nature of the soul puppets making itself present once more. “He’s not the man you know of. As he is right now, he is no different from a demon made of dozens of composited souls.”
Without any shock, the paladins and priests nodded their head in understanding. As men of faith, they were also able to sense something utterly wrong with the group approaching their direction. The cardinal’s words simply reinforced something they already knew: this was a dangerous man.
But even then, there was always someone who wasn’t willing to listen.
“Father!” yelled the prince, pushing away a few of the paladin and priests. He was far more impulsive than the soldiers, breaking out of the church’s formation as he ran towards the men carrying the king. “Is this your doing, father? Did you make a deal with the Church of Death?”
Placing the palanquin down on the ground, the five men carrying the king drew out their weapons, aiming them at the prince’s throat. Their eyes stared at him vacantly, not a shred of impulsiveness to be seen as they awaited their orders. It was up to their leader to decide what to do with the young man.
Their will was not their own.
“Don’t.” With a hand raised to stop them, the king stood up from his seat, walking out of his cart as he looked at the prince with indifference. “You can be at ease, this foolish child is but this body’s progeny. There is no need to be wary of him.”
“Answer me, father!” insisted the prince. “What is happening here?”
“Foolish child, do you still fail to comprehend the situation you are in?” asked the king, blatantly ignoring the prince’s question. “I’m not your father — not in the way you think of him at least. While he might still reside within me, he is dead for all practical purposes.”
Turning to look at the members of the Church of Light, the king smiled for the first time before he continued, “Now, I should introduce myself. My name is Argent, ruler of death, king of the undead, and from now on, emperor of this land. For the crime of stepping into my kingdom, I sentence you to death.”
The prince stood in silence for a second, a twisted look of confusion taking place in his face as he processed the words he had just heard. “I knew it!” he eventually said. “Ever since those filthy merchants arrived into the kingdom, you stopped acting like yourself. I knew it, I knew it, I knew it!”
The king looked at the prince with a shred of amusement, no apparent desire to stop him for the time being.
“It’s over,” continued the prince, his tone growing increasingly tinged with madness. “It was all over from the beginning. Even if I won against those filthy rebels, I would have never been able to bring glory back to this kingdom. My nation, my inheritance, my everything was doomed from the start. I curse you, father! For how you’ve failed me, I curse you all the way to your grave!”
“Ah, I’ll deal with those rebels later,” promised the king, “You can be at ease about that, it’s the least I can do to solve the grudges of my host. Now then, please get out of my way — I have no time for broken toys.”
*Slash*
As soon as the king finished talking, the head of the prince fell into the ground, his body following soon after. In some ways, his death could be considered an act of mercy. As he was still in the middle of a mental breakdown, the former heir to the throne had failed to notice the blade swinging in the direction of his neck. It was a courtesy Argent had decided to bestow upon him as a service to the one who served as his host.
“Now,” said Argent, completely unfazed by his killing. “I don’t assume the rest of you will be willing to behave properly. Will you?”
“Like hell we will!” answered the cardinal. Even if his instincts were telling him to give up, his pride as a follower of the church was telling him to fight to his last breath. The enemy in front of him was someone so notorious the cardinal knew everything publicly available about him. He was to be dealt with at all costs.
Pope to the Church of Death and leader of undead legions — Argent Koroxun. A man responsible for single-handedly expanding the scope of action of the Church of Death. Someone so reviled by every other church, that a ‘kill on sight’ order had been placed upon his head.
“This land belongs to my goddess, there is no way I’ll let it fall into your filthy hands,” the cardinal roared. “I dare you to try to take it from us.”
“Such a shame,” said Argent, shaking his head. “Say, Magnus, do you feel the same way as he does?”
The old mage exhaled a murky breath full of longing before giving his answer, “I don’t take it you’ll let us leave if I say I do, will you?”
“No, I won’t,” scolded Argent. “I gave you an opportunity to avoid this, but you still decided not to heed it. It’s only fair you pay the price for ignoring my advice.”
The cardinal looked into Magnus’s eyes, his gaze seemingly requesting an explanation for Argent’s words. If not for the danger they were in, he would have taken those words as a sign of treason, even if they came from an enemy. Now wasn’t the time for them to squabble, however. They needed to work together to ensure even the smallest chance of survival. Something that became increasingly harder given their opponent’s command.
“Kill them.”
✽✽✽
 
As the sky turned dark, a blanket of stars covered the firmament. Winds swept away across the plains and the noise of the wildlife grew absent. The night had fallen, and it was time to rest.
Feeling the drop in temperature was going to become disruptive to their march, the council leading the rebels agreed to order a full stop. They were already past the halfway mark in their way to Nyx’s capital, and they needed to be fully rested for what was to come. Being in their top condition when they took over the city would make everything far more enjoyable.
Things didn’t always go as planned, however. Anxious for the victory that was to come, many of the soldiers decided to look for each other’s company to enjoy some drinks. Thus, clusters of people formed all across the camp, the beverages hidden amongst their supplies growing unsurprisingly depleted.
Amongst all these groups, a young man decided to take the opportunity to rest. Unfamiliar with most of the troops, he kept to himself most of the time. Today was no exception.
“Feeling anxious?” asked Amro. “Tomorrow will be the day you have waited for so long.”
“Not at all,” answered Zaros. “This revenge is no longer about hatred, it’s a matter of principles instead.”
“I see.”
“What about you?” asked Zaros. “Getting that thing of yours will become considerably harder once we arrive to the kingdom. Don’t you think it would be better for us to steal it tonight?”
“There’s no need,” replied Amro. “Fate has marked tomorrow as a very interesting day. It won’t be long until you understand why.”
“Very well,” said Zaros. He knew better than to get into an argument with Amro regarding his crypticness. “So, more training tonight?”
“Not at all, boy. We can leave that for another day. Tonight you rest.”
“You’re not planning on taking control of my body in my sleep, are you?” asked Zaros. Having his body controlled by Amro for more than a week had left a deep sense of worry inside of him. One he couldn’t discard that easily.
“Just go to sleep,” retorted the fallen death god. “I can’t believe you’re scorning me of all people. Every time I’ve done it has been entirely for your benefit. Have I not proved it by now?”
“Fair enough,” admitted Zaros. He wasn’t completely comfortable with the idea, but he found himself unable to retort. “I guess you’re right. For now, I’ll follow your advice. Good night, Amro.”
“Rest well, child.”
✽✽✽
 
As the sun rose over the horizon, the destruction of the city became more and more apparent. Hundreds if not thousands of corpses were strewn across the ground, evidencing the fight that had transpired during the night. Facing that many enemies, even the troops of the church were close to being brought to their knees. Their healing abilities having fallen short of what was needed during a fight of this magnitude.
Unlike them, the soul puppets didn’t grow tired. Robbed of their will, their focus was entirely on executing constant human wave tactics, slowly grinding away at the strength of their foes. Even the cardinal had to admit he had no way to counter such a strategy. Brute force methods were not elegant, but damn were they effective.
Still, there were always those who were not willing to give up. And one man amongst them proved to be the incarnation of this concept: Magnus.
Forced by the circumstances, the old mage kept drawing strength from anywhere he could. He did not give up his vigilance for a single second, all of his efforts placed on protecting his granddaughter to the best of his abilities. He had promised himself not a hair on her head would be damaged before he was dead. An oath he was committed to keeping.
His efforts were so intense, in fact, that even Argent proved to be interested in what was happening.
“Ah, family,” he said, “such a foolish thing to pursue. Not as grand as the path to immortality and never as important as the search for the truth. What a waste of potential.”
Shaking his head, Argent eventually continued, “Then again, I can see why he would do it. The brand on the soul of that child is different from that of the priests. Not even the cardinal’s is as elaborate. The girl is a Chosen, no doubt. Perhaps there is more to why he keeps her by his side.”
“Number Six,” he said, calling for one of his aides. He was one of the five standing to his side, a young man in his twenties whose face was filled with far more diligence than that of his peers. “Tell Number Two to add an exception for that girl’s soul in the formation. I would not mind experimenting on a Chosen to confirm a few of my theories.”
“My lord,” replied the man with a bit of hesitation, “wouldn’t the gods grow furious if we did such a thing?”
“Every single church wants us dead already, don’t they? So what if we give them another reason? It won’t affect our plans in the grand scale of things.”
“Understood my lord, forgive me for my questioning your commands.”
“Nonsense,” answered Argent. “Curiosity is the best path for self-improvement. Now go.”
From start to finish, Argent had remained seated in his throne, his subordinates moving from time to time to obey each and every one of his commands. Only the one he called Number Two had been exempted from this, for his duty was to apply fixes and modifications to the magical glyphs inscribed in the city walls. It was a task that had required a willing subordinate to bind his soul to the magical formation, and therefore, something only he could complete.
As for himself, Argent was busy spreading his consciousness over the thousands of puppets he had marked in the city. It was the first time he had undertaken a project of this magnitude. The choice to do so stemming from a mix of need and opportunity.
Need because he couldn’t afford to leave the headquarters of his faith for the time being. There were far too many things that required his presence in there. Opportunity, because only somewhere so far away from the mainland could he afford to perform a ritual of this magnitude. Anywhere else would have required far more preparation and resources to circumvent local authorities.
In the end, his subordinates had ended up infiltrating the city, posing as a merchant group. Offering all kinds of gadgets to the king, they had managed to pass on an ornamental sword to the former ruler, one of many accursed objects they had prepared beforehand. Through it, Argent was able to corrupt the man’s mind, eventually infusing a part of himself into his soul. It was a simple, yet devious plan.
With the whole kingdom at his feet, Argent was sure he would be able to find the one responsible for stealing the legacy of his god. The blasphemer. The man who had dared to kill one of his favorite disciples.
How ironic, thought Argent after a moment. Here I am thinking about her so soon after I criticized Magnus and his love for that child. Looks like I need to work on further cleansing my soul from worldly attachments.
Time went by and Argent grew more skilled with his control over his puppets, slowly increasing the repertoire of strategies he could execute at any given time. Practice made perfect, and he was someone aiming for both. It had reached the point where even the paladins were struggling to face against the puppeteered civilians, the gap between their strengths being closed by a pure disparity in skill.
Having a numerical disadvantage made it no easier. Even the reinforcements that had arrived during the night were slowly being driven to their knees, their attempt to rescue the cardinal and their brothers crushed under the endless consumption of innocent lives. The struggle only prolonged their suffering.
“This should be enough,” said Argent.
Deciding he still needed to save some of his puppets for the search of his target, Argent rose from his throne, making his way towards the church’s troops. A sardonic smile tugged the corner of his lips as the sea of people parted to make way for him. He was eager to test how a fully synchronized puppet would fare against fully equipped members of the church, even if they belonged to one of their less fortunate subsidiaries.
“I’ve got to admit, you’ve lasted far longer than I thought you would,” said Argent, showing some amusement as he shrugged his arms. “My calculations placed the time of your death a few hours before sunrise. I failed to take into account how attached people of your kind are to their lives. Humans are full of surprises, I guess. Thank you for expanding my horizons.”
As he noticed the group of mindless puppets encircling him and his subordinates taking a step back, the cardinal finally raised his eyes. His formerly elegant hair was now sticking to his forehead, accompanied by beads of sweat sliding down the sides of his face. As the leader of this group, he had always been at the forefront, commanding his troops in the search of an opportunity.
Now, looking at Argent with embers of fury in his eyes, the man of faith opened his mouth to dryly voice a few words, “It’s still not over.”
Facing the tenacity of a zealot, Argent simply smiled. He had known men like him back in his earlier days as a novice in the Church of Death. For their faith, they were willing to throw everything away. Even their dignity was never as important as that of their god’s. Oh, how he despised them. To him, the path of faith was the path of a coward, a road that lead to nowhere. Then again, his followers behaved in much the same way.
Compromise was required.
“Say, cardinal, do you dare to duel me one-on-one?” taunted Argent. “You can send anyone from your side. If they can manage to inflict an injury on me, I’ll let them go — no strings attached.”
Magnus’s eyes opened wide when he heard those words. A mage’s oath was his binding. Argent had started as one way before he joined the Church of Death, and therefore, he was quite likely to stand by his promises. As far as Magnus was concerned, this was a chance for him and Erin to make it out alive of this ordeal.
Alas, his hopes were crushed before he had the time to voice his request. “Not you, Magnus,” said Argent. “I extended this offer to the cardinal, for I wish to see what a man of faith cares about the most in a time of crisis. Everything now is up to him.”
Silence.
One, two, three seconds went by without anyone voicing their opinion. Whoever was mentioned next would have a chance to make it out alive. Even if their pride compelled them to fight to their deaths, many of the priests and paladins present were hoping to be selected. Whether it be to alert the headquarters of the church or something else, they had successfully rationalized their own survival as part of a greater good.
Therefore, it was no surprise that the cardinal’s words shocked them to their core.
“My goddess is always by my side,” said the man of faith. “I will always choose her.”
Giving those around him no chance to react, the cardinal plunged a dagger through Erin’s back, driving it directly into her heart. With this, the silence was finally broken. Lacking any wariness towards her instructor, the young Chosen had failed to dodge, giving her no chance but to gasp for a cold breath of air the moment the dagger fully sunk into her body.
This was one of the final trump cards under the cardinal’s hand. Something he had saved only for the worse of outcomes. The ultimate price for the ultimate blessing.
Drips of crimson flowed out from the wound, followed by a scream full of insanity.
“You bastard!” yelled Magnus, his expression morphing into one of devastating pain. The exhaustion from fighting for an entire day and night straight had consumed all of his energy, making him unable to react in time. Never in his mind did he imagine the cardinal was willing to sacrifice Erin without any regards for his presence. He had to stop the cardinal before he did anything else.
With a swing of his hands, Magnus shot an orb of white flames towards the cardinal, threatening to engulf the zealot in a raging fire. This was a blaze conjured through the use of his life-force, something that showed Magnus’s determination to kill the man. Anything else would lack the firepower to actually endanger the cardinal’s life.
Unfortunately, Magnus didn’t account for the man’s determination. Without caring for the flames sticking to his body, the church’s representative twisted the dagger further into Erin’s body, paying no attention to the way his robes and jewelry were being burnt away. Not even the smell of burnt flesh was enough to distract him from his mission.
For him, this pain was but a small price to pay for what was to come.
Feeling the dagger piercing the other side of her body, Erin’s eyes opened wide, the book in her hands dropping to the ground for the first time in her life. Her gaze turned to look at the man responsible for the attack, sparks of doubt clouding her mind in regards to what she should do. Time was ticking, and she had to make a decision. At the rate she was losing blood, she would be robbed of her consciousness in the next few seconds.
Before she could settle on a course of action, however, a gracious voice sounded in her head.
“I accept your sacrifice, child. Now, welcome my embrace.”




Chapter 28
Descent.
It was the second day of their march when Zaros and the rebels finally saw their target in the distance. Nyx, the capital city after which the kingdom took its name. It was now so close, yet so far. The last remaining mile seemed to exist only to remind the troops how long it had taken them to achieve their goal.
Unimpeded by the blazing sun shining on their backs, most of their journey had been surprisingly uneventful. Facing their old home had changed all of that, however. It left them excited, ready to confront whoever tried to block them from claiming the city for themselves.
This was the reaction the council had aimed for. The soldiers were riled up, eagerly marching with more strength than before. Unlike the confrontation at the fort, it was now their turn to attack. The chance to personally vent the resentment they had accumulated over the years had finally arrived, and now that there was little danger to do so, no one was willing to pass it by.
Glory, revenge, and freedom — a multitude of purposes had brought them together as one. For years, they had fought with these goals in mind, facing the slow erosion of their hopes. Therefore, it was incredibly relieving for them to finally be able to put this conflict to rest.
“It’s funny how things change with time,” said Richard. He was attentively watching the city that had once exiled him, a smile full of schadenfreude taking shape in his lips. “I don’t think my brother imagined this day would ever come.”
“To be honest, neither did I,” admitted Jan. “I always thought I would die before this conflict was finally over. In that sense, the church’s offer came just at the right time.”
“I still think we shouldn’t have dealt with them,” said Nolan. “The fact that we haven’t seen them since before the battle tells me that they must be planning something else.”
“We all knew their intentions weren’t as clear-cut as Magnus presented them,” said Katherine. “Even then, we agreed to take the risk.”
“That’s good,” said Arkus, “because we might just have to face them.”
“What do you mean?” asked Richard.
Arkus turned to look at the council members, giving them a disappointed look. Their lack of attention to military affairs really worried him. If not for his presence, he was sure they would have already lost this war. At the very least, he hoped they wouldn’t need him in the future. A kingdom without war… that was something worth aiming for.
“Haven’t you noticed it?” asked Arkus, sighing in defeat. “All the grass we’ve been riding on has been recently trampled. Not by us, mind you.”
Jan turned to look at the ground and his eyes turned grim. “I see,” he eventually said. “Looks like we’ve got company.”
“Not just any company,” said Arkus. “Look at the depth of the footprints, that’s not something a normal convoy would leave. And I would dare to say there is not a single merchant group in the region with the wealth required to hire an armored legion. It leaves only one other organization to consider.”
“The Church of Light?” asked Katherine.
“Yes,” confirmed Arkus.
Silence fell amongst the council members, causing them to order a full stop of the troops behind them. They were only half a mile away from the city and this was the last opportunity they would have to rearrange the soldiers. Any changes they came up with had to be performed immediately.
“Can we assume they’re hostile?” asked Katherine. There were some traces of hope on her voice. It was evident she wished for a better conclusion than this.
“If they weren’t, they would have surely sent someone to greet us by now,” answered Jan. He agreed with Arkus’s assessment of the situation.
“Now what?” asked Richard. “If we march inside to confront them directly, we will look like we’re in the wrong. We might even garner the populace’s rejection, making our rule increasingly complicated. Is there no other option?”
“I don’t think you should be thinking about that,” said Nolan, pointing to the sky. “We might just have a bigger issue to worry about.”
“What do you mean?” asked Arkus, turning to look in the direction of Nolan’s finger. What could the old punk notice that he had couldn’t? He would be damned if someone who had missed the marks on the grass was able to notice something he had not in the middle of the clear skies.
“Oh,” eventually muttered Arkus. With his mouth dropping wide, the bronze-skinned captain managed to realize how wrong he had been.
Out of nowhere, a pillar of light had descended into the middle of the city, slowly forming a bridge that connected the heavens with the earth. Golden rings of energy circled around the towering ray of light, forming a vortex in the clouds. It was a scene none of the council members would have ever even dreamt of, let alone thought of as possible.
“I guess that’s a perfect excuse to march in as you intended,” said Jan. “I know I wouldn’t blame you if you did.”
“It’s a better excuse than anything we could have wished for,” said Arkus, turning away to face the troops. “What do you think is responsible for this visual phenomena?”
“I’ve heard rituals to the gods usually involve flashy displays of power,” Katherine explained. “I guess they might be trying to employ it to gain the noble’s favor now that we’re so close to the kingdom.”
“Perhaps,” said Jan, clearly unconvinced by Katherine’s explanation. His instinct were telling them there was much more to this. “We can’t afford to let it go on for long then.”
“I guess this is it then,” said Richard. “Get the troops ready to charge inside.”
✽✽✽
 
A soft wave of force pushed away everything in the vicinity, leaving a petite girl with golden hair standing on her own. Her eyes shone with brilliant light as her dignified gaze scanned her surroundings. Cold and distant, she finally huffed. The way she had looked at everything and everyone made it obvious she only truly cared for herself.
The girl slowly examined every inch of her skin, going as far as to look below the robes covering her chest. The frown on her face made it evident she wasn’t pleased with what she was seeing. Especially so when she noticed the gaping wound where her heart was meant to be.
Placing her hand in front of her heart, she voiced words no one was expecting to hear, “Tch, how bothersome.”
Immediately, the wound on her chest started to close, not even leaving a scar behind. The pale skin on her body had returned to its previous pristine state, leaving only the torn, blood-stained pieces of her robe as evidence of what had transpired. Still, that didn’t seem to satisfy her needs. With another wave of her hand, she materialized a golden-white dress out of thin air, seemingly burning away and replacing the robe she was wearing.
At that moment, everyone knew she was no longer the Erin they were familiar with. No, she was now an existence of a greater caliber. Someone who wasn’t meant to walk alongside mortals.
“Goddess,” said the cardinal, tears falling off his face. If there was anyone who was still in the dark about her identity, the cardinal was now making it evident. “This humble servant has failed you. I implore you to deal with this enemy who dares to threaten the souls of your servants.”
As someone who was used to bowing to no one, the cardinal was going out of his way to make himself appear as humble as possible. Not a shred of his usual pride was displayed. Facing his goddess, the blistering wounds on his skin did nothing to deter him from repeatedly smashing his forehead in the ground as a display of reverence.
“Please, forgive my incompetence,” he insisted. “Deal with the blasphemers, for they have challenged your authority.”
The girl turned to look at the cardinal, the frown on her face returning to a neutral smile. “Do not worry,” she said. “The souls of my followers will forever be protected in my divine kingdom. Those who refuse reincarnation shall eternally rest amongst my realm. Thus commands the old covenant.”
“Now,” she continued, turning to look towards Argent, “Are you the reason I was called?”
Bowing, Argent courteously replied, “I’m afraid so, your holiness.”
“I never thought a mortal would be able to incorporate so much of Amro’s knowledge in such a short period time,” she said, looking momentarily at the walls of the kingdom’s capital. Her look was one part curiosity and three parts disgust. “I honestly thought soul-puppeteering arts would become extinct after the events of that day. I guess we underestimated the potential of this generation.”
“It would be a shame for perfectly good knowledge to disappear,” said Argent, shaking his head from side as he explained his reasoning. “I simply took it upon myself to preserve as much of it as I’ve found possible.”
“Perhaps,” said Alexandra. “It is still something none of my kin will be happy to hear about.”
“I see,” said Argent, sighing after a small shrug. “Won’t it be okay if they don’t find out, then?”
“What makes you think they haven’t already?”
“I’m not as ignorant as you think I am,” Argent answered. “I know you’re only a fragment of your true body’s consciousness. As long as you’re inside that girl, you’re limited by the conventional restrictions we mortals are under. Without leaving me to my own devices, you won’t be able to let them know about all of this. Of course, that would mean breaking the covenant your kind has with your followers.”
For the first time since her descent, Alexandra frowned. Knowledge about a god’s avatar was severely restricted by the different churches around the continent. She was sure not even Amro was reckless enough to leave something like this available for those of his church to learn. The fact that the man before her knew about this, however, was enough to classify him as a far bigger threat than she had originally estimated.
“Oh, so even gods are capable of emotions,” noted Argent, clearly pleased by Alexandra’s reaction. “Your kind is truly full of surprises.”
“You’re playing with fire,” Alexandra warned.
“So what?” questioned Argent. “This body is only a puppet, much like your own. There is little you can do to me from where you stand.”
“How much are you willing to bet on that?” she asked. “With enough time, I’m sure I’ll be able to find a nice way to punish you for this challenge.”
With a taunt, Argent simply scoffed, “Do your best.”
✽✽✽
 
Being under the presence of their goddess, none of the surviving priests and paladins dared to raise their head. It was only Magnus and Argent’s followers who remained on their feet. Magnus, for he had been shocked from start to finish. His mind was in a near-catatonic state, barely grasping what it meant for a god’s avatar to take control of his granddaughter’s body. Argent’s followers, on the other hand, did so for they refused to bow to a deity who represented another faith. The threat of death wasn’t enough to force them to their knees.
Therefore, it wasn’t surprising that only they were able to see the moment when Alexandra disappeared from where she was previously standing, leaving only a flash of light in her stead. It was only through her words that they later realized where she was. That, and the white, glowing sword of flames she was using to stab Argent through the back of his heart.
“Don’t think I don’t know what your intentions are,” she warned, further driving the sword into the king’s body that Argent had possessed. “You’re touching upon something you shouldn’t. Do not make the mistake of thinking we won’t take measures to stop you.”
Starting from the place where he was stabbed, Argent’s body was lit into flames, white threads of fire rapidly threatening to consume his very existence. Following the area of impact, the flames had started to expand all across his body. His voice, however, remained unaffected.
“Impressive!” he said. “I’ve only heard stories about the true might of your church’s flash step. What a wonderful technique. To see it with my own eyes, it is truly an honor.”
Seeing that her target was still capable of speech, Alexandra’s face remained stoic. Soul-puppeteering permitted the controller to decide how much of his puppet’s senses he was willing to share. Therefore, she wasn’t surprised at how Argent’s will managed to remain intact. He had probably chosen not to share the sense of touch, protecting himself from the smoldering heat of her flames.
Not that it mattered anyway. Her attack intended not to damage the flesh of her target, but his soul. At least that’s what she thought until he heard what he said next.
“Still,” said Argent, his voice now coming from the amongst the kingdom’s citizens. “Don’t you think it is rather wasteful for you to use your energy like that? You need to realize I still have a little over six thousand of these, but you only have one. At this rate, your host won’t be able to make it out alive.”
Turning to look at her blade, Alexandra’s realized she wasn’t stabbing the king any longer. The man under her sword wore the clothes of a peasant instead, or at least what was left of them under the heat of her weapon.
“Tch, I forgot how ridiculously stiff a mortal’s body can be,” said Alexandra, rubbing the shoulders of Erin’s body. She now realized that before her blow had landed, Argent had managed to change his position with that of another of his puppets.
Evidently, the omniscience a god normally possessed under their realm was no longer at her service. Constrained by her mortal body, she was no different from a bird with clipped wings. Something she despised with every ounce of her consciousness.
To make things worse, the situation was exacerbated by a lack of information. When her consciousness had been summoned by the sacrifice of her Chosen, she had known little of the situation. If not because she had scraped the memory of her host, Alexandra would never have managed to grasp what she did.
Her opponent was the current pope of the Church of Death. An institution she and the rest of the gods had slowly tried to erase from the face of the earth after Amro’s fall. Eliminating them, however, had proved to be harder than they expected. She could now see why.
“It’s about time you raise your head. Don’t you think?” said Alexandra, looking at the priests and paladins still on their knees. A god’s greatest resource in the mortal world wasn’t their own power, but that of their followers. “Every second that goes by, the souls of this kingdom’s people are suffering the torment of being forced to act against their will. Are you not members of the clergy? Where’s your pride?”
Hearing their goddess chiding them for their lack of compassion, the priests and paladins raised their eyes, the awe and admiration they showed for Alexandra increasing tenfold.
As members of the church, they had the utmost respect for their deity. Any disrespect in her presence was considered an unequivocal offense. For her to place the safety of simple mortals above her own image was nothing short of surprising. It represented a level of mercy they could not comprehend as zealots.
Of course, they were completely ignorant of the fact that her command stemmed not from piety, but need. Facing Argent, Alexandra was placed in a complicated situation. The laws of the world forbade her from descending with her true body to this place. Thus, in order to combat him, she needed to use a compatible body as a medium. Doing so, however, came with a few restrictions. Erin’s body, for example, couldn’t hold too much of her power. Using it as she was, she would eventually lose in a battle of attrition. Something Argent had clearly taken into account.
“Go,” she said, commanding the hesitating members of the clergy. Her gaze passed by each of them, finally settling on Magnus. He was her next target, someone she knew could change the flow of the battle.
Unsurprisingly for her, the old man had been looking at her all along. In his gaze she found everything he was feeling: anger, sadness, rage and frustration. Perfect, she thought. That would make things considerably easier.
Without wasting another second, Alexandra did what gods did best — manipulate the hearts of mortals to act in accordance to their will. “If you want to save your granddaughter, you better help them finish with them before this body can hold no longer,” she said. “Unless, of course, you care naught for her future.”
Magnus’s gaze shook, the light of life finally returning to his eyes.
This wasn’t the time to lose hope. This wasn’t the time for him to brood in his hatred for the cardinal and his followers. All of that could be dealt with later. Now, he had to do everything he could to save Erin’s body from reaching the breaking point.
The goddess’s words made that much clear, “There’s no time. Let’s go.”
Quickly, the situation devolved into a melee. Whereas they had previously fought for survival, the priests and paladins were now acting under a holy cause. Any hesitation they previously held towards attacking the citizens of the kingdom was now tossed aside under the orders of their goddess. Her will came before their own.
This was a situation Argent had not expected.
Stepping out of the crowd, he once again revealed himself controlling the body of the king. This time, he was holding the sword that served as a medium with his real body. Looking at Alexandra, he smiled. There was no doubt he planned to stir as much chaos as he could before falling.
“This is fun,” he said. “I never intended to take the lives from those of this kingdom. Fate seems to be forcing my hand through you, however.”
“Do not blame fate for your own choices,” said Alexandra, resting her flaming sword against her arm. Despite talking with her opponent, she was taking a combat stance, something that showed how serious she was about this fight.
The fact that Argent had been able to evade her last strike had delivered a blow against her pride. Her flaming sword was imbued with part of her laws, something that should have allowed her to sever the link Argent had over his puppet’s soul. Analyzing the magical formation he had inscribed over the city walls, she had deduced the king’s body was the anchoring point for his spell. For her to fail her attack after knowing all of this was as insulting as being outwitted by a common human.
Argent shook his head from side to side, sighing before he emulated her stance. “Don’t act like you’re so good yourself,” he said. “The fact that you’re here tells me you have you’re selfish in your own way. A simple cardinal wouldn’t sacrifice their church’s Chosen without their god’s permission. Admit it, this is on you as well.”
“Perhaps,” Alexandra conceded. As a goddess, she delved into the stars for information about the world’s fate every now and then. One night amongst many, she had found a clue that said a grave peril to herself would appear in this land. From then on, she had sent the cardinal and his men to take control of this territory, clearly intending to wipe out whatever danger it had in store for her.
She was now convinced that Argent represented that danger.
Fate, however, liked proving people wrong. Carelessly, Alexandra turned to look at the gates of the kingdom, noticing a troop of armed soldiers marching inside with stupefied faces. They were the rebels, but she cared naught for them. What she cared about was something else entirely.
Amongst the sea of people, she had sensed someone that should be dead.
Someone she had personally killed.
Amro.




Chapter 29
Impossible.
“Impossible,” said Alexandra.
In her mind, no other word could describe the probability of that happening. Amro had been attacked by most of the pantheon, his fate sealed by their sacrifice. Weakened by the lower gods, and finally killed by her own hands, she was sure there was no way for him to have survived. The other gods all thought the same. How then was it possible for a vestige of his aura to appear here, in a land even the mortals considered barren?
It didn’t make any sense at all.
Glaring at the rebel troops flooding the insides of the city, Alexandra tried her best to find the one causing her confusion. Today, however, just wasn’t her day. Surrounded by Argent and his puppets, most of her attention was split amongst the sea of enemies attacking her vessel. Its destruction was something she could not risk. Not while someone with so much knowledge of the gods was present.
Fortunately for her, her opponent was equally distracted, momentarily preventing him from capitalizing on her disturbed self. As if controlling thousands of puppets wasn’t taxing enough, Argent had also split part of his attention towards the newcomers. Much like Alexandra, he could feel a familiar energy coming from amongst them.
“This aura...” muttered Argent, many of his flesh puppets turning to look to the recently arrived rebel troops. “It smells of death and rot. But only members of our — ah, I see.”
The one responsible for taking my legacy and killing Noelle must be amongst them, he surmised, breaking into a malicious smile. I might be able to fulfill my original mission, after all.
Glancing at the rebels, both Argent and Alexandra pondered over different ideas, eventually reaching the same conclusion: they had to defeat their enemy as quickly as they could, using the opening that would create to search the newcomers for the one they were truly looking for.
For now, however, they had each other to worry about.
“Come,” said Alexandra, “I have no more time to waste on you.”
“How interesting,” replied Argent, the body of the king running forward with renewed bravado. “Neither do I.”
✽✽✽
 
Hope can give humanity the strength to overcome any obstacle.
Magnus became the incarnation of such a notion once Alexandra extended him a deal. If he destroyed all of Argent’s puppets, she would release Erin’s body, even going as far as to clear her from her duty as a Chosen.
This was a chance he couldn’t miss. He needed to beat the odds and bring victory to his side, for that was the only way he had to save his granddaughter at this time. It was something he knew was practically impossible. Every second that went by, the divine essence of the goddess was eroding another piece of Erin’s self. Once time ran out, there would be no saving her.
But even then, he needed to try.
On the off-chance that he was wrong about his chances, he had to keep doing his best.
Long gone was the time where he could cast spells. Having spent most of his mana reserves and being unable to control the mana in the environment, Magnus had been forced to take a sword off the hands of a paladin. Putting in practice long forgotten swordsmanship, he was now tiring not only his mind, but his body.
Fight.
That single word incarnated his will. Striking vertically, horizontally, and diagonally, Magnus took down the remaining foes one by one. By the time he came back to himself, he was surrounded by a pool of bodies. Even his comrades had stepped aside, afraid to be caught in his flurry.
“Die!” Magnus shouted, his sword cutting through another one of Argent’s puppets. Unwilling to give up, the old man refused to comply with the complaints of his body. As long as he had a breath inside of him, as long as he could still move, and as long as he was still alive… he would never give up.
Thus, when the rebels came inside the city, he didn’t see them as enemies. No, he saw them as allies, people who represented an opportunity to achieve his own goal. Even if he had deceived them and even if he held nothing but contempt towards them, Magnus knew he could work something out. Consequently, he didn’t hesitate to place his pride aside, immediately running to kneel before someone he had long stopped calling his rival — Arkus.
Facing the rebel army’s commander, the old mage brought his knees to the ground, stabbing his sword on the dirt as he lowered his head.
“Please help us,” he said. “Name the price. Anything you ask, we are willing to pay.”
Unable to understand Magnus’s plea, Arkus turned to look at Morgan, a mix of anger and confusion on his face. The bronze-skinned commander was still trying to process what was happening inside the city. To say he was confused would be an understatement. He had never expected the current situation.
“What’s going on in here?” asked Arkus. Just a moment ago, he had rushed his way inside the city walls with the rest of the troops marching behind him. He had been expecting to face the church and its followers as enemies, not as a party in need of his help. Facing this situation, it took him a great amount of effort to restrain himself from acting on impulse, taking the time instead to analyze his surroundings.
That proved to be the right choice.
There were far bigger things that deserved his attention.
For starters, the civilians were behaving like beasts, tearing at the throats of the clergymen with their bare hands. They acted with no fear or hesitation, displaying skill not befitting of their humble identities. Because of that, the members of the clergy were being forced into a corner, valiantly holding on through the restrained use of heals whenever their energy permitted.
But that wasn’t what shocked him the most. In the midst of them all, two shadows appeared and disappeared, flashing by different corners of the battlefield with swords on their hands. Like a natural disaster, anywhere they stopped to fight was turned into rubble.
Arkus was able to recognize them both for who he thought they were. The taller one was the king — a man he had served for several years in the past. The shorter one, on the other hand, was the young girl he had previously seen at Magnus’s side. According to the old mage, she was a Chosen for the Church of Light. If not for both of their demeanors being vastly different from what he remembered, he would’ve had no doubts about their identity.
“Explain,” ordered Arkus. Pathetic as he seemed in this moment, the man before him was still a mage of great knowledge and prestige. If someone was able to understand the current situation, it would be him. Even more so now that he was requesting their help.
Gathering his thoughts, Magnus raised his head from the ground, his eyes growing more solemn as he answered. “The Church of Death,” he said. “They took over the city and its inhabitants, corrupting their souls in order to submit them to their will. We need your help to stop them, as time is of the essence.”
Arkus nodded, his mind quickly processing the information as he drew parallels between the way the citizens of this kingdom were behaving and the way his own undead army acted on the battlefield.
A short pause ensued before he answered.
“I see,” he said, realizing Magnus’s answer was a plausible explanation for what he was seeing. “It seems the situation is different from what we originally expected.”
“Very different,” replied Richard. During Magnus’s explanation, one of the shadows had been kicked through the walls of a building, calling his attention to herself. Rising up from the debris, her white dress held no marks, still pure and untainted. She had only looked at him briefly, but during that instant, Richard had felt his soul leaving his body. It made him realize the church had involved them in something far beyond the scope of their knowledge.
“That being said, I can’t help but feel like he’s leaving some information out,” noted Morgan. As one of the main officers of the rebel army, he led the charge along with Richard and Arkus. Given how the rest of the council were behind the troops, it was up to them to make this decision. “I don’t like being blindsided by people I can’t fully trust.”
“Agreed,” said Arkus, his sword leaving his sheath. “If what he says is true, then the lives of the citizens here are forfeit. Why then should we add our own to that list?”
“Because if you don’t stop them here, they will take over your kingdom for themselves,” warned Magnus. Pitiful as he was in this moment, he was no stranger to the hearts of men. Fear was oftentimes more powerful than silly promises and rewards. “You’ve already witnessed the power of one divine artifact. Now imagine going against the full power of a church with many others in their hands. If you don’t move now, you will never again get the chance to claim this land as your own.”
Silence ensued amongst the chaos. By now, most of the troops were done entering the city, only the cloaked undead, and the few left behind to control them yet to step through the gates. Feeling the tension rise, Arkus’s gaze met Richard’s, both of them nodding as they reached a decision.
“We fight,” said Richard. “I didn’t spend years hidden away in the arid north to lose my kingdom to members of the church, death or light alike.”
“Agreed,” echoed Arkus. “The citizens of the capital might be beyond salvation, but those from the surrounding towns are not to blame for this situation.”
“Your orders?” asked Morgan.
“Shoot the flares,” commanded Arkus, turning to look towards Magnus. “Since the situation has come to this, there’s no point in hiding we have a divine weapon in our hands.”
“Not unless that goes against our interests,” added Richard, turning to look at the mage as well.
“No,” confirmed Magnus. “Divine weapons are divine because their inner-workings are out of the reach of mortal men. Not even the members of the Church of Death should be able to control something that was created through divine means.”
“Good,” answered Arkus. “I expect your church’s full support in dealing with the consequences of this.”
“You’ll have it, even if I have to kill the cardinal myself,” assured Magnus.
There was no harm in promising something he planned to do anyway.
✽✽✽
 
“Are you ready, boy?”
“I am.”
Hidden amongst a group a cloaked undead, Zaros marched into the city. A few minutes ago, a column of light had descended from the sky, sending the rebels into a hectic disarray. Worried about what that unexpected phenomena might entail, the officers had ordered most of the troops alongside him to prepare for battle.
Along with two others, Zaros was tasked with controlling and summoning the undead. Because of this, he was ordered to mix amongst the cloaked troops, his safety ensured by both anonymity and the black marble that was still in the rebels’ control. Something Zaros knew would change before long.
From the beginning, he didn’t intend to follow the commands of the rebels’ council. He had other goals. A purpose that took priority over the rebels’ own.
Revenge.
Crossing the threshold of the city, Zaros realized he had no reason to worry about the consequences of his actions anymore. Scurrying around, followers of the church, the rebels, and even the citizens of the kingdom were fighting against each other. Originally, he feared his actions might unleash chaos into innocent members of the populace. Now, however, he was at ease.
Amro had been right. Their lives had been forfeit. Seeing them with his own eyes, Zaros could tell the civilians had been separated from that which made them human. Much like the undead soldiers at his side, their eyes were vacant of any will or desire.
“Go,” the voice in his head instructed. “You have a goal, don’t let anything stop you.”
Without need for further encouragement, Zaros followed his instincts. Mixed in with the undead whom were rushing in the direction of the city’s populace, he readied his trusted weapons. Two daggers he had robbed from the first noble he had ever confronted.
With each of his moves, another soul was released from their prison. Controlled as they were, Zaros was sure the victims of his attacks were happy to be freed. Short of making it quick, he knew he had no other way to save them from their pain.
Slowly, the boy made his way towards the place the members of the church were fighting. Covered by his black cloak, most of his moves were hidden from the onlookers. In their eyes, he was simply another one of the undead helping them achieve their goals.
Fortunately for Zaros, that made his mission considerably easier. Ever since he had conversed with the prince’s butler, he had realized there was another name missing in his hit-list. That of the king’s heir.
The command to destroy his village had not been given by the king alone. No, the idea had been born in the prince’s twisted mind. Deeming them a threat, he had not hesitated to sentence them without a trial. Their crime: being able to think for themselves.
It was a situation absurd enough to make Zaros feel good about the prince’s survival. Receiving the news of his escape had been the highlight of his week. He had been robbed from exacting his revenge once. There would not be a second time. Not when it came to punishing the intellectual mastermind behind the events that had changed his life.
Thus, when he found the man in question, Zaros couldn’t help but smile.
The prince was surrounded, his body full of gashes and injuries. Even the armor he was wearing seemed like an old relic of the past, damaged and covered in dirt. His eyes were lifeless, his spirit broken. With most of the guards around him dead, each of his moves consisted of a mechanical response to protect his life. A life that had only been ensured by the cooperation of a few struggling paladins ensuring their flanks were not overrun.
It was a picture that made Zaros feel he was on the edge of vindication.
Coming closer to him, the boy found no resistance from his target. The guards of the prince and those around him were down. The boundless sea of enemies they faced didn’t allow for even a small part of their attention to fall upon him.
It felt almost like a dream.
One where he would finally achieve his goals.
One where the world was finally not going against him.
That was precisely why he couldn’t help but feel strange. The sense of emptiness taking ahold of his mind warning him that it wasn’t real. It all felt familiar in a very bizarre, unsettling way.
✽✽✽
 
Meshing reality into a dream was a task harder said than accomplished. It required absolute control over one’s mind and soul. Something very few could boast about.
Fortunately, Amro had both at his disposal.
The reason he cared about this was simple. Once he had seen the ray of light descend upon the city, the fallen god had realized it was time to execute his plans. Plans that couldn’t afford a mortal’s mistakes. And therefore, plans that couldn’t afford Zaros’s involvement.
However, Amro knew that setting his host aside for this wasn’t as simple as requesting the boy to step back. The young man had a vested interest on being part of this city’s fall. He craved to watch it burn with his own two eyes.
Robbing him of this opportunity would strain their relationship. Damaging it to a point where it would become a burden. It was a path he couldn’t afford to take. Zaros was required to achieve the rest of his goals down the road. Being on good terms with him was essential to his schemes. He needed another way to solve the current situation.
Thus, he opted for a compromise. One his host would never need to know about. One Amro could keep to himself as long as he was careful enough.
Changing Zaros’s perception of this day.
Soul realms allowed their owners to do a myriad of things. Simulating elements of reality were just a small part of it. If he were to recreate and alter the events that were to come, Amro was sure he would be able to deliver a satisfactory conclusion to the boy’s inner demons. One where Zaros wasn’t forced to find out everything about his real identity or the full extent of his goals. One where he could spare him from those secrets until the time was right. One where he could act to his heart’s content.
It was a selfish reason but Amro didn’t need to think twice about it. Dragging Zaros’s consciousness to his soul realm took him only a fragment of a second. A second after which he took over for his host, ready to enact his plans for real as he left the young boy to experience a censored, but idealistic copy of reality.
“I hope you can forgive me,” muttered the fallen god. Even if there was a hint of selfishness mixed into his reasoning, Amro truly believed this was for the best. “I’ll make it up to you in the future.”
With that settled, Amro took in a deep breath, walking inside the town as he slowly approached the man currently holding the unholy marble on his hands. He was on his own, unprotected. Important as he was, none of the rebels had stayed by his side, afraid to reveal the importance of his role. It made him an easy target. Especially since Jan, Katherine, and Nolan had all remained outside of the city, awaiting the success of Arkus, Richard, and the other officers.
Once the undead had started attacking their targets, Amro had only needed to ‘gently’ tap the back of the man’s head with the hilt of his dagger. Having previously dealt with the other person assigned to control the undead, the marble finally fell into his hands. In all honesty, he was doing both of them a favor. Using it with at their level would have meant the erosion of their souls. Something the rebel council hadn’t bothered telling them about.
“Hey old friend,” said Amro, caressing the marble on his hands. “It’s been a long time.”
Dimly glowing, the marble seemed to answer Amro’s comment, the muddled forms on its surface disappearing if only a moment.
“Yes, it’s me,” answered Amro. “Sorry for the delay.”
Glowing brighter this time, the marble seemed to scoff at Amro’s reply. Along with the fluctuations in its luster, it seemed to convey a slight sense of rejection.
“I had some things to do before that,” noted Amro, shrugging his shoulders. “You know how restrictive my role can be. It couldn’t be helped.”
Dimming, the marble turned unresponsive for a few seconds. Only after sensing Amro’s indifference to its tantrum did it glow back to a normal shine, suggesting it accepted his apologies.
Breaking into a rare smile, Amro’s tone finally turned more friendly, vastly different from the way he normally spoke to Zaros. “Are you willing to help me once again then, like old times?”
Turning a white hue, the marble offered Amro the answer he was looking for.
“Thank you,” he said. “I’ll have you meet him later on. Right now, there’s someone we have to deal with.”
Just like Zaros, Amro had two targets on his list. He was long aware they had already sensed his presence. Therefore, he needed to strike before they did.
“I’ll start with you,” said Amro, looking in Alexandra’s direction. The avatar of the Goddess of Light was busy fighting a swarming group of Argent’s puppets. Her appearance seemed as unsullied as it was in the beginning of the battle. The light coming of her sword, however, conveyed how much weaker she was at this moment. “It’s time for my payback.”




Chapter 30
Revelations.
“Interesting,” said Argent, his face straining to smile. “I didn’t expect the newcomers to be on your side.”
“They aren’t,” admitted Alexandra. “They’re doing this out of convenience.”
“Humans,” scoffed Argent. “Their motives often escape my understanding.”
“Likewise,” agreed the goddess’s avatar.
Facing each other, Argent and Alexandra had been driven to a stand-still. Rapidly consuming his soldiers, Argent had realized fighting a god was not as easy as he had imagined. The amount of pawns he had sacrificed to stall her was already beyond his initial estimations. It served to show that despite the limitations of her vessel, the Goddess of Light had more than a few tricks under her hands.
“That being said,” continued Alexandra, “I don’t think we can continue this charade any longer.”
“So, you’ve noticed.”
“I have,” confirmed the goddess, her sword slashing through a puppet ambushing her from behind. “Those newcomers are waiting for our downfall to reap the benefits. I prefer not to give them the pleasure.”
Argent nodded. He knew there was truth to her words, but also something hidden beneath their surface. From the urgency she had shown to finish him, he could tell that both of them had objectives that extended beyond this fight. That’s why he understood her point. Her words were not an explanation, but a warning. A battle of attrition would only benefit those outside of their purview. In order to claim the benefits of their encounter for themselves, they both needed to end it at the briefest opportunity.
“Are you sure you want to take the risk?” taunted Argent, momentarily glancing at the state of his own body. “Even with my wounds, I’m still in a much better state than you are. You will certainly fall before I do.”
Looking at him with derision, Alexandra snorted. “Your body might be, but what about them?” she asked, pointing at the remaining citizens of the kingdom. Unlike before, they were now busy fighting off the alliance formed between the rebels and the survivors of the church. “Without your mob blocking my every move, you’re not a match for me.”
“Perhaps,” conceded Argent.
From an initial amount in the thousands, his army had been brought down by an order of magnitude. A situation that had turned unavoidable upon the rebels’ arrival. With a horde of loyal undead at their service, they had been able to make up for the lack of numbers on their side. Enough to turn the tides of the battle, slowly coming closer to regaining control of the city.
Not even the six apostles serving under Argent were able to change the situation. Magnus, Arkus, and even the cardinal had worked in tandem to stop them from doing so. After all, reaching a deal had been easy. Alexandra had ordered the cardinal to agree to all concessions the rebels might have as long as they could ensure their victory.
This was a situation Argent couldn’t afford any longer. The rebels had brought along with them the one person he was looking for — someone who had proven to be smart enough to remain hidden up to this point. Someone who he needed to find at all costs.
But not knowing the identity of his target placed Argent in a difficult position. Especially so given how he was someone talented enough to defeat his personal disciple. He needed expendable puppets to test the limits of such an individual. In the rare case he was someone at the same level as himself, he had to be careful. He couldn’t risk antagonizing someone like that when he was so close to accomplishing his goals. Not unless it was necessary.
“I do wonder, however, what it is that makes you so eager to win,” added Argent. “I’m sure it’s not pride, for someone in your position has no use for things like that. Is it, perhaps, that you have no choice in the matter or is it something else? Something you don’t want me know about.”
Showing indifference, Alexandra didn’t bother to honor his question with a reply. Her silence conveyed her answer. An answer that helped her hide her true state of mind.
“Indeed,” mocked Argent. “Godhood is not without its downsides. It’s not only a position of power, but one of duty. A burdensome role that binds you to the will of the world, even against your own.”
“Since you understand, there’s no need to extend this conversation any further,” bluffed the goddess.
“Agreed.”
✽✽✽
 
Alexandra couldn’t afford to wait any longer. The rebels arrival had also alerted her to a change in the situation. One that took precedence over the safety of her followers.
Amro.
She was sure she had sensed a trace of his despicable aura. Something that could very well explain the appearance of the Church of Death in this kingdom. She wasn’t sure what it was, but if there was the smallest chance of a legacy or someone related to him appearing, she needed to get ahold of it before anyone else did, especially his church.
But there was a complication. Her divine essence had almost finished corroding her host’s body and soul. Not even a Chosen could hold the power of their god forever. If she extended the fight for any longer, she would risk losing her chance to search for this newfound objective.
Thus, in a final bout of desperation, she had chosen to bring her fight with Argent to an end. Both of them faced each other for the final time, ready to risk everything in one final blow. With their weapons unsheathed, avatar and puppet prepared for an attack that would put an end to their dilemma. A blow that would finally free them to go after their true objectives.
“Die.”
In a blink of an eye, both parties disappeared from where they were standing, flashing into nothingness with a brilliant display of speed. The bodies of their vessels restrained them from being able to show their true power, but the instant they clashed, they proved it was not for nothing.
Golden and black light mixed in a warping display of incandescence as both goddess and pope enhanced their attacks with the energy they had left. Slowly, however, the golden aura started taking the advantage. Something that was further proven when the controller of the dark light stumbled to his knees. An opportunity Alexandra made sure not to waste.
*Slash!*
Cutting off the right arm of the man before her, Alexandra smiled for the first time since her descent. She was sure her attack had struck true this time. The golden flames sticking to Argent proved that with certainty. If only he were a puppet with a lesser connection to the real body, he would have had already collapsed.
“Goo — good job,” stuttered Argent, his body trembling as he knelt into the ground. “You win this time.”
“I’ll make sure to do the same to your true self in the future,” promised Alexandra, her words stopping the man from continuing. “Those following the steps of Amro shall also follow his fate.”
“Amro?” asked Argent, his face warping in realization. “Was that your doing?”
“Yes,” confirmed Alexandra, her sword cutting through Argent’s other arm. “I am destined to eliminate all traces of his church.”
“I see,” said Argent, “What an interesting turn of events.”
“There is nothing interesting about it,” argued Alexandra. “Only idealistic fools refuse to believe in destiny. Everything has been predetermined from the moment the world came into being. What further proof do you need after the results of this battle?”
“Proof is subjective,” countered Argent, his lips settling into a smile as he ignored the goddess’s act of sadistic release. “For example, what if I told you this victory was not your own?”
“Are you suggesting those humans are to be credited for your defeat?”
“Not at all,” answered Argent, his expression one of ridicule. “While it is true they contributed, there was someone who helped you without you even knowing.”
Alexandra shrugged, her expression one of disbelief. “And who would that be?”
“Me,” answered a voice behind her, forcing her to turn around in surprise. Every fragment of a second she spent in that motion was enough to fill her with dread and apprehension against the possibility of something she had buried deep within her mind. A fear that was about to come true.
Cold.
Hollow.
Indifferent.
With an overbearing demeanor strong enough to suppress her own, a boy now stood facing the goddess’s avatar. His eyes were fully black, his aura thoroughly pure. Standing firm and steady, he smiled at her, eager to give her a chance to guess his identity.
“How?” asked Alexandra. “You shouldn’t be alive.”
“Hello, sister, long time no see.”
“Cut the bullshit, Amro! Tell me how you did it.”
“Death is my domain,” answered the target of her curses. “The law I swore to protect. What makes you
think you are powerful enough to use it against me?”
“Hypocrite,” said Alexandra, the expression on her face warping into one of madness. “You rejected our goal, insisted death was equal to all of us.”
“And I didn’t lie when I said that.”
“Nonsense!” retorted the goddess, her anger gaining traction as she raised her voice. “Your actions just proved us right. You fear death just as much as the rest of us!”
“I do no such thing,” said Amro, shaking his head in disappointment. “I would never reject something as pure as our final destination. As a matter of fact, I welcomed it with open arms. It’s just that death happens to be more accommodating than you seem to believe.”
“Lies!”
“Not at all,” he answered. “Death can be lenient enough to grant anyone an extension on their life — as long as they serve a greater goal, that is. Me being alive is simply a way for the world to show you that I still have a reason to be. When I cease to have it, I’ll gladly accept my end.”
“And what is this goal supposed to be?” asked the goddess, her eyes looking through all of Amro’s pretenses.
“Isn’t that obvious by now?” asked Amro, his face growing stern. “Stopping you and the rest, giving you all the very thing you fear.”
Enraged, Alexandra stomped her foot on the ground, golden flames rising from the imprint she left in the dirt. “You will never get away with this, Amro. Once the rest of the pantheon hears about your survival, they will hunt you to the ends of the world.”
“But they will not hear about it until it is too late,” mocked Amro, pointing towards Argent’s limbless body. “Or did you forget about the cage he built around this city?”
Silence fell between them. For a moment, Alexandra turned to look at the walls of the city, a wave of realization hitting her in the face. Argent’s magic was still in place. The blood staining the walls glowed just as brightly as before, excitedly trapping the souls of those killed in the battlefield to keep sustaining itself. Her mind had been so shocked by Amro’s appearance, she had completely forgotten about it.
From there, she turned her gaze towards her subordinates and eventually the rebels, hoping to find amongst them a sacrificial pawn that would serve to open a path for her escape. Unfortunately, none of them seemed to be paying attention to her or her struggles. They were all busy dealing with the rest of Argent’s puppets. Puppets who seemed to be distancing themselves from Amro as much as they could.
“There’s a confusion effect attached to that magical formation,” explained Amro. “I simply strengthened it while you were distracted fighting. Forgive me, but none of them would even realize it if you were to fall dead.”
“Damn it!” yelled Alexandra, flashing away in an attempt to escape.
“There’s no way I’ll allow that,” mocked Amro, disappearing from where he was to block her path of retreat. “A fragment of your consciousness is not enough to stop me or my plans. Fight if you wish to prove me wrong. This time, however, it’s only you and me.”
Without any alternative, Alexandra raised her sword, begrudgingly accepting that she would have to confront her old comrade for a chance to withdraw. She had no other way to escape, at least not with the current state of her body. Leaving her Chosen behind was not an option. Separating her soul from it would leave her vulnerable to all of Amro’s attacks. Even if she was only a fragment of her true self, she could not risk such a thing. She understood very well what Amro was capable of doing to her true body if only a part of her essence landed in his hands.
Frustration started clouding her mind, for hindsight allowed her to see every single thing she could have done differently. Small choices that could have changed the flow of events. Amongst them was her carelessness. Sure of her previous victory against Amro, she had not even considered the possibility of him being alive. At best, she thought the trace of his aura was caused by a legacy or even an illegitimate descendant.
Thus, she couldn’t help but wonder, Was this fate?
“So, are you not coming?” taunted Amro, breaking her away from her thoughts. “I thought your innermost desire was to see me dead.”
“No,” answered Alexandra, lowering the arm in which she held her weapon. “I will accomplish nothing by fighting you as I am. At best, I’ll give you some injuries, but even that won’t be enough.”
“What then, do you propose?” asked Amro, his interest piqued by the unexpected decision of his opponent.
“A time-out,” answered Alexandra, her essence vanishing as the body of her host starting to burn with golden flames. “I might not be able to inform the pantheon, but that doesn’t mean I’m out of options. I’ll just have to make it so they look into it themselves.”
“Wise choice,” said Amro, watching as she corroded a fragment of her soul into nothingness. “I can respect your courage. Even if you are only a piece of your true self, this move of yours will take at the very least a decade to heal. You are bound to garner everyone’s attention this way.”
“Why aren’t you stopping me then?” asked Alexandra, her voice gradually fading.
“Because there is no need to,” insisted Amro. “I already told you, there’s no way you will be able to stop my plans in time. Even if you use this method to call the attention of the other gods, it will be too late by the time they piece the clues together.”
“As arrogant as always,” scoffed Alexandra. “I hope you don’t come to regret it.”
“I have never regretted my choices,” said Amro. “Living your life with determination is the first path to a meaningful death.”
*Thud.*
Dropping to the ground, Erin’s body returned to its former state. No longer covered by the golden-white robes made from divine essence, even the grievous wound on her chest started to resurface. Amro could tell she wouldn’t live for long. Combined with the injuries she had sustained while fighting Argent, there was no way to heal her in time.
“What a shame,” said Amro, looking at the young Chosen coughing up blood on the ground. “Her potential is almost as good as the boy’s. She would have made a fine addition to his future troops.”
“Now then,” he continued, approaching the limbless body of the king. “Do you mind if we have a conversation?”
✽✽✽
 
Magnus looked through the battlefield, an odd sense of discomfort filling his senses. For the past few minutes, he had been feeling like everything was wrong. Muddled, like reality itself had become a mirage.
Looking towards his opponents, however, told him he had no time to waste on such thoughts. The men he was facing were no easy targets. Weak as they might be, their coordination proved to be a powerful asset in combat. Even more so when they were fully willing to risk their lives with every attack they delivered. Not even after wearing them down could he risk easing his guard.
Fortunately, he had two ‘allies’ during this fight. Arkus and the cardinal. One was his former rival, a man with courage and values that matched his own. The other was the opposite. A man who incarnated everything he detested. For now, however, they had the same goal. A goal that would allow to save his granddaughter.
Working together, they had managed to stop the apostles from running rampant, going as far as to kill four of them, partially restraining the remaining two by consistently targeting their limbs.
“How much longer do you plan to resist?” asked Arkus, his sword pointing towards the ground. Blood dripped from the tip at the rhythm of his breath, slowly starting to get traction. “At this rate, you will all die. Do you not care for your own lives or those of the ones you’ve sacrificed?”
“Do you forget who we are?” asked one of the apostles. “We’re followers of death. Everything we do can end only in one way.”
“You call yourselves that,” stated Magnus, his consciousness one step away from falling dark. “But it doesn’t mean you are. Even now, you can step away and make a different choice.”
“Nothing gives you the right to define us,” said the other apostle. “We’ve fought for this. The path of death is what we have given our lives for.”
“Listen to them,” said the cardinal. “They want to die. Let’s just give it to them so we can get back to our own business.”
Magnus prepared to answer back, even now trying to suppress his desires to murder the cardinal. However, Arkus’s hand stopped him from doing so. The man wasn’t willing to waste any more of his time dealing with their opponents, much less calming down his allies. Something he let them know by taking the apostles’ sentence into his own hands. “Death it is.”
Running towards the apostles, Arkus raised his sword one last time. And with it, a battle-cry. A roar complaining to the heavens for the lives his kingdom had lost.
Not long after came a simple strike. A single step accompanied by an unrefined horizontal slash towards his left. The most basic move Arkus had practiced during the course of his lifetime. One that left no room for error.
*Slash!*
Following the passing of his weapon, both of the apostles heads were separated from their bodies. Thus, two new individuals were added to the list of casualties. Their names forever forgotten because of the side they had chosen to take.
Perhaps that was a kindness, for deep within them, that’s what they really craved. Death. The liberating release of reaching one’s own end.
“It’s over,” said Arkus, turning around to face his two temporary ‘allies’. “It’s finally over. I can only hope you can honor your side of the deal.”
“We will,” confirmed the cardinal, turning to look to his surroundings. Most of the church’s troops had already been killed in combat, only a few overzealous ones retaining their lives. This wasn’t a state in which they could go to war. For now, they would need to lick their wounds. Their original plan would have to wait.
Feeling at ease, the cardinal kept looking around, trusting his goddess would have been equally capable of dealing with her opponent. Sacrificing a Chosen had been a small price to pay for this victory. As long as he could take information about the magic inscribed in the city, however, the church’s headquarters would surely reward his efforts.
Unfortunately, as time kept ticking, his nerves started to rise. He couldn’t see her anywhere. Erin, the avatar of his goddess was nowhere to be found.
“Where is she?” he finally asked, turning to look towards Magnus. If someone knew where she was at any given time, it was the man who was willing to die for her at a moment’s notice.
The old mage disappointed him, however. Not paying him the slightest of attention, Magnus sighed, falling to the ground on his behind. He was tired, exhausted in fact. Even now, he was actively fighting to prevent his consciousness from being dragged from his body. If not for his need to see everything through to the end, he would have already accepted the embrace of deep slumber.
“I asked you where is she?” repeated the cardinal, this time loud enough to break Magnus from his reverie. “Our go — Erin, where is she?”
Hearing the familiar name, Magnus found part of his alertness restored. Immediately, he started scanning the city, a need to answer the same question echoing in his mind. But just before he managed to focus, someone broke his concentration. The same man who had requested it just a moment ago.
“Agh!”
Covered in golden flames, the cardinal fell to the ground. His screams echoed against the partially destroyed buildings, acutely describing a pain that burned not in the nerves of his flesh, but in the depths of his soul. Much like the cries of a child or the weeps of a mother, his reaction was something that was beyond description.
But even before Magnus could take action or come an explanation, others followed.
The priests, the paladins. Every surviving member of the clergy fell to the ground, following after the cardinal in his tormenting symphony of pain. One after another, their bodies lit up with the same golden flames, a phenomena Magnus remembered from several years before.
It was during the dusk of the gods, a day many of the heavenly beings had stopped responding. Back then, several members of the clergy had been caught in a much too similar phenomena. After years of research, scholars and pursuers of the forbidden had all reached the same conclusion. Their death was caused by having their souls forcefully torn apart.
Remembering this, Magnus’s mind immediately ran through a thousand different conjectures, eventually settling on the answer his instincts provided.
Erin.
Something had happened to her.




Chapter 31
Rise.
Back in Amro’s soul domain, Zaros was busy cutting his way past a few unintended targets. The prince’s guards had reacted poorly upon the man’s death. Angry and confused, they had become desperate to take revenge against the one responsible for killing him. Amro’s recreation of reality was thorough enough to include their reactions as part of his play. One entirely designed to separate Zaros from the truth.
After dealing with the last of the guards, Zaros went into hiding, merging once again with the troops of undead. Busy fighting against the mind-controlled citizens of the kingdom, no one else had managed to notice a hint of his actions. Something he felt fortunate about. Especially so since he still had one target left — The King.
For as much as the prince was responsible for ideating the plan, his father was to blame for its execution. Now, having both of them in the same place, Zaros refused to leave things as they were. They needed to share the fate of his villagers if he was ever to fulfill his promise. Only by bringing about their end with his own two hands would he be able to close this chapter of his life.
Unfortunately, the king’s current whereabouts were about to make this considerably harder.
He was not alone. No, he was surrounded by dozens of individuals covered in armor, fighting a young girl covered in golden white robes. Their clashes brought about flashes of golden light and darkness, constantly leaving destruction in their wake.
After a few moments of lurking behind them, Zaros remembered the girl. He had seen her once before in the midst of the rebel camp. Young and lonely, her eyes still conveyed the same emptiness as before. It was a gaze that reminded him much of his own.
“You can’t defeat her,” said Amro. As much as he was willing to sugarcoat part of this false reality for Zaros, there were some things he wasn’t willing to do. Giving the boy a false sense of his own abilities was first amongst them. “Not her nor the man she’s fighting.”
“I know,” answered Zaros. The projection of their power was enough to warn him about the dangers of confronting either one of them one-on-one. By all measures, he was not their match.
This was something Amro had made sure to recreate to the finest of details, for this part of the truth was something the boy needed to see with his own two eyes. Argent and Alexandra were individuals Zaros would eventually learn about on his own. The events of this day were certainly bound to spread far and wide. Intentionally hiding anything about them from the boy would most certainly be a mistake. One that could eventually come back to bite him.
*Crash!*
Their battle continued, and for a long while, Zaros observed them with care. He could only reach a compromise with himself after confirming there was no way of achieving a victory on his own. “Can I trust you to do it?” he asked. “Would you do this one last favor for me?”
Surprised, Amro took a moment to scan through the thoughts of his host, finally understanding what he meant. “You’ve grown,” he eventually said. “You’re no longer the same naïve young boy. I hope I can someday reciprocate your trust.”
“Go,” said Zaros, entrusting this task to Amro. “I didn’t live through hell in your soul domain to remain as stubborn as I was. We’re partners. If you are the one who deals with the target of my hatred, then I can live with that fact.”
“What about the girl?” asked Amro. Zaros might have not known about it at this time, but her identity was far more troublesome than that of a simple Chosen. He wanted to see up to what point it was that his host was willing to compromise. Something he would make sure to follow.
“I don’t know,” said Zaros. “There’s something different and dangerous about her. I’ll leave it to your discretion.”
I might have underestimated you, thought Amro, realizing he might have been too dismissive of his host. Perhaps I’ve grown too callous. This time, I’ll concede.
“Fine,” said Amro, assuming control of Zaros’s body in his simulation of reality. It was time to gradually expose his host to some of the truth. “You might hear some things when I fight them, and you might see me make some choices you don’t agree with. When the time comes, I hope you’re ready for what they entail.”
“I will be,” said Zaros. “Do as you see fit.”
✽✽✽
 
Towering over the limbless body of the king, Amro’s gaze behaved like a pair of daggers, carefully dissecting every detail of the man before him. Even if he was a puppet, part of his controller’s soul had been infused into his, letting most of his demeanors reflect the true nature of the man behind him. A man Amro had never approved as the leader of his church, and therefore, a man who had overextended his authority by naming himself the pope.
Only after being satisfied with his analysis did Amro bother breaking their silence, finally easing the pressure he was exerting to a point where Argent was able to speak. Weakened by his fight with Alexandra, he wouldn’t have been able to do so otherwise.
“Who gave you permission to claim my church as your own?” asked Amro. Straight to the point, he wanted to hear Argent’s goals from his own mouth.
“My lord,” said Argent, carefully trying to show a respectful facade. “I was appointed by the survivors of your church after that accursed day.”
“What day?” asked Amro.
“The day you went silent, my lord.”
Amro thought about it for an instant, recalling the day when the other gods had invaded his domain. Back then, his last order to his followers included a request to sacrifice those who were willing. Through the essence released upon their deaths, Amro had been able to replenish part of his strength, enough to eliminate an even greater number of the gods invading his realm.
“I see,” said Amro, still maintaining his dominating demeanor. It made sense for his church to have experienced a restructuring after the events of that day. “What about your predecessor?”
“Dead, my lord.”
“And the vaults?”
“Open, my lord.”
Short and concise, Argent kept answering Amro’s questions one by one. He knew he had to keep it brief, for the less he spoke, the better his chances were of getting away with hiding his true intentions. A problem that stemmed from his lack of critical information. Information that included the true state of Amro’s condition, for example.
Whether the boy before him was an avatar or the real thing inhabiting inside a mortal’s body could very well determine the future of their interactions. If the first case was true, then it meant that his god was in the process of healing, still resting in the upper realms. Inhabiting a mortal, on the other hand, would imply he had been forced to run away from his domain. Both situations had different implications, and therefore, different paths available to him.
Being ignorant of the truth, however, forced him to assume the worse, leaving him with no option but to lower his head.
On his side, Amro remained indifferent about Argent’s inner turmoil, limiting himself to nodding every time he received valuable information. He wasn’t foolish enough to believe everything he was being told, but even lies were significant in their own way. At the end of it all, he simply raised his hand, smiling as he spoke his final verdict.
“Very well,” he said. “I apologize for having interrupted your duel. I had pending issues with her, you see. And those needed to be taken care off, regardless of pride and honor. I’ll make it up for you somehow in the future.”
“No need,” said Argent, shaking his head while he rested against the ground. During the duel, he had felt his connection with his body and the magic of the formation in the city walls faltering, something that had allowed Alexandra to press her advantage. It could be said it was the main reason for his defeat. Facing someone whom he could not see through, however, gave him no room for complaints.
“No, I insist,” said Amro, reaffirming the firmness of his position. “In fact, I’m eager to visit your true self after all of this is over. And when I do, I’ll take the time to solve the current issues plaguing my church.”
“Issues?” Argent asked, his instincts warning him of Amro’s true intentions.
“Yes,” confirmed Amro. “I’m afraid all of you have strayed from the true path for far too long.”
Argent didn’t answer, the mind of his true body alarmed to the point the connection with his puppet had momentarily faltered. Only after what seemed like an eternity did he react, looking back at the face of the boy who was still evaluating his every move, doing his best to answer with a straight face. “I’ll be waiting for you then, my lord.”
“Good,” said Amro, taking out a white pearl from his pocket, a swirling vortex visible within. Casually, he pointed it in Argent’s direction. “See you then.”
*Thud*
Losing contact with the puppet-master behind the curtains, the body of the king finally laid silent. Amro had forcefully broken the connection between their souls. It was a move that would surely damage the man’s soul wherever he was, but not one Amro particularly cared about. He knew Argent’s attitude had been a charade all along, a futile attempt to avoid inciting the full extent of his wrath.
Luckily for him, Amro was a man of his word. In exchange for having interfered with his duel against Alexandra, he had chosen to give him another chance. One he had partially granted because he still had uses for the man.
✽✽✽
 
Reality and illusion returned to one, and Zaros felt Amro using his foot to walk over the king’s body. Defeated, the man was now laying on his back, limbless and dead. Some might have said it was an act of disrespect to treat a dead man in this way, but unsurprisingly, neither Amro nor Zaros really cared. Some people didn’t deserve peace. Not even in death.
“It’s done,” said Amro. “With this, I’ve fulfilled my side of the deal.”
“Thanks,” said Zaros. For the past few minutes, he had seen Amro fight against both the young girl and the king. Secretly lurking in the darkness, his mentor had managed to assassinate both of them without spending a great deal of effort.
Some dialogues were exchanged between them, but for the most part, Zaros still felt ignorant about what they were speaking. He felt like asking for an explanation, but something deep within him told him he shouldn’t. Amro would explain the truth on his own time.
“What now?” eventually asked the boy. He was still partially shaken by the fight, its revelations and destruction leaving his mind in a similar state.
“Well,” said Amro, “now, we reap the benefits of the aftermath. This is a victor’s privilege.”
“What do you mean?” asked Zaros. He was slightly confused by the statement. “What is there to gain from what’s happened in this kingdom?”
“Watch.”
✽✽✽
 
Magnus was nervous. Running through the alleys of the city, he had insistently searched for Erin everywhere he could. Unfortunately, he was yet to find her. And given what had happened with the cardinal and his followers, he couldn’t feel at ease with that fact.
Moreover, a series of equally surprising events had followed.
The first of them had been the collapse of the soul-puppeteered civilians in the city. Those who had been fighting the drone-like horde had noticed their unresponsiveness in all but a moment’s notice. Following the first, the rest of them had fallen to the ground on their own accord, their consciousness withdrawn to somewhere unknown.
The second shocking event was the collapse of the city walls. The blood-inscribed glyphs in its rocky surface had lit aglow, melting with them the stones that made up the towering structure. Free from the muddling influence of the magical formation, Magnus had been able to regain part of his strength. The mana in the environment answering his call once more.
But none of that mattered. Not to Magnus, anyway. All he cared for in this moment was finding Erin. If the goddess had kept true to her word, then she had to be alive. Something he intended to confirm as he extended his control over the environment’s mana to cover the entire city.
“Erin!” shouted Magnus. He had sensed a weak trace of her aura in the distance. If not for his extreme familiarity with it, he would have probably missed it. “I’m coming!”
Running with all of his strength, Magnus eventually reached a desolate area in the middle of the city. Buildings were destroyed in the surroundings, with only one person still on his feet, standing there alone amidst the rubble. A young man, probably in his early teens. Someone who Magnus felt an odd sense of familiarity with.
“Who are you?” asked Magnus. In the scan he had done moments ago, Erin was meant to be by herself. Seeing the young man standing next to her was surprising, to say the least.
“Your salvation,” said Amro, his demeanor back to his cold, royal-self. “Or hers, if you want to be precise.”
Magnus turned to look below Amro, finding a young girl coughing blood at his feet. Immediately, he ran next to her, raising her from the ground as he took her into his arms. The cold, divine aura that had surrounded her in the past was gone. She was back to her normal self.
“Erin,” said Magnus, tears dropping from his eyes. “You’re alive...”
“But she won’t be for long,” added Amro’s voice, interrupting their meeting.
Magnus glared at Amro with threatening eyes, only to recoil back when he saw the boy’s indifferent own. Amro was looking right through him without any difficulty, much like the goddess had done in the past. Firm and unchanging, he seemed not to care for what Magnus’s thoughts really were.
“Not in the way you’re thinking,” continued Amro. “Her soul has been damaged to a point beyond what any mortal can take. If you don’t believe me, you are free to check.”
Following Amro’s prompt, Magnus focused his senses into Erin, using the mana in the environment to check the state of her origin. It turned out to be the right choice. Much like Amro had described, she was in a condition where no one would consider her alive. A significant percentage of her soul had been damaged. Concentrating, Magnus could see that the parts of her soul that used to be covered by her church’s brand had been burned away, likely by that same flame that had wiped out the rest of the clergy in the area.
“Who are you?” asked Magnus. Very few were as knowledgeable about the soul as someone who had delved into the arcane for decades. It was knowledge that was considered taboo even back in the mainland.
“You can call me Zaros,” said Amro, once again assuming the identity of his host. “And like I said, I am her salvation.”
✽✽✽
 
Facing Amro while on his knees, Magnus finally lowered his head. Kissing the foot of the boy, the proud mage did something he had sworn he would never do again. “I swear my allegiance to you.”
“Good,” said Amro, taking out the white marble from his pocket. “We can begin. Are you sure you want us to follow through with this?”
“Yes,” said Magnus. He had done hundreds of divinations, all telling him he would find Erin’s savior amidst this forgotten kingdom. Being given a chance to trade his mortal life in order to save her from eternal damnation, he didn’t need a moment to reconsider. “Even if it takes all of my life-force, please save her.”
“I respect your resolution,” said Amro. “Fine.”
Taking hold of the white marble in one hand, and placing the other over Magnus’s head, Amro’s eyes suddenly lost their focus. Not letting another moment of time fly past him, the fallen god started muttering words in a language long forgotten.
“Pretium vitae mors est.”
“Mors pretium vitae est.”
Seconds became minutes, and slowly, Magnus felt himself withering away. This ritual was something he had agreed to, for according to the boy before him, only a shell made of life-force was enough to nurture Erin’s soul back to health. Unfortunately for him, that life-force needed to come from a willing individual. Forcefully extracting it from someone else would taint it, making it unviable for their current purpose.
Looking at Erin’s weak figure, Magnus had not hesitated to accept Amro’s offer. The boy had more than proven his capability. Showing the mage control extending beyond his own over the Church of Death’s artifact was only one amongst many ways he had done so. With that display, Magnus had been convinced the boy was the figure of his prophecies.
In exchange for saving his granddaughter, Amro had requested only one thing: Undying loyalty. An allegiance that would extend beyond both of their deaths. Obedience that would have to be placed even above his own morals and principles.
Conditions Magnus had agreed to without thinking twice.
Eventually, amidst Amro’s unceasing chants, a white silhouette exited Erin’s body. Being on the verge of death, Magnus was able to unlock the spirituality he needed to see it with his own two eyes. It was Erin’s soul. Damaged, fragile, and close to extinction, but much to his fortune, still alive.
Confused and disoriented, the girl’s soul looked upon her own body, the realization of her own death sinking into her astral consciousness.
“Do not worry,” said Amro, finally speaking the common tongue. “It’s still not your time.”
“Time?” The spirit looked at him in confusion and annoyance. Up to a few minutes ago, she had been merged with the consciousness of her goddess, something she had considered the ultimate blessing. Alas, it was this same boy standing before her who had forcefully caused their separation. She still remembered the thousands of curses Alexandra had thrown his way upon her departure.
Sensing the girl’s hesitation to approach him, Amro shook his head. “Child,” he said. “How about you listen to your elders?”
Extending the hand carrying the white marble, a gentle vortex formed upon the insides of the artifact. Before the spirit of Erin even had time to react, it had latched onto her, slowly drawing her inside.
“Please,” said Magnus. “Do not fear it.”
The spirit turned to look at her former guardian, the sense of confusion she had been feeling multiplying several times over. Forming a part of Alexandra’s self, she had been able to pry into several truths. Magnus’s identity being a part of them.
Unfortunately for her, that momentary distraction was all Amro needed. Before Erin even had the chance to turn and look back at the boy, the vortex had finished drawing her into the marble, her soul disappearing within its milky interior.
“It’s done,” said Amro, turning to look at Magnus’s withering figure. “She’s safe now.”
“Good,” said the old mage, the last breath of life leaving his mouth. “Please take care of her.”
“I will,” said Amro, waiting as Magnus closed his eyes for the last time. “But so will you.”
From white, the marble gradually changed its color back to its usual black hue. As two parts of the same coin, life and death shared the same principles. Having received Magnus’s promise of undying loyalty, Amro was not letting this opportunity pass him by.
“And this,” said Amro, now speaking to the consciousness of Zaros watching everything within him. “This is how we benefit from our acts.”
Following Amro’s words, black flames converged upon Magnus’s body, the essence of death gathered around the city serving as their fuel. Consuming the old man’s flesh, the flames continued doing their work until only bones were left behind. But they didn’t stop there. Instead of vanishing, the black embers dug deeper into what was left of Magnus, fusing with his remains.
“Watch carefully, boy. This is what true life after death should look like.”
“Are you planning to make an undead out of him?” asked Zaros. His tone carried a little unpleasantness, for he had seen undead many times in the past few months. They were always empty husks of their former selves, creations without any will of their own. Up to this point, he was convinced they were nothing but an affront on their past living-selves.
“Yes,” answered Amro, sensing some of Zaros’s hesitation. “But not the kind you know of. By all means, he will not be like those fake monstrosities you have previously encountered. No, he will be beyond that. He will retain his will, his memories, and if circumstances permit, the desire to take care of his granddaughter. You wouldn’t rob a man of that, would you?”
Zaros found himself in silence, his mind conflicted over Amro’s sudden offer. If he understood correctly, Amro wanted the old mage to serve as his guardian. An un-living extension of himself that would permit the boy to take further risks in his path for improvement. A basic requirement for what his partner had in mind.
“Fine,” said Zaros, eventually agreeing to Amro’s offer. So far, this other part of himself had never betrayed him. Not to his knowledge at least. Compromising on things like this was the least he could do for him, as he had taken his past former self and granted him the only thing he wished for. “I hope it is as you say.”
Nodding, Amro smiled, his face full of certainty as he accepted the boy’s decision. “You won’t regret it.”
Raising the black marble on his hand, Amro channeled some of his energy, directing it into the bones lying at his feet. And using what many would consider an unholy ritual, he voiced a word that had been spoken many times before in history.
“Rise.”




Epilogue
Unending.
Drops of morning dew reflected what little light shone to mark the start of a new day. A sunrise that looked like no other, for the morning star behaved dully, lacking the warmth it usually carried. Together with the rain, it was a sign of the future that awaited the rebels.
It was in this morning that Richard opened his eyes into two tiny slits, restlessness dictating the end of his sleep. What should have been a peaceful night of rest, that would allow him to heal his wounds, had turned instead into a nightmarish time full of doubt and uncertainty. One that forced him to reflect on the future.
Annoyed by the uncanny feeling, Richard rose from his bed, shaking his head as he tried to recover his usual state of mind. Thousands of people had died, and once the towns and villages got the news, there would surely be endless waves of disturbances. Trouble that would most likely come his way, naming him as the one responsible.
But it didn’t end there. Villagers and townsfolk were not all that he would be up against. Something much worse awaited him — the Church of Light.
He had seen it with his own eyes. Trained paladins and clerics, followers of the same faith burning in a golden fire that didn’t care for their bodies. The screams, the way the contorted, it was all still fresh in his memory. If what had happened to them ended up being placed on his shoulders, no place on earth would be safe for him anymore.
“Damn it!” yelled Richard. Why couldn’t things just go the way he wanted them to? He had schemed for years to get this city back under his control. Countless nights had been spent formulating plans, ironing out alliances, tailoring every little detail so that he would one day be victorious. But now? It was all ruined. Torn to shreds because of circumstances that were truly never in his control.
Trying to calm himself, Richard got out of bed, removing the clothes that had been used to cover his injuries after the battle. Feeling the need to focus his mind on something else, he started examining the building he had taken as his own. One of the few that had survived the disastrous events on the day before.
It was then that he noticed two silhouettes reflected on a murky crystal that served as the house’s window. Something he felt fortunate about, as glass was rare to see even in the homes of most nobles. Focusing, he could eventually make out who it was. Arkus and Katherine, two members of the council who were surely as worried as him about their own futures.
Opening the door, Richard let them in, ushering them towards two empty chairs in the house’s living room. The half-finished drinks and scattered tools told the story of the original owners. People who had probably fallen victim to the spell formation alongside the rest.
Arkus looked around, shaking his head in sadness, finally releasing a sigh as he took his seat. Looking one more time towards Katherine and seeing her nod, he turned back towards Richard, a hint of disappointment in his eyes. With a tone that betrayed the content of his question, he eventually asked, “Did you sleep well?”
“No,” Richard stated firmly. “I didn’t sleep at all.”
“Neither did we,” said Arkus. “Everyone’s been busy.”
“How so?” asked Richard. Focused as he was on the future that awaited him, he had spent most of the night considering his own options. He had already delegated the work of moving the dead and searching for survivors, not bothering to deal with it himself.
“Jan has been busy convincing the officers and troops to see this through,” explained Arkus. “No one wants to live in a barren city. They already did that for almost a decade. Moreover, they already know it was the Church of Death that caused this, and they fear what reprisals may come their way for stopping them. If not for Katherine calming them down, they would have already left without reconsidering.”
“And just how did you do that?” asked Richard, turning to look towards the woman in question.
“Concessions,” answered Katherine. “The troops were easy to convince after we promised part of the land around the city. Convincing the rest, however, won’t be as easy. They were outside the city when it all happened, Richard. Even with the troops telling them all about it, deep down they don’t truly believe it. I’m afraid you will have to speak with them. In the past, it was you who convinced them to come together. You have to do so again.”
Kneading the temples of his head, Richard released his worries in the form of a grunt. As if worrying about the rest of the kingdom and two churches wasn’t enough, he now had to worry about his own followers. It was fortunate that at least the troops had been dealt with. As they were mostly former soldiers, nobles, and mercenaries, they were still rather easy to blind with greed.
The rest were trouble, however. Farmers, slumlords, and commoners in general — people who had joined the rebels not out of self-interest, but belief in their ‘cause’. If they left, everything would get even more complicated.
As much as Richard hated to admit it, they were the true core of the rebels’ movement. It was them who planted and foraged their food, as well as the ones responsible for the upkeep of their equipment. Without their presence, the quality of life he had been looking forward to would be nothing but a dream. One that could be more aptly described as a nightmare.
“Fine,” said Richard. “I’ll go talk to them in a while.”
“Good,” said Katherine.
Shaking his head, Richard decided to continue their conversation. “What about Nolan, then?”
“He’s starting a search party to look for Magnus,” explained Arkus. “The old mage might be the only one who can convince the Church of Light about what happened. If Jan’s theory is correct, only followers of their faith were affected by those flames. As long as Magnus remained honest to himself, I think there’s a chance he survived. All we need to do is find him.”
“I see,” said Richard, his shoulders slumping as the grim state of his situation worsened. “What about the artifact? Has it been located?”
“No,” answered the bronze-skinned commander. “We do not have the manpower to look for it at this time. Combing through the bodies in an attempt to find it could very well take days, if not weeks. Our troops’ morale is not in a place where we can request that of them.”
“I see,” said Richard. “Is this why you took the time to come here?”
“It is,” said Arkus. “We’ll give you some time to get ready.”
“Fine.”
Standing up from their chairs, Katherine and Arkus nodded towards Richard, giving the man some time to better his appearance before he went out to deal with the commoners. Once they were far from the house, however, both of them halted their march. It was time for them to discuss what they really were after.
“So, what do you think?” asked Katherine. “Do you see him fit to deal with what’s coming?”
“Maybe,” said Arkus. “I’ve yet to reach a decision.”
“You will have to do so quickly,” said Katherine. “Richard has the mentality of a noble; he’s not prepared to lead by example. Under him, only hardships await us.”
“I said I’ll think about it,” repeated Arkus. “We’ll discuss this later.”
“Think about it, Arkus,” whispered Katherine, turning around to leave. “Time waits for no one.”
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