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Dedication

To all who seek refuge from tyranny and those who fight to save them.
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Prologue

The haunting echo of a man’s scream washed through the corridor, and Caydean was comforted. He paused mid-step, closed his eyes, and inhaled deeply. The cloying scent of decay filled his nostrils, and his stomach grumbled. He had not yet broken his fast, and he would need to eat soon. He considered having his meal delivered to the torture chamber where he could eat while he worked, but then dismissed the idea. His food would be cold by the time it reached him, and he hated his food cold when it was meant to be hot.

He continued down the corridor past a row of cells that were barely lit by the mage lights lining the walkway. He took a moment to peer through the bars, hoping to witness the pitiful creature that was sobbing in the shadowed corner. The crying abruptly ceased, and Caydean was disappointed. He made a mental note to include that subject when next he needed a sacrifice. Turning, he picked up the pace and reached the chamber at the end of the corridor without further distraction. The door was open when he arrived, but Caydean hesitated before walking through.

“Enemies lie in wait,” whispered the helpful voice in his head. “They will kill you.”

Caydean tensed. The voice often warned him of enemies when there were none, but he would be a fool to dismiss the warning. He tested the ward that he kept about his person at all times and was satisfied that it could withstand any mundane or magical attack. He prepared a spell that would induce paralyzation via intense pain then stepped into the chamber.

The torture chamber was vast with rows of tables to which he could strap multiple victims. These could be inclined and turned so that prisoners could have the pleasure of watching others suffer before they, themselves, got to participate. There were racks of tools, some with sharp edges or blades, others with spikes, and still more that were dull and used for bludgeoning. He had many contraptions, a number of his own design, but he rarely used them. He preferred a more hands-on approach.

He came to a wall and stopped. A man was chained there, dangling above the ground by bloody wrists that were shackled and chained. The man was bare, and Caydean could see all his mottled skin. Dark patches of blue and black mingled with older bruises that had yellowed. A large rune was carved into the man’s torso, and thick, red blood seeped from the wounds. Greasy, wet hair hung over the man’s face that was bloody itself from the removal of most of his teeth.

“Kill him now. He will escape and exact his revenge,” said his mind’s voice.

Caydean chuckled. This man would not escape. He was as good as dead already.

Pain suddenly bloomed across his back, and Caydean was propelled forward to collide with the wall. He struck with a force that knocked the breath from his lungs, and it took him a moment to recover enough to push up to his knees. The voice in his mind became a screeching alarm as his gaze dashed around the room. Then he spotted the two shadowy figures moving toward him at inhuman speed. Both were shrouded in illusion, that much he could tell, but he could not seem to break through the images. He released his spell toward the one on the left and was pleased when the figure dropped to the ground. He snapped an incendiary spell off at the other figure but was disappointed when it failed to make it through the figure’s ward.

Caydean managed to get to his feet despite the searing pain in his back. He did not know how an attack had gotten through his ward, but he could not allow it to happen again. The dark power within him warred with the light. It wanted to be released. It wanted to consume everything, including him. He had to hold it back lest his demonic nature take control.

The voice inside his mind shouted, “You cannot control it. It will dominate you.”

It was always the same. Every time he was inclined to use his power, he had to fight for control. The daem’ahn that possessed him was not just any demon. It was Ygrethiel, first heir of the demon king, and it was immensely powerful, more powerful than anything on Terralor. But its power was limited by the spell that had summoned it to the Realm of the Ahn’tep. It was his iron will, his careful control, that prevented Ygrethiel from breaking through the barrier and storming across the land in uncontrolled chaos. It was his prerogative as the host to maintain control and use Ygrethiel’s power for his own designs—the decimation of the ahn’an and ahn’tep races.

Caydean wrested control of the dark power then lashed out at the shadowy figure that had closed on him. The figure dodged, ducking behind a table, and the whip of black power missed. Caydean was suddenly shoved from behind. He quickly turned to see the second figure had recovered and was casting hard wind spells at him. The spells did not make it through his ward, but the impact propelled him backward. Caydean cast a net of dark power at the figure, wrapping it in an ever-tightening cocoon. Then he turned back to the other assailant just in time to deflect a powerful light spell that ate through his ward. He noticed immediately that the light spell was only a distraction. The figure had moved to within striking range with a sword drawn.

Caydean sent out a pulse of explosive dark power. The figure’s ward was decimated, and the figure was knocked back into a rack of instruments. Caydean considered that these might be assassins of the Black Hall, which led him to wonder who would dare take on such a contract. The second figure cried out, no doubt in significant pain from the constricting net that was wrapped around it. The sound was decidedly feminine. Perhaps they are Adona’Ro, he thought. Caydean turned back to the first figure, but the assassin was gone.

“The shadows will kill you,” said his inner voice.

A blow from behind sent him staggering. Whatever had struck his ward had been powerful but not enough to break through. He spun just in time to see the figure disappear through a split in the air. The hairs on the back of his neck rose, and he ducked as a blade sliced through the air above his head. The black blade flashed with green lightning as it broke through his ward. The blade struck a memory. His youngest brother, Rezkin, had wielded such a sword at Garten Knoll. It appeared someone had taken it up after his death and had intents on killing him with it. Caydean had already rebuilt his ward by the time the blade struck again, and this time his ward held.

He released a stream of demonic power at the blade-wielding figure, but the assailant had already darted out of the way. The figure was no longer targeting him. It was speeding toward the second, bound figure. The figure moved with admirable dexterity despite the large, bulky pack strapped to its back. Just as it reached the other figure, it sliced through the demonic bonds with the black blade that flashed green with power. Caydean allowed a bit more of the demonic power to suffuse him. He could feel the demon squirming for release, and with every pull of its power, it got closer to the surface. Caydean would not allow the daem’ahn to consume him, but neither could he suffer these two to live.

He released a swarm of explosive charges toward them. The charges detonated in a brilliant flash of light and a concussive force that drove him back into the wall. The two figures were blasted from their feet, thrown across the room to collide with a large exsanguination chamber. The apparatus came crashing down atop them with a metallic screech that echoed throughout the chamber. Pleased, Caydean pushed away from the wall and cautiously made his way across the room toward the pile of debris. He did not immediately see the assailants, but they were likely buried. He used his own vimara to cast a spell that thrust away the twisted metal and shattered wood. When the area was clear, though, the figures were nowhere to be seen.

Heart racing, Caydean’s gaze darted around the chamber searching for the assailants. How could the figures have disappeared so quickly? He stacked multiple wards around himself and began to search in earnest. He rounded the wall to which the prisoner was chained and searched between the tables, racks, and torture apparatuses. A mage light flickered, and shadows fell across the floor. Caydean tensed. He was not worried that the figures would succeed in killing him. Rather, he was thrilled for the meager challenge they presented. Still, despite their inhuman speed and skill with mage craft, they were no match for him.

He returned to the other side of the wall to find that not only had the figures disappeared, but his prisoner was dead with his throat slit. This gave him pause. Perhaps the assassins were not there for him at all. Perhaps the prisoner had been their target all along. He wondered what the man had known for these assassins to risk a confrontation with him.

“Don’t be daft,” said the voice. “Of course they were here for you. They wanted you dead. Everyone wants you dead.”

Caydean knew the voice was right. Everyone in this forsaken realm was a threat. He could trust no one. But soon enough, his army would spread across the land, and everyone would fall.


Chapter 1

Rezkin reached down with his uninjured arm and pulled Azeria the rest of the way through the third story window into the abandoned apartment. Her teeth were clenched, and she released a pained growl as she slid over the sill. Rezkin eased her to the floor gently, then he gingerly maneuvered his pack’s straps over the metal shard that had pierced his armor and lodged in his bicep. He allowed the heavy pack to drop to the floor with a thump. The pack shifted, and then Seena’s head popped out from beneath the flap. The rest of her body followed, but her head hung low as she dragged her wings across the floor.

“Are you okay?” asked Rezkin.

Seena tested her wings with a flap, then a shiver traveled down her spine from her head to the tip of her tail. She said into his mind, “I am sore but uninjured.” Her head came up, and she blinked at him with icy-blue eyes. “You are hurt.”

Rezkin was injured, in a number of places, but the wound to his upper arm where the jagged piece of metal was embedded was by far the worst. After quickly assessing his own injuries, he turned to Azeria. She was sitting with her back pressed to the wall beside the window. Her labored breathing concerned him, but it was the angry red welts seared across her skin that claimed his attention. He knelt beside her for a closer inspection of her wounds. He said, “How are you injured?”

Cold sweat beaded on her forehead, and her eyes were screwed shut. She took a shallow breath then choked out, “My ribs are broken.”

Rezkin was drained, but he would not be stopped from helping Azeria. He removed her elven breastplate and belt, then pushed her tunic up to expose her abdomen. He laid his hand on her bare flesh, and a shiver ran through him. He took a deep breath, then turned inside himself to seek eskyeyela, the meditative state in which he could visualize the vimara flowing through him. It came to him quickly this time. There, he saw the river of raw power, heard its song as the haunting melody suffused his mind. He drew upon the pure white power, separating it into colorful strands. After selecting the colors in their appropriate ratio, he released the rest of the vimara back into the river.

He then began pouring the colorful strands into Azeria. The moment his vimara entered her, her own vimara responded. It splashed against his like two rivers flowing into one another in a dizzying array of turbulent eddies mixing to become one. She inhaled sharply but did not pull back. Overcome with sensation, Rezkin struggled to maintain his focus. She tensed and then relaxed as her own power mingled with his.

Azeria seemed surprised, but he could not be sure she had felt what he had. When he had healed Seena, nothing of the sort had happened. Seena’s vimara had ridden alongside his, not joined with it. But Seena was a dragon, and Azeria was Eihelvanan. Perhaps that made the difference. For all he knew, the mixing of vimara happened every time the Eihelvanan healed each other. Rezkin met her silver gaze and lost himself.

“Rezkin.”

He blinked. His mind took a turn back into the present. “Yes?”

“Please hurry. I am in pain.”

Rezkin looked away from the eyes that had entranced him. He chided himself for his momentary lack of awareness then set his mind to the process of healing. He did not have to search for the will to heal her. Somehow, those feelings had surfaced all on their own. They were not the only feelings that had taken over his mind. A plethora of others flitted about inside him. As he healed Azeria, he sifted through those feelings in an effort to understand them. Some he recognized, like the concern he had for Azeria’s well-being, the anger he felt toward Caydean, and the disappointment he felt for having failed to kill him a second time. Others were more difficult, yet he managed to identify, if not understand, his feelings of affection for Azeria and Seena. The one feeling that he knew but was unaccustomed to was the persistent fear.

Fear had gripped him when he faced Caydean for the second time. The first engagement with Caydean had ended in Rezkin’s death, and he was not eager to repeat the experience. But it was not fear for himself that had truly seized him. When Caydean’s constriction spell had enveloped Azeria, Rezkin had nearly lost his reason. He had wanted nothing more than to go to her, to free her. He had only just managed to continue fighting. When it became apparent that Caydean was much more powerful than he was, and he realized he could not win, he had elected to retreat. He wondered now if he had given up too soon. He hesitated to admit to himself that he had not retreated because he could not win. He had ultimately given up his quest in order to save Azeria.

His master’s voice echoed in his mind. “Rule 257, Rezkin, is to be one and alone. You cannot suffer distractions, nor can you depend on the Skills of others. Others will make you weak. Others will cause you to fail. Others will get you killed.”

Had he failed because he had allowed Azeria to join him? She had said that together they were stronger, but his training said otherwise, and this recent failure was further proof.

When Rezkin finished healing her, the terrible welts that had marred her skin were gone, and she was breathing normally again. Rezkin sat back as dizziness crashed over him. He said, “You should not have come.”

Azeria looked at him curiously. “What?”

“I should have faced Caydean alone.” Rezkin’s gaze swept the dusty apartment that possessed only a few pieces of discarded furniture. His throat was as dry as the dust that coated everything. He needed water.

Azeria gripped his chin and forced his face to turn toward her. She stared into his eyes for a moment before she began pulling at his armor. Rezkin swallowed down a groan as her efforts tugged at the shard in his arm. The spaulder would not come free thanks to the shard sticking through it. Azeria gripped the metal shard and yanked, but her fingers, slick with blood, slid free. Rezkin held in a shout that echoed through his mind.

“I am sorry,” she said. “The blood has made it slippery. I will try again.”

Rezkin gritted his teeth and nodded. Azeria wiped her hands on his sleeve then gripped the metal shard again. This time when she yanked, Rezkin saw stars. He breathed heavily through his nose as he struggled to remain conscious. To lose consciousness now would leave him vulnerable—leave them vulnerable. Normally, such a wound would not affect him so greatly, but he was already drained from his fight with Caydean. He had used significant power to break through Caydean’s wards. Caydean was much more practiced with his power, and he had both the power of Spirétua and daem’ahn. It was only thanks to Azeria’s ability to open a pathway that they had escaped. Even so, they had not gone far. Azeria was injured and needed to make a portal quickly, so they had ended up in a residential area of Kaibain outside this abandoned building where they had stowed their supplies.

Azeria helped him remove his spaulder and then his tunic. Blood flowed freely from his arm, coating his skin and pooling on the floor. Azeria retrieved their medical supplies from the pack in the corner and knelt next to him. She poured water over the wound then handed him the skin. Rezkin drank deeply, finally quenching his thirst, then handed the skin back to her. She pinched the jagged wound together and raised a needle and thread. Rezkin reached for it.

“I can do it,” he said.

Azeria pushed his hand away. “Nonsense. Do not be difficult. I am here, and I am perfectly capable of stitching a wound. Still, this is bad. It will take a long time to heal, and you will not be able to use this arm until it does. We should see a healer.”

Rezkin winced as the needle punctured his flesh. He nodded. “I know of one nearby. I will go there tonight.”

“I am going with you,” she said as she sewed the wound closed.

“No, you cannot. You will raise suspicion even with an illusion. This healer is sworn by mage oath to serve Caydean.”

Azeria paused in her ministrations and looked at him. “Why would you go to be healed by the enemy?”

“He is not an enemy. He was forced to swear the oath over threat of death. He should not be held accountable for that.”

“But he will turn you in. He is obliged to do so per his oath.”

“He would if he knew I fought against Caydean. As it is, he believes I am one of Caydean’s Swordbearers.”

Azeria returned to her stitching as she spoke. “This is a dangerous game. You should use a healer in Cael. Swear one of them to secrecy.”

“The fewer people who know I am alive the better. Already I have revealed myself to too many.”

Azeria finished her stitching, but she did not move away. She said, “Do you regret telling me?”

He met her gaze. Regret was not a feeling with which he was very familiar, but he felt it all the same. “No, the only thing I regret with you is the pain I put you through for all those months.”

Azeria leaned in close, and Rezkin tensed out of habit. He relaxed as her lips caressed his own. Rezkin was inclined to deepen the kiss, but she pulled away. She splashed more water on his arm, washing away much of the blood, then wrapped a bandage around the wound. Next, she handed Rezkin a vial of greenish-yellow liquid.

“Here, this will prevent infection. Drink it.”

“As you command.” He thought it unlikely that Azeria would poison him, so he tipped the vial into his mouth and grimaced at the foul taste. Only after he had swallowed the tonic did he consider that this could have been her plan all along. She could have waited until he was weak before moving forward with her plan. But Azeria cared about him. She did not want him dead any longer. At least, that was what she said. Rezkin shook his head, his training warring with his reasoning. Was he too quick to put his trust in Azeria? Would she be the death of him?

As Azeria packed away the medical supplies, she said, “If you had come alone, you would be dead. You would have had no way of escape.”

“If I had killed Caydean, I would not have needed an escape.”

“You cannot kill Caydean. You are not strong enough or experienced enough. We failed.”

Rezkin knew it was true. After all his training and even with his power, he was not enough. Still, that did not mean he needed Azeria there. “Seena could have opened a portal.”

The way she looked at him sent a shiver down his spine. She said, “Seena is an infant. She should not have even been there. She should be raised within the protection of her own kind.”

Seena came scampering across the room leaving little footprints in the dust. She crawled into Rezkin’s lap and stared up at him. He looked into her icy-blue eyes as her consciousness stroked across his own. Then he returned his gaze to Azeria. “She is bonded to me. She will remain at my side.”

Azeria glanced down at Seena then shook her head. “She is not safe with you. It will take many decades for her to grow to adulthood. She is vulnerable. And what will happen when she does get to be too large for your bag? You will have a difficult time hiding a dragon of any size among humans (earnest).”

“I will use illusion.”

“Eventually she will get too large even for that. And when the rats are not enough for her? What will she hunt in a city? Will she develop a taste for humans (concerned)?”

Rezkin had had many of the same thoughts, and he did not have good answers for her. He only knew that Seena belonged with him.

“There is another problem,” said Azeria.

“What is that?” he said, although he did not really want to hear it.

“The drahg’ahn race is the product of a mating between daem’ahn and ahn’tep. They are vimaral creatures. Adult drahg’ahn get the vimara they need from their environment and the animals they eat. But the young ones need more vimara to grow and mature, and they are not capable of converting vimara from their environment. Normally, their vimara would be provided by their clan. Seena does not have this, so she is feeding off you. You are unfamiliar with your power, and she is still very small, so you likely have not noticed the drain. As she gets larger, she will steal more and more of your power. Eventually, you will not be capable of providing her with what she needs. The drain may kill you, and even if she ceases feeding off you, she will need to seek other sources of vimara.”

Rezkin looked down at Seena whose attention was riveted on Azeria. He had not realized that Seena had continued to feed off his power once she had hatched. But if Azeria spoke truth, it meant Seena was making him weaker. This only reinforced the idea that he was better off alone.

Seena abruptly turned to stare at him. He could feel her irritation through their bond. Beneath that, though, was fear. Seena could not survive on her own. She not only needed his protection, but she also needed his vimara to thrive. Rezkin would not entertain the idea of leaving Seena to fend for herself. He would provide her with what she needed one way or another. If she needed a source of vimara, he would find one for her.

He looked to Azeria who was watching him intently. Azeria did not need his protection. She was a strong and capable general, a leader of her people. She wielded her power with a strength and finesse that he could only admire. She was intelligent, resourceful, and tenacious. Whether she would be a help or a hindrance to him remained to be seen. Either way, he had no intention of leaving her behind.

Rezkin lifted Seena from his lap and settled her on the floor. Then he stood and retrieved his pack. As he sifted through it looking for a clean shirt, Azeria said, “Well? What are you going to do about her?”

He gingerly pulled the shirt over his injured arm. “I am going to find her a source of vimara.”

“I told you she cannot convert natural forms of vimara (irritated).”

“Then I will find her some she does not need to convert. That is not our priority at the moment, though. We failed against Caydean because he is strong in both vimara and demonic power. We need a way to overcome our deficiencies.”

“Agreed,” said Azeria.

“What do the Eihelvanan do?” asked Rezkin.

“What do you mean?”

Rezkin picked up his armor to examine the damage. He said, “Entris claimed it is the purview of the Eihelvanan, and the Spirétua in particular, to rid the world of demons. What do they do to protect themselves and be effective against them?”

“Most demons are weak and easily dealt with. You have killed demons before. You know that if you kill the human host, the demon loses its connection with this realm and is sent back to H’khajnak.”

“Is there a way to save the human host and send the demon back?”

“I am not aware of one. The death of the host is inevitable. In most cases, though, the host is a willing participant. It is very difficult to bind someone with a demon against their will.”

Rezkin thought about this, remembering Berringish standing over him with the demon vessel. He said, “Caydean is not weak, though, and neither were the demons that I fought in Lon Lerésh. The black blade was effective against their power, but it is only one sword. And, still, Caydean’s power was able to break through our wards.”

“Yes, there are different levels of demons. I do not know what level Caydean is, but I would venture to say that one so strong has not been seen since the demon war twelve hundred years ago. A great many of our people were killed during that time, and most of those who survive today were in hiding. There are a few still alive who fought in the war, though. Our Syek-lyé is one.”

“Your high king fought in the demon war?”

“Yes, he was instrumental in the battle against the demon king (proud).”

“How did he do it?”

Azeria glanced at Seena who was scurrying across the floor trailing cobwebs from her wings. She said, “I do not know.”

“But you can find out. You can ask him.”

“I will need to return to Freth Adwyn.”

“You can go tonight while I seek the healer,” said Rezkin, satisfied they were finally making some progress.

After collecting their belongings, Rezkin had Seena opened a portal back to his, or rather Urvuay’s, home in Cael. He needed food and rest, and Cael was where he felt safest. The moment he and Azeria stepped from the portal into his sitting room, one of the shielreyah appeared before him.

“Greetings, Spirétua Syek-lyé. We are pleased that you have returned. Would you care for an update?”

Before he answered, Rezkin surveyed the wards on the home to ensure that nothing had been tampered with and that they could not be overheard. He checked the physical locks and traps he had set as well. Then he sat in a wooden chair by the dark hearth and shucked his boots. “Yes, Yeshri. Thank you.”

Yeshri began imparting the latest news from Cael, but Rezkin stopped him a moment later when Azeria moved to the front door.

“Where are you going?” he asked.

“I seek Entris,” she replied. “He no doubt is wondering where I have been. I will see if he desires to return to Freth Adwyn with me.”

“Is it a good idea to spend time with him? He may begin to suspect you are hiding something.”

“Why would he suspect that?”

Rezkin stood and crossed the small space to stand before her. He reached out and took her hand. Rubbing his thumb across her palm, he said, “Your demeanor has changed since I returned.”

She tilted her head curiously. “My demeanor? How so?”

“You no longer mourn.”

A mischievous look crossed her features, and she said, “Perhaps I am over you.”

He leaned in to press a kiss to her cheek. “I think not,” he replied. “You are blushing.”

Azeria hummed and pushed him away. “I do not blush.” Her expression sobered, and her stoic mask slid back into place. She said, “I will be sure to appear most distraught.”

Rezkin nodded then opened the door for her. She surveyed the road before stepping out into the late afternoon breeze. He quickly closed and locked the door behind her. Then he undressed and washed himself, taking special care around his wound. Finally, he lay down in his bed for a few hours rest before he had to return to Kaibain to seek the healer.
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Azeria traversed the cobbled roads of Caellurum with a mixture of joy, longing, and fear. She was elated that Rezkin was alive and that he returned her affections. She longed to share more of herself and her life with him. Rezkin was not the kind of man to settle down and have a family, though. He was a warrior emperor with a great destiny, and that was fine with her. She was only in her eighties, and she had several hundred, even thousands, of years ahead of her. She was a general, a rare pathbuilder, and she had a duty to her people that transcended anything she might feel for Rezkin. Why, then, did she have such fear? Fear that he would be taken from her. Why was she betraying Entris to protect Rezkin? And most of all, why did she care for him at all when everything she had learned about him indicated he could never reciprocate her feelings?

The citadel was quiet when she passed through the grand entrance. She slipped past the few guards stationed there and made her way up the winding, ascending corridor toward Entris’s chambers. The ancient Eihelvanan citadel was a marvel even to her eyes. They no longer built structures like this one, and many of the construction techniques had been forgotten or abandoned with time. The crystals that powered the enchantments of the citadel were unique to the island, although she suspected many had been exported during the time when the city had been inhabited. The city had been abandoned long ago when humans had settled the surrounding lands, but it had been left in the care of the shielreyah to ensure that no one resettled it save for the Eihelvanan. If it had not been for the shielreyah recognizing Rezkin as Spirétua, none of these humans would be there.

When Azeria arrived outside Entris’s chambers, she paused. She took a deep breath and released it on a long exhale. Then she pulled up her memories of those terrible months during which she thought Rezkin dead. No matter how hard she tried, though, she could not summon the misery. She was too happy to have him back. She licked her lips anxiously then tried again. She failed. She pushed her shoulders back and lifted her chin. If she was going to have to fake it, then she would hide her lack of grief behind a mask of determination.

She raised her hand and released a trickle of power that vibrated against the door. A moment later, the door swung open. Entris greeted her appropriately but did not express surprise that she was there as she thought he might. In fact, he seemed distracted. Azeria peered past him into the room. She did not see anyone in the sitting room, but she got the feeling they were not alone. Her suspicions were further supported when he did not invite her in.

“What is it, Azeria (impatient)?” he said in Fersheya.

Azeria decided that if she was direct, he would have less time to observe her and therefore would be less likely to suspect her true feelings. She said, “I am going to Freth Adwyn. Do you wish to go with me (curious)?”

Entris shifted so that her direct line of sight into the room was obstructed. “When are you going (irritated)?”

“As soon as I grab my things (apologetic),” she said.

Entris glanced over his shoulder, then turned back to her. “I shall remain here (determined).”

“Very well, I go then.” Azeria knew he was hiding something, but she did not press him. If he was too distracted by his own issues to notice her subterfuge, then all the better. He had not even questioned her about where she had been for the past few weeks. It disturbed her to see how much they were growing apart. She no longer trusted him implicitly, and he obviously did not trust her. She did not have to wonder about when things had changed. She already knew. Everything changed with Rezkin. She did not blame him. Rezkin could not help it. He was a catalyst. Everywhere he went he affected change. He reshaped the world to his own needs. He was chaos and order in one bold and dominating figure. Azeria knew the only way to survive Rezkin’s world was to change with him. That was something Entris would not understand.

Azeria glided down the corridor to her own suite. The magical lock securing her door was still in place, so she fed a bit of her power into it, keying it to recognize her aura. The door swung open, and Azeria stepped into the dark chamber. With a mere thought, she ignited the crystals in the wall sconces, illuminating the room in a soft, blue glow. Azeria had spent very little time in her suite, so she had not bothered to requisition any furniture or decor besides the bed in the adjoining room and a single trunk.

She stepped across the cold, stone floor of the empty sitting room to where the trunk sat against one polished stone wall. Kneeling in front of the trunk, she dismissed the ward that prevented anyone from accessing it. She pulled from the trunk a sturdy pack followed by her clothes, hairbrush, and a few other small necessities, including a small pouch of polished stones she had collected from a river when first she journeyed to Cael from Freth Adwyn. Azeria left nothing of import behind, for she did not know when or if she would return.

After emptying the trunk, Azeria turned to open a pathway through the realms. A sense of immense power suffused her as it always did when she opened a pathway. This world and all the worlds beyond it were open to her. She had but to form her desire in her mind and she could go anywhere. The air split open, a silent break in reality. There, in a space far beyond her chambers, she could see the pathway that would take her to Freth Adwyn. The pathway was likely fraught with dangers, yet she was not filled with trepidation. She felt a sense of freedom and hope. Building a pathway came with the knowledge that this place, any place, was not all that existed. There was always more to be explored. No matter what happened in this place and time, this pathway would continue to exist, and this world and all the other worlds would go on.

Azeria tamped down on her feelings of joy and excitement and brought to the fore her caution and courage. No matter how free and powerful building a pathway made her feel, the fact was that there were untold dangers in the pathways. If she allowed her happiness to rule her mind, she would not survive to reach Freth Adwyn. She needed to embrace emotions that would bolster her power when faced with an enemy, emotions like determination, capability, confidence, fury, and daring. She allowed these feelings to take precedence in her mind, and her power shifted in response. Wrapping several wards around herself, she stepped through the rift.

The journey to Freth Adwyn did not take long, since it was just her. She only encountered a single ghoul that attempted to leech the life force from her. While she could not kill the being, she was able to distract it with a few well-placed bombs that mimicked life force. Azeria stepped out of the pathways in a secluded meadow surrounded by stolid trees that towered over her. She took a moment to observe her surroundings and realized that the meadow was shrinking, slowly being taken over by the trees. It would not be long before the meadow was but a memory from her childhood. She walked through the trees for a few dozen yards before she encountered the first building. It was a squat structure built of logs with a curved roof that came to a point at the top. The shutters and door were painted green, and the railing along the steps had been carved to look like rope. The door opened as Azeria approached.

“Is that you, Azeria? I barely recognized you (surprised),” said a lithe woman in a flowing green dress that danced on the breeze.

“Meryl, what makes you say that?” said Azeria. “I look the same today as I have for the past sixty years (earnest).”

“No, no,” replied Meryl, “there is something different about you. I see it in your aura (intrigued).” Meryl tilted her head as she scrutinized Azeria. She brushed a hand through her pale blonde hair, and her large, violet eyes narrowed thoughtfully. Finally, she lifted her chin and said, “Ah, I see it now. You are in love (satisfied). Did Entris finally steal your heart?”

Azeria laughed. “You cannot tell if someone is in love by looking at their aura.”

“Of course you can (bewildered)! Well, maybe not you, but I can. I saw it in Sinestra’s aura, and not two months later she was wed. Besides, if I didn’t know it before, I know it now. I haven’t heard you laugh in ages. You are nervous. Why should you be nervous, Azeria? It is no secret that Entris has been seeking your affection for some time now.” Meryl’s eyes suddenly widened. “Unless it isn’t Entris. Tell me (eager)! Who is it? Is it Yuli? Ras?”

Azeria passed Meryl on her way toward the path that led through the forest. “Leave me be, Meryl. Who I do or do not love is none of your business (irritated).”

Meryl fell in beside her. “Of course it is my business! I am the peacekeeper. It is my job to ensure that all residents are living in harmony. I must know if there is likely to be trouble between Entris and your mystery lover.”

Azeria could not assure Meryl that there would be no trouble. In fact, if Entris saw Rezkin, he would likely try to kill him, but not out of jealousy. No, Entris would go after Rezkin for an entirely different reason. Meryl did not need to know about that either. Azeria could not lie to Meryl because one of the woman’s powers was the ability to discern truth from lies. She needed to change the subject. Azeria thought back to when she had seen Entris a short time ago, and it suddenly occurred to her just what he had been hiding. She said, “Entris has a lover now. He is no longer interested in me (earnest).”

“Is that so?” said Meryl. “I knew this would happen. You pushed him away for too long, and now he has found someone else. How do you feel about his new lover (concerned)?”

Azeria gazed down the path to see a few children kicking a ball back and forth. She sighed and looked at Meryl. The woman was a busybody, but she was not a gossip. Azeria knew she truly cared about everyone under her care as peacekeeper. If there was anyone she could talk to about her feelings toward another person, it was Meryl.

She stopped and turned toward the peacekeeper. “I do not approve of his choice of lover but not out of jealousy or spite (earnest). I am concerned for him. I can see that he truly cares for her, but it can only end in heartbreak.”

“Why is that?” asked Meryl.

“Because she is human.”

“Ah, I know that you do not think highly of the humans.”

“It is not that. In fact, I have come to respect this human. She is a mage, and she is quite capable. But, still, she is human. She will age quickly and die in only a handful of decades. I do not understand why Entris would leave himself open to such heartache (disbelieving).”

Meryl tilted her head up to gaze at the swaying canopy above them. A breeze carried her platinum locks across her face, and she swept them away with a delicate hand. She looked back at Azeria. “Entris did not get to be Spirétua-lyé by being cautious. He has always lived in the moment without much concern for the future. He acts boldly and takes risks that others would not dare. He has never shied away from danger, and he faces his duties with a passion that most of his peers simply do not possess. It does not surprise me that he would approach love with the same disregard for consequences. But you know all of this about him. Why does it surprise you?”

Azeria did know that about Entris, although she had never heard it put so succinctly. She nodded slowly. “Yes, I see your point. I suppose it is not so surprising, but it is still concerning. Our numbers dwindle. As Spirétua-lyé it is his duty to mate with an Eihelvanan of sufficient power to bless the next generation. He cannot get sidetracked by this human woman (insistent).”

Meryl swept her hand through the air dismissively. “The human woman is inconsequential. As you said, she will be dead in a few decades. He can find a suitable mate then. What interests me is your situation (intrigued).”

“Mine?”

“Mm hmm. You have been gone for some time. I do not imagine you have found another Eihelvanan in the human lands to fall in love with. Have you not also fallen for a human (curious)?”

Azeria wanted to confide in Meryl. She wanted to hear the wise woman’s words, to get advice from someone who probably had enough knowledge to be helpful. But Meryl was the Peacekeeper. She would understand the difficult situation Azeria was in and would be duty bound to report it to the Syek-lyé. If they found out that Rezkin lived and that she was helping him avoid Entris, they would, at the very least, remove her from the assignment and forbid her from leaving Freth Adwyn without permission. At worst, she would be imprisoned.

She reached out to take Meryl’s hand. Giving it a squeeze, she said, “Thank you for your counsel, Meryl, but I would prefer to keep my personal matters to myself.”

Meryl patted the back of Azeria’s hand. “Very well, Azeria, I will let you keep your secrets for now. You will tell me if there is likely to be trouble, yes?”

Azeria said nothing more as she was not prepared to make that promise. She turned down the path that would take her to the village. Although Freth Adwyn was where the Syek-lyé, their high king, made his home, it was not a large village. It was old, though. It predated the great daem’ahn war and was home to many of the oldest Eihelvanan in the world. As such, it was a center of great learning, which attracted many of their youth. It was the primary training grounds for the Spirétua, as few as they were. But most importantly, it was Azeria’s home. She had been born and raised there, and for the first several decades of her life, it had been all that she knew.

The village was located on the southeastern slope of the Drahgfir Mountains. Freth Adwyn was actually the name of the forest in which the village was nestled, but the name had been adopted by the village as well. Until their trip to find Rezkin, Azeria had never been north of the Drahgfir Mountains. She had spent some time traveling to the south and east in the lands where the Eihelvanan were known to humans if not highly regarded. In fact, it had been Azeria’s interactions with the hostile human residents of those lands that had shaped her views on humans. Not all the humans of those lands were terrible, though. She had met some who were friendly enough, although they were few and far between. One human family had even taken up residence in their village for a time, but the parents were long dead, and the children had moved to be closer to their own kind.

Azeria passed many homes and workshops as she strode through the village. They were all constructed of stone from the mountain and wood from the forest. The older, established buildings had slate or clay tiled rooves, while the newer structures still bore only fronds or wood slats. These would be replaced in the coming months before the winter. She crossed over the bridge that spanned the river to the sight of children playing in the falls and men and women fishing or lounging on blankets along its banks. Several people waved to her, and she waved in return but did not stop to chat.

Once across the bridge, she took the path to the left that led to the mountain’s rocky face. There, she traversed the channel that had been carved into the rock with its many switchbacks. When she got to the entrance to the cave system, she was not stopped by the guards. They greeted her with respect and allowed her to pass. Azeria stepped into the cavern and was immediately struck by cool, damp air. She suppressed a shiver as she passed through the entry chamber illuminated by its many, many glowing stones. A former mentor of hers stopped her before she got to the corridor.

“Azeria, what brings you home?” said the female named Medi. Her short-cropped hair, striped with white and black strands, was combed away from her face so that one could not miss the glint of satisfaction in her golden eyes. Like the other guards at the palace, Medi wore perfectly fitted armor that only enhanced the vision of her formidable physique. Although she was a few inches shorter than Azeria, Medi stood proud with strength and valor. She was a stern warrior and accomplished archer who specialized in wind magic. She had taught Azeria nearly everything she knew about her power, yet she gave Azeria the respect that was due a pathbuilder general.

“I seek an audience with the Syek-lyé,” said Azeria.

“Oh? Is it serious?”

“Yes, it is most urgent.”

Medi turned and fell in beside Azeria as she continued into the corridor. “What is happening, Azeria? We have heard little from you these past many months (concerned).”

“I know. I am sorry I have not reported back often enough. I have been busy (contrite).”

“I am not worried about you not reporting in. You and Entris are both capable warriors. I only worry that you have encountered something beyond your abilities.”

Azeria glanced at her sideways as they stopped before a door. “You may be right.” She raised her hand and released a trickle of power into the door. It shook and released a low whine. A moment later, there was an answering shudder. Azeria opened the door and stepped into the spacious chamber beyond. The room was a testament to the age of its inhabitant with items collected over the millennia filling nearly every available space. Paintings, tapestries, and decorative hanging items covered the walls, a multitude of carpets were splayed across the floor, and shelves, cabinets, tables, and trunks held any number of curious items from distant places and ages long past. At the far end of the chamber was a seating area where lounged Syek-lyé Jaden engrossed in the images of a viewing orb that sat upon a table. The Syek-lyé looked up, and the illuminated orb grew dark. He sat back in his plush chair and waved them forward.

Medi took a seat on the backless chair to the right, so Azeria sat directly across from the Syek-lyé.

The Syek-lyé spoke first, as was appropriate. “General Azeria, it has been some time since you have been in my presence. Your unannounced arrival here tells me this must be important. What wisdom may I impart?”

Azeria met his brilliant green gaze and said, “It is your memories I seek.”

The Syek-lyé reached up to stroke his jaw thoughtfully. “As I recall, you were not particularly interested in our histories. You said you preferred to look ahead of you rather than behind you (amused).”

Azeria’s cheeks heated as she recalled her youthful words. She said, “Events have forced me to see the error in my thinking (embarrassed). I believe now that the past will be the key to a prosperous future.”

A small smile played at the Syek-lyé’s lips. “Which memories do you seek?”

Azeria shifted uncomfortably in her chair. The memories she sought were of a time that most elders preferred not to remember. She said, “I must have knowledge of the daem’ahn war (earnest).”

If the Syek-lyé was surprised, he did not show it. He hummed under his breath then said, “What do you wish to know?”

“In the human lands of the Souelian, the daem’ahn are many. No longer are they solitary. They begin to gather in numbers. They maintain human form mostly. They are organized and ruled over by a daem’ahn-possessed king. When they do shed their human flesh, they wreak havoc and many die attempting to fight them. The humans’ weapons, armor, and spells are largely ineffectual. I desire to know how you fought the daem’ahn during the daem’ahn war. How were you able to prevail against them?”

The Syek-lyé leaned forward. “When you say they gather in numbers, how many do you mean?”

“I know of one attack in which five daem’ahn were unleashed on a city so that a sixth could attack a single target.”

He sat back and waved his hand dismissively. “Five is hardly cause for concern. During the daem’ahn war there were tens of thousands.”

“Yes, but these are humans that must face them. The humans are slower and most do not possess control over vimara.”

“Perhaps you are right. My human companions during the daem’ahn war were exceptional warriors, and because of them, I often overestimate the abilities of other humans.” He dropped his gaze to the viewing orb in front of him, and it began to glow. Images took shape within it, and this time Azeria could see exactly what he was seeing. A great battle, as viewed from up high. A tide of creatures swarmed the land. Humans and Eihelvanan alike fell before them. The sound of thousands upon thousands dying filled her mind. The land was drenched in blood. He said, “I cannot help you. I’m afraid we did not have any special weapons or armor or spells to combat the daem’ahn. Our forces faced the daem’ahn with the best weapons and armor we could make, and still they fell. It was only when we killed the source that the tide turned.” He looked up at her. “You must destroy this daem’ahn-possessed king if you wish to end the flood (adamant).”

Azeria shook her head. “We have tried twice, and twice we have failed. The king is human Spirétua and daem’ahn. We cannot get close to him. We need an advantage. How did you kill the source?”

“That is a tale better forgotten by time, if not by memory.”

“Please, we must know (desperate).”

“What was done then cannot be repeated. It took the strength and power of all three gods to overcome the daem’ahn king, and only then by terrible sacrifice. I, a Spirétua, Knight of Rheina, Prince Rhaven, Knight of Mikayal, and SenGoka Ga Ka Ahn’Den, Knight of Nihko together faced the daem’ahn king, and still we were not enough. It was the Meishma that finally ended the battle. She broke the realms to send him back to H’khajnak.”

Azeria felt a flutter of hope. “How did she do it?”

“I would not say if I knew. Never again can that be allowed to happen.”

Hot anger swept through her. Azeria said, “The daem’ahn are spreading throughout the human lands. Once they are through with the humans, do you not think they will come here? We need an advantage. Will the Eihelvanan fight (desperate)?”

The orb on the table went dark and the Syek-lyé shook his head. “The humans do not know us. They are more likely to attack us than to welcome us. Besides, our people are too few and spread too far. If we fight now, I fear it will be the end of our race. But there is one possibility. During the daem’ahn war, Eihelvanan and humans were not the only races affected. Another race, the darwaven, were heavily targeted by the daem’ahn. The darwaven were fierce fighters, and they had an advantage. Their unique weapons and armor made them formidable opponents, and the daem’ahn could not withstand their blades. They built metal devices the likes of which I have never seen since. These machines, as they called them, protected the darwaven and fought alongside them in battle. They sent thousands of daem’ahn back to H’khajnak.”

“How did they do it?” asked Azeria.

The Syek-lyé shook his head. “The darwaven were a hostile race and would not part with their secrets.”

Azeria’s hope sank into a pit in her stomach. She had never met a darwaven. She had never heard of anyone who had met a darwaven. She hid her frustration behind a cool mask and asked, “They were a hostile race? What happened to them?”

“The darwaven put up a good fight, but they were vastly outnumbered. Even their deadly machines were not enough to save them. They were the first to fall.”

“Then they are all dead?”

With a shrug, he said, “There may be a few survivors. The darwaven are long-lived like us, but they are too few to revive their race.”

Intrigued, Azeria said, “If we can find these darwaven, we may learn the secrets to their weapons and armor that allowed them to fight the daem’ahn so effectively.”

“Dealing with the darwaven may be more difficult than killing daem’ahn. The only authority they recognize is violence. They are a warmongering race. It is the reason their numbers remained so few despite their prolific breeding (disturbed).” He paused as he gazed at the dark orb sitting on the table. He narrowed his eyes as if a thought had just occurred to him. He said, “There is one narrow possibility. I know of one survivor who owes me a favor. He will need to be reminded—forcefully. And he may not be able to help you, but it is possible that he could lead you to someone who can.”

“Where is he?”

“He said he would return to his home in the darwaven city of Grethstag. The city lies in ruins in the Adanian Desert near the foothills of the eastern Shueye Mountains.” He spread his hands. “That was twelve hundred years ago, though.”

Azeria huffed. “He could be anywhere by now (disgruntled).”

The Syek-lyé shook his head. “The darwaven are highly territorial, and their roots grow deep in the land. He will likely remain in the same home for the entirety of his life.”

Azeria was skeptical. They did not have time to chase smoke. This darwaven male may not even be there anymore, and even if he was, he might be unable or unwilling to help them. Events on the Souelian could move beyond their control while they spent precious time pursuing him. But what choice did they have? They were currently outmatched. At least their journey would not take the months it might if they had to walk to the entire way. She had already spent some time in the Shueye Mountains as a youngling in her fifties so she could build a pathway that would likely get them to within a week of wherever they needed to go.

“I will go to this Grethstag and find the male of whom you speak. What is this darwaven’s name?”

The Syek-lyé nodded as if he had expected as much. “His name is Hagish. He will not welcome you, and neither will the city. Grethstag is filled with dangers that mean death to outsiders. You will not go alone.”

“Of course not,” said Azeria. After that, the Syek-lyé explained to her where she could find the ancient ruins of Grethstag. Azeria left the Syek-lyé feeling both hopeful and apprehensive.

Medi followed Azeria out of the Syek-lyé’s chambers. She laid a hand on Azeria’s shoulder, bringing her to a halt. “The darwaven are formidable opponents, and they are hostile. In the ancient texts, they are described as berserkers. I should go with you (determined).”

“That is unnecessary. I can handle it (confident).” Although she said she was confident, deep down, she was uncertain.

“Just you? Entris is not going with you (alarmed)?”

“No, he is otherwise engaged. Thank you for your concern, Medi, but you have no reason to fear. I will not be going alone.” Azeria was not sure that what she was saying was accurate. In truth, she was concerned about facing the darwaven alone with Rezkin.

“Who will you take with you, then?” asked Medi.

Azeria could not tell Medi about Rezkin, but neither would she lie. She respected Medi too much for that. She said, “I have a human companion, an unparalleled warrior.”

Medi scoffed. “A human? That is all the more reason to take me with you. It is rare that a human can stand against the darwaven. You will get this human killed.”

“I am sorry, Medi. You cannot come with us.”

Medi tilted her head and narrowed her eyes. “You are keeping something from me—from the Syek-lyé.” Her expression softened, and she said, “Azeria, I have known you your entire life. I trained you to become the warrior you are. Although you have reached the age of adulthood, you are still a youngling to me. If you are in trouble, you can speak to me.” She released a trickle of power as she said her next words. “By my honor and power, I will harbor your secrets as I do my own (dedicated).”

Azeria met Medi’s steady golden gaze. Medi’s declaration was no minor placation. She had sworn an oath of power that she would not be able to break. Azeria was so moved by the gesture that she felt the gathering of moisture in her eyes. “Why do you do this, Medi?”

Surprise flashed across Medi’s face. “How can I not? You speak of human Spirétua and daem’ahn and darwaven. I do not wish to see you die.”

Azeria replied, “As general pathbuilder, my position has always been fraught with danger.”

“And I have always worried,” said Medi, “but you rarely went into those dangers alone. This is different. I know you are too stubborn to take a proper unit with you, but you can at least take me. Since I have sworn the oath to you, you have no reason to deny me. You are more than a pathbuilder to me, Azeria. You are family (earnest).”

“You honor me, Medi (humbled).”

“You may honor me in return by taking me with you (insistent).”

Azeria knew Medi was right. She and Rezkin together might be able to take on a single darwaven, but if there were more, they would be in trouble. And that was not to mention all the other dangers the ancient city was sure to bring. At 837 years old, Medi had vastly greater experience than she did, and Azeria felt she would be a fool to turn her help aside. But she was not making this decision for just herself. She was making it for Rezkin as well. He was trusting her to keep his secret, but he also trusted her to strategize and make sound decisions. Thanks to her oath, Medi could only be an asset.

She squeezed Medi’s shoulder and said, “Thank you, Medi. I will trust you with my secrets.”


Chapter 2

Rezkin stepped out of the portal onto the glistening granite floor of the queen’s chambers in the palace in Kielen, the Queen’s Seat in Lon Lerésh. Mage lights cast a warm, amber glow throughout the chamber, illuminating the massive bed with its ample pillows and scarlet drapes. Rezkin preferred not to think about that bed and quickly averted his eyes after noticing that it was unoccupied. A mosaic of colored glass graced one wall with a vibrant geometric design, and detailed tapestries tastefully ornamented the other walls that would have otherwise been barren swaths of pale pink plaster. His footsteps were cushioned as he padded across the carpets toward the open doorway that led to the rest of the suite. He could hear voices coming from the sitting room—one male, one female.

Pausing by the doorway, Rezkin mindspoke to Seena, who was wrapped around his neck. “Rule 12.”

Seena lifted her head, opened her toothy maw in a great, big yawn, then hung her head back over his shoulder. She mindspoke back to him. “Do not make sound.”

“Very good.” He stroked the scales of her sinuous neck. He had found that Seena did not respond favorably to the harsh training techniques to which he had been subjected. Her emotions were too visceral, and upon his first attempts, she had become despondent. Azeria had suggested a different kind of training that was completely foreign to him. According to her, kind words and encouragement were necessary to get a positive result. He had not thought such techniques could be effective, but Seena was proving otherwise. Rezkin did not truly care how she learned so long as she did learn. It did lead him to wonder, however, how different his life would be if similar training mechanisms had been used on him.

Rezkin rotated his arm. It was no longer injured, thanks to the healer’s ministrations, but it was still a bit stiff. He took a moment to loosen it before directing his attention to the matter at hand. He cast his illusion of invisibility about himself and Seena before peeking through the doorway into the sitting room. He could not maintain the invisibility illusion for long, but it would be enough for him to confirm the identities of the room’s inhabitants. He could see two people occupying the sitting area facing away from him. One was a woman with her long, red hair braided in an intricate do atop her head. The other was a dark-haired male. Rezkin instantly knew the identities of the two, and he dropped his illusion. When he spoke, they both leapt to their feet and spun around.

“Yserria, Malcius. Greetings.” The two jumped up with a shout and spun to face him.

Malcius was dressed quite a bit differently than he had been when Rezkin had first met him. Gone were the fine trappings of court, elegant in style yet impractical. He now wore snug grey pants tucked into sturdy boots and a long tunic of darker grey. Over his practical apparel he wore armor not unlike Rezkin’s own. Rezkin could see the fine weave of vimara about the armor, a sure sign that it was enchanted.

Yserria, on the other hand, had taken a step in the other direction. While she still wore armor, equally enchanted, it was cinched around a flowing seafoam gown lending her the appearance of a strong, formidable warrior with the soft femininity of a Leréshi queen. Rezkin was impressed that she had so quickly and thoroughly found a balance between the two sides of herself, and he was certain that balance was reflected in her governance.

Yserria pressed a hand to her chest over her heart. “Rezkin, you startled me. Please do not do that. There are enough attempts on my life as it is. I do not need you trying to scare me to death.”

Malcius said, “Yes, Rezkin, how do you keep getting in here without us noticing? It is impossible to increase security more than we already have. We cannot have people just appearing out of nowhere.”

Seena leapt from his shoulders as Rezkin ducked his head. “I apologize. I did not intend to alarm you. You need not worry over someone following in my footsteps. There are few who could enter the way I did.”

“Are you here to alert us to more danger?” asked Malcius.

Rezkin shook his head as he moved toward the suite entrance. “No, I am here to find out what you have learned about Caydean’s motivations behind Erisial’s death.” He cast an enchantment on the doors to prevent them from opening, then applied a sound ward to the entire room. Finally, he took a seat in one of the chairs across from Yserria and Malcius and motioned for them to sit as well. Seena jumped up onto the sofa between the two, and Rezkin’s lips tilted upward at the way they shied away from her. The little dragon did a few turns then lay down with her wings spread over each of their laps. Malcius and Yserria both sat stiffly as they avoided touching the leathery appendages.

“Well?” he said, his gaze bouncing between the two.

Malcius cleared his throat and looked at Rezkin. He said, “It is fortunate that you should come when you did. We have just discovered information that might be of interest to you.”

“Oh?”

“Yes,” said Yserria. “It seems Caydean’s interest was not in Erisial’s death, not directly, at least. It was about the trials.”

Rezkin reflected upon the trials conducted to determine who would be queen of Lon Lerésh after Queen Erisial’s untimely death. The three trials had included a debate, a test of mercantilism, and armed and magical combat, each with deadly consequences for the losers. Yserria had not only defeated her opponents during the trials, but she had also destroyed Caydean’s third demon general, Trivian.

“The trials?” said Rezkin.

Yserria nodded. “Yes, Erisial’s death precipitated the trials. I discovered during the final trial that Grizelda Tynan had been in league with General Trivian. Of course, Trivian killed her when she was no longer useful, but it was obvious that they had been working together. So, I directed the investigation into Grizelda’s actions. The investigators found correspondence between the two in which Trivian ordered Grizelda to invoke the right of trial.”

“To what end?” asked Rezkin.

Malcius said, “Next, we began looking into the trials themselves. For the first trial, the debate, he could have just been hoping to sway public opinion against the empire. But in my opinion, he was not interested in the first trial. I think it was all about the second, the economics and trade trial.”

“Why is that?”

Seena shifted, and both of them froze. After a moment, it was clear the dragon was still sleeping, so Yserria said, “We looked into the trade deals that were made during the economics trial. Most of them were tipped heavily in favor of the foreign party, as would be expected for such a trial, but one in particular stood out.” Yserria suddenly looked guilty. She said, “It was one of mine.”

“Which one?” asked Rezkin.

“The trade deal with the Gendishen delegate. I had Matrianera Vielda question the delegate. She is a truthseeker, so she could tell if he was lying. It turns out an Ashaiian blackmailed him into seeking a specific deal. He did not know the man’s identity, but I suspect it was Trivian.”

“What was the deal?”

Malcius said, “For some reason he wanted an ungodly amount of vimarium.”

Yserria nodded her head. “I thought it was strange at the time. From what I have been told, the stuff is relatively useless, but it is expensive because it is difficult to mine and there is not much demand for it. Mages sometimes use it for experimentation, but apparently nothing has come of it. It is occasionally given to dogs and horses to make them faster, but the effects are short-lived, and it is illegal in respectable racing establishments. Some people have tried it for the same effects, but it causes the heart to race and intense sweating, so most will not touch it.”

“Why would he need the trials to get his hands on vimarium?”

Malcius said, “It is only mined in Lon Lerésh, and Lon Lerésh has a trade embargo with Ashai.”

Rezkin considered the prospect that Trivian had orchestrated the Leréshi queen’s death just to invoke an ancient series of trials so that he could obtain a substantial supply of a useless metal. He said, “Has the shipment already been delivered?”

“I am afraid so,” said Yserria.

A tightening in Rezkin’s gut told him this was very bad. Caydean had accomplished his goal of obtaining the vimarium, and Rezkin had no idea why the demon wanted it. He said, “I need a sample of this vimarium.”

Malcius gently slid out from under Seena’s wing without disturbing her. As he crossed to a trunk in the corner, he said, “I thought you might.” He pulled a leather pouch from the trunk and returned to hand it over to Rezkin. Rezkin opened the pouch and found a fist-sized clump of fine purple powder with an earthy luster. Malcius said, “It is quite light in weight for a metal.”

Rezkin dipped his finger into the powder and rolled it between his forefinger and thumb. The powder had a silky texture, and the pleasant scent of soil and nectar struck his nose. He sent a trickle of power into the vimarium, and suddenly it was not so innocuous. It sucked his power in like desert sand seizing water. Rezkin explored the substance a moment more. It appeared unchanged, and besides thirsting for his power, it did not seem to react in any way to it. He withdrew his power and cinched the pouch closed before securing it to his belt.

Rezkin stood, and Seena immediately jumped down from the sofa to scurry up his side to his shoulders. He said, “Thank you for your efforts. This news is most disturbing and warrants further investigation. Do you have your portable relay device?”

“We do,” said Malcius.

“Please get it now,” replied Rezkin.

Malcius stepped into the adjoining room and was gone for merely a breath before returning with the object in hand. Rezkin took it from him, fiddled with it for a few minutes, then handed it back. He said, “This new rune that I have added will contact me on my relay device. If you find out anything more, please contact me immediately.”

A broad grin finally stole across Malcius’s face. “Oh, Rez, you have no idea how glad this makes me. I have wanted to speak with you too many times to count.”

“Thank the Maker, so have I,” said Yserria.

Rezkin suddenly wondered if he had made a mistake in giving the modified device to the two of them. He did not want them depending on him to solve all their problems for them. Malcius must have seen something of Rezkin’s thoughts in his face because he quickly added, “We will only use it if it is absolutely pertinent.”

Rezkin chided himself for being so obvious but was pleased with the outcome. He used mindspeak to instruct Seena to open a portal, then he bid the two adieu and stepped into the pathways. With just Seena, a pathbuilder, and him, a Spirétua, the passage back to Cael did not take long. He stepped into the little cottage to find Azeria seated in one of two chairs he had procured. She was studying a map by the light of the hearth and did not look up as he stepped from the pathway. Her demeanor was placid as usual, yet something in her energy told Rezkin she was tense.

Azeria dropped the map into her lap and looked up at him. “I see you are healed.”

“Yes, the healer was most accommodating. Afterward, I had a visit with Yserria and Malcius in Kielen.”

“Oh? What news?”

Rezkin relayed all that he had learned about Caydean’s plan to obtain the vimarium, although he did not speculate as to why he wanted it. Instead, he asked Azeria what she knew of vimarium and its potential uses.

“I am not familiar with this vimarium,” she said. “So far as I know, the Eihelvanan do not use this metal for anything.”

Rezkin was disappointed, but he did not show it. He said, “How did things go with the Syek-lyé?”

Azeria informed him of their plans to visit the ancient ruins of the darwaven city of Grethstag. Rezkin had never heard of it, and, in fact, had never heard of the darwaven. He was hopeful, though, that these darwaven, what was left of them, possessed the secrets of demon-fighting weapons and armor and that they would share these secrets with them.

“There is one more thing,” said Azeria.

“Yes?”

Azeria looked toward the doorway to the bathing room, and outstepped an Eihelvanan woman Rezkin did not recognize. She was a little shorter than Azeria, had short-cropped black-and-white streaked hair, golden eyes, and plump lips that were pursed in disapproval. Elegant Eihelvanan armor covered her from neck to toes. It shimmered with enchantments and silently flexed with her movements. At her hip was a traditional Eihelvanan curved sword, similar to a scimitar. A strap containing dozens of feathered darts crossed her front, and two long, slender knives were strapped to her thighs. Rezkin had noted the two bows propped in the corner of the room. One was Azeria’s, so the other must belong to this woman. She was well equipped and highly confident. If she was Azeria’s teacher, she was probably a difficult opponent to beat. Rezkin looked back to Azeria.

She said, “This is Medi. She was my teacher and is like family to me. She will be coming with us.”

Heat pulsed through Rezkin’s chest and mind. He said, “You betray me, Azeria. You swore not to tell anyone about my being alive.”

She looked at him dispassionately and said, “I swore to keep your secret, and I have. Medi has taken an oath of power not to disclose my secrets. She could not expose you even if she wanted to. Do you trust me, Rezkin?”

Rezkin’s thoughts warred against each other. He started to say that he did not trust anyone, but before the words could leave his lips, he realized that was not true. He did trust Azeria. He trusted her to do what she thought was right even if it was not necessarily what he wanted. He respected her for that. “Yes, I trust you,” he said. “But she cannot come with us.”

Azeria replied, “She is, and she will be of great assistance in our tasks to come.”

Rezkin’s instinct was to argue with her. He had already made an exception to the Rules by joining with Azeria, and he was not familiar with this woman. He knew nothing of her Skills or magical abilities and could not say if she would be a help or liability. Rezkin was used to being the one to make these kinds of decisions after much careful deliberation. As he stared at Azeria, though, he knew he could not refuse. She was a general for her people, a powerful warrior in her own right, and a celebrated leader. More importantly, she was not his subordinate. She was his partner, his equal, and she had as much right to dictate their actions as he. If Azeria felt that bringing this woman was an acceptable risk, then he would trust in her judgment.

Rezkin looked to the woman, Medi, and said, “Pereliou evé casei.”

Medi blinked at him. “You speak Fersheya (impressed).”

“I am learning,” he replied with a glance toward Azeria.

“I see,” said Medi as she stalked toward him. She walked around him, looking him up and down. Rezkin resisted the urge to draw a weapon. Then she stopped in front of him. “So this is the human-born Spirétua who rose from the dead. You do look Eihelvanan—except for the ears, of course. But how can we be certain you are not yet insane (curious)?”

“I have no intention of going insane, but, for now, you may trust in Azeria’s assessment.”

“Hmm, so I must. I can see the distrust in your eyes. Do not worry. I have sworn an oath of power to keep Azeria’s secrets, and therefore, I must keep yours. But should you show signs of madness, I will not hesitate to end you.”

Rezkin gave her a practiced grin and said, “You may try.”

Medi abruptly turned to Azeria. “Entris will have both our heads for this.”

“Entris must not find out,” said Azeria.

“Why do you do this, Azeria? Why do you protect this human-born and defy Entris? Entris is the Spirétua-lyé. He would be of much greater value to you than this untrained youngling (exasperated).”

Azeria stood and crossed the short distance to stand between them. “Entris does not understand. If he knew Rezkin lives, he would think him mad and kill him.”

“As is his right as Spirétua-lyé.”

“He would be killing an innocent man (certain),” said Azeria.

Medi scoffed. “Hardly. I have heard tales of this one. In some cultures, he is known as the Destroyer because he destroys every kingdom he enters. If we are not vigilant, he will destroy ours as well (serious).”

“Do you think the Eihelvanan so weak that they would fall to a single man—a man who means them no harm?” asked Azeria.

“A human-born Spirétua does not need to mean harm in order to cause it. When he goes mad, you will wish Entris was near.” She pointed to Seena who was curled around Rezkin’s neck watching the exchange with interest. “Already he is bonded to a drahg’ahn. He does not have the training or experience necessary to raise or train one. Once it is grown, it could ravage entire cities, and we would be hard-pressed to stop it. Many of us would likely die in the attempt. We cannot trust a madman with such a weapon.”

Rezkin interrupted them. “It is because of my bond with Seena that I believe I will not go mad. The bonds I share with others temper my vimara so that I may use it safely.”

Medi crossed her arms. “And you know this how?”

“I can feel it.”

“Then we have only your word to validate the claim.”

“I believe him,” said Azeria. “He has been increasingly using his vimara for many months, and he shows no signs of madness (earnest).”

Medi turned to Azeria with something like compassion in her gaze. “We do not understand how these things work, Azeria. He may gradually go mad, or it may happen in an instant (concerned).”

Denial struck Rezkin like an arrow. Seena lifted her head to look at him. She laid her ears back and released a small puff of smoke. Rezkin tried to think soothing thoughts to her, but he was irritated. He had assumed that should he begin going mad, he would recognize the small flaws in his thinking. He would see the signs of questionable judgment and realize it was coming. But the idea that he could be fine one minute and insane the next was disturbing, and, he felt, unlikely. Seena did not care for it either. She unwound herself from his neck and dropped to the floor. She lumbered over to the darkening hearth and exhaled. She tried her best to light it, but only a small stream of black smoke emerged from her maw.

Rezkin returned his attention to the conversation when Azeria said, “That’s enough, Medi. I said I would trust you with my secrets. This is my biggest secret. You will support me in this, or I will return you to Freth Adwyn (determined).”

Medi was taken aback. “My how you have grown, Azeria. I am glad to see you step out from Entris’s shadow and build your own path. I only wish it was not this one. Very well. You have my support, if not my approval (serious).”

Azeria said, “I suppose that will have to be good enough. I think you will grow to respect and understand Rezkin. He is not like any other human I have met.”

Medi shook her head and looked at Rezkin. “He may have been born to human parents, but he is Eihelvanan in all the ways that matter.”

If Azeria was surprised by Medi’s response, she did not show it. She turned to Rezkin and said, “I have caught Medi up on our plans. We may leave as soon as you are ready.”

Rezkin looked out the window and saw that dark had fallen. “We shall leave at dawn if that suits you. I would like to get a good night’s rest before heading out on such a dangerous journey.”

“Of course,” said Azeria. “We should have plenty to eat if we are to have our full strength. I will go procure food supplies.” She glanced at Medi. “Try not to kill each other while I am gone.”

Medi shrugged one shoulder noncommittally before taking a seat on the floor in the corner beside her pack. Rezkin started to ask Azeria to take the surly woman with her but decided against it. If Entris saw Medi in Cael, he would ask questions. He may even decide to join them on their quest, which would lead to even greater problems. It was better to put up with the woman for now. He would not go blindly into battle with her, though.

He sat down in a chair and began pelting her with questions about her Skills and battle prowess. Hesitant at first, she gradually grew more forthcoming. Although she appeared no older than twenty-five, he knew her to be much older since she had been Azeria’s teacher. She did not lack for experience, and he was relieved. She had spent much of her time accompanying generals like Azeria into the pathways and had fought untold numbers of people and creatures that inhabited or were passing through them. Rezkin had spent as little time as possible in the pathways and had only encountered a few such creatures. After hearing some of her tales, he counted himself lucky.

An hour later, Azeria returned with enough food to feed a family of six. Much of it had already been prepared by the citadel kitchens, so they spent little time cooking. After eating together, Azeria returned to her own quarters, and Rezkin was once again left alone with Medi. He offered her the use of his bed that night, but she declined. Instead, she slept on a cushion of air that she somehow maintained throughout her sleep. Most of Rezkin’s castings failed when he slept, so he hoped she would part with her knowledge.

Azeria reappeared at dawn hauling her own pack and several jugs and skins of water. She divvied up the water and then indicated she was ready to go. Seena scampered up Rezkin to lounge across his shoulders while Azeria opened a pathway to the Shueye Mountains far to the southeast, beyond the Drahgfir Mountains. He had never known anyone who had traveled so far before Azeria. He would be the first among his other acquaintances. He felt the stirrings of an emotion with which he was unfamiliar. After a few minutes of introspection, he decided it was excitement. Suddenly, he understood Tam’s enthusiasm for adventure. He was headed to lands unknown to him to visit the ruins of an all but extinct race. As he stepped through the portal, he was astounded by his own emotional reaction toward the journey. Never before had he experienced such a thing, not even upon leaving the northern fortress in pursuit of Farson.

He understood, now, how adventure leads to the unexpected. During his training, he had never imagined that he would experience the things he had over the past two years. His training had prepared him for much of it, but there were a number of areas where he had found himself deficient. If he had followed the path intended by King Bordran and his masters, he never would have experienced the bonds of friendship or the emotional rewards of caring for others. He now understood what it meant to be responsible for the lives and well-being of people beyond himself. And then there was Azeria. What he felt for her he could not yet define. Never before had he possessed a desire to be so near someone he was not trying to kill. Even Frisha had caused him to tense when she touched him, but with Azeria he remained relaxed. And when they kissed, his body responded with other urges he had not thought he would feel for someone.

A sound in the dark roused him from his musings, and Rezkin chided himself for his lack of attention. The pathways were dangerous, and yet he had gotten caught up in thoughts of the silver-eyed female who walked ahead of him. The path through the darkness was narrow, lit only by the glowing orbs cast by Azeria and Medi. Rezkin wondered what would happen to him if he fell into the abyss to either side and resolved not to find out. There were no stars in the darkness, no trees or buildings or landscape of any kind—just unrelieved black.

There were sounds, though. The haunting wail of wind where there was none, the roar of some great beast followed by the shriek of a lesser creature. It was the chittering that made Rezkin’s skin crawl. All around them, hidden by the inky night, hundreds of creatures released a small yet threatening sound that raised alarms in the back of his mind. And every so often, he could hear the scrape of claws on the pathway behind them.

Rezkin maintained a protective ward about himself as he traversed the path, as did Medi and Azeria. Seena pranced ahead of him within the protective cocoon. His ward did little to protect him from the unseen creature in his path. He settled his foot on solid ground and then it moved. As he toppled backward, he quickly caught his balance, deftly avoiding Medi. Then something heavy impacted his chest. Sharp claws scraped across his armor. The chittering grew frenzied. Rezkin grabbed for the invisible creature, but his hands found only air.

Azeria turned back to him. “What is it?”

Rezkin searched the darkness intently with his eyes and ears as he fingered the gouges in this armor. “I do not know. Something attacked me.”

Azeria brought her light closer to him, and her gaze dropped to the marks on his chest. She drew her sword and said, “Let us move quickly.”

The words had barely left her lips when she was struck in the head from behind. She stumbled into Rezkin’s shield then spun, her sword slicing through open air. The chittering grew louder … and closer. Azeria and Medi cast a slew of glowing orbs into their surroundings, but they were too late. Hundreds of creatures as black as the darkness around them assailed them from all directions. The bat-like beasts were each the size of a housecat with long, needle-sharp fangs and claws that raked across their armor and flesh, undeterred by their protective wards. Their chittering cries created a cacophony so loud that Rezkin longed to cover his ears. Thanks to Azeria and Medi, a wind whipped up around them. Rezkin called upon the power inside him, forming his will into flame that set the air alight. A ring of fire spun around them as they ran, and creatures screeched as their leathery flesh ignited. The burning creatures fell into the black abyss, yet more were there to replace them.

They ran for half an hour before they finally exited the pathways into the blazing midday sunlight. His armor had saved him from the worst of the damage, but dozens of cuts and punctures on his exposed skin burned fiercely. Blood dripped from his hair thanks to the many wounds on his scalp. Rezkin wiped his damp hair back from his face and squinted as he gained his balance on the talus slope. As his eyes adjusted to the bright light, he took in his surroundings. Spiky yucca plants were interspersed with sage, feather grass, and brittlebush. A striped lizard skittered through the shade of a yaupon holly. Rezkin envied that lizard. By the looks of things, shade was a luxury he would have to do without. After mere minutes he was already sweating beneath his armor and tunic. He tied his loose strands back so that his bloody hair was off his nape. Looking down, he found Seena rolling in the talus, coating her vibrant blue scales in ruddy dirt.

“Why are you doing that?” he asked in his mind.

She looked up at him. Her slitted pupils had nearly disappeared into her icy-blue irises. “Rule 13—Do not be seen unless it is your intent.”

Rezkin bent and stroked her neck, smudging his fingers in red dirt. “Very good, Seena. You are learning well.”

Seena stretched her neck appreciatively and released a rattle from her chest.

Azeria stopped at his side and asked, “Do you burn?”

Confused by the question, he said, “What do you mean?”

She motioned toward the yellow disk high overhead. “We do not burn, but pale humans burn in the sun. You are very pale like us. Do you burn?”

Rezkin shook his head. “No, I have never burned in the sun, but I have seen it in others. I counted myself lucky. Perhaps it was not luck at all but my Eihelvanan makeup.”

She nodded. “Good. This would have been a very uncomfortable journey for you if you burned.” Pointing to the southeast, she said, “If my estimate is correct, Grethstag should be three or four days’ hike in that direction. According to the map, it lies just beyond the foothills.”

Rezkin gazed down the slope and across the hills. The land was a swath of sharp cliffs separated by steep slopes dotted with stunted, scraggly plants, most bearing pointy thorns or needles. He saw no water source and nothing to hunt besides the lizard that had disappeared under a rock. Rezkin was not deterred. He had endured harsh conditions before, and he knew many of the desert’s hidden secrets.

The journey was made in silence except for the occasional mindspeak from Seena. Rezkin was surprised to find that he was disappointed by the distance Azeria placed between them ever since Medi had arrived. Azeria had given no indication that she had feelings toward him, and Rezkin began to wonder if she was ashamed to show affection for a human in front of Medi. In part, he was relieved, but mostly he was confused. At some point, they had crossed a line, and he no longer understood how to behave around her. He was not a mere comrade, but neither was he her lover. He had thought that things should be moving in that direction, but now she was distant. A small voice inside him whispered that Azeria had changed her mind about him and was no longer interested. He tried not to listen to that voice, but as the days passed, its volume grew.

Rezkin did not press Azeria. If she did not wish him to take on the complicated role of lover, then he would focus on other tasks. As they hiked across the hills, he practiced shifting the flow of vimara within him to enhance his strength and speed. He had no trouble keeping up with the Eihelvanan women, which seemed to impress Medi. Rezkin did not care about Medi’s opinion of him so long as she did not influence Azeria against him. Medi did not openly share her thoughts toward him, but she did take to challenging him to perform magical castings every evening. Rezkin complied because he knew he needed to understand his power better if he were to face Caydean again. Medi never offered advice or suggestions, though, and Rezkin knew she was not trying to improve his Skills. She was testing him to see what kind of adversary he would make should she feel the need to kill him. For this reason, he often held back much of his power and skill.

On the morning of the fifth day, they crested the final hill and there, in the desert below, Rezkin could see an immense dome large enough to contain an entire city. The sun glinted off the dome’s metallic shell illuminating it with a silvery-purple hue. Surrounding the dome and for as far as the eye could see beyond it were golden pink sand dunes and nothing else.

Rezkin said, “This is Grethstag?”

Azeria nodded. “It is as the Syek-lyé described. We must take care. The journey between here and there may be treacherous.”

Rezkin studied the few miles of sand dunes before them and saw nothing threatening, but he knew all too well that looks could be deceiving. He took a swig from his water skin, which was nearly empty, and started down the hill. Seena skidded through the talus barely avoiding a cactus as she followed in his wake. Azeria and Medi gracefully glided down the hillside in a way that impressed even him. When they reached the bottom and set out across the sandy dunes, Seena took to gliding in the air from crest to crest. She even managed to stay aloft for short periods of time with a few flaps of her wings, and Rezkin knew it would not be long before she was well and truly flying.

They were halfway across the expanse and heading into a trough when Medi cried out from his right. The woman went tumbling into the valley just as something massive came screeching out of the sand beneath her. Rezkin drew the black blade but held back to assess the situation. The creature lurched toward the downed Medi on six spindly legs. Its body was segmented like an insect’s, and it lunged toward her snapping its hinged jaw lined with sharp blades. In its face was a single, large eye that glowed purple and never blinked. Medi rolled out of the way just as it stabbed at her with a foot-long talon. Rezkin rushed forward to smash his sword into the creature’s thorax. It rebounded with a jarring clang. Rezkin’s suspicion was confirmed. The creature was made of metal.

Azeria struck next, slashing at the creature’s thin leg with her sword. When her first strike failed, she continued bashing the limb over and again. Medi regained her feet and proceeded to attack the creature’s snapping face. The creature lunged forward again, and then it began to shake. The light in its face flickered then went dark. The entire creature came crashing down with an enormous groan. It did not move again.

Rezkin and the two women stood watching it for several minutes waiting to see if it might become active again. When it did not, they finally moved forward to investigate it.

“What is it?” he asked.

Medi said, “I have never seen such a creature.”

“Nor have I,” said Azeria. “And never have I heard of a beast made of metal.”

Medi said, “I believe this metal creature is one of the machines the Syek-lyé mentioned. They were built by the darwaven. They are not alive.”

Rezkin rapped on the creature’s side, eliciting an echo. “It appears to be hollow. What kind of magic drives such a device?”

“I do not know,” said Medi. She looked at Rezkin. “What did you do to it? Did you kill it?”

Rezkin shook his head. “I did little. I believe it just died. From old age, perhaps?”

Medi said, “We know nothing about this machine. For all we know, this one could be defective. We must be vigilant.”

Down in the trough between dunes as they were, Rezkin became momentarily disoriented and was unsure which way they were headed. He surveyed the crests of the dunes around him and found Seena looking down at them from the one to his left. He began scaling the steep face of the dune, his feet sinking in the sand and slowing his progress. When they finally made it to the top, he could see that they were only a short distance from the dome. It was midafternoon when Rezkin came to rest his hand on the metal shell. It was without dents or creases or fasteners or bolts, and the smooth surface was polished to a silvery-purple shine. Despite the scorching heat outside, the metal dome was cool to the touch.

“It is the same metal as the machine that attacked us,” he commented as they began making their way around the circumference of the dome searching for a way inside. The sun was nearing the horizon when they came upon a method of entry. On the southern side of the dome, its perfect shell had been torn away as if by some massive force. The edges of the gaping hole were jagged, twisted metal blackened by scorch marks. If there was any debris from the destruction, it had been covered over by sand long ago.

They stared into the gaping chasm of the dome. It was dark inside. Nearest the hole, they could see the faint outlines of buildings, many of them soaring into the sky to nearly touch the dome high overhead. What lay beyond the light of the opening, though, was a mystery.

Medi said, “We do not know what may be lurking inside. Perhaps more of those metal creatures. We should camp out here where we may better see our enemies coming tonight.”

Rezkin and Azeria agreed. Seena, however, wanted to explore.

“We go in?” she said into his mind.

“Tomorrow,” he replied. “It is too dangerous to go in tonight, and we are tired.”

“I go in?” she asked.

He reached down to stroke her head. “No, you will stay with us. We should not be separated.” She looked longingly into the city, and Rezkin could sense her desire to defy him. He added, “Besides, we will need your help keeping watch tonight. Your eyes are better than ours.”

She turned to look at him sharply. “I will keep you safe.”

That night Medi challenged Rezkin to create a stone barrier out of the sand around their campsite. Although she lacked the power to accomplish it herself, she insisted that, as Spirétua, Rezkin would be capable of such a feat. Rezkin searched inside himself for quite some time hoping to find a solution to the puzzle. Wards were one thing. They were simply the energy of his vimara extended beyond himself and shaped into a protective barrier. He had unknowingly been trained to use minor wards since he was a small-man. Creating a solid stone barrier out of sand, however, was substantive. He did not know how to manipulate solid matter. He reviled exposing such a weakness to the women, but he simply did not have the Skill to perform the task. Rezkin had come to realize that the Rules and Skills he was taught were inadequate, or, at the very least, incomplete.


Chapter 3

The following morning, they rose with the sun. As its first ray crested the horizon turning the deep indigo of the sky to pale pink, Rezkin worked through a routine designed to loosen the muscles and promote flexibility. As he did so, he contemplated the matter of the stone wall. He still had no solution, and that bothered him greatly. It showed a deficiency in his training that could not be easily mended. It was likely a deficiency Caydean did not possess. He began to wonder if it was perhaps a mistake to distance himself from Entris who had been willing to train him. He knew, though, that if he had not, he would not have been able to accomplish as much as he had these past several months.

Rezkin pulled his mage stone from his pack as they prepared to enter the dome. Medi glanced over at him. She said, “You do not need that (amused).”

He sent a trickle of power into the stone causing it to illuminate. “Yes, I do. I cannot see in the dark.”

“Many Spirétua are capable of manipulating their eyes so that they can see in the dark. But even if you cannot, you should not need an enchanted stone to produce light.” He felt the draw of vimara, then a small white star appeared over Medi’s head. She said, “Creating light is one of the first castings a youngling learns.”

He said, “Perhaps you would teach me this casting.”

Azeria said, “He should avoid using his power lest it drive him mad.”

Medi tilted her head and looked at him appraisingly. “I will teach you this skill if you do something for me.”

“What is it you wish for me to do?”

“Show me your marks.”

“What marks?”

“Those placed upon you by the Sen.”

Rezkin glanced at Azeria then back to Medi. “How do you know about the marks?”

“The Sen do not retrieve people from death without marking their skin. I know you bear the marks, but I cannot see them.”

“Why do you wish to see them?”

“In all my years I have never seen the mark of the Sen. I wish to witness the way they defile the flesh upon using their dark power (appalled).”

“You do not approve of the Sen?”

“It surprises me that you do not know. We are revolted by the power of the Sen. The journey of the soul to the Afterlife and its subsequent return are sacred. The Sen interfere with the cycle of death and rebirth. It should not be permitted.”

Rezkin was surprised that a people so blessed by one goddess should be opposed to the blessing of another when those same people honor all the gods. He said, “They are the Blessed of Nihko. She has blessed them because she wishes them to bear that power. It is her will, and you should respect that.”

Medi crossed her arms defiantly. “We respect Nihko. We just do not approve of the Sen using her power in such a way. A true Eihelvanan would kill himself should he live again after a Sen retrieval.”

“So this is not about my marks. This is about you believing I should be dead. You think because I am human-born Spirétua I should die, and you think because I have been retrieved I should die.”

Medi pursed her lips then said, “You will be born again as a true Eihelvanan, should the goddess will it.”

Rezkin said, “What if the goddess’s will is for me to live exactly as I am?”

“You are an abomination (disgusted),” said Medi.

“By Eihelvanan standards, perhaps.”

Medi shook her head. “By human standards as well. I have heard of you, Destroyer.”

Azeria stepped between them. She said, “Medi, those stories of the Destroyer are taken out of context. He is not the monster he is made out to be. There are a great many people who give him their loyalty and respect and even some who love him. You are needlessly cruel (disapproving).”

Medi turned her golden gaze on Azeria. “I shall cast my own judgment.”

Azeria nodded. “Then cast your own judgment based on observations, not rumors.”

Medi stared at Azeria for a long moment, and it was as if the two were having some secret communication between them. Finally, Medi said, “Very well, Azeria. We shall see.”

Rezkin did not care about Medi’s opinion of him so long as she did not try to stab him in the back. He was certainly not going to make himself vulnerable and expose himself to the woman. She had no reason to see his marks but morbid curiosity, and he refused to reveal more about himself than was necessary. Besides, he was fairly confident he could figure out how to cast a light on his own. After all, he had made fire. A simple light should be much easier.

He approached the challenge as he would any other—with reason. He needed light without heat. Was there a way to cast fire but subtract the heat? He cast a small fireball with such intent, but he did not get the results he desired. Despite his efforts the fire continued to radiate warmth. He examined the fire with his vimara, studying the intricacy of the weave of power. It seemed more complex than was necessary. Then he studied Medi’s light. The weave itself appeared to be entirely absent. It struck him that he was approaching the problem all wrong. The casting in its simplest form would be vimara itself. Vimara was light.

Extinguishing the flame, Rezkin focused on his source of vimara. He drew out a thread and cast it pure and unaltered into the air in front of him. He was suddenly blinded by a blazing ball of energy as large as a horse. Too much, he realized. He quickly narrowed his thread to the tiniest filament he could manage. The massive orb shrunk to the size of a candle flame that barely lit the space in front of him. Too little. Slowly, he increased the size of the thread until the orb was of a size similar to Medi’s and Azeria’s. Its silvery-blue light reflected off the shiny metal surfaces of the buildings within the dome. The structures started out small and got larger toward the center of the city as the ceiling rose.

Without a glance toward Medi, he turned toward the gaping hole in the dome and began trudging through the sand. He called back to them, “Shall we get on with this?”

Seena scampered a few paces ahead of him. He cautioned her against going into any of the structures, but he could feel her desire to explore. He also felt that something was amiss. Although he could not see any proof, he had the sense he was being watched.

Eventually, the sand gave way to a floor made of metal grate. It was solidly designed and did not squeak or groan as they tread across it. The streets were narrow between the buildings and no space went unused, a testament to the builders’ efficiency. Doorways were wide but short enough that Rezkin would need to bend over to fit through them. A few of the windows retained their glass panes, but a good many were broken or missing. Along the streets were dust-shrouded crates, barrels, and carts. Most were made of metal, but some were wood that had failed to degrade in the desert climate. As they moved farther from the opening, it began to grow lighter. When Rezkin no longer needed the mage stone, he stowed it away in his pocket. The dome overhead glowed a soft white that illuminated everything as if it were day.

Rezkin stopped when he reached an open circle between the buildings that appeared to have once been a market. Azeria and Medi walked the perimeter of the circle in opposite directions before meeting him in the center. Rezkin continued to peruse the shadowed coves and darkened windows and doorways of the adjacent buildings as the women began discussing the plan to move forward. The sensation that they were being watched had only grown, and now he felt that they were being followed. Everywhere he looked, he only found metal. There was no sign of any inhabitants, no sign of anything moving. Alarm shot through him. Where was Seena?

Rezkin called out with his mindspeak. “Seena, come.”

He got no response.

He called again. “Seena, where are you?”

Still silence.

He rushed to the perimeter to begin searching the buildings.

“What is it?” called out Azeria.

“Seena is missing. She does not respond when I call her.”

Azeria and Medi joined him in searching the area. Suddenly, a loud screech echoed off the metal walls down one street. Rezkin dashed across the circle and down the road with Azeria and Medi on his heels. A trail of blood led them to an intersection where he found Seena trapped with her hind leg in a serrated vise. As he neared her, she began sliding away from him. He realized she was connected to chain that was being pulled in the opposite direction. Seena did not howl when the vise wrenched her leg. She was unconscious or dead. Rezkin rushed after her, but she was being hauled away too quickly. He could not catch her.

Seena came to a stop when she reached a split in the road. Damaged buildings loomed on all sides, and twisted chunks of metal blocked the streets. The chain attached to Seena continued into the building at the split, but Rezkin could not see the culprit. He knelt at Seena’s side as he reached forward to grip the vise that held her. It was clamped onto her via a spring mechanism that was far stronger than he. Rezkin focused his vimaral flow into his arms, chest, and back hoping to increase his strength. He strained against the device to no avail. When brute force failed, he began examining the device in earnest. That was when he noticed the faint purple glow illuminating the seams between the pieces of metal.

Rezkin did not have time for further examination. Azeria shouted at the same time Medi yelled, “Enemy! Behind us!”

Rezkin looked up to see a monstrous metal creature filling the street to his left. It was at least eight feet tall and humanoid. Its eyes glowed purple, and it carried a wicked battle axe. A clang to his right drew his attention, and there he found Azeria already battling a second machine. This one looked a bit like a scorpion with a hooked tail that struck quickly over and over again. He looked behind him to find Medi facing a third. This one was spiderlike with eight spiked appendages and two large blades protruding from its face.

It was a trap with Seena as the bait, and they had run right into it. It occurred to Rezkin that he never would have fallen into the trap had he not cared about Seena. He had broken the Rules, and, once again, his feelings were his downfall.

He threw down his pack, drew the black blade, and turned to face the oncoming humanoid machine and its battle axe. As it neared, it raised the battle axe far over its head, exposing its torso. Rezkin darted in just as the machine brought the axe down. He smashed the black blade into the machine’s torso while deftly avoiding the axe. He created a dent in the metal plating that covered its torso, but the machine was otherwise unharmed. He pivoted to the metal creature’s right as the axe blade sliced through the air upward toward him. Then he slammed his sword into the creature’s back. The machine was unaffected. Rezkin ducked, and the axe swept over his head as the creature turned to face him.

Rezkin could hear the sounds of battle behind him, but he did not have time to look. The axe-wielding humanoid was fast, at least as fast as the Eihelvanan. He would be hard-pressed to keep up with it for long, and his attacks seemed to have little to no effect. With no time to plot, he continued his assault. He ran at the metal creature as it raised its axe. Slipping under its arm, he continued past it. It turned to face him as it began its downward swing. Rezkin ran up the wall then leapt over the weapon as it sliced through the air. He fed his power into the black blade and swung with all his might at the creature’s neck. Green lightning sparked within the blade as it collided with the metal plating. There was a small explosion, and Rezkin was blasted away.

He rolled to a stop and looked back. The black blade was embedded in the machine’s neck, and green lightning coursed across its silver-purple hide. Rezkin drew Bladesunder as the lightning dissipated. The metal creature still stood, barely hindered by the long sword sticking out from its neck. It reached up with one giant hand and wrenched the black blade from its own body. It tossed the sword aside like refuse and raised its axe for another round.

Rezkin did not wait for it to attack. He darted in and stabbed at the knee joint, sliding Bladesunder between the metal plates and crashing through whatever mass held the joint together. The machine faltered as the joint buckled. Rezkin retreated as the creature fell to its knee. Sparks of purple light flashed from the joint as it collided with the ground. The machine swung its great axe at Rezkin’s head. He ducked and rolled. On his feet again, he ran past the creature with the vimara-enhanced speed of the Eihelvanan. The machine reached for him, and he dove forward into another roll. When he rose, he was standing over the black blade. He swept it up and turned to face the machine again.

He sheathed Bladesunder as he began feeding his power into the black blade. It ignited with fiery green lightning that spread to cover his body. The machine pivoted to face him, swinging its axe around. Rezkin dodged and brought the black blade down on the creature’s elbow joint. There was another explosion as the axe-wielding arm was ripped away. This time, Rezkin managed to keep his footing. He ran past the creature’s guard and swung the black blade at the undamaged side of the creature’s neck. With a great blast, the creature’s head was obliterated. Rezkin crashed into the wall. He turned to witness the creature slam into the ground in a haze of purple sparks that quickly went dark.

Rezkin sat up. His torso hurt. It was painful to breathe, and he knew he likely had a few cracked ribs. He did not have time to nurse his wounds, though. He could see and hear the continued signs of battle. He gripped the black blade and forced himself to his feet. He rushed back into the intersection. Seena was awake and crying out in pain. He quickly took stock of the battles between the metal creatures and the Eihelvanan women and decided they could hold out for a few more minutes while he dealt with Seena.

“Hurts,” said Seena.

“I know. I will release you soon.”

Rezkin examined more closely the vise that had seized her leg. He could still see the faint purple glow shining from between the metal plates, but he could see no way to release the mechanism. After several long minutes, he finally stood. He raised the black blade over his head, then stabbed it down into the device, narrowly missing Seena’s leg. A small blast sent metal shrapnel flying in all directions. A piece embedded in Rezkin’s shin through the leather of his boot. Two more pieces protruded from Seena’s thigh. Her leg was free, though. Rezkin swept her up and carried her over to a building where he laid her beside the wall and covered her with a large metal sheet.

“Wait here for me. I must help Azeria.”

Seena whimpered into his mind but did not protest.

Rezkin turned to see Azeria engaged with the scorpion beast. Its glowing purple eyes were set into a flat face from which protruded two bladed appendages. It slashed with those between attempts to impale her with its tail spike. Azeria cast a few blasts of vimara at the beast. It merely glowed purple for a second before continuing its assault. She blocked its strikes with her own sword then leapt to one side as the tail spike came slamming down where she had been standing.

Rezkin sped to her side. As she engaged the blade-wielding appendages, he maneuvered around to the machine’s side. The beast stabbed at him with its tail in quick succession. He dodged most of the attempts but not fast enough. He took a spike to the shoulder just before he brought the black blade down on the join where the beast’s tail met its body. An explosion sent the beast skittering forward, and the tail crashed to the ground behind it.

The beast did not falter, though. It continued attacking Azeria at its front even as its rear sparked with purple light. Rezkin leapt onto the beast’s back, gripping it with his thighs as he raised his sword overhead. Then, with his power coursing through the black blade, he stabbed it down into the beast’s head. He was prepared for the explosion this time, and he leapt from the machine’s back just in time to avoid the blast. He landed on a metal slab, but a piece of flying debris struck him in the head.

Rezkin blinked a few times to clear his vision and found Azeria standing over him.

“Are you okay (concerned)?” she asked.

He rolled off the metal slab he was laying on and found his feet. “I am well enough to continue fighting,” he said. Then he pointed to Azeria’s thigh where her pants were ripped and blood had covered the fabric.

“It is a minor thing,” she said. “We must help Medi.”

Azeria turned and limped forward. Rezkin kept pace with her. They both sped up in alarm when they saw Medi. She was laid out on the ground with the spiderlike machine looming over her. It stabbed at her head with its bladed appendages, but she managed to dodge each strike. She pulled up her knees then kicked the metal spider in the abdomen. Rezkin felt the tingle of vimara when she did it, so he knew she had augmented her strength. The spider creature flew backward to collide with a wall. Medi rolled to her feet and raised her sword just as Rezkin and Azeria reached her side.

“Aim for the joints,” said Rezkin.

“You think I do not know that?” groused Medi.

The spider surged forward, stabbing at them with its bladed appendages. Together, they attacked the creature, hacking away at its limbs. Rezkin fed power into his blade as he engaged the monster. With each strike, green lightning crackled over the machine’s metal hide. He smashed through the joint of one of its legs, severing the limb from its body. Azeria and Medi attacked in equal stride, but their swords did not have the same explosive effect as Rezkin’s black blade. Still, they managed to remove several legs, and the creature crashed to the ground. It used its remaining legs to lunge at them with the blades attached to its head.

With his power coursing through the black blade, Rezkin waited for the creature to lunge again. Then he ducked under the beast. He stabbed his blade up through the base of the head. The resulting explosion threatened to flatten him to the ground, but he lunged out of the way, avoiding the worst of it. Still, it set his ears to ringing. Luckily, the creature did not land on top of him but rather listed to one side. The creature’s eyes had gone dark, and it no longer moved.

Rezkin lay on the ground attempting to slow his breathing for his pained ribs. When the ringing in his ears finally dissipated, he sat up. Azeria had sat down on the slain creature’s side and was gripping her injured thigh. Medi, Rezkin noticed, was uninjured. In fact, the woman was unruffled and cool as ice. He wondered at how she had managed to stand against the metal creature for so long without incurring an injury.

A terrible pain brushed across his mind, and Rezkin remembered Seena. He found her behind the metal sheet where he had left her. She was bloody and battered, and tears fell from her eyes to clink against the ground like little diamonds.

“Sshh,” he said as he stroked her neck. “I will make you better.”

He found eskyeyela quickly this time, and his desire to help the sorrowful Seena drove his power to heal her injured leg. The damage was deep. The vise had shattered the bone and torn through muscle and flesh. It took him much longer to heal her this time. He wanted to be sure he healed it properly so she would regain full use of the limb. As soon as he finished, Seena fell asleep. He picked her up and carried her over to his discarded pack. He used a clean cloth to wipe away most of the blood that coated her scales, but she did not stir.

He hefted his pack, wrapped Seena around his neck, and rejoined Azeria and Medi who had already collected their own packs. Azeria had wrapped a bandage around her injured thigh, but it was already soaked through with blood. He walked up to her and took her hands. She made to jerk them away, but he held to them fast.

“Let me heal you.”

“What? You cannot.”

“I can. I have healed you before. I can heal you again. I do not wish for you to be in pain, Azeria.”

She glanced at Medi, but he could not interpret her blank expression. He had felt a pain in his chest when she had tried to pull her hands away from him. Why would she pull away? Did she think he would cause her harm? He did not know what he had done to lose her trust, but he resolved to earn it back. He would start with healing her.

Azeria returned her gaze to him, and she nodded hesitantly. Rezkin was relieved that she would at least allow this. He worked quickly, afraid that at any moment she might withdraw her consent. His power mingled with hers in a way that was unlike anything he felt when healing others. He felt her tension beneath his hands and could tell that she was uncomfortable, but he did not know why. When he was finished, he released her hands and stepped away. With the connection severed, he was suddenly filled with another emotion he had never before felt. He thought it loneliness. Rezkin chose to hide his confusion and turned away.

Azeria reached out and gipped his arm. He paused and looked back at her. She said, “You are injured. You need healing as well (concerned).” She motioned to the stab wound at his shoulder.

Rezkin said, “It did not go deep. It will be fine.”

She tugged his tunic out of the way until she could see the wound. She said, “You are right. It is not deep, but it does need attention. I cannot heal as you do, but I can stitch a wound. But first, let us find a more secure location in case more of those machines find us.”

Medi called out to them from a doorway. “Here is a good place to hide while we tend our wounds.”

Rezkin and Azeria joined Medi in a small shelter that looked to have once been a home. The windows had been shattered, and the front door hung askew. It bore deep claw marks, as did some of the walls. The remaining furniture was coated in a thick layer of dust, and some of it was upended as if there had been a struggle. As they searched the vacant abode, Seena awoke. Rezkin gave her some dried venison to restore her energy, then she scampered away to explore.

He said, “Do not go far,” as she skittered into the next room.

They placed their packs on a dining table, and Rezkin took a seat on a metal chair as he awaited Azeria’s healing ministrations. She riffled through her pack and withdrew a needle and thread along with a small vial. Rezkin did not move as she stitched the wound but instead focused on her face so near to his. Her white hair was drawn back in a braid down her back so that he could see all of her. Her silver eyes narrowed in concentration, and her pert lips turned downward in disapproval. She was beautiful.

Azeria finished her work all too soon. She pulled the cork stopper from the vial, handed it to him, and said, “Drink. This will prevent it from festering.”

Rezkin tried to catch her gaze, but she would not meet his eyes. He said, “Thank you, Azeria.”

“It was nothing,” she said as she packed away her supplies.

Rezkin did not get a chance to respond. Medi had just entered the room when she suddenly lost her balance and fell. Azeria rushed to her side. “What is it, Medi? What’s wrong?”

“It is nothing,” replied Medi. “I struck my head during the battle, but I will be fine in a moment.”

Azeria examined Medi’s head. She said, “There is a lump on your head. I believe you have a concussion.” Azeria helped Medi to stand, but the woman did not look well. Azeria glanced up at him and said, “You must heal her. She cannot continue like this.”

He knew Azeria was right. The woman was a liability with her injury. He was not certain he was capable of healing her, though. Medi was not his ally. She suffered his presence for Azeria’s sake, but she was not to be trusted. He lacked the compassion to heal her, so he tried to focus on her true value to him, her usefulness. She was a seasoned warrior who possessed a respectable control of her power.

Medi looked at him as he approached. Her eyes were unfocussed, and she looked as though she might be sick at any moment. She flinched as he reached for her head and lost her balance. Holding her tight, Azeria said, “Medi, let him heal you. He is not your enemy.”

Medi looked at Azeria as though she disagreed, but she allowed him to place his hand on her head. Rezkin searched for the power to heal her. He saw it in his mind, but it slipped through his grasp. He could not stop thinking that he may be trying to heal the woman that would stab him in the back. The power evaded him.

He glanced at Azeria and found judgment in her eyes. He did not want to disappoint her. He pushed thoughts of betrayal to the back of his mind and once again focused on the benefits of Medi’s companionship. He decided Medi’s greatest contribution was her dedication to Azeria. He was certain that Medi would do anything to keep Azeria safe. That far outweighed any potential risk to his own person. With concern for himself set aside and thoughts of Azeria’s safety in mind, the power slid firmly into his hands. Medi’s power did not mingle with his own as he healed her, and once again he was left wondering why Azeria was different. A few minutes later, Medi was healed, and they were ready to continue their journey.

She said, “I followed the chain that had captured Seena into a building. There is a passage with footsteps in the dust. We should investigate it (determined).”

Rezkin called to Seena through their mindspeak then joined the two women as they crossed to the other building. The ceiling was low, and they all had to stoop so that they would not hit their heads. Aside from that which streamed in through the doorway, there was no light in the small entry chamber. The two women each cast a glowing orb over their heads, illuminating their immediate vicinity, and Rezkin did the same. This time, it came almost naturally to him.

The corridor Medi was referring to was at the back of the entry room. The passage was wide, but the ceiling was just as low as it was in the entry chamber. As they proceeded down the passage, Rezkin examined the footprints on the dusty floor. They were everywhere and all about the same size. That meant either many similarly sized people had passed this way, or one person had passed this way many times. A sword would be impractical in such a confined space, so Rezkin drew his serrated knife with the gut hook.

After about fifteen minutes, they came to the end of the passage and could go no further. A metal door hindered their progress. The door had no knob or handle, and no amount of pushing would open it. In the center of the door was a half orb that looked like glass. It glowed with the same purple light as the metal creatures they had fought. Rezkin watched the rear but could feel the hum of vimara as Azeria and Medi probed the door with their power, searching for a trigger that would unlock it. As they fed their power into it, the purple glow intensified. The two women spoke in Fersheya too rapidly for Rezkin to translate all of it. After several minutes, Azeria said, “Rezkin.”

He turned back to her. “Yes?”

She said, “We believe this glowing orb controls the locking mechanism.”

Rezkin nodded as he had already suspected it.

She added, “This strange metal seems to draw our power into it, then it feeds that power into the orb reinforcing the lock.”

Rezkin glanced at the orb then back to Azeria. “How do we unlock it?”

Azeria looked to Medi uncertainly then said, “We believe that if we break the orb, it will release the door.”

“But you are not certain,” he replied.

“No, there is an equal possibility the door would remain locked indefinitely.”

“You cannot use your power to unlock it?”

“No, it does not respond to our castings. It only captures our vimara.”

Rezkin considered this then said, “Very well, we will break the orb.”

Medi said, “We were not asking for permission. We have already decided on this course of action.”

Medi stared hard at him as though waiting for him to argue. He did not. He waited for them to get to the point. If they had already decided to break the orb, they would not have bothered explaining it to him unless they wanted something from him.

After a moment, Medi huffed. “Well? Break the orb.”

Rezkin did not jump to do Medi’s bidding. Instead, he contemplated why they wanted him to break it when they were perfectly capable of doing so themselves. Unless they were not capable of it. He thought back to the battle with the metal creatures and came to the realization just as Azeria spoke.

“Our weapons were largely ineffective against the metal creatures outside. Your power with the black sword was required to defeat them. It is probable this will be the same.”

Rezkin wondered why they had bothered to explain it to him at all. They could have just told him to break the orb in the first place. Then he considered that they had not explained it to him. Azeria had explained it. While Medi treated him as a distasteful but necessary tool, Azeria saw him as an equal. The sting of the distance she had placed between them was somewhat mollified by the knowledge that she still respected him.

Rezkin stepped up between them and drew his knife, turning it so that he could strike the orb with the butt of the handle.

Medi scoffed. “Were you not paying attention (irritated)? You need to use the sword.”

Rezkin met her judgmental gaze and said, “I cannot wield it in these confines.”

He reached behind him to grip the hilt of the black blade. He opened himself to his vimara as he focused on the blade. Then he began drawing on the power within the sword. Green lightning erupted along his skin, and the two women stepped back. He channeled the power through himself and into the knife in his other hand, then struck the orb hard. Rezkin was prepared for the impact and flattened himself to the ground to avoid the sudden explosion. The metal door was ripped away as it went sailing over him into the corridor beyond to crash against a wall with a monstrous clang.

Sprawled on the ground, Rezkin ran a hand over his head searching for damage. When his hand came away free of blood, he sat up, stifling a groan. Seena crawled into his lap and stared up at him. She was not alarmed, so he figured he must not look too terrible. Azeria and Medi had retreated down the corridor but apparently not far enough. They had also been thrown from their feet and were attempting to recover while Seena looked on with concern. After a quick survey, he determined that neither was seriously injured. He got to his feet, still bending over in the low tunnel. The corridor beyond the doorframe of twisted metal was free of obstructions save for the broken door. The ceiling glowed a soft purple, casting an eerie light throughout the tunnel.

Studying him, Azeria said, “I did not know you could do that—channel the power in such a way.”

“I did not know if it would work,” said Rezkin.

“It was clever and powerful,” she replied.

Rezkin found satisfaction in Azeria’s approval. He generally did not care what others thought of him, but, oddly, he felt pleased to have impressed her.

They followed the corridor through a number of turns before it opened into a large chamber. Hot, dry air struck them as they entered the room. The ceiling was high enough that they were able to stand upright but still low enough that swordplay would be hindered. Still, they drew their weapons immediately upon entering. Metal creatures were everywhere, at least thirty of them gathered in groups. Some were humanoid while others imitated animals or monstrous creatures Rezkin could not identify. They ranged in size from as small as Seena to nearly twice his height. Between the groupings were tables covered in metal pieces and tools. A large, lit furnace occupied the center of the room.

Rezkin prepared for a mass attack, but none came. In fact, the metal creatures were not moving at all, and they were devoid of purple light. He and his companions cautiously moved closer to the metal creatures, and still the machines did not move.

Azeria whispered, “Perhaps they sleep.”

Rezkin hesitantly reached out to place his hand against one of them. When he got no reaction, he shoved against it. The creature fell to the floor with a crash. He said, “I believe they are dead.”

“I think you are right,” said Medi. She was standing over a short table looking at the body parts.

Azeria said, “This one is in pieces. I do not understand how they live. There are no bones and flesh, no blood.”

Medi picked up an appendage, examining it closely. She said, “I do not believe they require those things. These machines are similar to golems but instead of being made of clay, they are created from metal. Somehow, their creators are using vimara to power them, but I do not understand how.”

They made their way around the room, keeping close watch on the metal creatures and surveying the tables’ contents. At the back of the room was a small area empty of metal parts. In the center of the space was a metal pillar about waist-high with a head-sized glowing purple orb atop it. Rezkin approached the pillar with caution then set to examining it. Azeria and Medi met him there, and they each searched the pillar and orb for clues.

Suddenly, the orb flashed brightly. Metal poles shot out of the floor to surround them in a cage of glowing purple. Azeria and Medi attacked the bars, but they would not budge. Rezkin gripped his sword and eyed the glowing purple orb. He raised his sword as green lightning crackled down its length and across his skin. Just as he was about to swing, a gruff voice rang out.

“I wouldn’t do that if I were you. You break that orb, and you’ll never get those bars open.”

Rezkin paused to search in the direction of the voice. He saw only metal creatures and shadows. He called out, “Who is there? Show yourself.”

Then came a pained howl. “Gah! Get off me, you fiend. What is this godsforsaken beast? Is that … is that a dragon?”

A figure came stumbling into the light with Seena wrapped around its head. It had a bare, broad torso of bulging muscles and thick thighs wrapped in mail. The red scratches across its skin were evidence of Seena’s work. Seena shifted, and Rezkin could see the being’s face. It was a man with a thick, dark beard and a bald pate that was currently harboring Seena’s talons. By his physique alone, the man appeared quite formidable except that he was about two feet shorter than Rezkin. With a burly fist, he struck Seena, which only irritated her further. He yanked against her and howled again. “Get it off!” he shouted.

Rezkin said, “Release us, and I will call her off.”

The man said, “You got yourselves in there. You can damn well get yourselves out.”

“How can we release ourselves from this trap?”

“It’s not a trap,” said the man. “It’s a safety cage for when we’re testing a new prototype.”

“A what?” said Medi.

“A new machine,” he said.

Medi asked, “The metal creatures?”

The man huffed. “They’re not creatures. They’re machines. We built them.”

“How did they die?” asked Azeria.

With a hearty laugh, the man said, “They’re not dead. They just don’t have any power yet.”

As fascinating as it was, Rezkin’s priority was getting out of the cage. He said, “How do we release ourselves?”

The man winced as Seena’s sharp teeth dug into his scalp. He crossed his arms and said, “How do I know you won’t try to kill me as soon as you get out?”

“Like you’ve been trying to kill us with these machines?” said Azeria.

The man’s voice took on a hard edge. “You’ve been trespassing on my property.”

“We came looking for the darwaven,” said Medi. “Are you one such being?”

The man’s face turned red, and he shouted, “Get it right, elf! We’re not darwaven. We’re dwarves.”

Medi tilted her head curiously. “I meant no offense. Dwarves is considered a crude term.”

“That’s just like an elf. No appreciation for language. It might be crude in Fersheya, but to us it’s a matter of pride. I won’t stand for being called anything but dwarf.”

“Is that your name?” said Rezkin.

“Of course not! Is your name elf?”

Rezkin furrowed his brow. “No, I am not Eihelvanan. I am human. I am called Rezkin.”

“Bah! Those round ears don’t fool me. Only an elf can bond with a dragon. Now get it off me.”

“First, let us out,” said Rezkin.

The dwarf growled. “Fine, but if you come after me, I’ll sic my machines on you.” Five machines came crawling, stalking, and skittering into the remaining space beyond the cage. He reached behind his back and pulled forth a large hammer. “And if those don’t kill you, I’ll smash in your skulls myself.” He pointed to the glowing orb within the cage. “Place your hand on the orb.”

Rezkin looked at the orb and considered that this might be a trick. He did not know what the orb would do to him if he touched it, but he also knew of no way out of the cage. He hesitantly placed his hand on the orb.

“Right, now draw out the vimara,” said the dwarf.

Rezkin was not sure how to draw vimara out of an object. He typically put power into objects. The only time he had done something similar was when he drew power from the black blade. With that in mind, he mentally dove into the orb while at the same time opening himself to the flow of vimara. There, inside the orb, he was surrounded by vimara that was not his own. He began pulling on the vimara stored there. He felt a burst of power at his core as the orb’s power mingled with his own. The purple glow within the orb subsided until the orb was completely black. The metal bars fell into the floor.

The dwarf said, “I knew you were an elf. Now, remove this dragon from my head.”

Rezkin called to Seena in his mind. She released the man’s head with her teeth and looked at him. “Let the enemy go?” she said.

“We do not know that he is the enemy,” Rezkin replied in mindspeak.

Seena arched her neck around to stare into the dwarf’s face. The man scowled at her. She looked back to Rezkin. “Are you sure?”

Rezkin was amused. Seena did not believe him, and she did not want to let go. He said, “Come, now.”

Seena released a puff of black smoke into the dwarf’s face then dropped to the floor. She sauntered over to Rezkin looking very pleased with herself. She sat down at his feet and began licking the blood from her talons.

With an angry scowl, the dwarf snapped, “You’re free to go. Now!”

Azeria said, “We will not go. We came here to talk to you.”

“Well, I don’t want to talk to you,” he said as he wiped a soiled rag over his bleeding scalp. “Don’t think I don’t know that you’ve been tearing up my machines since you got here.”

Medi scoffed. “They attacked us. We were defending ourselves (irritated).”

“They were protecting my territory from intruders like you!”

Rezkin took a step forward. “Sir dwarf, might we have your name?”

The dwarf hefted his hammer and shook it at Rezkin. “Don’t you be calling me sir. I don’t need one of those snooty human titles. The name’s Hagish. Now that you know it, you can forget it—as you leave.”

Azeria stepped up next to Rezkin. She said, “Hagish, we are here to call in a debt. You will hear us out.”

“A debt? I don’t owe you a debt, and if you say I do, you’re lying.”

“The debt is not to us,” said Azeria. “The debt it to our Syek-lyé Jaden.”

“Doesn’t ring a bell,” Hagish said dismissively.

“It has been twelve hundred years since you incurred the debt,” said Medi.

“Twelve hundred—you’re full of it. One problem with elves is your long memories. You know damn well dwarves are lucky to remember the past five hundred years. You won’t be swindling me out of any favors. If ever there was a debt, consider it expired. Now be gone.”

Medi and Azeria shared a glance then suddenly rushed forward. They reached the dwarf before he had time to raise his hammer. They each grabbed an arm and yanked Hagish backward. He dropped his hammer as he lost his footing but tucked into a backward roll. When his feet hit the floor again, he thrust his body weight forward. Both women fell backward to land with a clang on the metal floor. Medi twisted to slam her shin into the backs of his legs while Azeria hooked her legs around his middle. Hagish’s legs buckled, and he landed with a whomp. Rezkin steered clear of the fight but watched in appreciation of the skill that all three were demonstrating.

Two of the waiting machines abruptly came forward. These had the look of two very large bears, each with two sets of arms. They each grabbed one of the women in a vise-like grip about the torso and hauled them away from Hagish. The dwarf swung at the empty air a few times before realizing the women were no longer attacking him. In addition to the bleeding scratches inflicted by Seena, he now had a bloody nose. Medi and Azeria hung in the air slamming their heels and fists into the machines with little effect. Each time they shot a burst of power at them, a wave of purple light swept across the metal surfaces, but the machines were unharmed.

Hagish spat out a glob of bloody phlegm. “You’re lucky I’m in no mood for a fight. Otherwise, I would’ve shown you two what it means to have proper respect for a dwarven warrior.” He turned his scowl on Rezkin. “Do you always let your women fight your battles?”

Rezkin’s brows rose. “They are not my women. They are free to fight whatever battles they wish. And they are both capable warriors. If they had intended to harm you, they would have succeeded.”

Haggish stooped to retrieve his hammer from the floor. “Bah, I can handle a couple of elves. Now, tell me. What do I have to do to get rid of you?”

Rezkin glanced at Azeria and Medi then looked back to Hagish expectantly.

Hagish sighed. “Fine, but if they attack me again, they’ll learn what a dwarven warrior can do.” He looked to the machines holding the two women and said, “Release them.”

Both women dropped to the ground but recovered gracefully. Azeria stepped up to the dwarf but did not touch him. She said, “You can tell us what you know about fighting the daem’ahn.”

Hagish reared back as though he had been struck. “Demons? Why do you ask about demons?”

Azeria said, “We understand that during the daem’ahn war the dwarves had an advantage over the daem’ahn. You had weapons and armor that were resistant to the daem’ahn power. We need these weapons and armor now to fight the daem’ahn that are again invading the world.”

Hagish huffed. “Well, you’re out of luck. We don’t make deals with elves.”

Medi said, “You must deal with us if we are to fight the daem’ahn.”

Hagish raised his hammer and shook it at her. “I won’t suffer an elf to tell me what to do. I didn’t invite you here, and I won’t be parting with any dwarven secrets. You can go back to wherever you came from and fight your demons yourselves. I’ve had enough of demons for one lifetime.”

Rezkin said, “Perhaps not all your people feel the same as you. The demons devastated your city, killed most of your people, and left you virtually extinct. I am betting some of you who survive hold a grudge. This is an opportunity to strike the enemy once again. Someone here will be willing to help us if not for honor or glory, then for vengeance.”

Hagish’s voice was full of disdain. “Vengeance? You speak of vengeance? Do you know how many dwarves are left? Thirty-seven. Out of the fifty thousand who used to inhabit this city, only thirty-seven remain. We only survived because we weren’t here when the demons swarmed the city. They killed every man, woman, and child who called this city home. It took us five hundred years to find and bury all the remains and still we run across the bones of our kin. Don’t talk to me about vengeance. Those of us who are left, we are merely ghosts. There is no future for us.”

Rezkin pointed to the machines to his right. “Yet you survive. You continue to live and create magnificent things. You would let all this die with you? All that the dwarves accomplished will vanish, and no one will be left to remember you. All your culture, all your stories, all that made this city glorious will be forgotten. Only then will you be well and truly defeated.”

“You elves and your pretty speeches. We allied with you during the demon war, and where did it get us? Where were you when the demons exterminated us?”

Rezkin glanced at Medi, who simply shrugged. She looked back to Hagish. “We know not what happened during the demon war. We are not asking you to fight. We only need the secret of your weapons and armor.”

Hagish opened his mouth to protest, but Rezkin interjected. “Perhaps there is no secret. They were defeated, after all. Perhaps their weapons and armor were no more effective against demons than what we already have.”

Hagish scowled at him. “You know nothing about dwarven armaments. A dwarven berserker in full battle gear could take on half a dozen demons all on his own. Our machines alone took down thousands of demons during the war.”

Rezkin waved his hand dismissively. “A fanciful tale. You do not remember the demon war, though, do you? You know little more about it than we do.”

Shaking his hammer, Hagish said, “Don’t you tell me what I can remember. I don’t keep all my memories in my mind. I keep meticulous journals. I know what happened. We were betrayed. A third of our army was sent to battle, and they never returned. We looked for their bodies, their armor, any sign of them. Nothing. Most of the rest of us marched with the elves and humans to meet the demons. Then someone from within betrayed us and allowed the demons into our city. I suspect it was the elves.”

“We would never (offended),” said Medi.

Ignoring the accusation, Rezkin said, “You were not here, and your people died. All your weapons and armor and machines were worthless.”

“Gah! I wasn’t here because my warriors and I were off with you elves fighting on the front lines. We should have been here protecting our people or dying with them. You would’ve lost if not for us, so don’t you dare call us worthless.”

Rezkin shrugged unimpressed. “Maybe you helped a little. But you are even less valuable now. You sit in this ancient tomb playing with your toys while the world moves on without you. Your creations lack purpose just like your people.”

Azeria looked at him sharply. “Rezkin (appalled).”

He met her judgmental gaze. “I only speak truth. He may not realize it, but he already died during the demon war. It is as he said. He and his people are ghosts.”

Hagish’s bright red face screwed up in anger, and Rezkin knew his strike at the man’s pride had hit the mark. Hagish said, “Maybe you’re right. Maybe we don’t have purpose, but we are not dead yet. We still make the best weapons and armor this world has ever seen, the only weapons and armor that are truly effective against demons. And if you don’t believe me, you can damn well see for yourselves.” He abruptly pivoted and stomped off in the opposite direction. After a dozen steps, he turned back, “Well, are you coming? I won’t be waiting around for a bunch of lazy elves.”


Chapter 4

Seena ran beside Rezkin as they followed the dwarf through a series of metal tunnels that were barely illuminated with dim purple light. As they walked, he began to hear a steady rapping of metal on metal. The air became hotter, and it held the sooty scent of a smithy. Rezkin wiped his brow and was reminded that he needed to refill his water jugs and skins soon. The clanging sound was still coming from a distance down the tunnel when they turned and entered a chamber bedecked in the most stunning metal adornments Rezkin had ever seen. Mounted on the walls from floor to ceiling were shelves of cuirasses, pauldrons, greaves, gauntlets, helms, and all manner of plate armor. Gleaming chain mail was draped over stands in the center of the room. All of it was composed of the same purplish silver metal that made up everything else in the city, and much of it was embellished with gold designs that Rezkin was sure held some significance.

Rezkin lifted some of the mail for closer inspection and found that it was not as heavy as he had expected. He looked to Hagish. “What is this metal?”

“Ah, now that’s the secret,” said the dwarf. He narrowed his eyes and stroked his beard. A war was fought behind his dark eyes. Then his shoulders slumped. He appeared defeated. “You say you’re fighting demons, are you? I suppose there’s no point in keeping the secret now. And secret or not, its use will die with the dwarves. It’s called vimarium, and it’s plentiful in the Shueye Mountains if you know where to look.”

The mention of vimarium stirred Rezkin’s thoughts. “I was told vimarium was a useless metal.”

Hagish grinned broadly and rocked back on his heels. “It is to elves and humans. You lack the power necessary to forge it. Only dwarves possess that kind of power and not even all of us.”

Azeria said, “What is so special about this vimarium? Why is it effective against daem’ahn?”

Hagish grabbed a vambrace from a shelf and set it on the floor at his feet. Then he took a few steps back and said, “Destroy that with your power.” Azeria looked at him curiously. He said, “Go ahead. Blow it up. Melt it. Do whatever you do.”

Azeria held her hands up in front of her, and a sizzling ball of white light ignited in the air between them. With a flick of her wrists, the ball shot forward and struck the vambrace. A wave of purple light flashed across the metal, but the vambrace was unblemished. It did not even move. Azeria looked at Hagish. “It is unaffected.”

Hagish raised a finger as if to make a point. “Not unaffected. Just undamaged. Your power cannot destroy this armor. In fact, the vimarium absorbs the vimara that strikes it and stores it for future use by its wearer. It’s a repository that’s made stronger by your attack.”

Azeria’s eyes widened in an uncharacteristic display of surprise. “You mean to say that every piece of armor in this room can store vimara?”

Hagish grinned broad enough to show all his teeth. “I’m saying that every piece of vimarium within the dome and including the dome itself can and does store vimara. It is that stored vimara that powers the machines.”

“Impossible,” said Medi. “Nothing can store vimara. Only living beings may access the flow.”

Hagish’s grin evaporated and was replaced with a scowl. “You elves think you know everything about magic. You know nothing of dwarves and our ingenuity and power.” He looked to Rezkin. “I’m telling you this now because there are only thirty-seven of us left, and we’re not getting any younger. You were right earlier when you spoke. Our knowledge and achievements will die with us. Parts of this city, the parts that are filled with power, will continue to function for a time, but without someone to recharge them, they will eventually become useless. You may not possess the power to forge vimarium into new items, but you can damn well use what we leave behind.”

Medi picked up a greave, turned it over in her hands, then dropped it back onto the shelf. “This armor is not designed to fit our forms. It was constructed for the darwaven. It is useless to us.”

Rezkin agreed with Medi, but he was curious about the armor regardless. He said, “You have not explained how this vimarium armor is advantageous against demons. Most vimaral attacks have little effect on them. Having more of it at our disposal would not help us fight or protect against their attacks.”

“Ah, this is true. The vimara stored within the armor is of little help when used directly against demons. But that’s not all vimara’s good for. We dwarves can fill the vimarium with vimara, but we can’t cast using vimara the way the elves and humans do. We can only internalize vimara, use it to enhance our strength, speed, stamina, and healing abilities. You could do this, too. But since you’re elves, you can use it for any casting, like enhancing your wards or throwing boulders or any of your sadistic pleasures. That is not why the vimarium is so effective against demons, though.

“Vimarium’s strength is directly proportional to the amount of vimara stored within it. You can draw on that vimara to use in your castings, but you will be weakening the armor. The more vimara you store within it, the better it will protect you.

“Demons wield a concentrated, pure form of nocent energy called synexa. Synexa can’t be stored by vimarium, but vimarium does have some resistance to it. In fact, the lowest demons don’t wield enough synexa to affect vimarium in any way. It is as if the synexa doesn’t exist. The stronger the demon, the more synexa they wield. The vimarium acts as an insulator against that synexa. This armor can protect you against most demon attacks but becomes less effective against stronger demons.”

Rezkin eyed the armor on the shelf next to him. “Is there a limit to the amount of vimara you can store within it?”

“Aye, there’s a limit, but you won’t know how much until you’ve hit it. Once it’s full, whatever vimara you try to put into it will rebound back into you. If you aren’t prepared for it, it could harm you. If it’s enough vimara, it can kill you. That’s why it’s best to charge it slowly and with only the amount needed to get the job done.”

Rezkin was impressed. Vimarium armor would give them the advantage they needed to fight the demons, but there was a problem. “Medi is right. This armor will not fit us. Can you forge new armor?”

Hagish’s face turned red. “Of course not! Do I look like a woman to you?” He hefted his hammer over his shoulder and waved his hand. “Come with me.”

Rezkin pondered Hagish’s reaction as they followed him down a short corridor. He wondered what the man’s appearance had to do with his occupation. The ring of hammered steel got louder as they progressed, but it did not echo off the metal walls and ceiling the way Rezkin thought it should. Hagish led them into a long room with multiple forges lined up against one wall, only one of them lit. The air was sweltering, but it did not seem to bother the dwarf. Rezkin, however, was sweating beneath his tunic and armor.

A figure stood over an anvil rapping out a steady cadence. Her long, leather apron could not hide the fact that she was a woman as she was very well endowed.

Hagish pointed and said, “All our smiths are women. They’re the ones who have the power to forge the vimarium.”

The woman turned over her piece, examined it, then thrust it back into the fire. Finally, she looked up. Her grey eyes quickly sought Hagish. She pulled some waxed cloth from her ears and said, “What’s the meaning of this? Why did you bring them here?”

Hagish said, “They’re fighting demons. I’ve decided to help them.”

Her gaze roved over Azeria, Medi, and Rezkin. She paused on him, appearing perplexed. Then a motion to his left caught her attention and she jumped. She narrowed her eyes on Hagish and said hotly, “Not only do you bring a bunch of elves in here, but a dragon, too! You’ve finally lost your senses, Hagish. Where are your machines? Where is our protection?”

“Bah, I can handle a few elves,” grumbled Hagish.

“Ha! You always did underestimate those devious elves. You’re not even wearing your armor. How do you expect to fight against their magic?”

Hagish hefted his hammer. “They can’t cast with their skulls smashed in.”

“Maybe,” said the woman, “but you didn’t smash their skulls, did you? No, you brought them here. And what’s this about helping them?”

“Like I said, they’re fighting demons. I don’t intend to sit back and do nothing while demons infest the land.”

The woman grabbed her tongs and pulled her piece from the fire. She pressed it against the anvil and hammered it a few times. Purple flame danced along her arms and across the surface of the metal each time her hammer struck. When she seemed satisfied, she thrust it into a barrel of liquid. She settled her tongs on the anvil, then crossed her arms and looked at Hagish. “So you’re going to what? Go off and fight demons?”

Hagish released a great belly laugh. “No, of course not. My fighting days are long over.”

“What then?” snapped the woman.

Hagish’s smile fell. “Well, that’s where you come in. We’re going to help them. You’re going to make them armor.”

“Like bloody hells, I will,” shouted the woman. “We haven’t shared our armor with anyone in thousands of years. Battle after battle we’ve kept its secrets, even throughout the demon war. I won’t be parting with our secrets just because you’ve got a burr in your britches about a few demons.”

Hagish said, “I don’t care if it’s only one demon. I won’t abide it staying here in the Realm of the Living. And so far as our secrets go, what’s the point?”

The woman appeared surprised. She said, “What do you mean?”

“I mean, what’s the point in keeping secrets. There are only thirty-seven of us, Regisa. We’re functionally extinct. Never again will dwarves populate this city. You and that apprentice of yours, Daithy, are the only smiths left. Once you go, there will be no one to shape the vimarium. Our secrets will be lost forever. We might as well do some good with our abilities before we’re buried.”

The woman named Regisa glanced at Rezkin and the others before returning her attention to Hagish. “You just decided this, did you?”

Hagish rubbed the back of his neck and said, “Well, the fate of our people has been weighing on me. I’d like to see something of us survive—for a while, at least.”

Regisa deflated and finally looked back at Rezkin and the others. “So you want armor?”

Rezkin said, “It would be our honor to wear your armor. I can pay you handsomely.”

With a wave of her hand, she said, “I have no use for your foreign coin.” She looked him up and down with an assessing gaze. “I don’t have anything that’ll fit you. A few of the pieces can be modified, but most of it will need to be custom made. It’ll take a while.”

Rezkin said, “I am not looking for a full suit of plate armor. It is not practical for my fighting style. I require something like what I am currently wearing.”

Regisa rolled her eyes. “Obviously, it will not offer nearly as much protection. You will not be able to store as much vimara in it, either.”

Rezkin nodded. “I understand, but I need something designed for agility and stealth.”

“I should have known. You elves and your acrobatics.” She turned her attention to Azeria and Medi. “And you two as well?”

“Yes, it would be most appreciated,” said Azeria.

“Thank you,” added Medi.

Rezkin was pleased that he, Azeria, and Medi would have armor that would give them an advantage over the demons, but he was disappointed that it would be impossible to outfit an entire army. With only one smith and an apprentice, they were lucky to get three sets of armor.

The reality of the dwarves’ plight struck Rezkin at his core. The devastation of Grethstag had been shocking even after so much time had passed since the demon war. If Caydean had his way, all the Souelian would suffer the same fate. Rezkin had been raised with little access to society, and upon leaving the northern fortress, he would not have missed it had it been wiped out. But now that he was a part of it, now that he understood the wonders of home and friendship, he wanted it to survive. No longer was he just accommodating the agenda of a long dead king. He had made defeating Caydean and the demons his own mission because he desired it to be so.

While Regisa took their measurements, Hagish went to retrieve the apprentice Daithy. When he returned with the young woman, Rezkin was surprised by her youthful appearance. The survivors of the demon war would be more than twelve hundred years old, some of them much, much older, but Daithy looked to be no more than twenty by human standards.

Hagish must have seen the question in his eyes because he leaned in and quietly said, “Daithy was a blessing of the gods. She came as a surprise to her parents who thought they were too old to breed. She was born a little over two hundred years ago. She’ll never have a mate. There’s no one left of breeding age.”

Rezkin felt a pang in his chest. He did not know why he would experience such an emotion for the dwarven stranger. She meant nothing to him, yet he clearly felt sad for the young woman who would be left alone in the world when the remainder of her people died out. She would have nothing of them but the machines they left behind.

A thought suddenly crossed Rezkin’s mind. If he could not have an army outfitted in dwarven armor, perhaps he could have a different kind of army. He turned to Hagish and said, “How many of those machines do you have?”

“Why do you want to know?” said Hagish.

“We could use them in the fight against the demons,” replied Rezkin.

Hagish stroked his beard thoughtfully. “Just how many demons are you facing?”

“We do not yet know. They seem to be everywhere hiding in human form.”

“So it’s another invasion, is it? I always knew those fiends would be back. I suppose we could part with a few machines.”

“How many is a few?” asked Rezkin.

Hagish narrowed his eyes, then nodded to himself. “I could give you a hundred, but they would need to be powered. They won’t do you any good without a source of vimara. I guess you elves will have that covered, though.”

Deflated, Rezkin shook his head. “The Eihelvanan will not fight. Humans will be leading this charge. We do not have enough mages to power a hundred machines.”

Daithy suddenly interjected, “You need a spring.”

Rezkin and Hagish turned to the young woman. “A spring?” asked Rezkin.

Daithy nodded her head vigorously. “A vimaral spring.”

Hagish huffed. “There’s no such thing.”

Daithy began, “But Ohnlee said—”

“Those are children’s stories,” barked Hagish. “Nothing more.”

“Not so,” said Medi upon approach. “Vimaral springs do exist.”

Hagish crossed his arms. “And you’ve seen one, have you?”

Medi pursed her lips. “No, but they are detailed in our histories. They are extremely rare and difficult to find because they disappear and reappear at random, but they do exist.”

Hagish laughed. “Ha! Those elven histories are probably tens of thousands of years old. No doubt a good amount of fantasy has infected them.”

Medi narrowed her eyes at the dwarf. “The Eihelvanan do not fantasize. We do not make up stories like humans and, apparently, the darwaven.”

“Everyone makes up stories,” argued Hagish. “Do you really think all those heroes of old did the things attributed to them? Warriors are always embellishing stories to make themselves look good. It’s a time-honored tradition.”

Medi gripped the hilt of her sword and took a step toward Hagish. She said, “We do not—"

“Tell me about these vimaral springs,” said Rezkin, interrupting the pointless exchange.

Azeria laid a hand on Medi’s sword arm, stilling her. She then looked at Rezkin. “The vimaral springs are places where eskyeyela meets this realm and the barrier between them is breached. The river of pure vimara is physically exposed to this realm. They are very dangerous places.”

Rezkin was intrigued. He said, “How does the vimara exist outside of a vessel?”

Hagish said, “It can’t. That’s why I know they’re a myth.”

Azeria ignored him and said, “According to our scholars, it is believed that it does not exist within this realm but within the rift between the realms. As it flows from the rift, it suffuses everything around it, creating all manner of vimaral plants and animals. These, too, pose a significant threat.”

“Where can we find one of these springs?” asked Rezkin.

Medi said, “In the histories, there were two ways in which people found the springs. One is by happenstance. The other was unacceptable (firm).”

Rezkin stared at her, waiting for more. When she failed to share her knowledge, he turned to Azeria.

“No,” said Azeria.

Daithy cheerfully piped up. “You must ask the fae. You have to make a deal.”

A hammer came slamming down on the anvil causing them to jump. Regisa shouted, “Daithy! We’ve told you over and again that you never, ever make a deal with the fae. In fact, if you encounter one of the fae, you run in the opposite direction as fast as your legs will take you. Only an idiot would make a deal with them.”

“Or someone very desperate,” said Rezkin, once again reminded of his folly. At the mention of the fae, his thoughts immediately went to Tam.

“We are not that desperate,” said Azeria.

“Let us hope we do not become that desperate,” said Rezkin, although his mind had already begun plotting. He did not relish the idea of making another deal with the fae, but if it became necessary, then he would be the one to do it. He would not allow any of his friends to endure the terrible consequences that were sure to follow.

Regisa and Daithy worked to create their armor for days with little rest. Apparently, dwarves needed far less sleep than the Eihelvanan and humans. Meanwhile, Azeria returned through the pathways to Cael to retrieve the latest news and acquire more supplies. While the dwarves had decided to be accommodating with their armor, they were not very good hosts. In fact, Hagish had expressed his desire for them to make camp outside of the dome, but Daithy had argued for them to stay. Her eyes were full of sorrow as she made the case that one day she would be required to integrate with the other races if she did not desire to live her life in solitude. As this was her first chance to meet anyone outside their race, she wanted to get as much out of it as she could. As the tears dripped from her eyes, Hagish acquiesced.

Regisa and several others with the necessary skills worked meticulously to make each piece of their armor fit them perfectly. They created a kind of scale armor that was most unusual to Rezkin as it was made of hundreds of small vimarium plates shaped like dragon scales. The black leather they were sewn onto was supple but strong. As he stood admiring the design, the leathersmith Yargath said, “It’s wyvern hide.”

Rezkin looked at him curiously. “Wyvern?”

“Aye, they’re sort of cousins of the dragons but smaller and less intelligent. They also don’t breathe fire. They make their homes in the stone cliffs of the Adanian Desert and hunt the sands. Although it is flexible, the leather is stronger than any other besides the dragons themselves.” With that, his gaze slid to Seena who was preening in the corner of the armory. Seena looked up and blew a stream of black smoke at the leathersmith in warning.

Medi strode into the armory wearing her new dwarven armor. It was not as sleek as the Eihelvanan armor, but it had an imposing look. Regisa had gone so far as to embellish some of the larger pieces with blackened gilding of the Eihelvanan design. The light glinted off the silvery-purple scales placing them in contrast with the black leather that held everything together. She bent and stretched and twisted as she tested her ease of movement. To Rezkin’s surprise, the armor made little to no sound as she worked herself into various positions. She said, “It moves well. It is heavier than our armor but not so heavy as human armor.”

Yargath said, “Aye, vimarium is a bit lighter than steel. Plus, we can use thinner leather since wyvern hide is so strong.”

A few minutes later, Azeria entered. She, too, wore the new armor, although hers had a slightly different look from Medi’s. Where Medi’s was full of harsh angles and had a jagged, vicious appearance, Azeria’s was curved and adorned with smooth, flowing lines. Rezkin briefly wondered why the dwarves had gone to the trouble to individualize the armor when it would have been more efficient to make them the same. Even the artistic embellishments were unnecessary. When he saw the satisfaction in Yargath’s eyes upon seeing the two women, Rezkin understood. The dwarves were creating masterpieces as a matter of pride. Rezkin looked down at the items neatly arrayed in front of him on the low table. The dwarves had gone above and beyond his expectations, and now he owed them a debt.

Rezkin donned his own armor. It fit his form perfectly, not poking or chaffing him in any way. He found that it was not as cumbersome as most scale armor. In fact, its ease of movement was more akin to chainmail. His was unlike the two women’s armor. His had been darkened to almost black but with a faint purple sheen. On each spaulder was the image of a silvery-purple dragon. The blackened riveted mail coif fit snuggly against his head.

Hagish entered with Regisa who began checking the armor for fit. Rezkin endured the scrutiny despite his instinct to protect himself should she try to slip a dagger beneath the scales. He knew it was unlikely that they would create custom armor for him only to then attempt to kill him, but his training demanded the concern.

“What’s this?” asked Hagish, eyeing the sword Rezkin had placed on a shelf while he donned his armor.

Rezkin picked up the sword and slid the black blade free of its scabbard. Hagish released a long whistle. “This is intriguing. Regisa, have you ever seen anything like it?”

Regisa turned to admire the blade. A look of surprise captured her features, and she said, “As a matter of fact, I have. I don’t exactly remember it. It was too long ago. But I’ve read about it in my journals. Where did you get this?”

Rezkin answered, “It was made by a smith in Ashai. A mage accidentally made a material he could not identify. He sold it to the smith who used it to forge the blade as an experiment.”

“You say he made it by accident?” asked Regisa. “The making of this has been lost for thousands of years. It is made of a material called elsium, from the old Adianaik elsiva, meaning green. It was apparently so difficult to create that only a few items were ever made from it. What’s fascinating about elsium is that it expresses a power that is unique to the wielder. What does it do for you?”

Rezkin frowned. He did not completely understand the power of the black blade. He only knew what he had been able to tap into thus far. He said, “It seems to absorb the energy of strikes against it, and it possesses a green lightning. I can either draw the lightning into myself to bolster my power or feed my own vimara into the blade to produce a devastating effect. It is highly effective against demons and your machines.”

“That is interesting,” said Regisa. “None of the recorded accounts describe such a power. Then again, there are no recorded accounts of elsium being used to forge a sword. What have you named it?”

“I have not given it a name,” said Rezkin.

“You must,” said Regisa. “There are some who suggested that elsium could be conscious in some way due to the fact that it often anticipates the wielder’s needs. Anything with a consciousness should be named. It was even suggested that naming the object somehow makes it more powerful.”

Rezkin was once again confronted with the outworlders’ need to name things. He had already named his horse, Pride, his cat, Cat, and his dragon, Seena. Now he was expected to name a sword. Fortunately, a name came to him quickly. “I shall name it Elestra. In Adianaik, it means lightning strike.”

“It’s a good name,” said Regisa. “It is good because it is personal to you since its power would manifest differently for another wielder.”

“Thank you for imparting your knowledge upon me,” said Rezkin. “We had best be going.”

Hagish said, “I’ll have the machines ready when you need them, but they’ll have minimal power. You’ll have to charge them yourselves. Now you’ve got your armor, you can leave.”

Rezkin said, “Thank you, Hagish. Thanks to all of you. You will let me know how I can repay the debt.”

Hagish crossed his arms and growled, “You can repay us by sending those demons back to H’khajnak; or, better yet, destroy them for good.”

“How can that be done?” asked Rezkin.

“I don’t know, but there must be a way. You find it, and all debts will be absolved.”

Rezkin picked up the helmet and turned it over in his hands. He did not typically wear one because it was not practical with his methods, but it could be pertinent when facing Caydean. Besides the obvious protection it afforded, it had another benefit. With as much vimarium as had gone into making it, he was sure it could hold quite a bit of vimara.

Rezkin, Azeria, and Medi collected their packs. Azeria was preparing to open a pathway when a stunted figure appeared in the doorway wearing full plate armor. It carried a sword and a heavy pack, but what caught his eye was the staff it held. The metal staff was nearly as long as the figure was tall and was topped with a gigantic, clear crystal larger than his own fist. The figure crossed the distance to stand in front of him and lifted its visor. Daithy peered out at him. He looked at her inquisitively, and she said, “I’m going with you.”

Rezkin’s eyebrows rose. He glanced at Hagish, who appeared disgruntled, then back to Daithy. “Why do you wish to join us?”

“Well, you will need someone to repair your armor when it gets damaged.”

Rezkin nodded. “That is true, and that will be helpful to us, but why do you want to go?”

Daithy shifted from foot to foot. She appeared uncertain as she looked to Regisa. When she turned back to him, she said, “Well, I don’t, really. But Regisa says I need to, and I think she’s right. You know I am the youngest here by far. When the others grow old and die, I will be left alone. Regisa says that it would be good for me to get out in the world, to find a place for myself with allies. Besides, you owe us.”

Rezkin had no desire to take responsibility for another person considering he already had three companions on this journey—and this one would be singular, a dwarf among humans and Eihelvanan, but his protests died on his lips. It was true. He did owe them. And Daithy was right. She was not without her skills and uses. Having someone near who could forge vimarium would be especially valuable. Rezkin glanced down at her sword and wondered how skilled she was with the weapon. He hoped that in her two hundred years she had learned its use.

He nodded toward the staff and said, “What is this?”

Daithy hefted the staff in front of her, showing off the crystal. She replied, “This is a staff of synchrony. The crystal acts as a conduit. It can be linked to a source of vimarium and can then be used to fill armor or power the machines.”

Rezkin sent a tendril of vimara into the crystal. His power passed through it without effect. “I sense no power within it. How does it work?”

Daithy said, “It requires the power of a dwarven smith to establish the link. This one is currently unlinked.”

“Then what good is it to us?” Rezkin asked.

Daithy grinned. “If we find a vimaral spring, I can use this to gather enough vimara to power the machines.”

Azeria said, “We will not be making any deals with the fae to find a spring.”

Daithy shrugged. “Perhaps we’ll find one by accident. It doesn’t hurt to have it with us.”

Rezkin could already see the benefits of having the resource. To Daithy, he said, “We will be gone for some time. Our journey is a harrowing one. You may never return.”

“I know,” she said as she turned toward her dwarven family with tears in her eyes. She hugged each one of them, and Regisa wiped away her tears.

Regisa asked, “You have said farewell to the others?”

“Yes,” Daithy replied with fresh tears. “I will carry you all in my heart for always. And I will return. I will see you again.”

“We eagerly await your stories of adventure, Daithy. Farewell, my dear girl.”

Rezkin turned to Azeria and said, “We are ready.”

Azeria nodded, then opened a portal right there in the armory. The four of them and Seena stepped through the rift into the pathways. Their first chance to test the armor came quickly. As soon as the portal closed behind them, they were assailed by eagle-sized flying creatures with long talons and beaks filled with sharp teeth. One of the scarlet creatures dove at Rezkin, raking its claws across the bowl of his helmet. A great gale suddenly whipped around them, and the flying creatures were thrust away. Azeria and Medi kept up their windy defense until the creatures finally retreated.

Rezkin tensed when he heard a rattling coming from behind him. He turned, ready to defend against anything that might come at him. He deflated upon realizing the sound was coming from Daithy. She was shaking so hard her armor was clattering. He noticed that she had not even drawn her sword. He said, “Is this the first time you have left the safety of Grethstag?”

Daithy lifted her visor and looked at him with wide eyes. “Yes. What were those things?”

Rezkin shrugged. “I do not know. There are many dangers in the pathways. You need to be prepared to fight. Do you know how?”

Daithy nodded her head. “Yes, I’ve been taught how to fight with and without a sword. I’m also an excellent shot with a slingshot.”

Rezkin reached out and patted her on the shoulder as he had seen many outworlders do to console one another. Although Daithy likely could not feel much of the contact through her armor, she seemed to appreciate the gesture. Her shaking subsided, and they continued on the path back to Cael.

As they walked, Rezkin contemplated all they had learned about vimarium and why Caydean might want it, especially considering that only the dwarven women could forge it into something useful. In its purest form, it would be useless. Even if Caydean had found a way to forge it, what good would it do him? Vimarium could not store the demon power synexa, so the demons would have no use for it. It would only be of benefit to the mages. Was Caydean forging armor to protect his mages?

Caydean had killed countless mages, and he continued to conduct experiments on them. If he was concerned for their safety, he had a strange way of showing it. Rezkin was not convinced that the vimara was for the mages. Perhaps he was creating weapons to be used by mundane soldiers. Caydean had acquired five shiploads of vimarium. That much vimarium could produce many, many weapons—or one extremely large one. Rezkin’s muscles tensed as he considered the potential. There was every chance that the vimarium was the key to Caydean’s secret weapon, and they had unknowingly given it to him.


Chapter 5

Wesson placed the portable mage relay on the table and looked up at Anda. The young battle mage was looking at him with a determined expression. “Are you sure you want to do this?” he asked as he blew warm air into his icy hands. The storehouse they had made their base of operations in the capital city of Kaibain in Ashai was already quite chilly in the fall.

“Yes, I think it’s necessary,” she said. She wore the same self-assured look she had when he first met her at the Battle Mage Academy before beginning his journey with Rezkin. The fact that she had the confidence to make such a request after getting captured by him at Rezkin’s tomb at Garten Knoll was a testament to their quickly formed friendship. She expected him to trust her, but how could he? She was sworn to serve Caydean by mage oath.

Wesson sighed. “How do I know this isn’t some ploy to report back to Caydean?”

Anda’s mouth dropped open in shock. “Wesson! I’m your friend. Do you really think I would do that to you?”

“I think the mage oath you took to serve Caydean is powerful and forceful. You are driven to adhere to his cause.”

Anda’s short blonde locks bounced around as she shook her head vigorously. “I told you I swore an oath to serve the king, not Caydean himself. You said Rezkin is the rightful king, and I believe you, so I serve Rezkin.”

“So you say. That is exactly what a supporter of Caydean would say. I cannot imagine him overlooking such semantics. Besides, you also believe Rezkin to be dead.”

“Look, Wesson, you’re just going to have to trust me. We need someone on the inside, someone who can track their every move. I’m the perfect person for the job. As a battle mage, I am privy to more information than most, especially anything pertaining to the mages, and I have already taken the oath so they will trust me.”

Wesson shook his head. “It’s too great a risk—for us and for you. You’ve seen too much of our inner workings. If anyone found out you’ve been with us for the past few months, they would take you in for interrogation and then execution. We would be exposed, and you would be dead.”

Anda rolled her eyes. “I haven’t seen that much. It’s not like you guys include me in your strategy meetings. No one trusts me. I’ve been kept in the dark. Besides, how will anyone find out? I’m not going to tell them.”

“A truthseeker will know if you’re lying.”

“Caydean doesn’t have any truthseekers.”

“And you know this how?”

Anda crossed her arms and lifted her chin. “There were only a few in Ashai to begin with. They were all at the Mage Academy. Caydean had them killed as traitors after they resisted.”

Wesson was appalled but not surprised. “How could you ever think that he was a good king?”

Anda’s arms dropped, and her expression fell. “I told you. His supporters were really convincing. Everyone was talking about what a great king he was and how terrible the traitors were. How was I supposed to know they were all lies?”

“Look, Anda, your oath to serve Caydean will force you to work for his cause whether you realize it or not. You may not even know you’re doing it. You will betray us.” Wesson raised a finger. “Unless I can find a way to break a mage oath.”

“There is no way to break a mage oath, Wesson. Everyone knows that. Don’t you think people have been trying for thousands of years? It has never been done and never will be. But it doesn’t matter. I’m telling you I didn’t swear to serve Caydean.”

Wesson spread his hands. “There is no way for me to verify that. You’re staying with us so that I can be sure you’re not reporting back to him, and if you keep pushing me, I’ll have you locked in a cell back in Cael for your own good.”

Anda balled her fists and released a frustrated growl before stalking away. Wesson watched her until she ducked into the curtained alcove that served as her quarters in the storehouse. Her idea had been a good one, if they could trust her. They could send her back into the ranks of Caydean’s battle mages to act as a spy and saboteur. Wesson was not sure she could pull off the role even if they did send her in. She was not the devious sort. She was good-hearted, well-intentioned, and honest. It was because of those qualities that he valued her as a friend. Unfortunately, the mage oath she had taken to serve Caydean would force her to work for the good of his cause whether she wanted to or not.

Wesson picked up the book on the table in front of him and wiped the dust from its leather cover. The gold lettering across its front read Mage Oaths: A History of Experimental Studies. He had not come across this book by chance. He had acquired it when they had broken into the restricted section of the public library because he could not abide the unfairness of being forced to adhere to an oath sworn under duress. Anda was right. For thousands of years people had been trying to break mage oaths, and it never ended well. In the rare instance that a person’s will was strong enough to overcome the compulsion to adhere to the oath, their own vimara would run rampant through the oath spell and the mage would spontaneously combust. In fact, there were a number of documented cases in which, in a desire to escape a miserable existence under the oath, the mage would break the oath as a means of suicide.

He opened the book to the page he had marked. This passage detailed the connection between a mage’s vimara and the oath spell so far as the author understood it. The author, one Byrus Fotmer, had dedicated his life of 234 years to the study of mage oaths. He was, and remained to this day, the foremost expert on the subject. Wesson thought that if there was any way to break a mage oath, the clues would be found in this book.

After a couple of hours of reading, Wesson stood and walked over to peer out the window. Striker Farson would be back soon, as would Connovan. Farson had gone for supplies, while Connovan was doing whatever Connovan did. Wesson did not fully trust the former Rez, but he had played a vital role in their resistance so far, so he gave him the benefit of the doubt. He also did not trust Farson since Farson had sworn to kill Rezkin. In fact, Wesson was surrounded by people he did not trust. He figured he was beginning to understand a little of how Rezkin thought. Anyone could become an enemy at any time.

He felt a shiver as someone crossed the ward he had placed at the entrance, and the door opened. Farson came shuffling in laden with bulky sacks. Wesson hurried to his side and took one of the sacks from him. He nearly dropped it due to its weight. With chagrin, he carried it over to the table in the center of the open space and released it with a thud. Farson piled the other sacks onto the table. He looked at Wesson and said, “Has Connovan returned?”

“Not yet.”

Farson grunted then began untying the sacks and placing items on the table. Wesson was thrilled when it turned out the first sack contained food items. His stomach growled loudly, and Farson gave him a knowing look. He said, “You have been in contact with Cael?”

Wesson glanced at the portable mage relay he had left on the table. “Yes, a few hours ago.”

“Any news?”

“Nothing relevant,” said Wesson. “Did you hear anything interesting while you were out?”

“Yes, unfortunately,” said Farson.

“Why is it unfortunate?”

Farson tossed the empty sack to the ground and began unpacking the next one. “Caydean is offering sanctuary to any foreigners who want to settle in Kaibain.”

Wesson gasped. “The city is already overrun with pilgrims and the army! The infrastructure can’t handle the number of people already here, and he’s inviting more in? Already people are living in every alley, it’s nearly impossible to travel the streets, and fires are breaking out all over the city. This is madness!”

Farson shook his head. “Perhaps it is madness, or perhaps he has a devious plan. I cannot imagine what it would be, but we need to find out. I was hoping Connovan would have been back by now.”

Wesson tugged a lock of hair as he thought. He said, “We’ll have to figure it out for ourselves. Do you have a plan?”

Farson nodded. “The beginnings of one. It involves Battle Mage Anda.”

“What of her?”

“I want her to return to her former position in Caydean’s retinue as our spy.”

Wesson narrowed his eyes. “You two have been talking.”

Farson looked at him curiously. “No, why?”

“Because she just presented me the same idea.”

Farson said, “Excellent, then she’s onboard.”

Wesson shook his head. “No, not excellent. We can’t trust her. She took a mage oath to serve Caydean. She will do anything to adhere to that oath.”

Farson stroked his stubbly chin. “She says she only took the oath to serve the king, not Caydean.”

“I don’t believe her, and I can’t believe that you do,” said Wesson.

“I did not say I believe her. I only think it does not matter. Either she is telling the truth and she feeds us accurate information, or she is lying and she feeds us some accurate information to keep us believing she is on our side and some misinformation to fool us. Either way we get more information than we have now.”

“But we won’t know what’s true,” replied Wesson.

Farson gave him a look that said he was not stupid. “That is where Connovan and I come in. Anda’s information gives us a place to start. From there, Connovan and I will validate what she reports back to us. We can learn a lot from the misinformation they want us to believe.”

Wesson frowned. “So you want her to lie to us?”

Farson said, “The truth gives us facts about what is really going on. The misinformation speaks to motive. It could be the key to unraveling Caydean’s whole plot.”

Wesson was more confused than ever. He said, “Is this how strikers always operate?”

Farson grinned but did not answer.

Wesson said, “It’s too dangerous. She could get caught. They’d learn everything she knows and then execute her.”

Farson’s gaze hardened. “This is war. It is always dangerous, but some things need to be done. Anda was trained at the Battle Mage Academy. She is prepared for what she needs to do.”

Wesson could see that Striker Farson was not to be swayed. As the emperor’s mage, though, it was ultimately up to Wesson whether to allow Anda to follow through on the plan. He would be held responsible for the outcome. Wesson felt he was ill-suited for these kinds of decisions. While his master had insisted he learn battle strategy, subterfuge was not his forte. Farson was an expert on the subject, though. Wesson had always believed the best leaders took advice from the experts. His stomach tied itself into a knot as he said, “Very well. Once Connovan returns, we will implement your plan.

“Good,” replied Farson, upending a small burlap sack, “because I got you these.”

Wesson looked at the pile of items in front of him. “What’s this?”

Farson waved at the items and said, “These are all the parts that go into making one of those portable mage relays. I thought you could make another for Anda.”

Wesson looked up at Farson in surprise. “Me? I’m not Rezkin. I don’t know how, and even if I did, I’m not sure I have the right kind of power for the job.”

Farson laid both his hands on the table and looked Wesson in the eyes. “Battle Mage Wesson, you are the most intelligent person I know besides Rezkin himself. If anyone can make one of these, you can. Maybe you will not do it the same way he did, but I am sure you can do it.”

Wesson anxiously tugged at a lock of hair and said, “Even if that were true, are you sure you want me to?”

“I brought you the parts, did I not?”

“Yes, but these portable mage relays are an important advancement that our enemy doesn’t possess. The ability to communicate instantly from anywhere gives us a significant advantage. If we give one to Anda, she could turn it over to them, and they could in turn figure out how to make them for their own use. They may even be able to find a way to use it to spy on our network of relays.”

“I thought of that,” said Farson. “I want you to rig it so that if anyone besides Anda touches it, it will explode.”

Wesson’s eyes widened. “That’s terribly dangerous! What if the person is an innocent? And what of the people standing in their vicinity?”

“Casualties of war,” said Farson. “Anda needs a way to communicate with us, and we need to protect our advantage. This is the only way we accomplish both of those things.”

“I don’t feel right about any of this,” muttered Wesson.

Farson grunted. “Now you know what it is to be a wartime leader.”

Wesson decided he did not like being a wartime leader. He had never expected to be a leader at all. He had thought to become some nobleman’s mage and simply follow orders. Rezkin had given him the leeway to make most decisions for himself and then elevated him to a position of authority he felt he had not earned. Without the decades of experience and wisdom that many of his subordinates had, he was not prepared to make the kinds of tough decisions being asked of him.

He opted to put his mind to a task it might be able to handle. He sat down at the table and fished through the parts Farson had acquired for the portable mage relay. Then he picked up the one Rezkin had made and examined it closely. He would not risk deconstructing it, so a cursory perusal would have to do. He noted how the parts he could see went together but spent the majority of his time mapping the patterns of vimara that flowed around and through the device. The patterns did not depict spell forms in the traditional sense but, rather, in a natural flow of power. They were in the same style as the castings that fueled the citadel in Cael and those wielded by the Eihelvanan.

Wesson had been fascinated when speaking with Entris and Azeria about their power. He had learned that the Eihelvanan did not use spell constructs as humans did. Instead, they were able to guide their vimara using only their will to shape the power. As such, their abilities were controlled by their thoughts and emotions. Entris had said that the human mind did not possess the kind of intense focus necessary to cast power in such a way, so spells had been created to focus the power for the mage. Casting by will alone was often faster and more powerful and did not require the memorization of hundreds of spell constructs, but if the caster lost focus it could cause the power to malfunction or fail altogether. Spells did require a certain amount of focus, but only enough to form the spell construct. They were independent of the caster’s emotions entirely, so one could cast a spell no matter their emotional state so long as they could gather enough focus to form the spell construct.

Rezkin had never learned any spells, but the Sen who trained him had honed his focus, which allowed him to cast his power by will. Unbeknownst to him, Rezkin had only ever used subtle, passive castings before discovering his true power. His ability to truly cast had been hindered by his dissociated emotional state, a state that they now knew had been ingrained into him by his masters to prevent him from using his power too much and going mad because of it.

Wesson was drawn from his examination when Anda appeared before him. “Is it true?” she said.

He placed the portable relay device on the table and looked up at her. “Is what true?”

“You’ve changed your mind. You’re going to let me reenter Caydean’s service as a spy?”

Wesson released a heavy breath. “Yes, Striker Farson is convinced it’s a good idea.”

She tilted her head curiously. “But you’re not?”

“I don’t want you to get hurt.”

Anda grinned. “I will make you all proud.” As she walked away, she began humming a tune Wesson did not recognize. He was glad to make her happy, but he feared the worst.

He returned his attention to the portable mage relay. If he was going to replicate the device, he was going to have to learn to read the ribbons of power with which Rezkin had imbued it. He was not sure it was possible, but he figured he had to try. He opened himself to his own vimara. The dominating, dark nocent power leapt to the fore. It filled him with a deep-seated desire to inflict chaos on everything and everyone around him. The orderly nature of the ribbons of vimara flowing throughout the portable relay device chaffed him, and he wanted nothing more than to tear them apart. Wesson wrestled the dark power, forcing it into a mental well that he capped with the strength of his will. Once the aggressive nocent power was locked away, his constructive power became accessible. With a firm hold on the well cap, he coaxed his constructive vimara into the portable mage relay device.

Wesson felt a jolt as his power was sucked into the flow of vimara coursing through the ribbons. It possessed an energy signature familiar enough to Wesson to definitively identify it as belonging to Rezkin. He briefly wondered if Rezkin knew he had left behind the energy signature. It was a skill that most mages had to learn, but he doubted Rezkin would have made the effort to sign his work intentionally.

The ribbon of vimara pulled him along placidly. He studied its nuances as he was carried by its current. He tried to determine the intent behind the casting, to discover what Rezkin had willed it to do, but it was like trying to read a foreign language he had never seen before. He attempted to will it to divulge its secrets, but it resisted his influence. Even as his own power traveled the route, he could not determine the will behind the way. That thought tugged at his mind. He could not determine Rezkin’s will in designing the flow, but his own will was traversing the same route. It, too, was being influenced by Rezkin’s will. He wondered if perhaps he could determine what his own vimara was being willed to do.

Wesson allowed his vimara to continue its journey along the route through the portable relay device designed by Rezkin, but he turned his focus inward toward his own source. He studied his own vimara and the subtle changes it was undergoing to adhere to the paths Rezkin had designed. He asked himself what was different and why. He used logic to deduce the casting’s intent, but it was the feelings to which he was being subjected that held the greatest truths. He felt a strong desire to communicate, to connect with others. He wanted to know them, to know what they knew, to feel what they felt; and he felt a sense of longing, of loneliness.

He wondered if these were the things Rezkin felt when he had designed the portable relay devices or if he had merely used the power in such a way as to induce such feelings in anyone who studied the flow of vimara. If Rezkin truly did feel such things at the time he created the devices, when he was surrounded by his friends and followers, then Wesson could not imagine how Rezkin must have been feeling for nearly a year of being separated from them.

After gathering all the information he thought he could from the portable relay device, Wesson set his mind to constructing spells to mimic the feelings and thoughts that had gone into the original casting. He had never created a spell construct to mimic a feeling before, and he was uncertain how to do so now. He was not even sure it would work in the same way the casting did. It was the only tangible clue he had, though, so he worked tirelessly. After several hours of intense focus, he felt he had made a small amount of progress, and he finally set down his project. He had been working so diligently that he had not even noticed that night had fallen, and the windows had gone dark. Someone had lit an oil lamp and a few candles, and Wesson wondered if they had attempted to speak to him about using the mage stones while he had been concentrating so hard.

He got up from the table and shuffled over to the curtained off nook that served as his quarters. He looked down at the pallet on the hard floor and sighed. What he wouldn’t give to sleep in a soft, comfortable bed. It was not just his bed he missed, either. Over the past several months that he had been hiding out in Kaibain, he had come to realize that he truly missed Celise. In the beginning, she had been beautiful and exotic but also aggressive and quite intimidating. He had come to enjoy their time together and not just for the bedroom play. Wesson admired Celise for so many reasons. In addition to her comely looks, she had a sharp mind. She challenged him in ways he had never experienced from a woman. They could speak for hours about everything and nothing, and he greatly enjoyed the games they played together at which they seemed to be evenly matched. What he admired most about her, though, was her confidence. It made her bold and outgoing in ways he had never been able to achieve.

He had never acknowledged her claim on him, and he doubted he ever would. Not because he did not love her, for he was quite smitten, but because he was unwilling to give up his autonomy. If he acknowledged her claim, he would be marked for life. In Lon Lerésh, he would be expected to serve her in whatever way she demanded. Although his heart drove him to serve her in every way, his mind knew that doing so would be dangerous and irresponsible. He simply held too much power to allow it to fall into another’s hands. He had an obligation to maintain control of his power, which is why he had never sworn fealty to Rezkin or anyone else. He thought Rezkin understood this, and that was why he had never demanded an oath from Wesson, but Celise was different. She did not understand the extent of his power. She only knew that he refused to accept her claim. She doubted his love for her, and that pained her. She would likely leave him one day because of it, so he tried to avoid getting too attached. He feared it was too late for that, though. He dearly missed her.

His sleep was fretful that night. He dreamt over and over that he was fighting the Eihelvanan, and over and again he was defeated because he simply could not cast fast enough. For every spell he formed, they would cast three or four times. He had been forced to go on the defensive each time, and each time they had overcome him, and he had died. Worse yet, when he died, he did not travel to the Afterlife as would be expected. Instead, he rose again as a demon. He became a terrible monster who lashed out with inky-black power, destroying everyone and everything in his path. In the end, there was naught but ashen corpses and smoldering ruins in all directions.

When Wesson woke the next morning, he was drenched in sweat, and steam was rising from his skin. He breathed heavily as his heart galloped in his chest. He was too hot. After pulling off his damp bedclothes, he donned a worn tunic and pants like those worn by the lower class. Breathing heavily as he did so, Wesson struggled for breath. He needed air.

He stumbled from his nook into the warehouse. Through the windows, he could see the sunlit street. The warm air inside the warehouse was stifling. He hurried across the large space to the door, unbolted it, and yanked it open. A cool breeze slapped him in the face, and he shivered. He pulled the door shut and locked it with a quick spell. Grabbing the bucket beside the doorway, he lurched down the street toward the city fountain.

A cluster of people stood around the fountain impatiently awaiting their turn. Wesson fidgeted anxiously as he stood with his empty bucket. His gaze was drawn to a group of children playing some kind of game in which they had to chase each other. With his upbringing, he had never much had the chance to play with a group of children. Most of his free time had been spent with Diyah, the girl he had pined over for many years until he had finally been released upon seeing her happily married with children. It had only been then that he realized he had unknowingly trapped himself in a cage of his own making. Once free of that cage, it had not taken him long to recognize the beauty, both inside and out, of the Leréshi woman who had claimed him.

Wesson was shaken from his musings when someone jostled him.

“Get outta the way if yer not gonna use the fountain,” snarled an older woman with a hunched back.

Wesson apologized, stepped aside, and allowed the old woman to go first. When she was finished filling her bucket and moved on, Wesson stepped up to place his own bucket beneath the spout. He pumped the handle until his bucket was full, then he grabbed the bucket and upended it over his head.

“Hey, what do you think you’re doing?” shouted the man in line behind him.

Wesson looked over to see that the man’s boots and trousers were now wet. He apologized again before finally moving away from the fountain. He was no longer hot. In fact, his soggy clothes and exposed skin had left him quite chilled. Bucket in hand, he wrapped his arms around himself and headed back toward the warehouse. He was about halfway there when the sensation of vimara washed over him. He did not outwardly react but immediately tamped down on his own vimara, cutting off any of the bleed that might give him away as a mage. Unfortunately, he had been so distracted by his physical and mental state that he had forgotten to keep his vimara under wraps in the first place. He was not sure how much vimara he had bled or if it was detectable. He turned at the next corner, moving away from the warehouse, and casually made his way through the sparse crowd toward the market district.

The market was busy as usual, and Wesson had no problem getting lost amongst the patrons and stall workers. A few people looked at him curiously due to his sodden appearance, but most people’s attention was captured by the shiny baubles, brightly-colored flowers, and crisp produce that adorned the stalls along the street. He would have felt confident in his escape if not for the waves of vimara that intermittently swept over him. This was no casual use of vimara. This was a spell—one intended to sniff out mages, and now he was certain it was directed at him. He realized it was too late to avoid scrutiny. He had been caught. Now, he had no choice but to confront the mage or mages who were after him.

The next turn took him away from the market and into an area of the city that primarily housed skilled craftsmen and women. Most of the residences were on the second floor, as the first floor was generally reserved for shops to hawk their wares. The street was not nearly as crowded as the market street, but there were still a good number of patrons ambling about. Wesson did not want to risk a confrontation with a mage where there were so many people who could be hurt by an errant spell.

With hurried steps, he went deeper into the city. He found himself on a quiet residential street. The modest homes were pressed together with little space between them, and the small planter boxes beneath the windows were efficiently stocked with fragrant herbs rather than the colorful flowers seen in the more affluent neighborhoods.

Wesson glanced behind him to see if he could catch sight of his pursuer. He saw no one, but he again felt the wisp of vimara brush against his skin. It called to his own power, attempting to coax it from the dense shell Wesson had encased it in. He checked again that he had no power bleed and wondered how they were still following him. His power could not possibly be giving him away. Surely he would have lost anyone depending on sight in the crowded market. Yet, still, they followed.

He approached a small home in a shabby state of disrepair and hoped it had been abandoned. The front door was locked. If he used his power to unlock it, they would be able to track him. They seemed to already know where he was, though, so he figured it was worth the risk. He unlocked the door with a quick spell then entered the home, locking the door behind him. It was dark inside as all the windows were covered with heavy drapes. He heard no sounds from within, and neither did he see motion in the meager light. He inhaled sharply and immediately sneezed. The air was thick with dust.

Wesson pressed onward beyond the foyer. To his right was a sitting room, sparsely furnished and lacking adornment. To the left was a room that held nothing but dust and darkness. He moved past a wooden staircase with a broken banister and entered the kitchen. There was no evidence that food had been prepared there for some time, and in fact he did not see a single ladle, pot, or pan. Wesson turned toward a descending staircase in the corner that presumably led to the root cellar. He cast a subtle spell at the top of the stairs, an alarm that would let him know when the line had been crossed. Then he followed the steps downward into blackness.

With the tiniest trickle of power, he permitted a small flame to dance above his outstretched palm. The small light illuminated the steps so he would not fall. The cellar held a few empty crates, a short stack of burlap sacks stuffed with rotting grain, a few broken baskets, and a shelf of rusty tools. Wesson grabbed one of the grain sacks and tore open one corner. Then he began pouring the grain onto the floor with precisely controlled movements. When the sack ran empty, he grabbed a second and continued his work. A sound from above caused him to pause. Footsteps and creaky floorboards indicated someone was in the house. He continued his work quicker now and finished just as his alarm rocked through his body. Wesson tossed the sack onto the ground and backed into the dark corner before extinguishing his light. He was enveloped in a quiet darkness reminiscent of a graveyard on a moonless night.

The ominous thump of heavy boots on the creaky steps shattered the silence. Wesson held his breath as the sounds moved away from the steps and into the room. He waited, his heart pounding—not from fear, but from anticipation, from the excitement of the confrontation that was about to occur. Wesson’s dark power stirred. It bubbled at his core, shoving at the well cap he held upon it. A wave of nausea rolled through him as it always did when his dark power drove him to revel in conflict. The footsteps stopped a few steps short of his mark.

“I know you are here,” said a silky voice. It was a man’s voice, a beautiful, deadly voice—like an orator promising pain and suffering to the listener. “Once, you were revered. You held a place of honor more noble than the gentry. You no doubt wielded your power with a confidence and authority instilled in you by the great Mage Academy. How far you have fallen. You hide in the darkness, in a hole in the ground, like a rat. You defy the natural order. You force your power down so far that it cannot be detected, rather than wield it openly and with impunity as you were meant to. You dress like a peasant and slink down alleys like a common criminal. And why are you relegated to this miserable existence?” He paused as if expecting an answer. Then, with vehemence, he spat, “Because you are a traitor!”

An orange flame suddenly ignited in the air over the battle mage’s head, illuminating the entirety of the cellar. Wesson squinted as his eyes adjusted to the sudden brightness. The battle mage turned to stare straight into him. He wore the black garb of a battle mage with Caydean’s insignia on his breast. Wesson hunched as though defeated. He cowered like the rat the man thought him to be.

The man scowled with hatred. “You defy your king, His Majesty Caydean. I shall not give you an honorable death. You will die here in this shanty, and no one will ever learn of your fate. You will be forgotten like the lowliest beggar scum.”

Wesson slid to his knees, clasped his hands, and begged, “Please don’t kill me. I’ll tell you everything I know. Just spare me.”

The battle mage grunted. “Pitiful wretch. You do not deserve the power you were granted.”

He took two steps forward, and suddenly the entire cellar was awash in flame. The fire extinguished immediately, but everywhere there had been grain was now a layer of soot upon blackened stone. The spell construct Wesson had drawn on the ground with the grain had activated, burning away the grain and erecting a hazy blue ward around the battle mage. A moment later, the battle mage shouted, “My power! What have you done?”

Wesson rose to his feet and strode closer to the battle mage who was now trapped and powerless within the ward. He said, “Who are you?”

The battle mage scowled at him. “I will tell you nothing.”

Wesson shrugged. “You don’t have to. You probably don’t know anything of value anyway.”

The man growled, “How did you do it? How did you bind my power?”

Wesson grinned and pointed at the marks on the floor. “I am good with runes.”

The battle mage pressed his palm against the ward and jerked it back quickly when it sent a shock through him. “What ward is this? I have never seen such a thing.”

“Ah, that is something of my own making,” Wesson replied. “You would have been hard-pressed to break it with your power. Without it, it is impossible.”

The battle mage crossed his arms and looked at him in challenge. “All right. Now you have me. What do you intend to do with me? Will you torture me? Kill me?”

Wesson absent-mindedly tugged at a lock of hair. “I think not—at least, not now. You’re going to do me a favor.”

With a lift of his chin, the man said, “I will do nothing for you.”

Wesson waved a hand through the air. “Oh, I don’t need you to participate willingly.”

“What then?” huffed the man.

The nausea rolled through his gut again as Wesson said, “It’s an experiment. I had intended to test it out on myself, eventually, once it’s ready; but, since I have you, I think I should try it now to see if I’m on the right track. You’ll need a name, though. I’ll call you Subject No. 1.”

“What kind of experiment?” said Subject No. 1.

Wesson’s gaze dropped to the insignia on the man’s chest. He said, “I see that you have sworn fealty to Caydean. A mage oath, was it?”

“Of course,” said Subject No. 1. “My loyalty to my king is not in question.”

Wesson scrutinized the man’s features. He did not look young. He looked to be perhaps in his forties, but looks could be deceiving. Mages tended to live much longer than mundanes, and they aged slowly. He said, “You should have known better. Mages have always been a power unto ourselves. We have never sworn fealty to the king. No king should possess the combined power and influences that we mages wield.”

Subject No. 1’s mouth snapped shut. He appeared to struggle with something then said, “The king already possesses all the power he needs. He is the greatest of all of us.”

Wesson shook his head. “No, Caydean is the worst of us. You have sworn fealty to an evil tyrant.”

“It matters not,” said Subject No. 1. “I have sworn by mage oath. I am bound to serve him no matter the cost.”

“I intend to change that,” said Wesson.

The man scoffed, “You know as well as I that a mage oath cannot be broken.”

“No,” said Wesson. “We can never know that. It cannot be proven. I do not believe it. I know many of the mages in Caydean’s service only swore their oaths under duress. You might have been one of them. I cannot believe that we live in a world where people can be forced to enslave themselves.”

“Then you are deluded,” said Subject No. 1, “and naïve. You believe in some higher power or fundamental truth that good things come to good people. Well, that just isn’t true. Bad things happen to good people all the time. The world is under no obligation to make you happy. If you believe it is, then you are bound to be forever disappointed. No, we must make our own destiny, face the hard decisions, and be content with the hand dealt to us.”

“Is that what you are? Content?” asked Wesson.

“I have accepted my fate and intend to make the most of it. I have sworn to serve the king, and I shall give it everything I have. My rewards will be plentiful, while you will continue to slink around in the dark begging for scraps and hiding from your power.”

Wesson rocked back on his heels. He said, “We shall see if you feel the same way once I have freed you of your mage oath.”

Subject No. 1 barked a sardonic laugh. “You will fail. You cannot keep me here forever. You will have to kill me, and to do so, you must release me from this ward. Then I will be free to move off these runes, I will regain my power, and you will be dead a second later. There is no victory here for you. If you were smart, you would run now. I will catch you, of course. Have no doubt about that.”

A shiver of excitement ran through Wesson. The thought of the chase, of the destruction they could wreak along the way, made his heart race. When he thought of the experiment he was about to inflict upon Subject No. 1, he grinned. Then his conscience jumped to the fore, and he felt only disgust. He shook himself free of the dark thoughts and checked his hold on the well cap that was trapping his nocent power. He realized the man was talking, but he no longer cared what he had to say. He ignored him and put his mind to the experiment.

Wesson was not sure where to begin. He had not yet formed a plan of action. He had only a vague hypothesis to work with. Now that he had captured an enemy mage, though, it would be irresponsible to pass up the opportunity to test some of his ideas. Guilt gnawed at him. There was every chance the experiment would not work and a very good chance the mage would die in the attempt. Wesson knew he could not allow the man to go free, though. Not so long as he served Caydean. If he did not free the man of his oath, he would have to kill him where he stood, trapped like a caged animal. He now thought it was better that he did not know the man’s name.

Wesson decided to start the experiment at the beginning by confirming that the man had, in fact, sworn a mage oath. Of course, he already knew the answer, but he wanted to see the metaphysical evidence of it. He hoped no more mages were in the vicinity of the home as he allowed his vimara to pass through the ward between them and into Subject No. 1. It would have been made much easier had he been able to touch the man, but that was not possible given the circumstances. As it was, though, the man’s access to his power was cut off so he had no way of preventing Wesson from invading his body. Wesson could feel the man’s vimara balled up at his core. He wrapped his own vimara around the ball then tugged. Subject No. 1’s vimara responded. It immediately sought a connection between them.

Satisfied with the connection that he had with Subject No. 1’s vimara, Wesson began forming a spell construct in his mind. He created a series of descending runes and inserted them into the first lexicon of the spell’s tertiary planar phase. Then he repeated the process for the second and first planar phases, respectively. All of this he did in a single breath. He activated the spell with the spell key and waited. Subject No. 1’s vimara suddenly shifted into the inverse planar phase array with only one of the many runes illuminated. This meant Subject No. 1 had sworn only one mage oath. Wesson did not know the subject of the mage oath, but it did not really matter to him. He had an oath to work with, and that was all that was important.

He began forming a second spell construct that was linked to the first by the illuminated rune. This spell construct was much more complicated, and it took a significant amount of time to form it because he had not planned it out in advance. He was designing and building it at the same time, a practice he had always been cautioned against. Subject No. 1 was shouting something now, but Wesson was too engrossed in his work to understand what he was saying. Wesson continued to build upon the spell construct until he had lost count of the number of fractals. When he thought he had it finished, he tied it off and stepped back until his back hit the wall. The spell construct had grown to a size beyond the dimensions of the cellar.

Subject No. 1 was quiet now. He sat on the floor of his warded cell with his arms wrapped around his knees and his eyes wide. His gaze flitted across the spell construct with both awe and trepidation. Wesson took a deep breath and stretched his tight muscles. Then he walked back to his former position at the edge of the cell.

Subject No. 1 blinked at him and said, “You’re not planning to actually use that thing on me, are you?”

Wesson nodded slowly. “Yes, unfortunately, I am.”

“But it’s a monster! There’s no telling what it will do. You could take out the entire district with that thing if something goes wrong.”

“A mage oath is strong,” said Wesson. “The spell to counter it must be stronger.”

Subject No. 1 got to his feet. He said, “It will fail. When it does, all that power will have to go somewhere. Think of all the damage it could do. Think of all the people it could kill.”

Wesson said, “I have included some safeguards.”

The mage shook his head. “You’re mad.”

“No, Caydean is mad, and you choose to serve him. I cannot believe you care what happens to any of the people you mention.”

“Of course I care!” replied Subject No. 1. “And Caydean cares. We are not sadists. We’re patriots.”

Wesson’s stomach churned. He had not expected Caydean’s man to feel anything for the people’s welfare. Subject No. 1 was right. The spell could do an immense amount of damage if things went awry. He was suddenly second guessing himself. He no longer knew if he should go through with it. He looked at the massive spell construct he had tirelessly built, then turned his attention to the battle mage. He could not help but feel some comradery with the man. They were both mages, after all. Two years ago, they might have made friends. Now he was using the man for his own purposes and in a most nefarious way.

His gaze caught on the insignia on the man’s chest—Caydean’s mark. Reality crashed into him, and he remembered that this man was the enemy. Subject No. 1 had been hunting runaway mages with intents on executing them. There was no telling how many the man had already killed. Hot anger drove that nagging voice of his conscience into silence. Wesson’s stomach settled and he straightened. Then he inserted the activation key into the spell construct and ignited it.

The spell construct flashed so brightly that Wesson’s eyes saw spots. A green flame began burning through it, progressively incinerating each of the lexicons in rapid succession. The flame shifted to yellow, then pink, then blue. Finally, it settled on a deep gold. Wesson had intentionally designed the spell to burn slowly with multiple abort triggers. As the flame reached one of these abort triggers, Subject No.1 shouted, “Stop it! Make it stop! It’s too dangerous.”

Wesson did not stop it. He allowed the spell to burn to completion despite the battle mage’s pleas. The spell finished with a concussive pulse that sent Wesson crashing into the wall behind him. His head struck the stone, and he blacked out for an indeterminate amount of time. When he came to, it was dark in the cellar. And silent. His first thought was that the spell had not worked, and Subject No. 1 had escaped. He lobbed a flaming ball into the center of the room to illuminate the space and recoiled in horror. On the walls, the ceiling, the floor, everywhere was blood and bits of flesh, bone, and entrails mixed with shreds of fabric and leather. He looked down at himself. He, too, was covered in gore.

Wesson swallowed down his bile as he tried to come to terms with what he had done. He had been angry with the enemy mage. He had even wanted him dead. But now that he was splattered all over the cellar, Wesson had to accept that he had been the one to cause the man’s death. He had not killed the battle mage in self-defense. He had not even killed him in anger. The man’s death had been a calculated risk—the result of an ill-conceived experiment that never should have been inflicted upon a living being. Wesson had seen an opportunity to test a spell that might release Anda from her oath, and he had taken it without regard for the life of another human.

The worst part about it was that he did not feel guilty for killing the battle mage. Since coming to Kaibain, he had known that if he got caught, he would have to kill. It had been difficult to accept, and not doing so had nearly cost him his life. Thankfully, Rezkin had saved him that time. This time, Rezkin would not have come to his rescue. It was up to him to save himself, and the only way to do that was to kill the battle mage. Wesson tried to tell himself that it really had been self-defense, but he knew better. He had wanted to test his magic, and he did just that. An oily feeling slithered across his conscience. He knew that he would feel much better about his lot in life if such things did not bother him, but he did not want to be okay with killing. He slowly released a breath. He was okay with this death, and he hated himself a little bit for it.

Wesson stepped gingerly across the blood-spattered floor and ascended the steps. Once in the hallway, he took the stairs to the second floor. He looked as if he had bathed in blood. He could not go out in public like that. He needed to wash and change his clothes. He searched the bedrooms for anything he might wear, but the wardrobes were empty. He realized he would have to clean himself the hard way.

In the front bedroom, he crossed to the window and pulled the drapes aside. He peered down into the street and saw no mages dressed in Caydean’s uniforms. After deciding it was worth the risk of getting caught once again, he cast a personal cleansing spell. Even though it was an elementary level spell, he was not very good at it. It used constructive magic in a way that was easily influenced by his destructive power. What resulted from the spell was less than ideal. His skin was red and sore as if burnt by the sun, and his clothes became torn and tattered. He looked like a vagabond, one of the many beggars in the overcrowded streets. At least he was no longer covered in blood and gore.

As Wesson hurried back to the warehouse, he considered all that he had learned from his deadly experiment. The power had burned through it in a way that he had not anticipated, and he had some ideas regarding the many places he had gone wrong. He had not been consciously thinking about it at the time, but he realized now why he had chosen to call the battle mage Subject No. 1. It was because there would be more subjects, more deaths. Possibly many more deaths. And he would be the one to cause them. The oily feeling returned as he realized that it did not matter. To him, those who willingly served Caydean were already lost. He was determined to save those who had sworn their oaths under duress—the innocents. He was going to conduct the experiments no matter how many enemy mages he had to kill.


Chapter 6

Rezkin silently closed the door behind him as he left the meeting he had been spying upon. He turned down the corridor and moved swiftly through the citadel. The residents of Cael seemed particularly agitated that day, and it had not taken him long to decipher why. Troops were on the move. The unrest between Jerea and Channería had finally been quelled. Prince Nyan, who had defied his father to lead the Jerean charge into Channería, had fallen in battle. The Jerean troops had been recalled by the king who had somehow managed to regain power after his son’s death. Only a small contingent of Channerían troops were tasked with securing the northern border, while the greater army was now amassing along the Ashaiian border.

In northwestern Ashai, Sandean and Torreli troops had breached the border at Zigharan’s End. They were traveling slowly in the direction of Maylon. None of the dukes had received any communications from the Torreli-Sandean army, so they did not yet know their intentions. Caydean had not responded to the northwestern threat, so Atressian, more concerned with his own holdings than the good of the kingdom, had gone back on his word to supply Marcum with his troops and had dispatched a good number of them to meet the Torreli-Sandean army at Maylon. This not only drew them away from the Atressian estate, leaving it vulnerable to attack from Caydean, but it also seriously weakened Marcum’s position.

Rezkin had anticipated the move by the Torreli and Sandeans. If Caydean had been a wise king, he would have fortified the northwestern passage and positioned troops there months ago. The Torreli-Sandean army would not want to be holed up at Zigharan’s End when winter fell, and Maylon would give them the foothold in Ashai they needed to conduct a proper invasion. With Maylon under foreign control, the west would be lost to Ashai. Since much of the kingdom’s grain and livestock were produced in the west, the Torreli-Sandean army would be well stocked, while food supplies became scarce in the east. This would make it difficult for Caydean to maintain the kingdom’s army, not to mention the impact it would have on the general populace.

Rezkin felt the west was already lost. He thought Atressian’s efforts to secure the west would end in failure and only further weaken the dukes’ position. He was far outnumbered in the west, and his troops would better serve General Marcum’s combined army in defeating Caydean. With Caydean ousted, Marcum could then put the kingdom’s troops to good use retaking the west while he used his own troops to secure the eastern border against the Channeríans until the previously amicable relationship between Ashai and its neighbors could be reestablished.

Rezkin regretted not killing Atressian and his sadistic heir Hespion. He had thought that Atressian’s desire for the throne would have made the King’s Seat in Kaibain his utmost priority, but it seemed his inflated ego could not withstand the loss of a single capital city under his authority. It was not too late to salvage things, though. Atressian’s and Hespion’s deaths would clear the way for Fierdon to inherit the duchy and its troops. Fierdon served the Raven. Therefore, the duchy would be under Rezkin’s control. The difficulty lay in that Fierdon was an outcast. Rezkin was not certain Atressian troops would serve Fierdon with the same loyalty they had Atressian. Replacing Atressian and Hespion would be a gamble, which is why he had not done so to begin with. It had to be done now, though. He would need to contact the Black Hall.

The situation in Channería also needed to be dealt with. While King Ionius had been able to defeat the Jereans, he had not had much luck in settling the civil unrest in Serret. The Fishers’ rebellion had only grown over the past year, but it seemed Ionius did not take them seriously. Instead of drawing his troops in to secure his hold on the King’s Seat, he was sending them to the Ashaiian border in what appeared to be preparations for invasion. This, too, Caydean was ignoring. With the kingdom’s troops gathered in Kaibain as they were, both borders were wide open. Rezkin decided it was time Ilanet took the throne. In order for her to do so, both her father and her brother would have to die. While her brother had not yet married, he did have several illegitimate children who could make their own claims to the throne. If Ilanet were to take the throne, she would need to do so by force. Rezkin needed someone he trusted to lead the Gendishen army against Channería in Ilanet’s name. He needed Tam. But in order to free Tam to lead the army, he would have to convince the fae that doing so was in their interests.

A plan began to coalesce in Rezkin’s mind—one that, if it succeeded, would gain him two advantages. But it involved the fae. It would be difficult and dangerous to achieve. Rezkin was not sure he could pull it off, and the consequences for failure could be unfathomable. Even if he succeeded, the results might be worse than he anticipated. Anyone with sense would call him a fool, and they would not be wrong. It was a bold plan, but could he go through with it? And if he did, would Azeria ever forgive him?

Rezkin entered his home and promptly dropped the illusion of Urvuay he had been maintaining. Medi and Daithy relaxed their stances, as both had been prepared to intercept him had he been an intruder. A moment later, they tensed again, as did Rezkin, when the door opened behind him. Azeria stepped inside and closed and latched the door. She looked at Rezkin and said, “I saw you return. You should not have risked going into the citadel. Entris could have seen you. You know your illusion will not fool him (cautious).”

He replied, “I am aware of that, but I have other Skills to avoid detection.”

“Your human skills are insufficient against the Spirétua-lyé.”

Rezkin knew Azeria did not intend to be condescending. She was merely stating the facts as she saw them. Still, it irked him that she did not trust in his abilities even after she had witnessed many of his Skills. He said, “I have been coming here in secret for nearly a year, and Entris has not yet detected me.”

Azeria looked at him, a glint of surprise in her eyes. “That is difficult to believe, but if you say you did, then I believe you. Still, you should have allowed me to attend the meeting instead. I would not have raised suspicion (irritated).”

“I needed to hear what they had to say for myself,” he replied.

She narrowed her eyes at him. “You do not trust me to relay the information accurately?”

He tilted his head, curious as to how she had come to that conclusion. “I do trust you,” he said. “But humans relay much information beyond their words when they speak. I needed to read the people. You and Entris are not great at reading human facial expressions and body language.”

“I see,” said Azeria. “You do this as well? Speak with your body?”

Rezkin nodded. “When the situation demands it. But I am generally less expressive than most humans.”

“I have noticed,” she said. “You do not speak your emotions with your body or your words. How is one to know what you feel (uncertain)?”

Rezkin started to say that it was easy because he felt nothing, but he realized that was no longer true. He did feel things. Many things. Especially around Azeria. But she, apparently, did not know that. It suddenly occurred to him that this was perhaps why she had been so cold and distant of late. He had never expressed his feelings to her. To do so would reveal his greatest vulnerability, and he was still apprehensive of doing so. He glanced at Medi and Daithy. He certainly could not share his feelings in front of those two.

He said, “My feelings are not pertinent at this time. What is important is that I have a plan. I must leave you for a time to carry out my plan.”

“No,” said Azeria.

“No?”

She shook her head ever so slightly. “No, you will not leave me. I will come with you.”

“We all will,” said Medi.

Rezkin said, “I cannot allow that. You do not even know what I intend to do. It is simply too dangerous for you to be there. I must do this alone.”

“That is not going to happen,” said Azeria. “If you believe it is too dangerous for us to be with you, then it is certainly too dangerous for you to do it alone. We are a team now. Where you go, we go.”

Rezkin was once again reminded of why he chose to work alone. If they knew what he was going to do, they would try to stop him. He looked to Daithy then Medi. They wore equal looks of determination. He had little care for their opinions or desires. He met Azeria’s silver gaze, and his argument died on his lips. He could see it in her eyes. She would not be swayed.

He said, “You will not try to stop me?”

Azeria pursed her lips. She said, “I will not allow you to needlessly put yourself in harm’s way (firm).”

He replied, “I do not do needless things.”

She said, “Very well. What do you intend to do?”

Rezkin knew that if he told her, they would never get to their destination. Instead, he called to Seena to open a portal. Then he picked up his pack and said, “I will explain it when we get there.”

The sky was clear and blue when they arrived in the northern forest of Gendishen. It was late afternoon, and the shadows were beginning to stretch long. They stood in the central valley at the bottom of the bowl, mountains rising all around them.

“Where are we?” asked Medi.

Rezkin knew Medi was not familiar with the lands of the Souelian, so anything he said would mean little to her. Instead of answering, he said, “Be on guard. The residents here may become hostile if they do not realize we are allies.”

Medi drew her sword. Daithy and Azeria followed suit. Seena scampered around him, steering clear of his feet, yet maintaining close proximity. Rezkin guided them through the trees as he approached the living cabin in the center of the bowl. He could see it clearly, yet somehow it seemed farther away with each step he took toward it. The others noticed as well.

Azeria said, “Something is not right with this forest.”

Daithy asked, “How do you know we’re going the right way?”

Rezkin started to say he was headed straight for the cabin ahead, but something about her question gave him pause. He stopped and stared at the cabin. Then he surveyed the forest around him. He peered up through the canopy seeking the sun, then followed the topography of the mountains around them. The truth was he did not know for certain he was going the right way. In fact, all the evidence around him, save for the cabin, told him he was headed in the wrong direction.

Rezkin closed his eyes and tried to clear his mind of all assumptions. When he opened them again, he ignored the cabin that stood before his eyes and began walking in a different direction. The trees grew denser the farther they went, and pretty soon, they were having to climb over and around and beneath branches to make headway. As the branches closed in around them, the way became dark, and they were forced to cast balls of light to illuminate the gloom. A frigid wind suddenly whipped through the trees, snatching away their lights. Then it began to rain. The misty drizzle quickly became a torrent of fat drops that, somehow, the cover of thick trees failed to arrest. A frigid wind caught the rain, turning it to ice. Wind and hail battered at their wards and plinked off Daithy’s armor. The hail stopped almost as suddenly as it began, and they were left standing in an ice-strewn, muddy quagmire completely sodden.

“These are not natural phenomena,” said Azeria. “I can feel the vimara saturating this place (anxious). Where have you brought us, Rezkin?”

Rezkin was saved from answering when small, green lights began appearing in the air around them. Upon closer inspection, Rezkin could see tiny, slender humanoid bodies with long, pointed ears and horns that curved back over their heads.

“Pixies,” spat Medi. “We must not antagonize them.”

The nearest one to Rezkin smiled, showing its razor-sharp teeth. Rezkin immediately erected a shield ward around himself, Seena, and Daithy. The pixie scowled and zipped toward him, smashing into his shield ward. It rebounded and tried again. Dozens of pixies began doing the same to the others’. As they slammed their little bodies into the wards, these defenses began to fracture. Rezkin was surprised that such tiny creatures held so much power.

Medi growled, “I said not to antagonize them.”

“I merely erected a shield ward,” he stated.

Medi huffed. “That is considered a hostile act to a pixie (irritated).”

“Noted,” he said. He turned to the others. “Come, we must reach our destination quickly.”

The pixies continued their onslaught as Rezkin and his companions cut their way through the thick forest. Rezkin was unaccustomed to holding wards around so many others. The ward he maintained around Daithy failed first, but the dwarf was undaunted. The powerful pixies plinked off her armor like pebbles, but as their vimara suffused the vimarium it began to emit a faint purple glow. Several pixies slammed into her at once. Purple sparks leapt from the armor and zapped them. The pixies fell to the detritus at their feet, dazed and injured. Daithy daintily stepped around, careful not to stomp on them.

The air began to heat, and warm light spilled through the trees ahead. They emerged into a clearing, but just beyond the tree line was a wall of flame a dozen feet high. A boisterous wind whipped it higher as they approached. A twister of flame spun off the main conflagration and arched toward them. Medi cast a powerful wind toward it, attempting to force it in the other direction. The flaming tornado wavered but continued its destructive path. Azeria joined her power with Medi’s to cast a counter wind. Save for a bit of fire, Rezkin had never trained with elemental magic. Theoretically, as Spirétua, he should be able to cast any elemental magic. Rezkin took a moment to study Azeria and Medi’s castings. He sought eskyeyela and drew upon the river of vimara, separating out the orange tropestrian ribbon. Then, with his will, he cast it into the air around them. It was only after he released it that he realized his mistake.

Great gusts slammed into them from every direction. Rezkin nearly lost his footing as a gale collided with him. The wind caught Seena’s wings, thrusting her into the air. She flailed wildly as she headed for the tree line. The fiery tornado was forced from its course, but the inferno doubled in size. Rezkin realized that, while he had succeeded in creating wind, he had failed to shape and guide it.

“Rezkin, get control!” shouted Azeria. “You have to feel it. Feel the wind.”

Rezkin felt an uncommon sense of frustration. He could feel the wind. It was battering him from every side. He just could not control it. He tried to will the wind into compliance, but it was impossible. He knew he was not doing something right, and he could not figure out what he needed to do to fix it. He tried to cut off the power, but it was as if it had taken on a life of its own.

The tornado abruptly surged toward Azeria, and Rezkin’s heart leapt. Without thought for his actions, he tamped down on his casting and willed the wind into a singular current blowing against the fiery torrent.

Medi called out, “Wrap it around the tornado in a counter spin!”

Rezkin did not know how to do that, but he knew he did not want the tornado to strike Azeria. He somehow managed to bend the wind away from her, and then he was suddenly more in control than he had anticipated. Azeria and Medi’s castings were caught up in his own wind. Rezkin willed the wind to whip around the tornado in a counter spin that battled against the natural order of things. Once the last of its flame dwindled, Medi and Azeria cut off their power, but the vimara continued to course through Rezkin.

He had always felt in control, at least ever since he was a small-man. He guided and manipulated circumstances so that he always dominated. This felt different. If he could guide the wind, he would have true control. This was control over nature itself. He felt more powerful in that moment than he ever had, but he knew that it would take more than his will to effect change. He did not know how he had managed to alter the course of the wind; but, since he had done it once, he knew he could do it again. He tried to recreate in his mind the circumstances behind his abrupt control. It had happened when Azeria was threatened. In that moment, he had felt another unusual sensation. Fear.

Rezkin continued to draw upon his tropestrian power and turned toward the flaming wall of fire. With a desire to protect in his mind, he cast an impenetrable cylindrical shield ward into the fire. Then, embracing the fear he had felt when Azeria was threatened, he guided the wind into the cylinder. The wind whipped upward, sucking the air out of the cylinder. At first, the flames grew higher. Then, they sputtered out within the boundaries of the ward and all that was left was the charred detritus of the forest floor. Finally, having created a bridge through the wall of flame, Rezkin released his control over the tropestrian power.

Once the power was gone, he realized he was shaking. Something he was not used to dealing with had overcome him. He had felt fear—real and visceral fear. It was not the kind of fear that sharpened the senses and enabled one to survive. It was the emotional kind of fear that betrayed one’s abilities as a warrior. It was the kind of fear he had been trained not to feel. Rezkin did not like it. It burned hot in his blood and made his stomach clench. That kind of fear dulled the senses and caused one to hesitate. One could not think clearly with that kind fear. But in this case, it had allowed him to gain greater control over his power. Rezkin was confused and upset. He did not know how to release the fear now that he felt it.

A pair of silver eyes shook him from his tumultuous thoughts. Azeria said, “Are you well?”

Rezkin took a calming breath and swallowed before answering. His shaking subsided, and he said, “Yes, but I do not understand.”

Sympathy shone in her glittering eyes. She said, “I know. At first, your will was not strong enough to fuel your casting. When your emotions consumed you, it strengthened your will. You were able to cast, but the will was erratic, unfocussed. You needed to feel your emotions to cast but maintain control over them to cause the effects you desired. I will explain more later. We must go now.”

Rezkin looked toward the break in the flaming wall and nodded. He manipulated the shield ward so that it created a passage through the flames. Then Medi, Daithy, and Azeria walked through to the other side. Rezkin paused and looked back. He had not seen Seena since the battle with the flames. His sharp gaze traversed the scene, but he did not see her.

“I am here,” said her voice inside his mind. Rezkin relaxed upon hearing that she was alive, but still he did not know where she was. A sharp cry from above jerked his attention upward. There was Seena gliding over his head. Her wings flapped elegantly upon the natural breeze, and she was able to maintain her position over him with seeming ease.

Pride and satisfaction surged through him, and he knew some of the feelings were his own. He smiled up at her and thought, “Very good, Seena. You are flying beautifully.”

Through their connection, he felt a purr of pleasure rumble through her. She flew over the flaming wall to join the others on the other side. Rezkin joined them shortly. When they turned to continue through the forest on the other side, a shadowed figure stood in their way. Rezkin could see that the figure had the shape of a man, but his features were not visible. Still, Rezkin knew with certainty who stood there.

“Tam,” he said.

The figure began clapping slowly. Then he stepped into the light of the flame. Tam said, “Hello, Rez, it’s good to see you. You’ve managed to reach me. I’m impressed; but, then again, I’m always impressed by your skills. I had no doubt you would succeed.”

Rezkin said, “Why did you attack us, Tam?”

Tam appeared surprised. “Attack you? I had to see if you could get through.”

An uncomfortable feeling twisted in Rezkin’s chest. He knew the feeling, and he did not like it. Anger. “You are testing me?”

“What? No!” sputtered Tam, closing the distance between them. “I was testing them. The fae. They’ve improved, don’t you think?” Tam glanced at the others and said, “Uh, who are your friends?”

Azeria looked at Rezkin sharply and said, “You did not tell me you had found Tam. The others need to know that he lives. They mourn his loss (irritated).”

Tam’s eyes widened. “They still think I’m dead?” He looked at Rezkin accusingly. “You didn’t tell them?”

Rezkin frowned. “They still think I am dead. How would I tell them?”

Tam crossed his arms. “I’m sure you could find a way.”

Rezkin shrugged. “Perhaps, but it was not a priority. I have had bigger issues to deal with.”

Azeria said, “This was not a priority? Rezkin, people’s feelings are important (angry).”

Rezkin realized Azeria was speaking from her own experiences with mourning him for the many months she thought him dead. Even though she said she understood, he wondered if she had not yet forgiven him for the deception.

Rezkin said, “I had other reasons for not telling them. For one, they would insist on coming to find him. Do you think I want them in this place? Caught up amongst the fae? It was too dangerous.”

Tam’s shoulders relaxed. He said, “I didn’t think of that. No, I wouldn’t want anyone to come here. The fae do not like outsiders. They would see their presence as an opportunity to extract deals from them. If the fae didn’t kill them, they’d make them their slaves.”

Azeria said, “And you? You have made a deal with them? Are you their slave?”

Tam rubbed the back of his neck and glanced at Rezkin. “I didn’t make a deal with them. I got caught up in Rezkin’s deal. They’ve made me the general of their army—a sort of liaison between the humans and fae.”

Medi stalked toward them. “You did not tell me he had a deal with the fae (angry).”

Azeria turned to Rezkin. “Your deal with the fae led to your friend’s enslavement? Were you not taught to never deal with the fae (disappointed)?”

Rezkin said, “I believed it to be necessary at the time.”

Azeria scoffed. “They always make you feel as if it is necessary.”

He replied, “I still believe it was necessary. I only regret that I did not satisfactorily clarify the terms of the agreement. Tam was never supposed to be involved.”

Medi looked at Tam and said, “Why did they make you their general? And why are you training them? The fae are perfectly capable of wreaking havoc on their own. They do not require training by a human.”

Tam said, “Well, I can understand them. They don’t speak like us, but I know what they’re saying. And I can see into their world.”

“Into their world?” said Medi.

Tam nodded. “Yes, I’ve learned a lot about them since I’ve been here. The fae don’t always exist in this world. There is another world that is overlaid with this one. The majority of the fae live in the other world, but most of them can shift between the two worlds. They want things from this world that do not exist in their world. They come here to hunt and collect things. Sometimes they set traps for people to fall into their world. Then they convince them to make a deal that almost always ends in favor of the fae.”

“Yes, but why do they need you?” asked Medi.

“The fae tend to operate on an individual basis, tricking humans and people of other races into serving them. They are not used to working with each other or with people from our world. They believe a demon army is coming. The fae and demons have been enemies since their creation, and they know they need to ally with us if we are to survive. They need someone who understands and can communicate with our people.” He hooked a thumb at his chest. “That’s me.”

Medi looked Tam up and down. Rezkin tried to see what she saw upon seeing Tam for the first time. He looked different from the way he had when Rezkin had first met him. All Tam’s training and the trials he had endured had cut a fine physique. He had the appearance of a proper warrior. But he was still young, albeit a bit older than Rezkin.

Medi said, “What do you know of leading armies?”

Tam smiled and motioned toward Rezkin. “He’s been teaching me to fight and about battle and strategies, for humans, anyway. That knowledge helps me think of ways the fae can be useful during the coming war.”

Azeria said, “These attacks we endured were your idea?”

“Some. The fae had some ideas of their own. They did good, didn’t they?”

Medi said, “They were ineffectual. We were undaunted.”

Tam’s smile fell. “Those who attacked you were the lessers. They’re the least powerful of the fae. You had power to protect yourselves. They’ll be much more effective against the average soldier.”

Rezkin laid a hand on Tam’s shoulder. He said, “You are doing well, Tam. Your path is not an easy one, but you are navigating it with strength.”

Tam smiled again and waved for them to follow. “Come with me. I’ll make us some tea, and you can catch me up on everything that’s been happening. I’m guessing you want something, or you wouldn’t be here, unless—” Tam looked at Rezkin and raised an eyebrow.

Rezkin said, “Unless what?”

“Unless you’ve come to free me from my service to the fae,” said Tam. Tam was hard to read in that moment. Rezkin was not sure what his friend wanted to hear. The last time they spoke, Tam seemed upset about being forced to serve the fae, yet he was excited about the adventure of being the fae general.

Rezkin replied, “I am afraid not, Tam. At least, not completely. I do have a plan, though.”

He and the others followed Tam to the cabin at the center of the bowl. During the walk, Rezkin introduced Tam to Medi and Daithy. Tam had accepted another Eihelvanan in stride, but he had been most curious about Daithy.

Tam asked of Daithy, “So you’ve never been away from the dwarven city? How is it that you speak Ashaiian?”

Daithy looked at Tam in confusion. She said, “I don’t know what Ashaiian is. I speak the language.”

Now it was Tam’s turn to be confused. “Yes,” he said, “the language you’re speaking is Ashaiian, although you do speak it with an unusual accent. Many people on the Souelian speak it because it is the common trade tongue, but I don’t see how you would know it.”

Daithy glanced at the others for help. “I only speak one language, and it is this one. The language.”

Medi interjected, “This language you call Ashaiian is an ancient language, spoken in many lands long before those of the Souelian were settled. It was the common tongue among the many kingdoms, including humans, darwaven, and many other races. It was simply called the language. Most of the peoples south of the Drahgfir Mountains still speak it.”

Tam said, “But you speak a different language. I’ve heard it.”

Medi nodded, “Yes, the Eihelvanan speak both the language and Fersheya, our native tongue.”

“Huh,” said Tam, “I wonder why there are so many languages along the Souelian, then.” He looked to Rezkin. “Do you know why?”

“I do not,” said Rezkin. “That was never covered in my studies.”

Once they reached the cabin, Tam invited them into the small abode. They sat upon chairs made of intertwined roots and branches and sipped herbal tea from clay mugs. Rezkin looked around at the meager accommodations and wondered how Tam fared out in the woods with no one but the fae for company. Tam, who had not gone silent since they arrived, sat chatting eagerly with the others. Rezkin noticed an oddness about the way Tam’s eyes shone brightly and a little too wide. His grin split his face from ear to ear, but it seemed forced. And there was a tenseness about him, as though he was on edge at every moment. He spoke quickly, always carrying the conversation and steering people away from subjects he, apparently, did not wish to discuss. Subjects like his well-being.

Tam had been a little off ever since he had gone too long with a hole in his mind, but this was worse. Rezkin wondered what the fae had been doing to him in the time he had been trapped with them. Did they allow Tam enough sleep? Did he eat enough? Did they permit leisure time? And what would Tam do for leisure, anyway. There was nothing but earth and trees in the bowl. Rezkin worried about Tam’s mental state, both for his friend’s well-being and for the monumental task that had been bestowed upon him. How would Tam fare as a general if he did not have his faculties?

“So what is the plan?” said Tam, rubbing his hands together excitedly.

All eyes turned to Rezkin. He had not intended to tell them of his plan. He had thought to simply implement it with them none the wiser. He was no longer a solitary warrior, though. Once again, he had been dragged into a group. The group wanted answers. Rezkin considered lying to them. It would be easy enough. None of them were truthseekers. But if he lied to them, they would no longer trust him, and he needed their continued trust.

He said, “I intend to make a deal with the fae.”

Tam’s hand slammed down on the table. “Was one not enough?!”

Rezkin looked at his friend. “I am doing this, in part, for you, Tam.”

Tam shook his head adamantly. “It’s because of your last deal that I’m stuck here!”

“I intend to remedy that,” replied Rezkin.

“No,” shouted Tam. “Don’t you think they’ve tried to make deals with me? It’s constant, Rez. Over and over, they make promises of a better life for me if I’ll only make a deal. I know how they work now. They don’t think like us. Their minds are faster, sharper, and more experienced than ours—and they are devious. It’s in their nature. They can’t help it. They will always come out on top.”

Azeria said, “Rezkin, you cannot do this. You are not thinking clearly.”

Rezkin met her silver gaze. “I am not going mad. I have thoroughly considered this course of action. The fae have what we need, and we have what they need. We can come to a mutually beneficial agreement.”

“There is nothing mutually beneficial about the fae,” said Medi.

Rezkin argued, “The fae want an alliance. If we cannot work together, there can be no alliance.”

Azeria asked, “What is it you hope to get from the fae?”

“A vimaral spring,” said Rezkin.

“It is not worth the price,” said Medi.

“We do need one,” said Daithy, breaking her silence. She hefted her crystal-tipped staff for emphasis.

Rezkin said, “You do not yet know the price.”

“What is the price? What will you give them in return?” asked Azeria.

“Tam,” said Rezkin.

“What?” cried Tam. “First of all, Rez, I am not yours to make deals with; second, they already have me; and third, how could you give me to the fae? You are supposed to be freeing me!”

Rezkin said, “I will address each of your concerns in turn. First, you are mine. You swore fealty to me. Second, they have but a shadow of who you are, Tam. You cannot achieve greatness under these conditions. Third, I am freeing you.

“In exchange for a vimaral spring, I will agree to take you off their hands. These tricks you have taught them are things they already know how to do. The ancients and other high-level fae can do much worse. They do not need you for this, what you have been doing. I think they realize this. They need you to lead an army of humans and fae together. In order for you to do that, you need a human army. If they agree to my terms, I will allow you to lead my army. If not, then you can stay here and play games with the lessers.”

Tam stared at Rezkin open mouthed. He started to speak, but it was a different voice that reached Rezkin’s ears.

“Among the we, a deal be made,” sang a craggy voice. “The shattered one be not afraid.”

Azeria and Medi jumped up and drew their swords, but Rezkin merely turned in his chair. Behind him was Bilior, the katerghen.

Rezkin said, “You accept my deal?”

Bilior grinned, exposing a row of sharp, pointy teeth. “’Tis done. A spring you shall have, and a general be made. The general be of the we.”

“What do you mean?” asked Rezkin, now certain the katerghen knew something he was not saying.

Bilior’s limbs snapped and cracked as he began to shrink. His feathery leaves receded, and fur sprouted from his bark-like skin. In a matter of seconds, Bilior had taken the form of Cat. He quickly scurried out the open doorway.

When Rezkin turned back around, the others were staring at him. He did not have to ask to know what they were thinking. Azeria’s expression was stoic as ever, but he could see the judgment in her eyes.

“It had to be done,” he said.

“No, it did not,” said Azeria. “You do not fear them enough.”

“I do not fear them at all,” said Rezkin. It was not until he had said it that he realized it was true. He had been cautious, even fearful, of them before, but now he felt certain their desire to see the demons gone from this world would override any nefarious plans they might have.

“You are a fool,” said Medi. She turned to Azeria. “This is the man you choose to follow (disgusted)?”

Azeria glared at Medi and said, “He is not a fool. He is bold. It is his boldness that makes him a formidable advisory for the daem’ahn. The ahn’an will be valuable allies that only someone without fear of them could enlist.”

Then she turned her glare on Rezkin before she stood and stalked out of the cabin. Rezkin was surprised she had come to his defense. He wondered how many of her words she actually believed. Rezkin had thought he had come to understand outworlders and their complex social interactions, but Azeria was a mystery to him. At times, she was warm and affectionate. At others, she was cold and distant, and every so often she seemed outright hostile. He did not know if her behavior was typical of the Eihelvanan, if it was just who Azeria was, or if something was wrong between them. He realized he did not know Azeria at all.

That thought saddened him and caused an ache in his chest. He wanted to know Azeria, and not just so that he could manipulate her. He wanted to know all of her and to become a part of her. Unfortunately, he had no idea how to bridge the gap between them. He considered that making deals with the fae was probably not the way to do it. Even though she had spoken on his behalf with Medi, he knew she did not approve and was probably judging him harshly for it. He generally did not care about other’s feelings toward him, but Azeria’s opinion of him mattered. He wanted her approval. He resolved to prove to her that he knew what he was doing and that it was what was needed for the greater good.


Chapter 7

Night in the bowl was unnerving. Many of the fae were active at night, and the sounds they made were strange and unnatural. The air was filled with the crackling and thrashing of limbs, eerie winds, torrential rains, the snap and crash of boulders, cries, screeches, and buzzes. Rezkin was roused from his sleeplessness by a familiar melody. A light breeze carried a woman’s voice into the cabin. It sounded so much like the song of eskyeyela that Rezkin’s power stirred within him. It called to him, and he had no choice but to answer.

He rose from his bed and, without thought for his boots or weapons, walked into the night. Tiny green floating lights illuminated the way as Rezkin strode through the forest on sure footing. The music pulled him along with a promise of peace and pleasure, and Rezkin’s own power caressed his nerves and lulled him into complacency. Rezkin did not know how much time had passed when he emerged from the forest to stand on the shore of a modest pool. The still water reflected the light of the stars and moon, and the harmonious sounds of frogs and crickets anchored the unnatural melody to the present world. Rezkin searched the shore for the source of the enchantment, and his gaze finally settled on a collection of boulders from which a faint glow was emitted. The melody abruptly died off, and Rezkin’s mind began to clear. Caution, even anticipation, began to fill the void left behind by the enchanting music.

The snap of a branch behind him caused him to spin, and he realized he had not brought any of his weapons with him. It was no matter. He was the weapon. His muscles coiled tightly as he watched a small shadowy figure shuffle through the wood. The tension was released a moment later when he realized the creature was Seena. He would have been impressed that she had managed to follow him all the way to the pool without notice, but since he could not remember the trek, it occurred to him that he had not been aware of his surroundings.

Rezkin turned and followed the shoreline toward the boulders with Seena trailing behind him. Sprawled across one of the larger rocks was a woman. Her long, platinum hair trailed down her bare torso and legs to fan out in the water around her feet. Her milky skin emitted a faint glow that bathed the mossy rocks around her in silvery light. She looked up at him with stars in her eyes and smiled.

“You have come,” she said in a silky voice. “I knew you would.”

“I was given no choice,” replied Rezkin. “You enchanted me, did you not?”

“I summoned you,” she said. “But I released you far sooner than I would have liked.”

Rezkin brushed his unbound hair from his eyes and said, “You would have drowned me.”

The woman did not answer.

“What are you?” he said.

She dipped a finger in the water. “Your kind call me nix. You may know my name for a price.”

Rezkin’s heart leapt when he realized just how close to death he had come. He had been completely unaware of the danger he was in; and, with all his training and power, there was nothing he could have done about it. He said, “You are one of the nixie? Why have you brought me here? I have a deal with the Ancients.”

She smiled knowingly and raised two fingers. “You have two deals with the ahn’an. Perhaps we can make it three?”

Rezkin shook his head. “Those deals were necessary. What do you have that I need?”

She rose from her place atop the boulder and crossed the distance between them. Beside him, Seena released a tiny roar and spewed smoke around their feet. Rezkin took a step back, determined to keep his distance from the nix. She laughed joyously and said, “You do not fear the ahn’an. What could I, a mere woman, do to you?” She spread her arms and said, “You can clearly see that I have no weapons.”

Rezkin said, “Your power is your weapon, and you have miscalculated. Unlike many men, I never underestimate a woman. What do you want?”

Her smile was alluring. “I told you. I wish to make a deal. For one small price, I will bless you with my song.”

“What use is your song to me?” he asked.

“You have felt my power. It is the power to bend others to your will. What would you not give for such a gift?”

Rezkin’s instinct was to reject the offer outright, but the more he thought about it, the more he saw the advantages of the gift. It was the kind of gift that, if wielded properly, could win the war. It was not really a gift, though. She wanted something in return. He said, “What is your price?”

Her grin turned feral. “You.” He opened his mouth to respond, but she continued. “Once this war is finished, should you survive, you will return to me, and you will be mine to do with as I please.”

Rezkin did not respond right away. Again, his first instinct was to reject the idea. He did not want to become the property of this creature. But the war was his priority. What happened to him afterward was irrelevant. In all likelihood, he would not survive anyway. Was he prepared to make another deal with the fae, though?

Rezkin made up his mind. He did not get a chance to answer, though, because a second later, the nix fell to the ground with an arrow shaft protruding from her chest. She sat up and yanked the arrow from her flesh. Her face contorted into a monstrous expression, and she hissed revealing sharp, serrated teeth. She spun and launched herself at the water, transforming into a silver-scaled fish as she splashed into the pool. Then she disappeared completely.

Rezkin turned to spy into the forest and was both relieved and alarmed when Azeria stepped out from the trees with bow in hand. Seena ran up to her and rubbed against her shins. Rezkin said, “Azeria, what are you doing here?”

She looked at him coldly and said, “I followed you.”

“Why did you shoot her?”

She glanced toward the water then met his gaze. “Since you could not be trusted to make the sound decision, I made it for you. We do not make deals with the ahn’an (resolute).”

Rezkin frowned at her. He took several steps to close the distance between them and said, “I was going to reject her offer.”

She placed her bow on the ground beside her and straightened. Then she replied, “It did not seem that way while you stood contemplating it for so long. Your judgment is suspect (frustrated).”

“You do not believe me?” he said. “You think I wish to become her slave … or her dinner?”

“I think you would sacrifice yourself if you thought it would win this war.”

He said, “Perhaps I would if the outcome were guaranteed. Some would consider the sacrifice to be honorable.”

“You have no right to make such a deal,” she said.

“Of course I have the right. It is my life to deal with.”

Azeria shook her head. “No, it is no longer your life. It is mine.”

Rezkin furrowed his brow. “What are you talking about? I have made no such oath.”

She replied, “You need not make an oath. I know in my heart that you are mine.”

Surprise seized him. He said, “Am I? If those are your feelings, you hide them well. Ever since Medi joined us, you have been indifferent.”

“Medi is an elder and a traditionalist. You are younger than I am. It would be inappropriate for me to express my feelings for you publicly until you have openly declared your own. I have been waiting for you to share your feelings, but this event has shown me that I must stake my claim regardless of tradition. I am done waiting.”

Azeria threaded her fingers into his hair and brought her lips up to meet his. Rezkin was taken by surprise, but he did not pull away. Instead, he deepened the kiss and wrapped his arms around her waist. For the second time that night, he lost track of his surroundings. The wind stirred around them as Azeria plundered his mouth. She pressed her body against his, and his blood heated. Azeria enchanted him in a way the nix could not. She did not need power to consume his mind. Rezkin realized that Azeria already had possession of his mind. He would do anything for her. She need only ask. He knew, in that moment, that she had been right. He was hers.

With a soft moan, she pulled away, and Rezkin’s lips were left wanting. They both breathed heavily as they gazed at each other in the moonlit night. Rezkin dipped in for another kiss, but Azeria pressed her fingers against his lips staving off his advance. Her voice was firm as she said, “You will declare your intentions before Medi.”

“My intentions?”

“Yes, you will make your desire to bond with me clear.”

“Bond?”

She narrowed her eyes at him. “You do not wish to bond with me?”

Rezkin did not know what it meant to bond with someone in her culture, but he did know one thing for certain. He said, “I feel that we are already bound. Is there more to it?”

Azeria’s shoulders relaxed. “I feel the connection between us, too, but we must create the soul bond together if we are to be truly bound.”

“What is a soul bond? Are you speaking of marriage?”

Azeria’s lips turned upward in a rare smile. She said, “This is much more than a human marriage. We will bind our souls so that we always carry a part of each other with us. We will be able to sense each other and know that we are well. Our minds will be stronger, and we will more easily be able to withstand magical influences such as that of the nixies. And we need never be parted. When one of us dies, the other will follow soon after.”

Rezkin stepped back. He had not anticipated such a fate. He could not possibly tie his lifeline to that of another. He said, “Azeria, we are at war. The chance of one of us perishing is too high.”

Her spine stiffened. “You doubt me? I am a formidable warrior and not so easily killed.”

He shook his head. “No, you do not understand. I cannot face the enemies before me knowing that should I fall, you will die.”

She said, “Should you fall, I will fall with you regardless.”

Rezkin was shocked. Azeria was a strong and powerful woman. He had not expected she would feel so strongly about him. He had been told the Eihelvanan were intensely emotional, despite their stoic demeanors, but he had not realized how much so. Rezkin was only just beginning to experience and recognize his own feelings, and he was not sure he was ready to make that kind of commitment. Then he remembered that only a moment ago, he had thought he would do anything for her. He thought that perhaps if he kissed her again, he would have his answer. He reached for her, but she stepped away. A second later, Rezkin heard a scuff in the leaves and then Medi appeared.

“He is not ready,” said Medi as she approached. “You can see it in his eyes and his demeanor.” She turned to Azeria. “You should know better, Azeria (disappointed). You press him for too much. This is the very reason for the tradition. He is much younger than you. If he were born Eihelvanan, he would not reach adulthood for many years. He should be able to make this decision without your insistence.”

Azeria said, “You do not understand, Medi. I feel a bond with him already. We both feel it. We share our dreams (earnest).”

Medi appeared surprised, but she shook her head anyway. “It does not matter. Perhaps you are meant to be bound, but it is obvious that now is not the time (firm).”

Although she did not express it, Rezkin could sense Azeria’s distress. She would not meet his eyes. She said, “I understand.” She took a deep breath then finally looked at him. “You will not hear of this from me again. But know that I wait.”

Medi said, “Patiently, Azeria.”

Azeria scowled at Medi. “I said I would wait. I did not say I would be patient (annoyed).”

Rezkin felt a tearing sensation in his chest, as if his heart were being ripped in two. On the one hand, he was relieved that Medi had spared him from having to make the decision. On the other, he could see that Azeria was upset, and he was sure her feelings went far deeper than the veneer she allowed him to see. He wanted to see her happy. He wanted to see that small smile play upon her lips while her silver eyes glistened in the light of the stars. They had many trials ahead of them, and he did not want her going into battle disheartened. Rezkin was still struggling with the decision when Azeria abruptly turned and stalked into the trees. As he watched her go, he worried that he had made a mistake.

Medi turned to him and said, “Back home, Azeria is highly sought after. Not many would have the strength of will to resist her. If you truly do share a bond already, then it must be even more difficult. I, for one, am glad you deny the bond. For one who makes deals with the ahn’an, you show surprising wisdom in this. I believe your path will lead to an early demise. Azeria has much to live for. Do not drag her down with you.”

As Medi departed, Rezkin contemplated her words. Perhaps she was right. Perhaps Azeria deserved more than the life he would inflict upon her. Rezkin knew he took risks that few would consider. Some had even called him foolhardy. He glanced toward the water to where the nix had retreated. Even his allies were dangerous. And once Caydean learned that he was still alive, he would be targeted by any number of mages, assassins, and demons. He could not see what advantage Azeria would gain by being bonded to him. Without him, she could live many centuries, even millennia. If Medi was to be believed, Azeria would not lack for company.

At the thought, a white-hot brand seared his chest. Rezkin had never felt such a sensation before, and he clenched his fists against it. He realized he did not like the idea of Azeria in the company of another male. He swallowed down his anger and shook his head. If he refused to bond with her, she had every right to bond with someone else. He wondered how long she intended to wait for him. Would she still be waiting when the war was over? It did not matter. Rezkin doubted he would survive the war. Caydean had already bested him twice. In all likelihood, the best he could hope for would be to take Caydean down with him.

A pressure against his leg drew his attention, and Rezkin looked down to see Seena pressed against him. She gazed up at him with her crystal eyes, and he could feel her attempts to smooth over his tumultuous thoughts. His inner turmoil would not be quelled, though. He was being inundated with all kinds of feelings he did not understand. He stood for a time just breathing as he tried to separate himself from his emotions. For so many years, he had done so successfully, yet now they threatened to overwhelm him. He sought the calm of eskyeyela. Its soothing melody resonated loudly, and the typically placid river of vimara flowed with uncharacteristic turbulence. The mere thought of using it had it leaping into his hands. Never had his use of the power been so easily gained.

Not one to squander the power, Rezkin thought to use it in the manner of the dwarves. He drew it into his body fortifying his muscles and bones. He was filled with strength and vitality. The thought of combat thrilled him. He searched the forest and the pool for enemy combatants but, of course, found none.

Seena spoke into his mind. “We fight?”

Rezkin looked down at her and grinned. He said, “Take us back to the cabin so I may retrieve my weapons.”

Seena opened a portal to the small cabin in the center of the bowl. They stepped from the rent in the air, startling Tam who had apparently not slept.

“Rez? What are you doing?” said Tam.

Rezkin said, “Get your sword, Tam. We are going hunting.”

“Hunting?” Tam looked at him inquisitively. “Tonight? Who hunts with a sword?”

“We do,” said Rezkin. “It’s time you faced a demon.”

Tam jerked. “You want me to fight a demon? Are you crazy?”

“If you are going to lead an army against the demons, you will need to know how to fight them. The best way to learn is by doing it.”

“Ah, I’m not sure the fae will let me leave,” said Tam.

Rezkin replied, “In training you, I am satisfying my part of the deal. Do you not wish to return to civilization?”

“Of course I do! It’s just … it’s been a while since I’ve fought anything, let alone a demon.”

“Believe me, Tam. If you can face the ahn’an, you can face a demon.”

Rezkin figured the best place to find a demon would be at the heart of the demon invasion. Kaibain. He donned his amor, retrieved his weapons, and stowed his pack. By the time he was finished, Tam also appeared ready to depart. Rezkin asked Seena to open a portal, and the three of them stepped through it into the paths. The path to Kaibain was surprisingly short considering Tam was a mundane. Rezkin wondered, not for the first time, if Tam had been somehow changed by the fae. He had been living with them for many months, steeped in their power and subsisting off whatever they provided to him. The ahn’an intended to use Tam, and he would not put it beyond them to change him into what they needed him to be.

Rezkin, Tam, and Seena emerged from the paths in a small utility shed in the warehouse district of the capital city of Kaibain in Ashai. He did not expect to find a demon there, but he did hope to find someone who could show him a demon. He opened the door and stepped out into the night. The streets were dark as there were no lights, mage-powered or otherwise, illuminating the area. Although he could see little, he could smell the people in the streets and alleys. Soft mutterings and snores filled the misty air, and it became more apparent than ever that the city was overrun with soldiers, pilgrims, immigrants, and vagabonds.

With a small mage stone lighting the way, Rezkin wove through the sleeping crowd that clogged the street. Behind him, Tam tripped over a man’s leg. The man cursed him aloud, which elicited a round of shushes from those nearest them. Seena, disguised as a small dog, dodged grasping hands as a soldier or mercenary grabbed for her, no doubt intending to eat her. From somewhere to Rezkin’s left, a woman with a Verrili accent called out from the darkness.

“It’s a cold night. Need someone to warm your bed?”

Rezkin ignored her and pressed onward. At the corner, a man who looked to already have one foot in the grave sat awake propped against a signpost. Upon their approach, he intoned as if he had said it a thousand times, “Glory to the Almighty Ygrethiel. May he bless your path.” The man fell silent, and Rezkin, Tam, and Seena continued their trek toward the storehouse.

The door was closed, locked, and warded. None of this deterred Rezkin. He bent the ward to his will, picked the lock with ease, and pushed the door inward. Tam and Seena waited outside the building while Rezkin moved through the vast space within. This he did in the dark, for he did not wish to be observed. He ducked into a curtained alcove and crouched beside the pallet on the floor. Then he shook the man sleeping there.

Wesson was slow to rouse, not at all with the kind of alarm necessary to thrust one into fighting form. He rubbed his eyes and groaned, “What is it? Is it morning already?”

Rezkin activated the mage stone in his hand so the mage could see him. Wesson blinked at him bleary-eyed then frowned. “Rezkin?” He abruptly sat up, fully awake now. “What is it? Are we under attack?”

Rezkin pressed his finger to his lips, calling for silence. Then he waved to Wesson to follow. He pocketed the mage stone and slipped out from behind the curtain. He heard the mage fumbling in the dark for a moment before another light illuminated the alcove behind the curtain. He waited patiently as Wesson presumably dressed. Then he stepped from the alcove into the open storehouse with a small fireball lighting his way. Wesson’s gaze swept the storehouse as he searched for Rezkin, and a moment later Farson appeared.

“Mage Wesson, what is it? Has something set off the alarms?” asked the striker as he began peering into the darkness searching for an intruder. Rezkin was not concerned. He knew Farson would not be able to see him.

“No, no,” said Wesson. “Everything is fine. I just need to go out.”

“Out?” inquired Farson. “Tonight?”

“Ah, yes, there is something I need to check,” muttered Wesson.

“Do you need an escort?” said Farson. “The streets are not safe for one to go out alone. Especially someone dressed as a commoner. If you are forced to use your power, you may draw attention.”

“I will be fine, but thank you for your concern,” said Wesson as he made his way toward the door.

Rezkin waited for Wesson to open the door then slipped out ahead of the mage with Wesson none the wiser. Once they were out in the street, Wesson dispelled his fireball and Rezkin dropped his invisibility illusion. It had been easier to maintain in the dark because there was little light from the fireball to bend around him. Wesson jumped upon seeing Rezkin standing so close. Rezkin pulled Wesson over to the side of the building where Tam and Seena waited. Then he cupped his mage stone in his hands and activated it so that they could see each other.

Wesson looked at Tam and said, “What’s this? Another ghost? I thought you were dead.”

Tam rubbed his jaw and said, “I’m far from dead. In fact, I feel very much alive.”

“Where have you been?” asked Wesson.

“With the fae,” said Tam, his smile fading.

Rezkin interjected, “Now is not the time to speak of this. We need to find a demon.”

Wesson’s brow rose. “Are you looking for a specific demon, or will any demon do?”

“Preferably one with fighting skills but not too strong. Tam is going to fight it.”

Wesson looked at Tam. “You are?”

Tam glanced at Rezkin uncertainly. “I suppose I am, but I don’t have a good feeling about this.”

Rezkin looked back to Wesson. “Can you lead us to a demon?”

Wesson nodded. “Yes, I believe so. They are all over the city. At least, I think they are. There’s really no way to identify them for certain until they start using their powers. Most I just assume to be demons based on their behavior. I’ve seen a few here and there, usually causing trouble.”

“Who are they?” said Rezkin. “Is Caydean targeting anyone specific?”

“Yes and no,” said Wesson. “I can’t prove it, but I think a number of the city guard are demons. Either that or they’re just sadists. But I’ve also seen other people who I suspect are demons: merchants, tradesmen, drunks in the taverns, some pilgrims.”

“That many?” said Rezkin with surprise. He had known Caydean was bringing demons into the world, but he had not suspected he had been so successful.

Wesson shook his head. “I don’t think it’s that many yet. I just notice because I’m actively looking for them. And I’m probably wrong about some of them. Some are just mean people. I’ve been keeping a ledger of confirmed sightings.” He reached into his pocket and produced a small notebook. “I’ve marked those who have shown their power with this symbol here.”

Rezkin said, “Excellent work, Mage Wesson. Please take us to one of these demons.”

Wesson led the way through the congested streets, and eventually they turned down a small street with few people sleeping propped against the walls. The occasional streetlight revealed that it was lined with apartments and workshops. They came to a point where there were no people in the street, and Rezkin did not have to wonder why. The putrid scent of decay would keep anyone from staying in the area given a choice. They stopped in front of a shop that seemed to be the source of the smell. Windowpanes were cracked or missing, and the door hung ajar. Above it was a sign that read Butcher.

“What is that horrible smell?” whispered Tam.

In an equally low voice, Wesson said, “I identified the butcher as a demon a few weeks ago. Ever since then, the smell has gotten worse and worse. No one shops here anymore.”

Rezkin said, “Let us meet this demon.” He pushed the door open and stepped into the dark interior. Tam followed behind him while Wesson and Seena brought up the rear. Floorboards creaked as they stepped gingerly across them. The smell inside the building was enough to send Rezkin’s stomach roiling, and he had to swallow several times to keep from getting sick. To their left was a long counter, above which hung sausages and cuts of meat. Flies swarmed around them, and Rezkin wondered how long they had been left to rot. They strode through a curtained doorway to find a modest-sized room with several tables covered in decaying meat, entrails, and refuse.

A heaving sound behind him had Rezkin turning. Tam was bent over at the waist dispelling his last meal onto the floor. Rezkin could not blame him, although he was breaking the Rules by leaving behind evidence of his presence. Once Tam was recovered, they continued to the back where they exited through another open door. Immediately to the left was a set of wooden steps leading to the apartment above. The steps protested their weight as they ascended, and the landing at the top swayed beneath their feet.

Rezkin tried the door and found it to be unlocked. He walked inside and stepped immediately to the right. Tam followed, stepping to the left. As Wesson started to enter, a concussive force whipped through the air and smashed into him. He was thrown from the landing into the yard below. A fire ignited ahead of them, and Rezkin could finally see their target. A heavyset, scruffy man in a filthy smock faced them with a ring of fire encircling his hand. He looked at Tam with black eyes, pointed with his pudgy finger, and a stream of flame shot toward him. Tam threw himself to the floor, and the curtains behind him caught fire. The black-eyed demon pointed with his other hand at Rezkin, and inky-black tendrils of power surged across the floor toward his feet. Rezkin leapt onto the table in the center of the room then turned to check on Tam who was on his feet again, this time with sword in hand.

“I’m good,” said Tam as he inched away from the flaming curtains.

Rezkin used the hand gestures he had taught Tam to indicate that Tam should attack. Tam looked at him perplexed for a moment, then caught on. He propelled himself toward the demonic butcher as Rezkin began battering the man with the few magical attacks he felt comfortable casting. The demon seemed to know that Rezkin was merely the distraction because he focused his attack on Tam. He lobbed a ball of black power wrapped in flame at Tam, who was now close enough that he had no time to dodge. The ball suddenly collided with a shield ward that did not belong to Rezkin. Surprised, Rezkin glanced back to find Wesson standing in the doorway wreathed in flame. He was bent at the waist holding his back with one hand.

Rezkin turned and slashed at the demon while simultaneously shooting a bolt of power at it. The demon dodged, and the bolt was deflected by the demon’s ward, but it got his attention. As the demon began an assault on Rezkin, which he fended off with expert swings of his sword, Tam leapt forward and slashed the demon’s side, splattering blood across the wall. The demon screamed and jumped backward gripping its side. Then it turned and ran into the adjacent room.

Tam and Rezkin pursued it into the bedchamber and found that the demon had grabbed a wicked spiked mace. It swung the mace at Tam’s head, but Tam ducked and swiped at the demon’s legs. His sword bit deeply into the demon’s thigh, and the demon fell to the floor. It cast a squirming ball of inky power at both Tam and Rezkin. The power was nullified by Rezkin’s dragon scale vimarium armor, and Tam dodged just as Rezkin wrapped him in a shield ward. The inky ball collided with the ward, shattering it, but it failed to hit Tam. Tam turned and brought his sword down toward the demon’s head, but the demon blocked the strike with his mace. Tam quickly brought his sword back around to lop off the demon’s mace arm. Then he stabbed his sword through the demon’s chest. The demon’s power failed. It lay on the floor lifeless.

Tam wrenched his sword free of the demon’s carcass and turned to Rezkin. “That’s it? He’s dead?”

Rezkin hopped down from the table. “No, if you kill the human host, the demon returns to H'khajnak.”

“But it’s not dead?”

“According to lore, death is not a state of being, it is a journey. It is the path the soul takes to the Afterlife. Demons do not have a soul. Therefore, they cannot die. When you kill the human host, they simply return to the demon realm. I hope to find a way to destroy them, though.”

“I thought it would be harder to kill,” said Tam looking at the corpse with disappointment.

“I believe this was a very weak demon,” said Rezkin. “It may not have been strong enough to shed its human host. Once they take their demon form, they became very difficult to kill.”

Tam looked up at him troubled. “They have magic, Rez. There’s no way I can defeat one on my own. You said yourself that this one was weak. I couldn’t have killed it if not for you and Wesson.”

The room was suddenly cast into darkness, and Rezkin realized Wesson had put out the flames that had engulfed the curtains and doorway. A second later, another flame appeared over Wesson’s outstretched hand.

Rezkin rubbed his chin thoughtfully. The magic was certainly a problem. Tam was right. He could not face demons without magical protection. If Tam could not do it, the rest of the army would certainly fail against them. He was starting to realize Bilior had been right. A human army would be useless against the demons. He needed a magical army, an army of mages, an army of the Eihelvanan. He did not even know where to begin to convince the Eihelvanan to fight for him. One thing was becoming clear, though. He would have to face Entris.

Rezkin may not know how to protect his entire human army, but he did have an idea of how to help Tam. He said, “Have no fear, Tam. I think I have a solution. You will not want for power.”

Tam looked at him with wide eyes. “What are you going to do?”

Rezkin shook his head. “It is not what I am going to do. It is what you are going to do—with my help.” He turned to Wesson. “Are you well, Mage Wesson?”

Wesson shuffled into the room hunched over. He said, “I hurt my back when I was thrown from the second floor.”

Rezkin contemplated Wesson’s present state and decided he could not leave the mage in such a way. He said, “Allow me to heal you.”

Wesson looked at him skeptically. “You can heal people now?”

Rezkin gave him a practiced and placating smile. “I am getting the hang of it. I have not been successful at healing everyone I have attempted to heal, but I believe I will succeed with you.”

“Why is that?” asked Wesson.

Rezkin laid a hand on Wesson’s shoulder and said, “Because you are my friend.”

Wesson’s eyebrows rose. “What difference does that make?”

“My power is dependent on my will and emotions. I have a desire to help you, so it is more likely to work.”

“You don’t have a desire to help everyone in need?” asked Wesson.

Rezkin shook his head. “Helping everyone is not in my best interest. You never know who is or will become your enemy.”

Wesson said, “I am humbled by your trust in me. Especially considering what you know about my source of power.”

Rezkin could see Wesson’s discomfort with the allusion to his demonic nature, but Rezkin was confident in his assessment. He said, “You are steadfast, and you maintain strict control of your demon power. I do not fear you, Mage Wesson.”

Wesson muttered, “At least that’s one of us.”

Rezkin’s brow rose. “You fear yourself?”

The mage appeared surprised by the question. “Of course!” he said. “I don’t know what I’m capable of, but I know it’s terrible. If I lose control …”

Wesson did not have to finish the thought. Rezkin could only imagine what damage such a powerful battle mage could do, yet still he believed in Wesson. After healing his friend, he had Seena open a portal back to the storehouse where Wesson and his companions were staying. Rezkin wanted to ask Wesson to join him on his own journey, but the work Wesson was doing in Kaibain was important.

Before they parted ways, Rezkin said, “We need to find a way to remove a demon from a human host without killing the host. Do you have any ideas?”

Wesson tugged a curly lock of hair as he thought. He shook his head. “No, so far as I know, it has never been done—not that I’m an expert in demons. Still, it seems logical that if you can put a demon into a human host, you should be able to take one out. It could be dependent on how the demon got there in the first place. Most demons are placed in willing hosts. Those may be harder, if not impossible, to remove. There has to be a way to remove a demon from an unwilling host, though.”

“You think it makes a difference whether the host is willing or not?”

Wesson nodded. “In magic, it always makes a difference. That’s why I believe there is a way to release mages from their mage oaths if they were sworn under duress.”

“Oh? Have you found a way?” asked Rezkin.

“Not yet, but I am working on it.”

Rezkin noticed the hard glint that came into Wesson’s eyes as he said the last. He had never seen such a look from the mage, and he knew there was more he was not saying. He did not ask for further detail, though. He trusted that Wesson would succeed.


Chapter 8

After the rent in the air sealed shut behind Rezkin and Tam, Wesson did not return to the storehouse. Instead, he briskly moved through the night toward the docks. He had to be careful. The streets were dangerous even during the day since so many pilgrims and immigrants had moved into the city. Resources were becoming scarce, disease abounded, and there was not enough coin to go around. Dressed as he was, Wesson would not intimidate anyone. As far as the desperate were concerned, he was an ideal mark. There would be few magic wielders out at that time of night, though, so he felt more confident in using stealth spells to hide himself amongst the throng.

When Wesson reached the docks, the way became clear. The dockmasters and city guard were doing an admirable job of keeping the area free of vagrants. If the docks became just as congested as the rest of the city, trade and commerce would come to a screeching halt. Their efforts meant that more guards were patrolling the docks than any other part of the city. Wesson had to be careful to avoid these guards since he suspected some of them to be demons. He did not want them to detect his use of the talent.

He turned toward the pier and had to duck behind a stack of crates to avoid a collision with a couple of guards coming his way. He abruptly dropped his spells and drew in his vimaral bleed. The guards passed by without pausing, and Wesson breathed a sigh of relief. He quickly made his way down the pier to the fourth boat on the left. Officially, it was a fishing boat, though any fish it brought in were solely to satisfy the curiosity of the dockmasters and guards. Wesson nodded to the bruiser guarding the ramp then hurried aboard. The moment he stepped onto the dark deck, he tripped over a pile of rope and sprawled across the planks earning a splinter in his palm for the effort.

A chuckle drifted to him from the shadowed figure beside the cabin. Wesson pulled himself up and stepped carefully over the pile of rope as he made his way over to the woman. He could not see her features in the dark, but he knew who she was.

“Remy,” he said in greeting.

“Mage,” she said in return.

Remy did not know his name. None of these people did. They knew only that he was a mage and in the employ of the Raven. It wasn’t a complete lie. After all, he was in Rezkin’s service, and he knew Rezkin to be the Raven. The fact that Rezkin knew nothing about his contact with the Crimson Blades or the activities he was undertaking on the Raven’s behalf was inconsequential. Wesson had needed people and resources to conduct his experiments, and the thieves’ guild had both. Making contact with them had not been easy, and he had had to forcefully demonstrate his power to get them to comply, but now things were moving smoothly. The Crimson Blades even considered it a boon that a full mage was on their side. He had been working with them less than two weeks, and already they had tried to convince him to participate in a number of their activities. He had declined.

Remy turned and led the way down the ladder into the hold. The stench of stale water and fish assaulted his nose, but it was nothing compared to the butcher’s shop. The boat rocked as it pushed away from the dock to anchor farther out in the river. A swinging oil lamp hung from a beam illuminating the hold in shifting shadows. Wesson’s boots splashed into the shallow water the leaky boat had permitted as he navigated the narrow path between empty crates and barrels. Finally, they came to a section of the boat that had been outfitted strictly for his purposes. A large metal cage occupied the center of the space with little room on the sides to move around it. Runes were carved or burned into the bars, floor, and ceiling. Inside the cage, a woman of middling years sat on a crate with her bare feet pulled up under her.

Wesson looked to Remy. “What happened to her shoes?”

Remy shrugged. “What can I say? They were nice shoes.”

He frowned at her. “She’s not here to be robbed.”

“What difference does it make?” she argued. “You’re just going to kill her like the last one. At least this way the shoes will survive.”

The woman whimpered as she began shaking.

Wesson shook his head. “I’m not going to kill her. At least, I’m going to try not to. The whole point is for her to survive.”

Remy rolled her eyes. “I don’t see why you bother. She’s the enemy. Just kill her and be done with it.”

“What made you so bloodthirsty?”

“Me? I’m not the one conducting deadly experiments on people. Believe me, what you do to them is far worse than anything I would do.”

“I’m not trying to hurt them,” argued Wesson. “I’m trying to save them. Them and everyone else who was forced to swear a mage oath.”

“I wasn’t forced to swear anything,” said the woman in the cage. Her voice shook, and her eyes were too alert, but her expression was firm, even proud. He did not know her name. He had only been calling her Subject No. 4, and it would remain that way unless she survived.

Wesson was disappointed to hear that the woman had sworn her oath willingly. Not only did it mean she supported Caydean and his evil ways, but also it meant she was unlikely to survive the experiment. For a moment, Wesson wondered if there was even any point to attempting the experiment, but then he considered the alternative. He could not let the woman go. After all, Remy was right. The woman was the enemy. She would have to die one way or the other. He might as well make the attempt. If the spell was even ninety percent successful, he would consider moving on to the next phase of the plan. Less than that, though, and he would not risk it.

Wesson’s stomach churned as he remembered his last three experiments. All had ended terribly for the test subject. He tried to remind himself that what he was doing was for the greater good, but he could not put their faces from his mind. So far, he had not killed anyone innocent, though. All who had died had been willing supporters of Caydean. He suspected that was the problem. Not only had they willingly given their mage oaths, but he was attempting to break those oaths against their will. He wondered, if he attempted the same experiments on someone who had unwillingly sworn the oath and they were willing to break the oath, might it actually work?

Nodding to Remy, Wesson said, “You should go above now.”

The thief glanced at Subject No. 4. She said, “Try not to make a mess this time. You’re not the one who has to clean it up.” She started to depart but turned back. “Oh, and don’t sink the ship. I wasn’t sure we were going to make it last time.”

With a grimace, Wesson replied, “I make no guarantees on either account.”

Remy shook her head. “You do live on the edge. I like that.”

Once she left, Wesson turned back to Subject No. 4.

The woman said, “What are you going to do to me?”

Wesson sighed. He hated this part. Trying to explain to them what he was doing and why he was doing it made him sound cold and calculating, and he was far from that. Inside, he was a churning mess of emotions. And they never understood. They called him crazy and misguided. Some even accused him of being cruel or evil. Wesson wondered if perhaps they were right. Maybe he had lost his mind. If he had been told a year ago that he would be doing this, he would have called the person mad.

Wesson said, “I am going to break your mage oath to Caydean.”

Predictably, the woman sputtered, “Impossible.”

He shook his head. “I believe it is possible, and you are my test subject.”

“What’s the point? He is my king. I would serve him with or without the oath.”

Wesson said, “Have you considered that you are on the wrong side? You are not unaware of all the terrible things he has done. The Mage Academy—”

“Of course, I know about that. But the archmage had sided with the traitors, and many of the mages there had taken her side.”

“That’s not true,” said Wesson. “The archmage made it clear to me that she intended to remain neutral in kingdom affairs, as was expected of her. The mage academy was always intended to remain outside of secular rule. I know this because I was the one who tried to get her to acknowledge and support the True King.”

The woman spat, “Your so-called True King is a fraud. Caydean was King Bordran’s first born, and he was heir to the throne. No one contested it when the old king died. It wasn’t until more than two years later when the rebels started gaining support that this True King appeared and wreaked havoc at the King’s Tournament.”

“That’s not how it happened,” said Wesson.

“You are young and naïve,” she said. “You should listen to your elders. What do you know of kingdom politics?”

“I was there,” said Wesson. “I was at the heart of it. I know what happened.”

“So now you will kill me? You take this usurper’s side over that of your brethren? Mages were meant to support mages.”

“Precisely,” said Wesson. “That is why I must free you from the oath you took to serve Caydean. You are a mage. You were meant to exist beyond the reach of the king.”

She opened her mouth to retort then paused. For the briefest moment, he thought he had gotten through to the woman. Then she scowled at him and said, “Caydean will burn you at the stake for this. All of you will burn.”

Wesson shook his head sadly, then he began weaving his spell. Subject No. 4 shouted, “Wait, no! Please, I have children. You can’t take their mother away from them.”

Her words were a punch to the gut. Wesson nearly lost his spell construct, but he began chanting a mantra over and over in his mind. For the greater good. For the innocents.

The woman did not survive. At least she was not in pieces all over the boat, though. The spell had turned her inside out with her organs and entrails spilling onto the floor. Finally, Wesson could not keep the bile down. He bent over and retched into the water at his feet. When he was finished, he straightened and wiped his mouth. He averted his gaze from the mess and wondered if perhaps he should have gotten her name after all. He could have at least let her family know she was dead. If she actually had a family. She could have been lying. He pushed the thought aside and began examining the runes along the bars of the cage and the floor and ceiling. He saw no damage to the figures, but he reinforced several just to be sure.

The experiment had not been quiet. The concussive force had rocked the boat and rattled the boards. Wesson had been anxious about performing the experiments on a boat in the first place, but he had needed somewhere away from guards and mages. The far side of the river seemed an ideal place. The boat had been Remy’s suggestion. She had been assigned by the guildmaster to ensure that Wesson had everything he needed. Thus far, her assistance had been invaluable. The woman in question suddenly appeared at his side.

“Did you get what you needed this time?” asked Remy as she eyed the mess inside the cage. She did not appear fazed by the blood and gore. Nothing seemed to upset Remy. In the short time he had known her, Remy had always been cool and practical. She was an unusual looking woman who would definitely draw attention—not a great attribute for a thief. Her hair and eyes were a golden brown that matched her skin tone. She had a broad nose and full lips that gave her the appearance of a perpetual pout. She was a bit taller than he, which most people were, and her generous curves were accentuated by her snug tunic and pants.

Wesson considered her question. Had he learned anything useful from the experiment? It had actually started out well and had continued with promise until it reached the second to last lexicon. That was when everything had gone awry. It was an improvement over the last experiment, which had failed halfway through the third lexicon. What was it about the second to last that had caused it to fail? Had he misplaced a spell sequence? Had he drawn the meridian through the wrong sphere? He recreated the spell construct in his mind. He was sure he had done everything right this time. He feared he knew the answer.

The second to last lexicon defined the subject’s intent, while the final lexicon communicated the will of the caster. Subject No. 4 had not been a willing participant. With most spells, that would mean the spell would simply fail. But the mage oath was not most spells, and Wesson was not a normal mage. The mage oath spell continued to function throughout the mage’s life, feeding off her vimara and directed by the mage’s will at the time of casting. The spell Wesson was using to try to break the mage oath was interfering with that process. He was using a combination of constructive and destructive magic to affect the spell forms. In the case of the second to last lexicon, he had been using destructive power to deconstruct the will of the subject regarding the mage oath she had taken. Without the will behind her oath, the original spell had no directive. Therefore, it was collapsing on itself as if the woman had broken the oath herself.

Wesson wondered if he could perhaps replace the woman’s will with his own will. If he gave the original mage oath spell a directive, it could run its course or fail without destroying the subject. So far as he knew, though, no one had ever hijacked a spell in such a way. He did not know if it was even possible. He suspected it would not have been possible with Subject No. 4 or any of the subjects before her because they had willingly taken the mage oath. But he thought it might be possible with the mages who had not willingly taken the oath. Their wills regarding the original mage oath spell would have been weak. He could potentially replace their weak will with a strong will of his own. If he could figure out how to do it.

Anticipation rolled through him, followed quickly by revulsion. He was excited that he was potentially one step closer to a solution, but he abhorred the next step he would need to take. To test his hypothesis, he would need to perform the experiments on subjects who had not willingly taken the mage oath. This meant he would likely end up killing innocents. Wesson warred with himself. Could he kill a few to save the many? Was this any different from what the healers did when they tested new treatments on live subjects?

Wesson met Remy’s expectant gaze. “Yes, I think I am close to a solution. I’m just not sure I can finish the job.”

Remy pursed her lips. “The Raven does not suffer failure. You’d better finish whatever he assigned to you.”

Wesson was reminded of the lie he had told the guild. He began to wonder if he should tell Rezkin about what he was doing. Then Rezkin could decide if he should proceed. He wondered if it would make a difference to him if Rezkin ordered him to continue the experiments. Then he felt guilty for even thinking it. This had been his mission. He should be the one to make the hard decisions. It would be wrong to foist it off on Rezkin, who already had to make these kinds of difficult decisions every day. Not for the first time, Wesson regretted ever starting on this path. Then he remembered Anda and all the mages like her who needed his help. Wesson was at a loss. He simply did not know what to do.

Wesson looked back at Remy. He said, “What would you do if you knew something was wrong but if you didn’t do it a lot of people would suffer?”

Remy raised an eyebrow. “I tend to live dangerously, so I would do what benefits me the most. But you should do whatever the Raven told you to do.”

Wesson decided that asking for moral guidance from a criminal probably was not the best idea. When he left the boat, the sky was just beginning to lighten. Soon, the sun would crest the horizon, and the city would come alive. Already the docks were a busy place, and Wesson found it much easier to blend in. Shortly after leaving the docks, he came upon a temple of the Maker. A man dressed in a smart doublet of silver brocade bounded into his path and grabbed him by the shoulders. He shook Wesson none too gently and shouted, “Do not be swayed by heretics! The Maker is a dead god, and his priests are charlatans. Mighty Ygrethiel will deliver us from the plagues of doubt and apathy. By His will may we find fortune and good health. Dedicate your life to Him and be blessed with riches beyond your imaginings.”

Irritated but curious, Wesson said, “What has Ygrethiel done for you?”

The man stepped back and brushed his hands down the silky fabric of his doublet. The gold and silver rings on his fingers caught the morning light. He said, “I’m glad you asked! Only two days ago I was no better off than a drowned rat sleeping in the gutter and begging for scraps. Look at me now! I am cleansed. My belly is full, and I am healed of all my maladies. I have Ygrethiel to thank for my good fortune.”

Surprised, Wesson said, “How?”

The man grinned. “I was chosen! There, on the steps of the great temple, a priest of Ygrethiel saw my dedication to our Almighty, and he blessed me with all that I now possess. In exchange, he asked only that I spread word of the glory of Ygrethiel. And so, I come to you, to tell you of the great honor it is to serve Him. Will you join me in my quest to bring all under his protection?”

“Um, sure,” said Wesson as he made to step around the man.

“Joyful,” blurted the man. “Here, take this token to the great temple so the priests will know I have spoken to you. With this, you will be greatly rewarded.” He handed Wesson a smooth stick about the length of his finger and half as wide. It had multiple bands of color along its length, but what stood out to Wesson was the energy it held. The small stick practically buzzed with nocent power.

Wesson accepted the stick then hurried away from the man before he could begin another rant. By the time he reached the storehouse, he had passed no fewer than eight acolytes of Ygrethiel preaching from their perches atop crates and barrels conveniently positioned at the most congested intersections of the city. Wesson was amazed by the number of people who appeared spellbound by the sermons, and he was thoroughly annoyed by the way they blocked the flow of foot traffic.

Beggars grabbed for him on multiple occasions, pleading for a handout. Dressed as he was, Wesson knew he did not look wealthy or important, but the beggars still looked worse than he did. He saw many along the route who had neither the energy nor the will even to rise. A man on a horse kicked people out of the way, which only angered the already destitute. Wesson watched with horror as that man was dragged from his horse, beaten, and robbed right there in the middle of the street in broad daylight. The city patrol was nowhere to be seen. Everywhere Wesson looked he saw suffering, far more than he had ever seen in his life.

All of it was Caydean’s fault. He was responsible for posting the army so near the city. He was responsible for issuing the mandate for at least one person from every household in the kingdom to undergo the pilgrimage to the unfinished temple. And he was responsible for inviting any foreigner who wished to become a citizen to move to the city. All of this and he did little or nothing to organize or manage the multitudes who were arriving every day. The city was overrun. People had no place to sleep, little to eat, and no means of earning a wage. Yet because of his perceived graciousness throughout the kingdom, people continued to flock to the Temple of Ygrethiel.

Wesson knew Caydean to be mad, but he did not think any of this was due to his madness. Caydean was manipulative and conniving. His deviousness knew no bounds, and Wesson was certain there was a nefarious plan for all the people Caydean had brought into the city. He just could not figure out what it was. So far, none of the mages he had experimented on admitted to knowing anything about it. Wesson thought it was entirely possible that only Caydean knew the plan. And perhaps the two remaining mage generals, Avikeev and Ulessa. Wesson had not gotten the whole story about what had happened to the third mage general Trivian, only that Yserria had somehow killed him.

He wondered if he should risk a confrontation with Avikeev or Ulessa. He doubted the runes that prevented mages from using their powers would work on a demon. He knew they wielded a form of nocent power, but it was different from what was wielded by battle mages. He did not believe he was capable of trapping and interrogating one of the mage generals. Any confrontation he had with them would end in death, likely his, if they were as powerful as he thought they were.

Wesson pushed thoughts of the enemy generals aside as he stepped through his ward into the storehouse. Anda and Farson were standing near the table deep in conversation. Farson’s gaze flicked his way as he approached, but their conversation continued.

“You have a plausible story?” asked Farson.

Anda nodded enthusiastically. “Yes, I’ll tell them I’ve only just arrived from the west. It will not be surprising that it’s taken me this long to make the journey on my own.”

Farson frowned. “And what if they ask why you didn’t send word via the mage relay in Maylon?”

Anda tapped her lip thoughtfully, then replied, “I’ll say I wasn’t sure if I was being followed and didn’t want to risk it.”

“I don’t think that’s believable,” said Farson. “There is no reason the rebels would follow an enemy battle mage. If the rebels had the resources to kill the remainder of your party, they could certainly kill you. It’s better to say you hid when the rest of your party was killed. You didn’t check in because you feared reprimand.”

“But that makes me look guilty, and I’ll seem like a coward,” whined Anda.

“Yes,” Farson said, nodding in agreement. “That is what makes it believable. People tend to embellish when they lie to make themselves look good. Most people wouldn’t lie to make themselves look bad.”

Anda looked crestfallen. “But then they really will punish me. How am I going to work my way into a trusted position if I get a bad name for myself?”

“You are a mediocre battle mage with barely enough power to hold the position. They will know you could not have saved your comrades. You will be rewarded for using your wit to survive and report back.”

“I don’t think it’s going to happen like that,” argued Anda.

“Trust me,” said Farson. “It does.”

Wesson listened to the exchange with growing concern. He still did not approve of the plan to send Anda back into Caydean’s ranks, but he was allowing it to go through regardless. He wanted to protest again, but he knew it was far too late for that. They were committed to this course of action, and the best he could do at that point was to throw in his support. Wesson went into his alcove to retrieve a small sack then returned to the two. He cleared his throat to get their attention. Farson and Anda both looked at him expectantly.

Wesson pulled the small device out of the sack and held it out for them to see. He said, “This is the portable relay device I created based on Rezkin’s design.”

“You succeeded?” asked Farson as he reached for the device.

Wesson pulled it back before he could grab it. “Yes,” he said, “and it will explode if anyone but Anda or I try to use it.”

Anda looked at the device as if it was a snake that could bite her. “Are you sure it’s safe?” she inquired.

He held it out for her. “Yes, for you. You can test it now.”

Anda hesitantly took the device and held it up before her eyes. “It’s so small. It doesn’t look anything like the other device.”

Wesson anxiously tugged a lock of hair as he replied, “Yes, well, I couldn’t figure out exactly how Rezkin did what he did, so I had to improvise. This one is rather limited. It will only work with nocent power, and it will only communicate with the relay device we possess here. You cannot contact Cael or any other relay with this.”

Anda grinned. “Must you always be so humble, Wesson? This is an amazing accomplishment. No other mage has ever made something like this. Caydean would pay dearly to have it, I’m sure.”

Goosebumps rose on Wesson’s arms, and his heart thumped a little harder. Was Anda considering sharing the technology with Caydean? Could she even stop herself from attempting it? He said, “On that note, it will also explode if it is tampered with. If you even try to crack it open to see how it works, it will detonate.”

Anda’s grin became a scowl. “Wesson, was that really necessary? I’m not going to show them how it works. They won’t even know I have it.”

Wesson shrugged. “They might catch you and claim it. This way I don’t have to worry so much that they will recreate the technology.” This last was not exactly true. He was going to worry regardless. The saying where there’s a will, there’s a way was never more accurate than with magecraft. If the right mage really wanted to create and use the device, he was sure they could come up with a way. This was especially true with the demons, since he did not know how their power would interact with the device. He had put in all the safeguards he could, though, so now it was up to fate.

Wesson instructed Anda on the relay device’s use, then they tested it several times at different distances. If all worked as planned, the device should work no matter the distance, but he was employing new spells and new applications, and there were bound to be some quirks. The device continued to function appropriately, though, so he could breathe a bit more easily. At least Anda would not be going into the dragon’s lair without some way of calling for help.


Chapter 9

Anda kept her focus on her surroundings as she walked across the city. She was not dressed as a battle mage, and it was not safe for anyone traveling alone through the city, much less a petite blonde dressed as a commoner. She was certain she could handle anyone who bothered her, but she did not want to incite a riot in the heart of the city. With practiced ease, she used a few stealth spells to smooth her passage through the congested streets, but when she reached the drive that entered the palace grounds, she was detected by a life mage who was stationed with the royal guard outside the gates.

“You there! Come here,” called the life mage as he began weaving a binding spell.

Anda dropped her pack at her feet and raised her hands placatingly. She said, “I’m here to report for duty.”

“Why are you not in your uniform?” asked the life mage. His tone was brusque. He obviously did not believe her.

“My uniform was ruined while I was out of the city on assignment,” explained Anda. “I am only just now returning. I must go to my quarters to obtain another one.”

The life mage whipped out a notebook from his pocket and flipped through a few pages. Then he produced a pen and said, “State your name and position.”

“Level Two Battle Mage Anda Goldwing.”

As the life mage jotted down the information, he said, “Who is your supervisor?”

Anda did not have to fake the sadness in her expression as she said, “Level Five Battle Mage Regina Connel, recently deceased.” At the life mage’s questioning look, Anda added, “Killed in battle.”

“I see,” said the life mage. His stiff bearing relaxed a bit, and he said, “I’m sorry for your loss. Where is the rest of your team?”

Anda choked up a little as she said, “Also killed.” Unlike Wesson, Anda had never considered her team to be the enemy. They had been her friends and colleagues, and they had worked hard to support and protect the people of Ashai, regardless of who they served.

The life mage nodded sadly but said nothing more. He ripped the page from his notebook and handed it to a young guardsman. The guardsman hurried through the gate and ran up the drive in the direction of Mage Hall, one of the larger buildings on the palace grounds. Anda and the life mage stood across from each other awkwardly as they awaited the guardsman’s return. After about five minutes, the life mage turned his attention back to the throng of people passing by just beyond the row of guardsmen. About fifteen minutes after that, the young guardsman from before returned bearing a note, which he handed to the life mage. The life mage glanced at the note, then turned to Anda. Handing the note to her, he said, “You may enter the palace grounds. You are to report directly to Mage Hall. This is your pass.”

Anda looked down at the pass and noted the vimaral seal attached to it. The vimaral seal guaranteed the document’s authenticity and possessed the vimaral signature of the mage who cast the spell. A pass such as this would be impossible to forge should she need to help someone enter the grounds. She would have to find another way.

She retrieved her pack from the ground and began the trek up to Mage Hall. The winding path was made of smooth stone and was bordered by topiaries and small gardens. Beyond that was a rolling green lawn dotted with shade trees, many of which were probably older than the palace itself. This late in the fall, the gold and red leaves were already turning brown, but that did not detract from the beauty of the place.

No one was about on the palace grounds as Anda approached the hall. She stopped before the ward that surrounded the building and presented her pass. After the bespelled pass informed the ward that she was permitted entry, Anda continued up the steps. The door at the front entry opened for her, and she did not pause at the foyer. Mage Hall was dead silent, and Anda could hear every tap of her shoes echo off the stone floor. Her pulse was loud in her ears as she considered all the ways they might punish her for surviving the massacre of her team through cowardice. There were some in the higher ranks who might even think she deserved to join her team in the Afterlife. Mages needed to be held to the highest standard, and battle mages, especially, should not cower like mice. She shook with a shiver and stopped to steady her nerves. Then she entered the first open doorway on her left and stepped up to the counter just inside. No one greeted her, so she waited with trepidation.

As time passed in silence, she began to consider alternatives to the story Striker Farson had told her to tell them. Her mind kept coming back to one promising option that she knew Farson and Wesson would hate. She could tell the truth. She could tell them all about how she was captured by the enemy rebels and taken through secret passageways to their mysterious stronghold in the Souelian Sea. Then she could impress them with the tale of how she outsmarted them, how she convinced them she was on their side so well that they let her go. She would probably be rewarded for her cunning and bravery. She might even get a promotion. They would want to know all that she knew about the rebels. She would have to tell them, of course. And by doing so, she would earn their trust. How far up in the ranks could she get?

Wesson would think she betrayed him. He would believe she was being forced to serve Caydean through her mage oath. In truth, it did not matter how her oath had been worded. Although she had been sure she only swore fealty to the king, not Caydean, specifically, she knew which side was right. Thanks to Wesson, she had begun to doubt, but now that she was back on palace grounds, her resolve solidified. Caydean’s methods were harsh, but a good king needed to be ruthless. He could not abide weakness in his kingdom, particularly among the mage class. Her new plan sounded like a great idea. She was looking forward to the rewards.

Battle Mage Stavik appeared in the doorway beyond the counter. His aged face was a mask of disapproval. His silver hair was cropped short and neatly combed to one side. His black uniform was crisp and bore not a hint of lint or dust. Stavik was a stickler for rules and appearances, and often reprimanded even seasoned battle mages for the slightest deviation from perfection. Anda inwardly groaned. She knew that no matter what story she told, Stavik would not go easy on her. She took a deep breath and straightened her spine. She knew she would prevail, for she was in the right.

Stavik stopped on the other side of the counter and looked down at her with hard eyes. “Battle Mage Anda Goldwing.”

Anda lifted her chin proudly. “Yes, reporting for duty.”

A muscle in his jaw ticked as his gaze bored into her. It was a gaze that had quelled many a hardened foe. Despite her confidence, Anda’s heart began to beat so loudly, she was sure he could hear it. He said, “It has been some time since we have heard from you. The rest of your team was found dead at Garten Knoll.”

“They were killed by rebels,” said Anda. “Only I survived. I have just now returned. I apologize for my appearance. I did not have a uniform to change into. I can go to my quarters and get one now.”

“You may not,” growled Stavik. “Your quarters were reassigned after you went missing. Where have you been, and why did you not send word about your team?”

Anda opened her mouth, but the words stuck in her throat. His frown deepened as he awaited her reply. Finally, she stated, “I was captured. I convinced them I was on their side, and they eventually let me go.”

Damn it, she thought. That did not sound believable, regardless of its truth.

Stavik crossed his arms in front of him and said, “You expect me to believe that you, a level two battle mage, convinced the rebels you were on their side? If that was the case, why did you not report in sooner?”

“Well, they didn’t release me until we were here in Kaibain,” she said.

His eyebrows rose. “Your rebel kidnappers brought you all the way from western Ashai to Kaibain? To what end?”

“They were trying to convince me to join them. They wanted me to spy for them.” Anda’s palms began to sweat. She knew how she sounded. The more she spoke, the less her story sounded true. She began to wish she had stuck to the story Farson had told her to give them. Trying to get him to believe her ridiculous story, regardless of its veracity, was akin to suicide.

“And you turned them down,” said Stavik as though he expected the answer.

“Of course not,” said Anda hoping he believed her. “I told them I was with them and agreed to spy for them. That’s how I got them to let me go. But, in reality, I would never do that. Even if I wanted to, I couldn’t. I took the mage oath to serve the king.”

Stavik said, “The rebels know that, so why would they think they could turn you?”

Anda shook her head. “I don’t know. Maybe they were just desperate enough to try.”

“Hmm, come with me,” he said as he raised a portion of the counter that was on hinges.

Anda stepped through then followed him through the door at the back of the room. They passed several closed doors as they walked down a short corridor. Then they exited another door into a wide corridor that was illuminated by the sunlight streaming in through evenly spaced floor-to-ceiling windows. Stavik said nothing as they started down a curved stairwell. He did not look back at her, but she could feel his use of vimara and see the shield ward he kept about himself. She wondered why he felt the need to shield himself while in Mage Hall and hoped it was not a sign that he saw her as a threat.

They took the stairs down two levels and entered a dark corridor sparsely lit by mage lights mounted on sconces on the walls. The air was stagnant and cool enough to raise goosebumps on Anda’s arms. They passed a number of wooden doors with small, barred windows and a narrow cutout at the base. To her untrained eye, they looked like jail cells. She had never been to this level of Mage Hall, and she was suddenly worried that she might never leave it. Stavik stopped before one of the doors and opened it. He stood back and motioned for her to enter.

Anda breathed a sigh of relief when she did not see chains on the walls or a cold slab for her to sleep on. There were no runes on the walls to prevent her from using her vimara. Instead, a single table sat in the center of the room with three chairs, two on one side and the third across from them. Stavik motioned for her to sit in the single chair on the other side of the table, then he stepped out of the room and closed the door.

She began to shake as she sat in the cold, empty room. Her eyes sought the single light source, a mage lamp beside the door. There was nothing remarkable about it. There was nothing remarkable about anything in the room, yet she was afraid down to her core.

Get ahold of yourself, Anda, she thought to herself. You have the truth on your side. If you believe it, they’ll believe it. She was not convinced. Be brave, she thought. This was your idea. You can do this. Anda had realized by now that she was trapped in a terrible predicament. They would never believe her.

When Stavik returned at least an hour later, an earth mage was with him. The earth mage, a woman in her thirties, was unfamiliar to Anda. That was not surprising, though, since there were hundreds of mages in Kaibain. What was surprising was the insignia on her collar of a dragonfly within a circle. Anda had never actually met anyone with the affinity, but she knew it from her studies. The woman was a truthseeker. She knew most truthseekers were found in Lon Lerésh, where they were still rare, but they were nearly unheard of in Ashai. The only truthseekers she had known about had been at the Mage Academy, and those had been executed as traitors.

Anda began to relax. The truthseeker would know she was telling the truth. As the two took the seats across from Anda, Stavik said, “This is Mage Pelia. She will judge the veracity of your claims during your debriefing.”

Interrogation, Anda thought. She smiled at the truthseeker and said, “Greetings, Mage Pelia. I’m sure you will be satisfied with my answers.”

Mage Pelia’s lips turned upward as she offered Anda a knowing smile. She said, “Of course. Anything you say will tell me what I need to know.”

A shroud of unease settled over her. The truthseeker could say anything she wanted. What if Mage Pelia was a rebel sympathizer? If she said Anda was lying, there would be nothing Anda could do to save herself.

Stavik settled some papers on the table and produced a pen. He scrawled something along the top of the page, then said, “You understand that there will be consequences for lying?”

“Yes,” Anda said, and her voice wavered.

Stavik cleared his throat and said, “Very well. Let us get on with the questioning. We will begin with the battle at Garten Knoll in which your team was killed. You were there?”

“Yes,” said Anda.

Stavik made a note on his paper. Then he asked, “Did you fight against the rebels during the battle?”

“Yes, I did,” she said, glancing at Pelia. The woman gave nothing away.

“Your entire team was killed except you?” asked Stavik.

“Yes, that’s true.”

“How did you survive?” he asked. His hard gaze told her he had already judged her. She realized he believed her to be the coward Farson had told her to claim to be.

She said, “I was fighting against a battle mage. He overpowered me but spared my life.”

“Why did he do that?” asked Stavik as he made another mark on his page.

A knot of fear formed in her gut. She did not want to betray Wesson. He was her friend, and she still believed he could be reasoned with. Anda thought back to that day. Wesson had spared her, she assumed, because of their friendship. But she did not know for sure that was the reason. He might have wanted to interrogate her. And he had tried to turn her against Caydean. Perhaps he had only wanted to increase their ranks. She held on to the uncertainties as she said, “I don’t know.”

Stavik grunted and marked his paper. “What happened after the battle?”

“They took me prisoner,” said Anda. Looking to Pelia, Anda said, “We went down into the tomb.”

Stavik’s brow rose with surprise. “The usurper’s tomb? The one we have not been able to enter?”

Anda nodded then remembered she had to answer aloud. “Yes.”

“What did you find in the tomb?”

Anda saw little harm in telling this truth. She said, “Nothing. The tomb was empty. The mark of the Raven was left behind, so it was deduced that the Raven had stolen the usurper’s body.”

Stavik then asked her who had entered the tomb with her. She listed off their names, excluding Wesson’s, as Stavik wrote them down. He asked her a few more questions about the individuals and their positions, which she answered truthfully, although she excluded the fact that two of the party had been elves. In their minds, elves did not exist, and if she said she had seen them, they would think she was addled.

Stavik recorded her statements then said, “Where did you go after you left the tomb?”

Anda’s loyalty to Caydean did not negate her loyalties to Wesson and the other mages of Cael who had been fooled by the usurper. She did not want them to die. She fully believed that if she could convince Wesson that he was on the wrong side, he could reason with the others and bring them under Caydean’s reign. If she gave away what little she knew of the magical pathways and Cael, all those mages would be in danger, and it would be her fault.

She tried very hard not to look at Pelia as she said, “We came to Kaibain.” She figured it was not exactly a lie. They had eventually come to Kaibain. And the timing was right for such a journey. They knew nothing about the portals and pathways, so they could not know that she had been taken to all the way to Cael first.

Stavik assessed her appearance. He said, “You look well fed and healthy. You do not look to have been abused. During the journey, what did they do with you?”

Anda tried to swallow, but her mouth had gone dry. She said, “They treated me well. They tried to recruit me.”

“Oh? Did you take the mage oath of fealty to the king?” asked Stavik as he turned to a fresh page.

“Yes, of course,” she said. “Just as all those at the Battle Mage Academy did.”

“And the rebels were aware of this?”

“Yes, they knew.”

Stavik furrowed his brow, and he looked away. “Why did they think they could turn you knowing you had taken a mage oath of fealty?”

Anda glanced at Pelia then back to Stavik. He did not appear to be talking to her, but she felt she should answer regardless. “I don’t know.”

Stavik shook his head and looked back to her. His eyes turned hard again as he said, “How did you escape?”

Anda’s heart thudded rapidly in her chest. How could she tell them she had not needed to escape? Stavik would not believe her. She realized that her delay again made her look guilty, so she quickly blurted, “I convinced them I was on their side, and they let me go.”

Stavik slapped his pen down on the table causing ink to spurt across the page. “You expect me to believe they were foolish enough to trust you and then just let you go?”

Pelia laid a placating hand on Stavik’s forearm in an all-too-familiar gesture. She said, “She speaks truth.”

Stavik glanced at her in surprise then turned his glare on Anda. He looked down at the mess on his page and grumbled something under his breath. To her, he said, “How did you convince them you were on their side?”

“Um, I’m not exactly sure I did. They still don’t seem to trust me completely, but I guess they figured it was worth the risk.”

Glancing to Pelia, Stavik received a small nod indicating she was not lying. He said, “They want you to spy for them?” Anda nodded and wiped her sweaty palms on her skirt. He stroked his chin thoughtfully then said, “Hmm, we can use this. I doubt they will tell you anything of their plans, but we can use you to feed them misinformation. How were you to contact them?”

Anda’s fingers sought the small device in her pocket. They did not know about the portable mage relay device and would not know to ask about such a thing. If she showed it to them now, she might even be rewarded. So far, she had not lied or done anything treasonous, but if she kept this from them now, she would truly be guilty. If she told them about it, though, they would take it from her, and she was not yet ready to part with the device. She could use it to get information from the rebels to feed to someone more important than Stavik. She might even receive a promotion. With time and information, she could get very high in the hierarchy, higher even than Stavik.

“I was to find a way to get word back to them,” she hedged. Again, it was not a lie. It just was not the whole truth.

Stavik picked up his papers and straightened them. He pushed his chair away from the table and stood. Anda was relieved. Her shoulders relaxed, and her hands ceased their shaking.

Before Stavik turned to go, he said, “I have two more questions for you. Do you recognize Caydean as your king, and do you owe your fealty to him?”

Anda was pleased to be asked such an easy question to answer. Without looking at Pelia, she said, “Yes, I do.”

Stavik looked to Pelia who nodded to him. She said, “She speaks truth.”

Anda brushed her fingers over the mage relay device in her pocket. She had not told them about it. Was that because she had sided with the rebels, or was it purely due to her own ambition to rise in the ranks of Caydean’s mage army?

Anda began to wonder once again about Pelia. Had the woman truly not picked up on the fact that she was excluding information? What if the truthseeker was sympathetic to the rebels’ cause? She would need to keep an eye on Pelia.

Stavik opened the door and motioned for Anda to exit. He said, “You will be provided new quarters, and your belongings will be pulled from storage. See the steward in the office for your assignment.”

A new assignment. With thoughts of her old team on her mind, tears threatened her eyes. She said, “I am to be assigned to a new team?”

Stavik shook his head. “No, we have better uses for you. You will be staying in Kaibain for the time being.”

Hope sprang in Anda’s chest. It was what she had wanted, to stay in the King’s Seat. She needed to be near the base of operations if she was to be seen. She had to prove herself if she were to rise in the ranks. She hurried out of the dank room and retraced their steps back to the office. An older man, a mundane, she believed, was now seated on a stool behind the counter. He looked up from a book and pushed his spectacles up the bridge of his nose as he took her in.

She said, “Are you the steward?”

“Yes,” he drawled. “Can I help you?”

“Battle Mage Stavik said you would assign me new quarters and have my belongings brought out of storage.”

With a slow nod, he said, “You must be Battle Mage Anda.”

She blinked at him in surprise. How had he known? Stavik had only just made the decision a few minutes ago, and there was no way he had beat her back to the office. “Yes, I’m Anda,” she muttered as she mulled it over in her mind.

The steward shuffled through several stacks of paper, made a few notes, then disappeared through the doorway at the back of the room. About fifteen minutes later, he returned with a key in hand. A wooden disk dangled from the key, and on it was a room number. He handed the key over and said, “The wards have already been keyed to your aura. Now be off with you. I have things to do.” He picked up his book and took his seat on the stool once again.

Anda was appalled that someone of such lowly stature would speak to a battle mage so dismissively. She was about to reprimand him when she realized this was not someone she wanted to make an enemy. Even though he was only a mundane, he held a kind of power unique to his position in the office.

Biting back her words, Anda left Mage Hall and began making her way across the grounds to the dormitories on the eastern side. She could not believe she was free to go. If it had not been for the truthseeker, they never would have believed her story. Even so, she had held several things back from them. She had decided that information about portable mage relays, elves, secret pathways, and Cael was much too important to reveal to someone like Stavik. No, if she was going to part with such valuable information, she would give it to someone much higher up. That way she would get the credit for the discovery rather than Stavik. But that was not the only reason she withheld the information. She had hopes that she could accomplish what no one at the palace had been able to do. She would bring the rebels back into the flock.

When she arrived at her room, her meager belongings were already there piled on the bed. Again, she was surprised by the speed by which they accommodated her. It was as if they had planned for this all along. Her room was small, barely large enough for a single-person bed, a small trunk, a wardrobe, an empty floor-to-ceiling bookcase, and a small desk and chair. A worn brown rug cushioned her steps, and an enchanted wall sconce provided light to the windowless room. The stone walls were bare but possessed a number of small hooks for hanging things.

She unpacked her clothes, hanging them in the wardrobe. Every clothing item, besides the dress she wore, was standard issue battle mage gear. As she brushed her fingers over the emblem stitched over the breast that identified her as one of Caydean’s mages, she felt a sense of pride to be working for the greater good of the kingdom—the kingdom that the rebels were tearing apart. The rebels disagreed with King Caydean’s actions at the King’s Tournament and those taken against the Mage Academy, but Anda understood the need for a heavy hand.

When her family had been displaced from their home when she was young, no one had stood against their landlord for his unfair treatment. Not long after that, her mother had died from an easily curable ailment. The mage healer had refused to treat her because they did not have the coin to pay him, and no one had held him accountable for her death. And when her father had turned to drink and started beating her, no one had stayed his hand. All the injustices in the world—the thievery, the murders, the crimes against woman—were due to one thing. Poor leadership. King Caydean understood this. His strength and merciless approach to justice would bring the criminals to heel. The rebels would be routed, and the kingdom would again be whole and stronger than ever. Why could Wesson not see this?

Anda pushed thoughts of Wesson and the rebels to the back of her mind. After taking a moment to change into one of the uniforms, she placed a few spell books in the bookcase and put the remainer of her gear in the trunk at the foot of the bed. She frowned down at the trunk. She could see herself getting up in the night and smashing her toes into the corner of it. Quickly forming a spell construct in her mind, she increased her strength tenfold. She bent and lifted the wooden trunk as though it were made of feathers and moved it over to the wall. As she settled the trunk, she released her spell and keenly felt the sudden loss. The muscles in her legs, arms, and back were sore after just a small use of the strengthening spell. It was the major drawback of such a spell and the reason for her instructors’ caution against using it. People had actually died after using the spell to move heavy items or fight.

She started to turn away, then remembered she had forgotten something important. Upon opening the trunk, she retrieved her spare wand and secured it to her belt. Few battle mages actually used wands. Many mages saw them as a crutch that should not be depended upon. Someone like Wesson would never need a wand, but Anda had barely had enough vimara to become a battle mage. She had found that using a wand greatly increased her spell repertoire. The wand could be used to focus her power to greater effect and even to store a number of spells for instant retrieval.

She locked and warded her trunk then turned to leave. As she stepped through the ward on the door, a shiver rolled down her spine. She had the distinct impression that she was being watched. Glancing down the corridor in both directions she saw no one, and all the doors to the other rooms were closed. She gripped her wand in her left hand and released a survey spell that increased the range of what she was able to sense with regard to the use of vimara. If a mage was using vimara within her vicinity, or if one had a vimaral bleed, she should be able to sense it. Some highly practiced mages like Wesson could reduce their vimaral bleed to nearly nothing, though, which made them impossible to detect. With the spell activated, Anda could sense the average mage up to forty feet away, and she did sense someone. She followed the feeling to a room two doors down from hers.

Feeling brazen, Anda knocked on the door. A moment later, the door opened to reveal a very short, middle-aged woman with brown hair that reached her waist and thin-rimmed spectacles on the bridge of her nose. The trim on her mage robes identified her as a life mage, and the pips on her collar revealed her to be a level four mage. She blinked up at Anda and said, “May I help you?”

Anda pasted on a pleasant smile and said, “Hi, my name is Anda. I wanted to introduce myself. I’m your new neighbor.”

The woman’s face lit up with a bright smile of her own. “Oh, hello! It’s a pleasure to make your acquaintance, Battle Mage Anda. I’m Milly.”

Anda held up a hand. “Please, just call me Anda. Um, it seems awfully quiet around here. Where is everyone?”

Milly’s smile fell. A touch of worry crossed her features before she hid it away. She said, “They’re at the service.”

Anda’s brow furrowed. “What service?”

“The daily service at the new temple,” replied Milly. “Everyone in residence must attend the service to honor Ygrethiel.”

Surprised, Anda said, “I didn’t know the temple was finished.”

Milly shook her head. “It’s not. Only the eastern wing is finished. The service is held there every morning until the main building is complete.”

“And we must go to this service every day?”

“Oh, yes,” said Milly. “There are consequences for not attending.”

“But you’re not there now,” observed Anda.

“Ah, I got a special pass to miss today. The spell I’m working on is of the utmost importance. It took priority.”

“Really? What’s the spell?” said Anda.

Milly’s mouth snapped shut. She murmured, “That’s classified. I can’t talk about it.”

Anda tipped her chin apologetically. “I didn’t mean to intrude.”

“You’re not intruding at all, dear. It’s only natural to be curious, especially when someone is working on something so important.”

Anda eyed the four pips on Milly’s collar and said, “You must be an amazing mage to get such an important assignment.”

Milly’s smile returned and her chest puffed out. “I work very hard. I was honored to be chosen. Still, I am working on only one small part of the spell nexus. You would be amazed if you could see what we are doing.”

“Oh my!” exclaimed Anda. “A spell nexus? I would never dream of building something like that.”

Milly suddenly covered her mouth. She dropped her hand and said, “Oops, I’ve said too much. Please pretend you didn’t hear that.”

Anda gave her a reassuring wink. “Your secret is safe with me. I would dearly love to see something like that, though. How can one gain access?”

Milly tilted her head as if truly considering the question. Then she said, “You would have to be on the team. It’s very specialized. You would need the right skill set.”

With a disappointed pout, Anda said, “I doubt I have that. I’m only level two, and my marks in spell construction were not the highest.”

The woman reached out to pat Anda’s shoulder. “We’re all different, dear. I’m sure your skills are impressive and perfectly suited for what you do. What is your assignment?”

“I don’t know yet,” Anda said truthfully. “I was on a reconnaissance team, but I’ve just been told they have something else for me to do.”

Milly’s eyebrows waggled. “Sounds intriguing. You’re being singled out. You must have done something right. Perhaps you are to be on a specialized team as well.”

Anda’s excitement surged. If her plan was to rise in the ranks until she was high enough to get access to the kind of projects Milly was working on, then she would need to stand out. She just needed to make sure she stood out in a positive way. That meant working hard and impressing the higher ups. It also meant advancing Caydean’s cause. If she could bring Wesson into the fold, she was sure she would be rewarded greatly.

She exchanged goodbyes with Milly with promises of getting together for tea. Now that she was properly dressed, she headed back to Mage Hall for her assignment. When she arrived back at the office, the old man behind the desk looked up at her and grumbled something unintelligible.

“Excuse me?” she said after not understanding a word he had said.

He scowled and gave her a humph. Then he said, “What do you want now?”

Anda lifted her chin proudly like the battle mage she was. “I am here for my assignment.”

“He isn’t here yet,” groused the old man.

Confused, Anda said, “Who isn’t here yet?”

“Your partner.” He glanced up at the enchanted time dial on the wall. “He won’t be here for another five minutes or so. The service ended fifteen minutes ago. It takes about twenty to get here from the temple—that is assuming the route is clear of the riffraff.”

“Riffraff?”

“All these damned foreigners and pilgrims clogging the streets,” grumbled the man. “Decent folk can’t get anywhere anymore, and they’re using all the resources. My wife couldn’t even buy a loaf of bread yesterday. My grandkids can’t attend school anymore because it’s not safe for them to walk the streets. It’s madness!”

Anda was surprised to not only hear that the surly old man was married but that he was openly criticizing the king’s policies. After all, the entire reason the pilgrims were in the city was because Caydean required someone from every household in Ashai to attend the temple’s opening ceremony. Of course, all those people would never be able to fit in the temple itself. They wouldn’t even be able to fit in Kaibain. The whole thing seemed ill-conceived. The old man was right. It was madness. She would never say that out loud, though, especially not on palace grounds. She did not even want to be caught listening to such sentiments.

Anda said, “Who is my partner?”

“Does it matter?” snapped the old man. “He’s your partner whether you want him to be or not.”

“No, I know that,” said Anda, “I was just curious as to who it is in case I know him.”

“You’ll see soon enough.”

Anda waited another fifteen minutes before the door opened again. This time it was a woman in mage robes. The woman spoke briefly with the old man about nothing that concerned Anda, then she left. Five minutes later, a handsome man who looked to be in his late twenties or early thirties entered the office. He wore the black garb of a battle mage, but his panels were silver indicating he was a healer. Anda was shaken. Healers were barred from training as battle mages in all the kingdoms because the damage they could do was considered inhumane. Far in the past, such mages were assigned as torturers, and the battlefield scenes they were involved in were the most gruesome—or so Anda had been told. It had been hundreds of years since the law had been enacted.

The man stopped inside the doorway and scanned the room. His gaze stalled on Anda, and a shiver went through her. Despite his training, Anda could not help but be attracted to him. She imagined any woman with eyes would be. His uniform gripped a cut physique, he had a strong jawline, sensuous lips, and silky mahogany hair mussed to appear roguish. What truly captivated her, though, were his stunning eyes. They were not brown, but a bright glimmering gold beneath thick black lashes. And they were raking over her.

Anda’s cheeks heated as she realized she was staring. He moved with the grace of a cat as he stalked toward her. Pausing only a pace away, he offered her a slight bow. “You must be Battle Mage Anda,” he said with a gracious smile. “Allow me to introduce myself. I am Silas Dragonis, Level Five Battle Mage.” Anda nearly choked. She had not imagined being paired with someone at level five. She had no idea what she could possibly bring to the table. He stroked his hands down his panels and added, “Of course, I am not a natural battle mage like yourself. I hope you won’t hold that against me.”

Anda’s gaze flicked to the silver panels then back to his brilliant eyes. Before she could stop herself, she blurted, “Healers are not permitted to train as battle mages.” The moment she said it, she wished she could draw it back. She did not want to anger a level five battle mage of any affinity, but especially not a healer. He was not upset as she had expected, though.

His was a genuine smile, one that reached his eyes and into her soul. He said, “The king changed the law when he took the throne. The future I so dearly desired was finally within my reach. I was honored to have been accepted for training.”

Anda furrowed her brow. “I just graduated from the academy. I never saw you there. I would have remembered.”

He gave a slight shake of his head. “Oh, I did not get the experience of training at the academy, unfortunately. I was trained here at the palace.”

“I didn’t know they were training battle mages at the palace,” said Anda, growing even more suspicious.

With a one-sided shrug, he said, “Only a few. The lucky ones, like myself, survived. Training was brutal.” He smiled again at her, and her heart fluttered wildly in her chest. “But that need not concern you,” he said. “All is well now, and we both have important work to do.”

Anda internally chided herself for getting distracted by his unnaturally good looks. She needed to focus on her goals. She had aspirations and could not get sidetracked by a handsome face.

“What exactly is the work we have to do?” she asked.

He tilted his head as he considered her. Then he said, “A little of this, a little of that. Sometimes things need doing that no one else can do. You’ll see.”

Anda’s eyes widened. “But I’m only at level two, and it’s no secret that I wield little power. What could I possibly do that no one else can do?”

“Don’t worry about that,” said Silas. “You graduated from the Battle Mage Academy. You have plenty of training, and your power will be more than sufficient.”

Anda was thoroughly confused. She had never stood out at the battle mage academy or in the short time after she graduated. She was a hard worker, but there was nothing special about her. The only thing that made her stand out was that she had been captured and had spent time with the rebels.

Silas finally took his eyes from her, and she felt a sense of loss. He surveyed the room again, noted the old man sitting at the counter, then turned with a wave. “Come with me,” he said. “We will speak more privately about our assignment.”

Anda suddenly felt very nervous about going anywhere with this man, and especially about going somewhere private. She gave him a tentative smile and walked past him through the doorway. He strode beside her as he led the way through Mage Hall. They exited out of a side door and crossed the lawn. He spoke with her, or rather to her, about all manner of inconsequential things as they walked.

He asked her opinion on various foods and styles of dress. He complimented her on her decision to keep her blonde hair cut short at her shoulders rather than maintaining the long tresses favored by most women. She learned that he had grown up at the southern tip of Ashai in Vogn and had attended the Mage Academy where he trained as a healer prior to becoming a battle mage. Anda asked why he had wanted to become a battle mage. He became somber and answered that his father had been killed when he was only five by pirates who attacked his fishing vessel. As a child, he had dreamt of becoming a Swordbearer so that he could protect people like his father. He had even trained with the sword as a young man; but, when his talent presented, his destiny as a healer was revealed, and he was sent to the Mage Academy.

Anda felt a little better after hearing Silas’s story. At least his desire for battle was not born of a natural inclination toward violence and cruelty, or so it seemed. She wanted to ask if he had trained to actually use his healing affinity to perform the kinds of forbidden spells that had been so heinous that every kingdom on the Souelian had agreed to outlaw them, but she doubted he would look kindly on such a line of questioning. His openness and affable demeanor set her at ease, and she wondered if perhaps he would be a boon on the battlefield. Not only could he heal people, but he was trained to protect them as well.

After fifteen minutes of walking, Anda realized they were beyond any of the buildings on the palace grounds. They were in a lightly wooded area that bordered a sunny meadow dotted with late fall blooms. Anda stopped and turned around. She could not see the palace or any of its outbuildings through the trees. She had been so caught up in the conversation that she had lost track of her surroundings. Such a fault was unbecoming of a battle mage, and she cursed herself for her failure. She blamed Silas and his good looks and attractive personality.

Silas stopped beside her. “What is it, Battle Mage Anda?”

She blinked at him. “Um, please, call me Anda. I was just surveying the area.” She was loathe to admit that she was lost. What would he think of her for making such a foolish and elementary mistake? She said, “We are far from the palace. Are you taking me somewhere specific, or is this just a stroll?”

He dipped his chin. “I apologize. Does it make you nervous to be out here alone with me?”

“No,” she lied. “It’s not that. It’s just that it’s not really appropriate, and I’m sure we have important things to be doing.”

“We are doing something important,” he replied. “We are getting to know one another. To be an effective team, we must have a good understanding of our strengths and weakness, the ways we think, and our motivations. Yes, you are merely level two right now, but I doubt you will remain so for long. I do not wish to preside over you. I intend for this to be a true partnership between equals. It is my hope that we can become very close as we work together.”

His words sent Anda reeling. She could not imagine a level five desiring to be equal with a level two. And he wished to become close? In what way? She searched his pleasant features for some sign of lascivious intent, but she found none. He seemed open and sincere. She reminded herself that he worked for Caydean and that they were on the same side. While some had been forced to swear their oaths of fealty to Caydean, there were plenty of mages serving him who did so out of an honest desire to serve their king and kingdom. She found herself wondering if Silas’s mage oath had specifically named Caydean or if he had merely sworn fealty to the king of Ashai. If it was the latter and he truly believed the usurper to be the king, he could be a spy for the rebels. She doubted that was the case, though. He had given her no reason to suspect him. She had just turned wary of everyone.

Silas motioned in the direction they had been walking. He said, “We may return to the palace if it pleases you, but there is a place nearby that I wished to show you. It is a site of historical significance that I thought you would appreciate. I am satisfied either way, though. I have enjoyed our time together.”

Anda looked in the direction he indicated, then looked behind her again hoping to catch a glimpse of a building through the trees. She turned to see his kind expression and felt more at ease. He was a level five after all. Perhaps she could impress him in some way. She turned toward the meadow and said, “Please, lead the way.”


Chapter 10

Silas smiled and began walking through the meadow, pausing just a moment to allow her to catch up. They entered the trees on the other side, and it was not long before they came to the opening of a cave. The entrance had been worked so that the sides were cut and smooth, and a set of heavy wooden doors blocked the way. Anda could see a powerful ward covering the entrance as well. Silas reached out for her to take his hand. She nervously gripped it as he pulled her through the ward. Then he inserted an iron key into the lock on the door and pushed it open.

The interior was well lit with mage lamps revealing a large chamber of smooth, polished stone. Along the perimeter of the chamber were evenly spaced statues of battle mages, and at the base of each statue was a metal plate inscribed with a name and year. Filling the space within the ring of statues were dozens of short, round platforms that looked like stools for sitting, and at the very center was a long stone table. Anda walked along the perimeter reading the names and dates on the statues then cut through the field of platforms to stand beside the table. Silas silently walked behind her giving her the opportunity to explore the chamber for herself. She turned to him and said, “What is this place?”

Silas’s gaze traversed the room before returning to her. “It is a place to honor our fallen brethren.”

Anda thought of her team who died at Garten Knoll. She had not had the chance to mourn them properly. She thought that perhaps this place was exactly what she needed. She looked at Silas and wondered if it was a place he needed as well. She asked, “Have you lost someone?”

Silas looked away, his expression somber. “I mourn those we have lost to the rebel cause. We were once united but no longer. Those we once called brother and sister are now the enemy.” He met her gaze and said, “You should understand this as well as anyone.”

Anda shifted uncomfortably. Surely he did not know about her friendship with Wesson. His heartfelt concern for the rebels’ well-being was endearing. She wondered if he could be an ally in her plan to bring them back under Caydean’s rule. She said, “Thank you for bringing me here.”

He smiled at her, and his golden eyes glinted in the mage light. He said, “That is not all. I brought you here because I have found a way to unite the battle mages once again. I would like to share this gift with you so that we may fight as one. I promised you would have the power you needed, and here I intend to give it to you.”

Anda looked upon him with confusion. “You intend to give me power? It’s not possible.”

“I thought so as well,” he replied as he stepped toward her. “But now I know it is possible. You have only to embrace the mighty Ygrethiel, and you will have all you desire.”

“Ygrethiel?” Anda said as she took a step back. Although she supported Caydean’s rule, she had not been convinced to worship Ygrethiel. In Ashai, though, she was free to believe what she wanted. Wasn’t she? She asked, “What does he have to do with this? You are his servant?”

“Of course,” said Silas. She could see that the glint in his eyes no longer spoke of joy but of zeal. As he continued stalking toward her, he spoke. “Ygrethiel has the power to not only unite the battle mages, but all people in all the lands. Under his generous rule, there will be no more war, no more suffering. You shall walk in his shadow beside me, and together we will turn the rebels to his cause or smite them.”

Anda shook her head as she continued backing away. “No, I believe in the Maker.”

An ugly scowl dashed Silas’s beautiful features. “What has the Maker done for us? War, poverty, murder, thievery—these are the things your beloved Maker permits. And still there are many who do not believe in him. He cannot even unite the people. King Caydean understands this. He has brought to us a god who is worthy of our worship.” He held up a fist, and black wisps of power began encircling it. His lovely golden eyes had turned solid black. He said, “Through Ygrethiel we gain true power.”

Anda’s heart leapt. She turned to run and slammed into a solid barrier. She stumbled back and saw that the barrier was a man. He wore the uniform of a palace guard and his eyes, too, were black. Her heart catapulted as he reached out and grabbed her upper arms. Instinctively, she sent a blast of nocent power into the guard’s stomach. He stumbled back, releasing her. With little effort, she erected a shield ward around herself and sprinted around the stone platforms between her and the exit. She only got a few steps before something smashed through her ward and wrapped around her waist. The black power that encircled her felt slick like oil. Unlike her own nocent power, this power left her feeling nauseous. Swallowing down her bile, she looked back to see that a stream of the oily power tethered her to Silas. He began reeling her in, and her feet slid across the smooth stone floor. She quickly created a nocent blade and sliced at the tether. It snapped away, and Anda lost her balance. Her knees smacked into the floor sending shocks of pain up her spine.

Getting to her feet, Anda noted the guard and Silas both advancing on her. Again, she made for the exit only to come up short. A man and a woman, both wearing mage robes, were blocking the exit. A black tether wrapped around her again, this time securing her arms against her sides. A second tether bound her legs before yanking them out from under her. Anda’s hip slammed into the floor. Then she was dragged backward toward the center of the room. Her shoulder struck a stone platform, and her foot caught on another causing her to tilt sideways. Summoning her power, she sent a bout of fire toward Silas and the guard, following it with several nocent darts. The fire splashed off Silas’s ward but managed to break through the guard’s. The nocent darts struck the guard’s chest and exploded spraying blood and flesh over the floor. The guard collapsed in a heap, and Silas paused.

Anda kicked at the floor trying to put some distance between her and Silas, but her shoes could not find purchase on the bloody floor. She rolled over and found that the two mages who had been blocking the door were converging on her. She suddenly lurched backward as Silas began reeling her in again. He said, “Don’t fight this, Anda. I promise you will feel stronger than you ever have. It only hurts in the beginning. After that, you will relish the pain.”

“Whatever you’re planning to do to me, I don’t want it,” shouted Anda. Desperate to get away, she created a nocent blade again, but she could not raise her hands to slice the tether. Before she knew it, she was laying at Silas’s feet. He leaned over her and grinned. She sent a blast of flame directly into his face. He jerked backward to avoid the worst of it, but she could see that his eyebrows were singed. The two mages came forward and roughly grabbed her, hauling her up to her knees. She rocked back onto her heels then swept her leg out to trip the man. He fell into the woman causing her to release Anda. As Anda lurched to her feet, Silas grabbed her. Anda thrust forward, smashing her head into his nose.

“Enough!” he shouted through bloody lips as he swung at her.

When Anda awoke, she could not move. She tugged her arms and legs but found that they were chained to the stone table upon which she lay. Worse still, the ceiling above her was spinning, and Anda thought she was going to be sick. She turned her head to the left and regretted it as her stomach heaved. Blinking several times, her eyes finally focused. Silas stood only a few paces away hovering over a cart. It was piled high with all sorts of items, the most prominent being a stoppered ceramic vase decorated with jagged runes Anda did not recognize.

Anda grabbed hold of the power at her core and threw it into a spell, but nothing happened. She tried again and again with different spells, but each attempt ended in failure.

“You cannot cast,” said Silas nonchalantly. “The collar around your neck prevents it.”

Anda had not noticed before, but now that he mentioned it, she could feel something cold pressing against her throat. Panic began to set in. She was trapped. There was no escape, and no one would be coming to rescue her. She looked back to Silas and said, “What are you going to do to me?”

“I told you. We are going to make you better. You will thank me later. Of course, you will have to be punished for killing Fergus.”

Motion to her right caught Anda’s attention. She looked over to see the two mages carrying two buckets filled with red liquid. They each dipped a brush into their bucket then bent to paint something on the floor. Anda turned back to Silas. “Who’s Fergus?”

Silas nodded toward something behind her. “The guard.”

Anda tilted her head back to get an upside-down view of a man hanging from a rack. He was naked, and she could see that in addition to the damage to his chest, he had several deep gashes over key arteries. A basin stained red sat below him.

Silas said, “We had intended to use a prisoner or two, but since he was already dead, we decided to put him to good use.”

“Good use for what?” asked Anda as she desperately tried to think of a way out of this.

Silas picked up the ceramic vase and came to stand over her. His face was smeared with blood from when she had smashed his nose, and his eyebrows were going to take a while to grow back. He spoke, but he was not looking at her. “Are we ready?” he said to the two mages.

Anda turned to look at the mages. The man grabbed both buckets, now empty, and began walking away as the woman stood back inspecting her work. She said, “Yes, it is complete.”

Silas finally looked down at her, and he had a softness about his eyes. He brushed her hair back from her face and smiled fondly. “This will be easier if you do not fight it,” he said. His expression became serious as he added, “Those who do resist often do not survive. For your own good, accept this gift being given to you.”

Anda’s heart raced as she looked from Silas to the mysterious vase in his hands. She had no idea what was in the vase. It could be anything—snakes, razorbugs, liquid fire, acid, poison. As Anda’s imagination ran wild, Silas began chanting something in an unknown language. It sounded harsh and guttural, and Anda was certain she had never heard the like. Sweat broke out across her brow, and Anda’s stomach upset gave way to sheer panic. The other two mages joined the chant, and slowly the bloody runes on the floor began to shift. At first, Anda thought it was a product of her rampant imagination, but when they began to emit tendrils of acrid smelling smoke, she knew it was not in her mind.

As the scent of sulfur wafted over her, Anda began to struggle in earnest. The shackles that bound her wrists and ankles dug into her flesh, and her muscles became angry with the strain. Silas shifted above her, holding the vessel over her torso. He released the stopper, and smoke black as pitch began spewing out of the vase. It cascaded over Silas’s hands and tumbled onto Anda. Then it began migrating toward her face. Unable to refrain any longer, Anda cried out. The smoke swept into her mouth and throat and up her nose. It seared like fire as it filled her lungs. Anda coughed and gagged, but still more smoke poured into her. She struggled for breath, but that sweet, blessed fresh air was beyond her reach. She could not even scream. She was drowning, silently, but surely.

A voice whispered in her ear. “Don’t fight it. Accept it, and you will be free.”

Anda’s abdomen clenched as she tried to force the smoke from her lungs. Tears burned a trail of agony down her face.

The voice, Silas’s voice, said, “You want to live, don’t you?”

She did want to live. She so dearly wanted to live. She was still young and had not yet had the chance to experience the world. If she died here, she would never know what it meant to love, to have children, to succeed in her career. As Anda’s vision grew dim, she thought, If I accept whatever this is now, at least I’ll live. I can deal with the consequences later. Then, through all her tumultuous thoughts, one rang clearly as a bell. I accept.

The smoke burned through her lungs like fire. It escaped into her body, filling her everywhere. When it flooded her mind, her thoughts became still. She was no longer panicked, and her tears dried. As her mind reorganized itself, she had the sense of being watched, of someone listening in. She had the distinct sense that she was not alone. There were new thoughts here, thoughts that were not her own. Every thought was focused, refined, and each and every one of them drove toward one thing. Chaos.

Anda’s breathing was steady now as the chains were released. Silas bent and pressed his lips to her forehead. He said, “You are so beautiful. Together, we will do great things. Glory and honor to Ygrethiel.”

The entity inside her recoiled then laughed. The words escaped her before she could stop them. “Glory and honor to Ygrethiel.”

Silas helped her to sit up, and Anda calmly looked around. Physically, the world looked the same as it had before, but now she felt differently about it. Everywhere she looked, she saw potential—potential for rot, decay, erosion, destruction. She longed to crumble the dozens of small platforms to dust, to rip the sconces from the walls, to smash the cart and all its contents to splinters. Her hand found the vase sitting on the table next to her, and before she knew what she was doing, she smashed it onto the floor.

She looked up at Silas surprised. “What did you do to me?”

Silas grasped the collar around her neck and released it. He settled the metal ring that had prevented her from using her power on the table next to her and pronounced, “Can you not feel it? Do you not hear it? You are now one with a superior being.”

Anda gazed down at her hands, but they did not look any different. “What being?” she asked.

“One of the daem’ahn, of course.” He said it as though she should already know what that was. When she just stared at him in confusion, he said, “A demon, Anda. You are possessed by a demon.”

Anda’s eyes widened. “What? Demons aren’t real.” Even as she said it, she knew it was not true. Wesson had said demons were real. He had even said King Caydean was a demon. She had not believed him, but now she knew.

Silas gave her an appraising look. He said, “Your demon will explain everything.” He shrugged. “Or it won’t. They do what they want.”

Alarmed, Anda said, “Are you saying I no longer have control over my own body?”

Silas waved a hand in front of him. “No, no. Quite the opposite, really. You have more control now because you have purpose. The daem’ahn’s purpose is your purpose, and now you have the power to truly make things happen.”

“Why have you done this to me?” Anda cried.

“Because we are soldiers in Ygrethiel’s army. No, not just soldiers. We are his officers.”

“Who is this Ygrethiel people keep talking about?”

He looked at her as though she were daft. “Ygrethiel is the crown prince of H’khajnak. He inhabits King Caydean.”

Anda was no longer surprised to discover that Wesson was right. Caydean was possessed by a demon. She was confused, though, about who was actually in charge. Was it Caydean or Ygrethiel? She thought perhaps it didn’t matter. One thing was for certain, though. Demon or no demon, she would remain herself. She said, “I can’t live with a demon inside me. I refuse. I’m not evil.”

Silas blinked at her in surprise. “Evil? My dear Anda, daem’ahn are not evil. We are children of the gods, born of Nihko, Goddess of Memory, and Rheina, Goddess of the Firmament. We are not malicious or cruel. We are simply beings of chaos. We are the balance to order. When we were first created, we lived in this realm alongside the ahn’tep and the ahn’an.”

Anda shook her head and cried, “Goddesses? Ahn’tep? Ahn’an? I don’t know what you’re talking about!”

She tensed as Silas laid a hand on her shoulder. “Your daem’ahn will explain everything.”

“No!” Anda shouted as her fear was quickly replaced by fury. “You explain it to me. Now!”

Silas’s expression softened. “I can see that you are scared. You need not be. All of this is good. You have been joined with a greater being—a pure being.”

“How is a demon pure?” she asked with mounting frustration.

Silas’s brow furrowed and he looked away as though he was thinking of something distasteful. Then he nodded and turned back to her. “Come with me. This would best be explained by someone other than me.”

Silas rounded the stone table as he headed toward the door. Anda did not follow. Just minutes ago, she was fighting for her life. They had attacked her. He had attacked her. And they had apparently put a demon inside her. Silas seemed to have forgotten all about the fight. She did not want to go anywhere with him, but she did want to get out of the cave. She eyed the exit and wondered how far she could get once they were outside. Silas paused and looked back at her expectantly. Anda’s gaze slid to where the dead guard was strung up on the rack, drained of blood. She had no desire to stay there. She rounded the table and followed Silas’s path toward the door. She passed the two mages who each offered her a pleased grin.

Once they were outside, Anda considered running. Silas must have sensed the direction of her thoughts, because he placed his arm around her as if they were two lovers taking a stroll through the woodland. Anda was unnerved by his proximity, but she dared not move away. They walked in what she assumed to be the direction of the palace for a good while before they finally came to the edge of the wood. Now that she could see the sun, she realized it was already late afternoon. She wondered how long she had been unconscious before they performed their ritual. What had they done to her in that time? Surely it could not have been any worse than putting a demon into her.

Anda considered all the possibilities as they traversed the grassy lawn then wove their way through some gardens and finally crossed a large courtyard. The two guards at a back entrance to the palace itself stood to attention upon their approach. Silas nodded to the two.

The guard on the right said, “Greetings, Silas. What happened to your face?”

Silas smiled affably with bloody lips and said, “We had a little mishap. All is well now.”

The guard glanced over Anda, and she was sure she did not look much better. The guard on the left opened the door, and Silas guided her into the palace. The guard issued a sharp whistle, and a moment later a young servant boy came scurrying around the corner. His eyes went wide as he took in their appearances, then he turned and ran back the way he had come. Anda knew she did not look good, but she did not think she looked bad enough to scare away a child. Silas grabbed her arm and drew her to a stop. She looked at him curiously as they stood in silence for several minutes. Then the boy reappeared, this time carrying a tray with two bowls of steaming water and some washing cloths. Anda suddenly had the urge to smack the tray from the boy’s hands. She imagined the water spraying over the boy, the porcelain bowls shattering on the stone, and the metallic clang as the tray clattered to the floor. It would be a beautiful sight to behold.

Anda shook herself. What was she thinking? She would never desire to cause such a ruckus. She realized the thought was not her own, and a shiver of fear ran through her. She glanced to Silas as he took one of the white cloths, dipped it in the water, and began wiping the blood from his face. Anda did not think she had any blood on her face but followed his lead anyway. As the boy hurried away, she finger-combed her hair into what she hoped was some semblance of order. Her shoulder ached, as did her hip and her ankle, and she had a terrible headache. Her fingers brushed over a sore knot on the side of her head. She quickly replayed the fight in her mind, but it was a little murky at the end. She did not remember getting struck in the head, but somehow, she had been rendered unconscious.

Silas led her through the corridors without speaking. When they approached one intersection, he turned right. Anda’s inclination was to turn left just to see what he would do. She clenched her fists and forced her feet to turn right. Finally, they entered the throne room. A few courtiers mingled along the periphery, but the gilded throne upon the dais was empty. Anda was relieved. The last thing she wanted at that point was to see King Caydean. When they reached the foot of the dais, Silas told her to wait and then disappeared through a curtained doorway to the left of the throne.

As she stood there, she gazed upon the throne, the King’s Seat of Ashai. It was a gaudy monstrosity, finished in gold and bejeweled. As she stared at it, though, she realized there was more to it than just ostentatious ornamentation. She could feel the buzz of vimara emanating from the gemstones that decorated the seat back and arms. The throne was enchanted, no doubt with many wards and protections. She narrowed her eyes as another energy revealed itself. She cast a simple investigatory spell that she thought the enchantments would not recognize as a threat. She was shocked by what she found. The gold itself was bespelled with forbidden blood magic. Such a spell could only be used offensively. Not only was Caydean virtually untouchable when he sat upon his throne, but his offensive spells would be significantly amplified. Anda did not know why she was surprised. After all, they had used blood magic to place a demon inside her. Why would they not use it again?

“Does something interest you?”

Anda jumped. Silas was standing right beside her, and she had not even noticed his approach. Feigning ignorance, she said, “It’s beautiful, isn’t it?”

He looked at the throne and tilted his head curiously. Then he shrugged. “If you think it’s beautiful, then I suppose it is.” He looked back at her and added, “Personally, I prefer a warmer type of beauty.” His gaze traced her features. “Perhaps a spunky blonde.”

Anda was both appalled and entranced. Her cheeks heated and she looked away. He chuckled and said, “Come with me. There is someone you should meet.”

They passed through the curtained doorway and down a short corridor to an office. A strong ward pushed against her as she entered, but it ultimately allowed her to pass. The space was warm and inviting with rich wood paneling, plush rugs, and colorful stained-glass windows. Her heart skipped a beat when she realized who was sitting behind the desk. Caydean. She had seen him only once during a formal gathering of the battle mages in Kaibain, and he had been fairly far away at the time. Up close, he seemed much more imposing, even seated at his desk as he was. He was a large man, cut broadly across the shoulders. With a stiff posture, he dominated the space he occupied. Straight, black hair hung just past his shoulders framing a strong jaw. Thin lips sat beneath a large nose, and his icy-blue eyes bored into her soul. Anda took up a formal battle stance, hiding her shaking hands behind her back.

Caydean’s gaze finally released her as it slid to the man standing next to her. With a smooth rumble, Caydean said, “Silas, what have you brought me?”

“A new recruit,” said Silas.

At first Anda was confused. She had graduated the Battle Mage Academy nearly eight months ago. She was hardly new. Then she realized he was referring to the demon he had placed in her. Her stomach churned at the reminder.

“Why bring her to me?” asked Caydean with a hint of irritation.

Silas was unfazed. “This one is special. She escaped capture by the rebels by convincing them she was on their side.”

Caydean returned his attention to her, and she could not prevent the shiver that rocked her under his frigid scrutiny. He said, “Are you?”

Caught off guard, Anda said, “Am I what?” Silas coughed and glanced at her. Realizing her mistake, she hastily added, “Your Majesty.”

Caydean did not repeat his question. Instead, he turned back to Silas. “What makes her special?”

Anda was wondering the same thing. Aside from “escaping” from the rebels, she had done nothing. Silas had already told him about her alleged escape. But perhaps Caydean did not care about that. Perhaps he was looking for more. Her heartbeat picked up as she realized he would be sorely disappointed. There was nothing special about her.

Silas did not seem concerned as he donned a pleased smile and said, “She is the smith.”

Caydean looked at him sharply. “Leskithzemia?”

“Indeed,” replied Silas.

Now Anda’s mind was spinning. She was a mediocre battle mage, not a smith. She had never picked up a hammer in her life. And who was Leskithzemia? Caydean, however, did not appear confused. His interest piqued, he looked like the lion stalking the gazelle as he stood and rounded the desk. Once in front of her, he reached out and gripped her chin. He tilted her head one way then the other as he examined her. Then he grabbed her arms and tugged them in front of her. Anda’s shoulder throbbed. He ran his hands up and down her arms, gripping her muscles so tightly Anda was sure she would bruise. His curious expression soured, and he dropped her arms. Turning from her, he spoke to Silas.

“She is weak. Why did you choose this vessel?”

Silas tilted his head as he took her in. He nodded and said, “Her body is weak, but her mind is strong. She has conviction. Once she understands, she will be dedicated to our cause. This is especially important considering the smith’s feelings toward you.”

Caydean scoffed. “The smith will serve me just as all my minions serve me. She wouldn’t dare defy me. She knows what will happen to her if she does.”

Anda felt a sudden wave of dizziness as her consciousness was shoved to the back of her mind. Words that were not her own burbled up between her lips. “I, Leskithzemia, Siphon of Ikshexsu, Reliquary of Smith, serve the Great and Mighty Ygrethiel, the Orb Weaver, Slayer of CidHarga, Tormenter of Tehui’hiak, First Son of Gorokin, Crown Prince of H’khajnak.”

Caydean suddenly snapped. “You think I am a weak-minded fool? I know you serve me. I know this not because you say you do, but because I say you do.”

Defiant words caressed Anda’s throat, but they did not slip past her tongue. The entity inside her slowly retreated until she was once again in control of herself. Anda mustered her courage to keep from shaking in the face of Caydean’s anger, but he had already turned away. He stalked back around his desk and retook his seat. Then he barked, “Sit.”

Anda glanced around for a chair, but all she saw was a short, upholstered stool beside her. When Silas took a seat on a similar stool, she quickly did the same. The result was that Caydean was quite a bit higher than they were. She presumed that was the intended effect. He looked down upon her and said, “What is your name?”

“Anda Goldwing,” she replied without hesitation. “Level Two Battle Mage.”

Caydean looked to Silas. “Level two?”

Silas shrugged. “For what she will be doing, she will not need her meager nocent power, and Leskithzemia need not grow stronger.”

Caydean nodded. “Yes, a weak mage is best.”

Anda felt a surge of anger as the entity inside her roiled restlessly. She schooled her features and listened carefully as she waited to be addressed. She did not have to wait long. Caydean fixed his attention on her and said, “I care not what the rebels told you, nor what you believed your allegiance to be until now. Silas is confident you will willingly serve me once you know the truth. The evil taint of Mikayal is strong and his influence not so easily shed.”

Anda blinked at him, already at a loss. He must have seen her confusion because he ordered, “Speak.”

She quickly sputtered, “Yes, Your Majesty. Um, who is Mikayal?”

Caydean sat back and drummed his fingers on the arms of his chair. His expression was one of resignation. With a sigh, he said, “I forget that the humans of this land were not taught the truth of the old gods.”

“I was raised to believe in the Maker,” Anda said.

“The Maker was a figment meant to unite a scattered people, nothing more. He does not exist. All that is and all that ever was are the Ahn—the three gods: Rheina, Nihko, and Mikayal.” The last name he spat as though it was distasteful. Rheina is the Goddess of the Firmament, all that exists in the physical realm. Nihko is the Goddess of Memory and Time. She is the record of what existed, what exists, what will exist, and when it exists. To the ahn’tep, she is also the Goddess of Death and Rebirth. Mikayal,” he said through gritted teeth, “is a vile, hateful god who taints the ahn’an and ahn’tep with his power—what you would refer to as the soul. There is a reason he is often worshipped as the God of War.”

He waited as though expecting her to speak. Afraid to disappoint, she said, “What are the ahn’tep and ahn’an?”

“They are the tainted,” he said. When she did not reply, he said, “We are the pure ones. We are daem’ahn, what you would call demons. We were created for this world by Nihko and Rheina. In the beginning, we existed here, in this world. We were the first, and we were free to exist as we pleased. Mikayal was a jealous god, though. He was angered that beings had been created without him. So he convinced Rheina to join with him to create new beings of his own, the ahn’an, also known as the fae. The ahn’an are beings of order. They did not like the way we existed. What we call freedom, they call chaos. They sought to control us. Thus, the war began. Terrible things were done; but, of course, the daem’ahn and ahn’an are both immortal so the battles raged indefinitely. The gods became unhappy that their creations were fighting, so they banished both the daem’ahn and the ahn’an from this world. Then, the three gods, together, created a new race: the ahn’tep.”

He paused to gauge her reaction. Anda could feel the sorrow coursing through the entity inside her. She was appalled, and she was sure it showed on her face. She said, “So the gods just replaced you?”

Caydean nodded slowly. “The daem’ahn were torn from what had been our home for millennia and sent to a new realm called H’khajnak. H’khajnak is a bleak place with little to keep our busy minds occupied. The ahn’an were also sent away to another realm, but Mikayal cheated. He allowed some of the weaker ahn’an to stay here so long as they did not interfere with the ahn’tep. But the ahn’an are devious and they, too, cheat like their father. They make deals with the ahn’tep, tricking them into willingly becoming their prey.”

Anda said, “At the academy, we were warned about the fae. I know about their deals.”

“You need no longer worry about their deals. The ahn’an do not make deals with daem’ahn.”

Anda shivered at the blatant reminder that she was now possessed by a demon. She tried not to think about it as she said, “So humans are ahn’tep?”

Caydean nodded. “All the plants and animals and peoples of this realm are ahn’tep. The ahn’tep were different from the ahn’an and daem’ahn in that they were blessed with the ability to die, to join Nihko in the Realm of the Afterlife. And, should Nihko will it, they can be reborn, which leads me to the second blessing bestowed upon the ahn’tep—the ability to procreate. I admit, when we discovered this, we became jealous. We lived forever, but never could we make more of us. We found a way to partially return to this realm by possessing the bodies of the ahn’tep. Then we discovered that in doing so, we could breed with them. We bred with many different ahn’tep, and the offspring were different from any other living thing in the realm, creatures like the drahg’ahn. Most importantly, they possessed some of our power, the power of Nihko, such as the nocent. We were pleased to see that we, too, were capable of creation.”

Anda was startled. She said, “Wait, so all the ahn’tep with nocent power are descended of demons?”

Caydean smiled, and it was not pleasant. “Yes, somewhere in your family line, there was a daem’ahn. Your power is weak, so it was likely a very long time ago.”

As Anda processed this, he continued. “But we were not the only ones breeding with the ahn’tep. The ahn’an who were here, and others who crossed into this realm, also bred with the ahn’tep creating new races tainted with the vile power of Mikayal, races like the Eihelvanan—or elves as you call them—who possess the power of the ahn’an. Unwilling to share this realm, these hateful races turned to hunting the races spawned by the daem’ahn. The Eihelvanan then bred with humans, passing on the power of the ahn’an to their descendants, and these descendants, too, hunt us.”

“You mean mages?” said Anda.

“Indeed.”

“So I am also descended of these Eihelvanan?”

Caydean shrugged. “It matters not. Your nocent power is stronger, and now you are blessed with synexa, which is far more potent.”

Anda’s eyes widened. “What is synexa?”

Caydean steepled his fingers. “The power of your daem’ahn.”

Feeling a little more relaxed, Anda started to lean back in her seat, then realized her stool had no back. She straightened and said, “It all seems very unfair. You were driven from your home, and now you and your offspring are hunted. It’s hard to believe the soul, which we were always taught to revere, is actually the source of so much hatred.”

“Is it really so hard to believe?” asked Caydean. “Majestic beasts are hunted for sport. People torture and murder each other. Wars are fought over the slightest insult. All that anger and hatred must come from somewhere.”

Anda nodded slowly, her mind whirring. “I guess I can believe it. I have seen people do terrible things. But don’t demons do awful things as well?”

He spread his hands. “Contrary to popular belief, daem’ahn are not intrinsically evil. We are beings of freedom, of chaos. We do have a hierarchy that is strongly enforced, but that is a matter of survival. The strongest must lead the weak so that we and our offspring may continue to exist in this realm. The ahn’an are cunning and powerful, and the ahn’tep are many. They must not be underestimated.”

Anda blew out a breath. “So that’s what this is all about? You want to exist in this realm without being hunted?”

“Of course, this is our home. But the ahn’an and ahn’tep will not share it.” He clenched a fist. “The evil power of Mikayal must be purged from this realm. It is the only way. The ahn’an must be expelled and the ahn’tep killed.”

Her breath caught, and she straightened her spine. “You want to kill everyone?”

Caydean reached for the decanter that sat on the corner of his desk. He poured three fingers of ruby ambrosia into a crystal goblet then pushed it toward her. Anda stared at the chalice for a moment before taking it. The king had served her wine. The thought was still flitting through her head when he said, “I can see this bothers you. Your sentiment is misplaced. Death is not the end for the ahn’tep. Death is a process. It is the passing of the taint of Mikayal into a Realm of Nihko, the Realm of the Afterlife. There, it exists in peace where it can do no harm.”

Anda took a sip of wine, its rich berry fruits, smokiness, and spice lingering on her tongue. She said, “Isn’t there a way to purge the power of Mikayal from the ahn’tep without killing them?”

Caydean shook his head, but the sadness in his expression did not reach his eyes. “Unfortunately, the body of the ahn’tep depends on the power of Mikayal to thrive. Without a soul, the body is but a lump of useless flesh.” Anda winced at the mental image. Caydean’s lips twitched as though he might smile, but he did not. He said, “We do not have to kill all the humans, though. Not right away. You see, thanks to the gods, demons cannot enter this realm without a living host. A person can continue going about living their life while joined with a greater being. Daem’ahn get to return home, and humans gain greater power. Everyone wins.”

When he said it that way, it did not sound so bad to Anda. She asked, “So, in order to return to this realm, you must possess people?”

“We possess people. It is not a terrible fate. You are now joined with a daem’ahn. How do you feel?”

Anda had not had time to consider how she felt. In truth, she did not feel much different, although it was frightening and unnerving when the demon took over her body. She said, “I feel okay, but I don’t like it when I’m not in control.”

Caydean nodded as though he understood. “You are always in control. You are joined with the daem’ahn. The daem’ahn is you. When the daem’ahn takes control, it is simply another part of yourself.”

“But what if it does something I don’t want it to?” she asked.

“So long as the daem’ahn is in your body, you have the greater control. That is not to say it will not influence you. You may find that you experience greater freedom now that you are one with the daem’ahn.”

Anda was still frightened by the demon inside her, but she was no longer terrified. Now that she understood them better, she felt a sort of kinship with them. Her mind was swirling with all that she had learned. Until now, she had thought this war between Caydean and the rebels was about control of the kingdom. Now she knew that it was so much bigger than that. This was an age-old battle between the first beings the gods created in this realm. Caydean said that demons were not intrinsically evil, and Wesson had said the same. If that was the case, then she felt bad for the gods’ first creatures, cast out of their home and sent to what sounded like a miserable realm. She knew firsthand what it was to lose one’s home. It was a fate she would not wish upon her worst enemy.

She had no doubt that the fae and races of men hunted demons in this realm. The histories and fables were full of tales of the conniving fae preying on the weak-minded or desperate and of celebrated heroes conquering demons. If anything, the fae were the evil ones, and she knew many people who equally had evil in their hearts. It did not seem fair. What right did the fae and men have to keep the demons from their home? The more she thought about it, the more her anger was enflamed. The demons had just wanted to be left alone to exist in peace, and the fae—the ahn’an—had wanted to dominate them. Anda gritted her teeth. She wanted to lash out at something—at someone.

Caydean crossed his fingers in front of him and said, “I can see that you understand now. Will you willingly help us right the wrongs that were inflicted upon us?”

Anda met his gaze with a fury at her core. She said, “You claim to want to purge this world of Mikayal. If the demons possess people with souls, how does that purge him?”

Caydean shrugged. “It does not in the beginning. But human hosts do not live forever. Once they die, we will be free to exist here on our own. We can keep the human race alive long enough to bring all of our kin into this realm and then allow them to perish naturally.”

The entity inside her stroked her mind, and Anda felt reassured. She said, “I support your cause—”

“Our cause,” said Caydean.

Anda smiled. “Yes, our cause. But I still don’t understand why you, personally, are explaining all of this to me. Why did I warrant an audience with the king?”

A muscle ticked in Caydean’s jaw. His voice was little more than a growl as he said, “You are not important. The daem’ahn with whom you were joined has an important role to play. My words serve as a reminder to her why she should cooperate. Make no mistake, though. There are other ways to ensure she complies.”

Anda swallowed hard. Caydean seemed to be losing his patience, but she still had questions. Seeing as he was still staring at her, she ventured, “M-my demon is special?” Despite the growing tension, she was surprised to feel a little thrill. She had never been special in any way.

“Yes,” Caydean drawled, “in a manner of speaking. Your daem’ahn is a special type of daem’ahn called a siphon. She is not particularly strong, only of middling power. But she has a useful skill. She is capable of acquiring the powers of her host. She serves as a reliquary for that power and can carry it on to subsequent hosts.”

“Most demons can’t do that?” said Anda.

“Unfortunately, no. Siphons are quite rare. Of all the daem’ahn, only six are siphons.”

“Wow, how many demons are there?”

Caydean sat forward. “That is not important. What is important is the power wielded by your siphon. She previously possessed a darwaven smith. There, she acquired the power to forge vimarium.”

Anda frowned. “What’s a darwaven, and what’s vimarium?”

Without warning, Caydean suddenly snapped, “I have had enough of these incessant questions.” He abruptly stood, as did Silas, so Anda stood as well. Caydean said, “Silas will explain.”

Silas bowed. “As you wish, Your Majesty.”

Caydean nodded once and said, “Dismissed.”


Chapter 11

Silas took Anda by the elbow and drove her toward the door almost more quickly than she could walk. Once they were beyond the office door, Silas guided her at a brisk pace down the corridor. They crossed the expanse of the throne room, passing courtiers and guards, then jaunted down another corridor toward the front vestibule. Their sprint through the palace did not cease until they crossed the threshold and were well on their way down the front steps. Finally, Silas released her elbow and slowed his pace.

Anda huffed from the sudden exertion. She looked at him and said, “What was that all about? Why did we run from the palace like thieves?” She did not miss the tightness around his lips or the anxious glint to his eyes as he glanced back at the palace.

He kept his voice low and said, “Some rumors hold merit.”

“What does that mean?” she asked.

“I say this as fact and without judgment, King Caydean is as mad as the rumors claim him to be. Ygrethiel keeps him focused, for the most part. Caydean harbors the second most powerful daem’ahn in H’khajnak. As such, he requires strict compliance. Between his madness and the influence of his daem’ahn, he can be unpredictable. Once you are dismissed, it is best to retreat from him as quickly as possible.”

“Okay, but why did we need to practically run all the way out here? Surely once we were out of his office—”

“Trust me,” said Silas. “The farther the better.”

Anda shivered at the implication. Could the king really be so bad? And if he was, would the kingdom not be better off under the rule of someone else? Caydean had seemed reasonable—even amicable—while they had been talking. He had the patience to answer her questions and did not seem to mind explaining things when she did not follow. The fact that he had personally met with her to help her understand the war and her place in it had made her feel valued. No, she could not believe that Caydean was as mad as the rumors said. But if that was the case, then why did Silas claim it to be so? She wondered just how deep Silas’s loyalty to the king truly went.

Something stirred inside her, and once again Anda was faced with the reality that she was possessed by another entity. Not just an entity—a demon—no, a daem’ahn. She thought she should be having a mental breakdown over it, but she was surprisingly calm. So far, the demon Leskithzemia had not done much. It certainly had not forced her to do anything terrible, and she still felt like the same person she was before. She began to think that perhaps being possessed by a demon would not be so bad. And Caydean had said that she would be more powerful. The king of Ashai thought she was important enough to meet with, so already she was gaining ground.

As she walked beside Silas, Anda’s hand brushed the small lump in her pocket—the portable mage relay device the rebels had given her. She had not shown it to Silas or Caydean. She had wanted to reveal it to someone with higher authority, and who was higher than the king? So why had she not given it to him? Even now, she could show the device to Silas, yet she remained silent on the matter. She was holding back, and she did not know why. After hearing the sad history of the daem’ahn, Anda felt a kinship with them. She, too, had been forced from her home and relegated to living in the worst of conditions until she had been saved by the discovery of her talent. The daem’ahn were not evil like most people claimed. They had done no wrong, and yet they were hunted by humans and fae alike. She felt a strong inclination to help them reclaim their home.

It struck her that perhaps the rebels were ignorant to the true history of the daem’ahn. Perhaps Wesson did not know. She was suddenly certain that if he did know, he would choose the right side. The entity within her recoiled, and Anda wondered why. Should the demon not be pleased? Perhaps the demon did not care for her plan to save the rebels. If she could convince Wesson of the truth, then he could teach it to the other rebels, and the war would end. It seemed so simple.

She slipped her hand into her pocket and rubbed her fingers over the relay device. If she told Silas or Caydean about the device, they would take it from her, and she would never get the chance to convert Wesson. She decided it was best to keep the device a secret for now.

“A solid plan,” said a soft voice inside her mind.

Anda nearly jumped out of her skin. Silas glanced over at her. “Are you well?” he inquired.

“Y-yes, it’s fine,” she muttered.

It was the first time the daem’ahn had spoken directly to her, and she had not been expecting it. Anda was anxious about speaking to the entity that had invaded her body. She was no longer terrified as she had been at the start, but she was still uncomfortable with sharing herself with anyone, much less a complete stranger.

“Leskithzemia,” she thought. “May I call you Leskithzemia?”

“You may call me Mia,” purred Leskithzemia, “we are one. You need not fear me, Anda. I mean you no harm. Together we will be strong.”

Anda’s shoulders relaxed. Mia’s silky voice had a way of soothing her. She felt safe and comforted. She thought, “What is it you want from me?” She felt the daem’ahn’s curiosity at the question. She supposed Mia had not been expecting her to be so direct.

Mia replied, “I want you to thrive. Together we can become greater than either of us would have individually. We are the smith. We have what they want. Without us, their plan will fail.”

Anda was surprised once again that she had been chosen for such a pivotal role. She suspected there was more to it. She looked around curiously as Silas led her through an area of the palace grounds she had never before visited. As they passed what she assumed were barracks for the royal guard, she said, “Do you know why they chose me?”

Mia seemed amused as she said, “Because you are weak. I am a siphon. I acquire and retain the powers of my hosts. They did not want me to become stronger.”

Anda deflated. “Oh, so they chose me because I’m not powerful or important.” Warmth rolled through her, easing her disappointment. The power was soft and subtle, and Anda realized that she had been feeling it ever since they left the ceremonial cave.

Mia cooed, “Make no mistake, Anda. I chose you. You were presented as a candidate, but I could have rejected you and forced them to select someone else.”

“What would have happened to me if you rejected me?” asked Anda, although she suspected she already knew the answer.

She was not surprised when Mia said, “You would have died.”

She thought, “If I’m so weak, why did you choose me?”

“You are in a unique position. Only you have direct access to the rebels. They will listen to you.”

Anda had not considered that Mia might know her secrets. She wondered what Mia thought of her new plan.

Without prompting, Mia said, “You should continue to speak with the rebels. They are weak without a leader. They need our guidance.”

Anda was relieved. It seemed they were on the same page. She had the momentary thought that perhaps the idea had been Mia’s all along, but she quickly dismissed the concern. Mia had not even been speaking to her when she had formed the plan. She knew she had come to that conclusion on her own.

She was suddenly wrenched from her thoughts by a burst of hot air and a loud clang. For the past several minutes, she had not even noticed where she had been going. It was as though her mind had been transported elsewhere while her body moved of its own volition. Now that she was aware again, she took in her surroundings and was surprised.

She looked at Silas and said, “What are we doing here?”

Silas swept his arm out to indicate the entirety of the forge and smithy. Two burly men in leather aprons stepped up to meet them. The two men towered over Anda, and each of their arms appeared bigger than her waist. Neither of them acknowledged Silas as both their hard gazes were on her. They surveyed her up and down then looked at each other and shook their heads. Then they finally turned to Silas.

“This her?” said the sandy-haired man on the left. His beard was clipped close to the face whereas the man on the right had a fuzzy black beard that reached toward his chest.

Silas tilted his head toward the sandy-haired man and said, “Greetings Yorden.” Then he turned to the dark-haired man. “Brick, how do you do?”

“She’s puny,” said Brick as he propped a hammer against his shoulder. “I doubt she could lift this hammer.”

Yordan glanced at her again then said, “Couldn’t you have brought us a man?”

Silas shook his head. “It had to be a woman. Leskithzemia insisted.”

Brick grunted. “There are several sturdy women in the ranks. You could have gotten one of them.”

Yordan crossed his arms and looked down at her. “What do you know about blacksmithing?”

Anda blinked at him then stuttered, “I-I don’t know anything about blacksmithing.”

Silas jumped in. “Leskithzemia knows all she needs to know, and she can use her power to augment her strength.”

“Wait,” Anda said in alarm. “You expect me to become a blacksmith?”

Silas looked at her as though she were daft. Then he smiled as one would to a simple child and said, “We have said this several times. Were you not listening? Leskithzemia is the smith. You are the vessel. She will do what needs to be done.”

Suddenly, Anda’s body was moving of its own accord. Her hand reached out and yanked the hammer out of Brick’s grip, then whipped it around and smashed it into the side of his head. Brick hit the ground as blood and grey matter spilled from the hole in his skull.

Yordan’s eyes turned black, and he lunged for her. She pointed the hammer at him, and a blast of power shot out of the head to slam into his chest. He flew backward and struck the wall with a whomp.

At that moment, the power that had gripped her released its hold, and Anda dropped the hammer. Her arm ached fiercely, and her head felt a little fuzzy. Silas looked at her dispassionately and said, “Was that really necessary?”

Anda could not speak as tears filled her eyes. She had just killed a man in cold blood. No, Mia killed him using her body. Anda thought she might be sick. In her mind, she shouted, “Why did you do that?”

Once again, Mia seemed amused. She replied, “He was a lesser, and he disrespected us. He had to be taught a lesson. We must always show strength. If we had not punished him, we would have lost standing. When he returns to this realm, he will be indebted to us. The other one knows that he, too, will lose his vessel should he challenge us again.”

It took Anda a moment to realize that while the human was dead, the daem’ahn who had inhabited him continued to exist in H’khajnak. Mia had not killed one of her own kind, because the daem’ahn could not be killed. As for the human, Mia had no love for him because he was tainted with a soul. Anda shivered as she realized how little the humans were worth to the daem’ahn.

“Except you, my sweet,” said Mia. “You are my vessel. You are what allows me to enter this realm. You are special.”

Silas sighed then pointed inside. “There is vimarium in those chests. Begin your work immediately. I will return to retrieve you at the end of the day.” He looked down at the body at his feet and shook his head. Then he said, “Yordan!”

Anda found Yordan pushing to his feet as he rubbed his chest. The man looked up at Silas’s call. “Yes, Battle Mage?”

Silas said, “Clean this up.”

Yordan’s face turned pale as he looked at the empty husk. He nodded and said, “Yes, Battle Mage.” He cautiously looked to Anda and added, “Apologies, Battle Mage. It will not happen again.”

Silas smiled and Anda felt some satisfaction that Yordan was finally giving them the respect they were due. It was an odd feeling. Anda had never felt that she was more important than anyone else, but in that moment, she felt elevated and powerful. That sense of superiority was suddenly dashed when Mia once again claimed control of her body and stepped up to the forge. Mia hummed a happy little tune as she began her work.
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The air held a crisp chill as Rezkin led the party through the mountainous forest. The early morning light barely illuminated their path as he wove through the trees and scaled boulders. Seena tromped through the fallen leaves and occasionally scaled the trees to glide between the branches. Tam followed close behind him with Daithy at his side and Azeria and Medi bringing up the rear. A sizable boar scurried ahead of them. It had been with them ever since they left the glade. Rezkin knew it was not truly a boar. It was one of the fae. Tam had told him not to worry about it, but Rezkin refused to let down his guard. The ahn’an could not be trusted any more than the daem’ahn.

He heard a shuffle in the forest down the hill to his right. A deer, perhaps? But it could be more. He wound around a sharp rock that was twice his height then used the exposed tree roots for purchase as he ascended the talus slope. His nimble steps were virtually silent as he climbed his way to the top of the hill. Not so for Tam and Daithy. Scree shifted beneath their boots and skittered down the slope forcing Azeria and Medi to take another path.

At the crest of the hill, Rezkin paused and surveyed the forest around them. Just as he made to take another step, the boar ahead of them squealed and darted back toward them. The sound of something large crashing through the wood reached their ears. Right on the boar’s tail something came surging through the trees. By the time Rezkin and the others had drawn their weapons, the threat was upon them. Massive vines as thick as Rezkin’s leg reached for them, threatening to impale their bodies upon their thorns and choke the air from their lungs. One such vine constricted around Rezkin’s chest, its thorns barred from entry by his armor, while a second snagged his leg. Rezkin swung the black blade severing the two at once, but there were plenty more to take their places.

Tam shouted as one of the vines wrapped around his torso, stabbing its sharp thorns into his muscles. Daithy jumped forward and sliced through the vine with her sword only to be caught up herself. Her armor protected her from the thorns, but her crystal-topped staff was yanked from her grip. Azeria and Medi jumped and dodged like acrobats in a traveling circus. Medi released a burst of power that shattered a knot of vines that had formed between them and Rezkin. Then Azeria cast a short pulse of lightning that traveled through several vines causing them to blacken and fall to the ground limply.

Rezkin was inspired. He touched upon his vimara, pulling it from the raging river and feeding it into the black blade. The sword ignited in a cascade of green lightning that swept over his body. He slashed at the vines, sending shocks of green lightning through them. The vines charred and crumbled to ash. More of the offending plants attempted to wrap around him, but upon coming into contact with the green lightning that enshrouded him, they recoiled and sought another victim. Rezkin leapt, cutting through them just as they reached Tam who had already been fending off a multitude with his Sheyalin.

Azeria and Medi began throwing around lightning in earnest as Rezkin cut and sliced his way toward the source of the aggressive vines. He quickly came upon a site that set alarms off in his mind. A massive nexus of undulating vines the size of a house writhed before them. New shoots came whipping toward them, and it was all they could do to keep up with the onslaught. Even Seena was having trouble dodging their aggressive assault. Azeria and Medi began casting lightning bolts into the tangled web blackening vines and causing small fires to ignite, but it was not enough. Rezkin’s energy swelled as he pulled on more of his vimara. He continued feeding it into the black blade. Then he ran into the tangled mess. Thorns scraped his armor, and vines seized his legs. Rezkin was swallowed by the mass of writhing vines in seconds.

Azeria shouted and launched a flurry of lightning attacks against the mass, but Rezkin knew it would not be enough. He was barely able to maintain his grip on his sword as he was dragged toward the center of the mass. When the pressure around his torso became too great, he finally released the pent-up power he had been feeding into the black blade. With a giant boom, the power ripped through the vines. Green lightning crackled and arched through the mass, exploding it and showering the forest in char and ash. Rezkin knelt among the remnants of the blackened vines as he surveyed the others. It appeared that the dwarven armor had protected them from the worst of the potential injuries, with the exception of Tam, whose leather and plate armor had not been enough to prevent the many scratches and punctures.

Breathing heavily and pressing his palm over an injury, Tam said, “What was that? Even the plants are attacking us?”

Azeria lowered her sword but did not sheath it. She said, “It was a vimaral plant. We are getting closer to the vimaral spring. The plants and animals here have been changed by the bleed of vimara from the rift between realms. This is a very dangerous place.”

Seena scurried up to perch on Rezkin’s shoulder as he pushed to his feet and saw to Tam’s injuries. He found that healing Tam was much easier than previous attempts at healing others. He wondered if he was getting better at it or if he simply had more desire to see Tam well.

Medi and Daithy had already forged ahead by the time Rezkin was finished. He glanced over at Azeria to find her staring at him. She quickly dropped her gaze and turned away. As Rezkin and Tam brought up the rear, Tam said, “What’s her problem?”

“What do you mean?” asked Rezkin.

“Well, she stares at you when you’re not looking but will barely meet your eyes. Is something going on between you two?”

Rezkin was not sure he was comfortable talking about his relationship with Azeria, but Tam was his closest friend. In all the stories he had read, people had confided in their close friends. Sometimes they had even received words of wisdom in return. He had never inquired about Tam’s past relationships, and he wondered now what knowledge Tam would have to impart.

He said, “Azeria has made her desire to bond with me clear.”

“Bond?” asked Tam. “Is that like marriage?”

“Something like that,” replied Rezkin. “Except that it will last much longer since the Eihelvanan live so long, and it apparently involves connecting one’s powers with the other’s.”

“Huh, do human mages do that?” asked Tam.

Rezkin stepped around a suspicious looking branch and said, “I do not believe so. I have never heard of it.”

“Well, what are you going to do? Are you going to bond with her?”

Rezkin shook his head. “I am uncertain. I already feel a kind of bond with her. We are somehow connected such that we dream of each other. But I do not know that I can intentionally make myself even more vulnerable. Besides, there is every likelihood that I will die in this war. I do not want Azeria to suffer should I fall.”

“I see,” said Tam.

When it did not appear that he would say more, Rezkin prompted, “What do you think? Have you any advice for me?”

Tam looked at him surprised. “You want advice from me? I’ve never had a relationship last more than a few weeks.”

“But you are familiar with women. You have been friends with Frisha for many years.”

Tam’s face screwed up. “I don’t know much about Azeria, but I can say that she and Frisha are two very different women. They’re not even the same race. Frisha is human, a mundane, a merchant’s daughter. She’s a hopeless romantic and a little spoiled with a stubborn streak. Azeria is a warrior elf with amazing powers. I think she could even defeat you. They’re not the same at all.” Tam appeared thoughtful for a moment before he finally added, “To be honest, I never understood your relationship with Frisha. You two were so different. I think maybe Azeria’s a better match for you. You and she are the same.”

Rezkin considered Tam’s words then asked, “Is that important in a relationship? To be the same?”

Tam replied, “I think it helps. You have more in common. You live the same kind of lifestyle. And one isn’t dominating over the other. You’re equals.”

Rezkin caught a pained sadness in Tam’s eyes, and he realized what Tam was saying. He said, “Is that why you never pursued Ilanet?”

Tam stumbled over a rock but quickly righted himself. He looked over at Rezkin and said, “What makes you think I’m interested in Princess Ilanet?”

Rezkin raised one eyebrow and said, “I have seen the way you interact with her. I believe the interest to be mutual.”

Tam shook his head. “It doesn’t matter. She’s a princess. I’m, well, I don’t know what I am, but I’m certainly not royalty. Besides, she’s so beautiful and smart. She could have any noble she set her sights on. Why would she want me?”

“Yet she does,” replied Rezkin.

With a shrug, Tam said, “It doesn’t matter. I’ve barely seen her for more than a moment in the past year. She’s probably forgotten all about me.”

“Perhaps,” said Rezkin, although he knew nothing of the mind of a woman. Would a woman in love so easily forget a man when separated by time? He doubted he would ever forget Azeria, no matter how much time he spent away from her. He wondered what that said about his feelings for her. Was he in love with Azeria?

Rezkin looked ahead and caught sight of her through the trees. Just as she trekked beyond a boulder, he saw a great beast stalking her. It had the body of a cat, but it was nearly the size of a horse. Its coat was inky-black, and red flames licked the tips of its fur. As it slinked silently beyond the boulder, Rezkin darted forward. Before he made the turn, he heard a cry, then the ring of steel slicing the air. He rounded the boulder to find Azeria and Daithy backed into a crevice. Daithy was using the end of her staff to try to force the beast back. Medi was atop the boulder with an arrow knocked. Just as she released the arrow, the creature lunged. The arrow shot into the cat’s eye and detonated on impact, creating a shower of flaming flesh and fur.

Medi said, “We should move quickly. Other creatures will have heard the commotion and may choose to investigate.” She looked at Tam. “Where is the ahn’an that was leading us?”

Tam tilted his head as if listening. Then his gaze slid to the nearby forest. His voice was barely more than a whisper as he said, “We need to go. Lead the way.”

There came a rustling of the leaves and crackling of branches and then the boar reappeared. It snorted at Rezkin as it passed and continued up the hill. As they got closer to the vimaral spring, they were forced to fend off more vimaral plants and animals both small and large. A few seemed intent on barring their passage while most were outright hostile with the single-minded purpose of killing them. The way became darker as they traveled, with the sun setting beyond the trees. Rezkin began to question the wisdom of seeking the vimaral spring in the dark.

“Azeria, perhaps you could create a pathway to somewhere more hospitable. We may return with the dawn.”

Azeria began to nod, but Tam spoke up. “She can’t do that,” he said. When they all looked at him, he added, “The vimaral spring is a rift in reality. It’s a natural tear between planes or realms, and it emits an immense amount of power. Any pathway created within the vicinity of the spring will be unstable. It could collapse as you step through, or it might not lead to where you intend, or it could even explode.”

Medi said, “How do you know this?”

Tam tilted his head toward the boar. “He told me.”

Azeria gave the boar a sidelong look and asked, “What else has he told you about the spring?”

Tam paused to listen again, then answered, “Only that it is protected by a guardian.”

“A guardian?” asked Rezkin.

Tam stabbed his sword through a gelatinous glob that was slinking toward him. It shriveled in on itself then ceased its movement. Then he said, “Well, it’s not truly a guardian. The spring is a natural occurrence. It doesn’t belong to anyone. It’s been claimed, however, by a being from another realm. It feeds off the vimara emitted from the spring and will not suffer anyone else to access it.”

Medi squashed an insect the size of a canary that had begun buzzing around her head and said, “Why are you just now telling us about this guardian?”

Tam glanced at the boar that was just within the ring of light cast by Medi’s illumination spell. “This is the first time he’s mentioned it.”

Rezkin sliced through a vine that was attempting to wrap around his leg. “How do we fight this guardian? Can it be killed?”

With a shrug, Tam answered, “I don’t know. The ahn’an don’t interfere with the guardian.” He tilted his head again and frowned. “That’s why the ahn’an didn’t mind making the deal with you to find the spring. They knew you wouldn’t be able to use it.”

Daithy huffed and said, “I thought the ahn’an were on our side in this war. Don’t they want us to win?”

“The ahn’an can’t help their nature,” said Tam. “They don’t make deals that don’t come out in their favor or cause problems for those they deal with.”

Rezkin had thought his deal to train Tam in exchange for the location of the vimaral spring had been a win-win for him. He only now realized he had lost on both accounts. Tam was not truly free, as the fae were always present around him; now Rezkin was once again responsible for training Tam, which restricted his movement; and he was unable to utilize the vimaral spring. Rezkin was determined to see a positive outcome, though. He said, “Let us continue to the spring. We will find a way to conquer the guardian.”

As they continued their trek uphill, the darkness between the trees began to lighten. Many of the plants glowed with vibrance, and in his mind’s eye, Rezkin could see the vimara flowing through them. From somewhere in the distance, Rezkin heard the howl of a wolf followed shortly by an answering call from the opposite direction. Rezkin kept a close eye on the trees as they cut their way through the dense forest.

When they finally came to a break in the trees, the light shone as bright as day. Everywhere, the light touched upon fallen trees that looked to have been toppled in a great blast. Boulders were dispersed between the trees that surrounded the clearing, but it appeared any that might have existed within it had been weathered to sand. A pillar of illumination occupied the center, appearing as if colorful light spilled from a prism to flow throughout the clearing and into the forest beyond, like waves of ephemeral water. The air buzzed with power and scented of lightning with a touch of sweetness. Throughout it all, Rezkin could hear a haunting melody reminiscent of the music he heard in eskyeyela.

The group hunkered down behind a couple of large boulders as they peered into the clearing in search of the guardian. The muffled stomp of many feet and rustling undergrowth captured Rezkin’s attention. Then, from within the darkness behind them, Rezkin saw the glint of glowing eyes. He blinked and then there were many more. A sound from the direction of the rift drew his gaze. Something inexplicable seemed to be emerging from the pillar of light. It was at least twelve feet tall and roughly humanoid in shape. It appeared as though the light itself had taken form. Everywhere it stepped, wood, leaves, rock, all were reduced to dust.

From beside him, Tam whispered, “That must be the guardian. It looks like it’s made of light. How can you fight such a thing?”

Rezkin shook his head as his mind whirled with possibilities, most of which he dismissed immediately.

From Tam’s other side, Daithy said, “You might not have to kill it. You just need to distract it long enough for me to link the crystal with the spring.”

Rezkin eyed the massive crystal that topped the staff and wondered how long it would take to link such a vessel. His attention was diverted by the vicious growls that were now emanating from the forest. One set of eyes glowed brighter as a beast stepped into the light. An enormous dire wolf crouched before them, its wiry hair standing on end, and its razor-sharp fangs glinting in the light of the spring. The mountain dire wolves, similar to the desert vuroles Rezkin had fought before, hunted in packs. Many more, perhaps twenty in all, stalked forward until Rezkin and his companions were surrounded on one side. There was no more easy retreat. The lead wolf raised its head and sniffed the breeze just as a new scent wafted through the air. It was a scent Rezkin recognized—drauglics.

The wind was blowing from the north, so Rezkin took his eyes from the dire wolves to peer past the guardian into the forest on the other side of the clearing. He could not yet see the drauglics, but he could now hear their hoots and grunts. The gate guardian turned toward the sounds and crouched. Spikes of light emerged from its form, and claw-like sickles formed where its hands had been. Then the light of its body began to shift in undulating waves, taking on the appearance of the surrounding forest until it virtually disappeared. The guardian was nearly invisible to Rezkin’s eyes, offering only a slight distortion where it stood.

In the next moment, chaos ensued. The drauglics launched into the clearing just as the dire wolves surged forward. The first dire wolves to reach Rezkin and his companions attacked with fury, while the remainder of the pack rushed into the clearing to confront the drauglics. When the beast before him lurched forward to sink its teeth into Rezkin’s throat, he dodged to the right and brought the black blade around to slash at the creature’s side. Rezkin was surprised when the blade failed to penetrate the dire wolf’s hide. It turned toward him just as Seena emerged from her hiding place behind his pack. She leapt onto the wolf’s flank then began working her way forward and under until she reached its belly. Once there, she proceeded to claw and bite at the presumably softer underside. The dire wolf did not seem to notice as it once again charged Rezkin.

He sliced the creature across the face, cutting into its lip. With a flurry of slashes and lunges, he forced the dire wolf back. Meanwhile, he used his peripheral vision to see how the others fared. He saw Tam and Medi fending off more dire wolves, while Azeria engaged a couple of drauglics who had made it past the fray in the clearing. He was alarmed when he noticed that he could not catch sight of Daithy. The diminutive dwarf was nowhere to be found. He did not have time to search for her as the beast before him rallied. It occurred to Rezkin that something was different about the drauglics and dire wolves they were fighting. The beasts were larger and much faster than was typical of their respective species. In addition, he was nearly certain that the dire wolf he was fighting was healing from the few injuries he had managed to inflict upon it.

Both Rezkin and the dire wolf were startled when there was a sudden crash from the clearing. He glanced back in time to see dire wolves and drauglics alike flying through the air. A few seconds later, there was another crash, and more creatures were tossed into trees by a great invisible force. Rezkin was suddenly knocked to the ground as the dire wolf tackled him. He rolled out of the way and came up in a crouch. When the dire wolf lunged at him, he impaled the beast through the chest, just missing Seena who was still attached to the wolf’s underside. The dire wolf released a pitiful whine but continued snapping its frothing jaws. It bit down on his shoulder armor, but its teeth could not penetrate the vimarium scales. The dire wolf’s energy began to wane, and a moment later, the dead beast collapsed on top of Seena. Rezkin shoved the enormous wolf off Seena and withdrew his sword with a squelch.

Rezkin did a quick survey of the clearing. A number of dead and dying dire wolves and drauglics littered the ground, while others still battled against each other. Tam, Azeria, and Medi had maneuvered into the open clearing as they fought off their foes. They drew nearer the rift, and Rezkin witnessed a shift in the air toward them. Alarmed, Rezkin launched several throwing knives at the distortion as he ran to close the distance. The knives clattered against the unseen being eliciting sparks of light, but they appeared to do no damage.

The distortion suddenly shifted in direction back toward the vimaral spring, and Rezkin finally caught sight of Daithy. She had managed to sneak through the bruhaha and had gotten close enough to the spring to submerge the crystal of the staff in its colorful flow. She was so engrossed that she was not paying attention to her surroundings. Using his vimara to enhance his speed, Rezkin shot forward and smashed the black blade into the distortion. Green lightning crackled through the blade, and white sparks leapt from the invisible creature. A deep rumble rolled through the air. It sounded to Rezkin a bit like laughter. He was abruptly struck by an immense force, and his feet left the ground. A moment later, he collided with a tree trunk.

Rezkin struggled to take in air, then his breath came with a burst of pain. He knew he was badly bruised and had probably cracked some ribs, but he could not stay down. He had to prevent the guardian from reaching Daithy. Rezkin considered using his power but remembered that Tam had said the creature fed of vimara. Like with the vimarium, if he used vimara against the guardian, he could make it stronger. He glanced over to find Seena peering out from beneath a collection of fallen trees.

He said, “Stay hidden, Seena. I will return for you.”

Then, he picked the black blade up from where it had fallen and ran back in the direction of the distortion. It took him a moment to find the invisible guardian while he cut down a couple of drauglics in his path. He leapt into the air and stabbed into the guardian on the descent. In a shower of green and white sparks, the invisible mass reared back. Rezkin nearly lost hold of his sword. He placed his feet against the guardian’s side and pushed off, yanking the sword free as he rolled to the ground.

Undulating colors swirled across the guardian’s surface until it was once again pure white light. It raked its sickle claw across Rezkin’s chest, dislodging a number of vimarium scales. Rezkin parried the next swipe then attempted to dodge another. He was not fast enough, though, and the sickle slammed into his side. His injured ribs screamed from the pain, but Rezkin was conditioned for pain. As he fell away from the creature, he noticed that Daithy was no longer beside the spring. She was retreating back the way they had come, the crystal of her staff now glowing with a soft blue light. Tam, Azeria, and Medi covered her as they followed her into the forest.

The guardian lurched toward Rezkin, raising its sickle limb. Then, out of nowhere, Seena dropped onto the guardian’s head. She dug her claws into its illuminated hide and bit down on its head. A blast of power launched her into the air, and she was flung straight into the vimaral spring.

Rezkin’s heart leapt. He needed to get to Seena. He knew that fighting the guardian was a losing battle. Nothing he did seemed to harm it, and he was fighting injured. He hoped Daithy had gotten what they needed as he struggled to his feet and dodged around the creature that could easily be his doom. With power-enhanced speed, he raced toward the spring. He heard several explosions behind him, and he glanced back to see that Medi was perched on a boulder shooting enchanted arrows at the guardian. The guardian was no longer pursuing him, but he knew it was only a matter of seconds before it came after him.

Rezkin reached the spring with its colorful power flowing across the land around it. The buzz that rocked his nerves had nearly reached the point of pain. He ignored it all as he searched the spring for Seena. He was hesitant to get too near, as he was certain that that much vimara flowing into him could easily kill him. Seena was likely already dead. For the first time since he was a small-man, Rezkin felt uncertain. He did not know what to do. He knew, though, that he could not give up on Seena.

He sought the source of vimara within him and opened himself to it. He allowed it to flow freely through and around him. Then he reached into the spring with both hands, searching, seeking. He was immediately flooded with more vimara than he had ever felt. A scorching heat spread across his body, and a white aura began to emanate from him. He was filled beyond capacity. He needed to expel the vimara before he combusted. The only way he knew to rid himself of the vimara was to use it. He raised his free hand and pointed it toward the guardian. Then he shifted the direction of the raging river of vimara flowing through him. It shot out of him with blinding light to strike the guardian, blasting him away into the forest with a concussive force. There was still too much power, though. Just when Rezkin thought his body would ignite, his fingers within the spring brushed against something. He grabbed onto it and yanked it from the spring. He had Seena by the tail, but she dangled lifelessly in his grip. With a sense of great urgency, he cradled her to his chest and turned to run.

The guardian reemerged from the other side of the clearing and started to give chase but stopped short of the tree line. Glancing back over his shoulder, Rezkin saw the drauglic’s ukwa nearing the spring. The guardian had noticed as well, and it turned back to fend off the ukwa. Rezkin continued into the forest to regroup with the others. The way was not easy, though, as branches and vines reached for him. With Seena cradled in one arm, he was forced to cut a path as he followed the glowing light through the trees. He caught up quickly as the others, too, were battling the denizens of the forest.

Rezkin’s instinct was to see to Seena immediately, but he could not do so while fighting everything the forest had to throw at them. They did not stop for some time. It was nearing dawn by the time they reached a part of the forest where everything did not attempt to kill them. Azeria turned to Tam and said, “Are we far enough away from the spring to open the pathways now?”

Tam glanced around and found that the boar, who had conveniently disappeared when they reached the spring, was now rustling through the leaves a short distance away. The boar made a series of grunts, and Tam nodded. “Yes, he says it is safe to create a portal now.”

Rezkin did not ask where the portal went. Eager to help Seena, Rezkin stepped through without hesitation. When they emerged from the pathways a moment later, they were not in Cael as he had expected. He looked around at the stone and wood structures with their clean lines and elegant ornamentation, at the people laughing and playing in the crystal-clear waters of the river, and at the impressive capital that had been carved into the towering rock of the mountain. With a limp Seena in his arms, hot anger shot through him. They were in Freth Adwyn.

He rounded on Azeria. “Why have you brought us here? They are supposed to believe I am dead.”

She looked at him dispassionately and said, “It was necessary.” With a nod toward Seena, she added, “She needs an Eihelvanan healer. She will not survive otherwise. Also, you were in direct contact with the spring. You need a healer. I chose the path you would have taken.”

“I do not need a healer,” Rezkin replied. “I am not injured.”

“Rezkin, no one has ever survived direct contact with a vimaral spring. You saw what the bleed from the spring did to the plants and animals of the area. You and Seena were inside it. It will change you. It must change you.”

It was as though the flame in Rezkin’s chest had been doused with glacial waters. Azeria was right. He would have chosen to help Seena regardless of the threat to his life. She had anticipated his needs that he had not expressed in his moment of distress and brought him to the one place that might have a chance of saving Seena. He was not concerned for himself. He felt surprisingly well at the moment. At least, physically speaking. Regarding his treatment of Azeria, an uncomfortable feeling passed over him. Was it guilt? Embarrassment? Shame? He could not be sure.

He said, “Thank you.”

She nodded once, then pointed to a nearby cottage. It was a simple abode with pink and red flowers blossoming in the flower boxes beneath the windows. She said, “The elder healer lives there. I will report to the Syek-lyé and try to smooth things over for you.”

Just then, Rezkin was blasted with a bolt of power, and Seena was flung from his arms. The breath was ripped from his lungs as he landed on his back. He struggled to take in air, but it was slow in coming. When he was finally breathing again, he forced himself to sit up. He saw that Daithy had collected Seena and was watching him with wide eyes. Then he looked for the source of the power that had toppled him. Stalking toward him was Entris.

Rezkin gripped his ribs and got unsteadily to his feet. He looked to Daithy and Tam and said, “Get her to the healer. I must face this.”

Daithy glanced between him and Entris then nodded and headed toward the healer’s home. Tam hesitantly followed.

“You are supposed to be dead,” shouted Entris when he was still a good twenty paces away.

Rezkin replied, “As you can see, I live.”

“Then you are surely mad,” declared Entris.

The Spirétua-lyé cast a bolt of power at him, and Rezkin hastily erected a shield ward. The bolt shattered the ward, and another followed so close behind that Rezkin did not have time to raise a second ward. He dodged the bolt but not fast enough. It clipped his shoulder as he dove to the side. There was a moment of agony followed by complete numbness of his right side. Rezkin was shocked by the loss of his arm; but, when he looked down, he saw that it was still firmly attached. He simply could not use it. His vimaral armor had absorbed the vimara in Entris’s strike and protected him from the worst of the potential damage.

Rezkin immediately raised a new shield ward and rolled to his feet. Entris was moving toward him with his sword poised to strike. Rezkin managed to draw the black blade with his left hand although it was positioned to be drawn by the right. Entris attacked swiftly and without mercy. Their blades collided, and green lightning sparked within the black blade. Entris drove forward, and Rezkin was forced to go on the defensive, ducking, dodging, and parrying. Entris was extremely fast, faster than Azeria, and Rezkin found himself drawing on more and more of his vimara to enhance his speed.

Rezkin missed a block, and Entris’s sword smashed into his left bicep. The scale armor prevented the blade from sinking into his flesh, but the blunt force sent a shockwave up his arm, and he nearly lost his sword. Some of the feeling had returned to his right arm, so he switched his sword to the other hand. He immediately dropped low to avoid a slash then jumped back to dodge another. He allowed some of Entris’s attacks to strike him where he was protected while saving his energy to guard the weaknesses in his armor.

Entris continued to gain ground by backing him toward the river. Rezkin’s boots splashed into water, and he knew he had gone too far. He took some of the power he was using to enhance his speed and fed it into the black blade. When their blades collided again, green lightning erupted between them. They both stumbled back. Rezkin, having anticipated the moment, dove under Entris’s guard and circled around behind him. Entris spun, his blade slicing through the air toward Rezkin’s neck. Rezkin crouched and swiped at Entris’s thigh. The blade glanced off Entris’s armor but sent a shock of green lightning into him. Entris fell back but quickly recovered. He came at Rezkin in a flurry of movement that, before recent events, Rezkin could not possibly have matched. Now, though, he found that he was matching Entris strike for strike. He did not want Entris to know the extent of his advancement, though. He intentionally began to slow, even missing a few blocks.

Entris suddenly launched forward, colliding with Rezkin and knocking him to the ground. Rezkin brought his blade up in time to arrest a downward strike that would have cleaved his head in two. He made a show of struggling to keep Entris’s blade from sinking into his neck, then brought his legs up and gripped Entris’s torso. He yanked Entris, forcing him to the ground. Rezkin released Entris, twisted, and jumped to his feet. Poised over Entris, Rezkin braced himself for the attack that he knew would come. A blast of power smashed into him. Thanks to his armor, he was saved from a gruesome death, but the concussive force tossed him several feet into the air. He impacted the ground with a whomp, and then Entris was over him once again with the tip of his sword pressing into his throat. He did not move to avoid Entris’s blade as he intended for Entris to believe he had won.

Azeria suddenly stepped between them, shoving Entris out of the way. Rezkin had known she would intervene, even planned for it, and she did not disappoint. She said, “Stop, Entris! He is not the enemy.”

Entris pointed at him and said, “His madness has poisoned your mind, Azeria.”

Azeria’s snow-white hair whipped around her as the wind picked up. She replied, “He is not mad (confident).” After a moment’s pause, she said, “What are you doing here? I left you in Cael (tense).”

Although Entris was stoic as ever, Rezkin could sense the anger in his bearing as he turned toward her. “I know,” he snapped. “Tyris was sent to retrieve me. The Syek-lyé was concerned about you.” He pointed toward Rezkin with his sword. “This, Azeria? I did not expect you would betray me (furious).”

Azeria lifted her chin. “I did not betray you. I was protecting you from making a terrible mistake. He is not insane.”

Entris scoffed. “What proof do you have that he is not?”

Azeria countered, “What proof do you have that he is?”

“He abandoned his empire in the midst of war and has allowed the world to believe him dead. These are not the actions of a sane man. His friends mourn him. You mourned him. Have you forgotten the anguish you endured?”

Rezkin did not want Azeria to be reminded of that pain, and he did not need her to fight his battles for him. He rolled to his feet and closed the distance between them to confront Entris. “I am not beholden to the Eihelvanan. I need not explain my actions to you.”

“This battle, here, was proof that already you grow too strong. I should end you now before you become a greater threat.”

“You could try,” said Rezkin, “but for Azeria’s sake, I propose a truce.”

White-hot anger burned in Entris’s eyes. Entris’s stoney façade cracked as he shouted, “For Azeria’s sake?! Since when have you done anything for Azeria’s sake? If you are not mad, then you are the most selfish man to walk the realm.”

Rezkin was unaccustomed to explaining himself or to being held accountable, and he did not intend to start now. He said, “My motivations are mine alone. I need not explain myself to you, Entris.”

“But you have been alive all this time. We are your allies. Why did you keep it from us?” asked Entris. “Why keep it from Azeria?”

Rezkin looked to Azeria, but she did not meet his eyes. He could tell that this was a sore subject with her, one that he had hoped they could put behind them. Turning back to Entris, Rezkin confessed, “You are hardly my ally, Entris. You continually hold the threat of death over my head. If I had told Azeria, she would have felt obliged to tell you. If you knew that I was still alive, you would insist on following me around. I needed to be able to move freely. I needed to be one and alone.”

Entris shook his head and said, “You are an emperor. You cannot be one and alone. You are many. You are everyone in your empire.”

“Exactly,” said Rezkin. “That is why I needed everyone to think I was dead.”

“No,” argued Entris. “You assign others to do those tasks for you.”

Rezkin shook his head. “No one could do those tasks as effectively I as I could.”

Entris released a steady breath and sheathed his sword. He said, “Perhaps you are not mad, but you definitely made poor decisions.”

Azeria said, “He has skills beyond those of the average warrior. He put those skills to use.”

Rezkin frowned. “I did not make poor decisions. As Azeria said, I acted on my training. First and foremost, I am a warrior.”

“No,” said Entris, “you are an emperor. You need to act like one.”

A feeling that was becoming ever more familiar to him invaded Rezkin’s mind. Uncertainty. He pushed it aside and said, “When I am playing the role of emperor, I behave as such. Most of my Skills are useless to an emperor, though. In truth, I am much more than an emperor.”

Entris argued, “You are not playing a role as emperor. You are the emperor.”

Rezkin shook his head. “Anyone with the right upbringing and education can be emperor. Tieran was bred for such a position. I am better suited to fight this war from the shadows.”

Entris was silent for a moment, his gaze boring straight into Rezkin as if he might draw out his soul. Finally, he said, “Perhaps you can do both.”

Rezkin said, “I have been doing both. You all are simply unaware of it.”

“How am I to assess you if you keep your actions secret?” growled Entris with obvious frustration.

Rezkin replied, “I do not intend for you to assess me. Your assessment is irrelevant. Suffice it to say, though, that I have been contemplating my resurrection for some time. I had only to ensure that everything was in its proper place when I did it. You, however, are a thorn in my side. Instead of following me around trying to assess me, you should train me.”

Entris said, “That is what I have been trying to do.”

“No,” said Rezkin, “you have been testing me. You want to know how much control I have over my power. What I am proposing is that you train me properly in the ways of the Spirétua. Teach me to control my power rather than allowing it to control me.”

Entris paused, and Rezkin wondered what ideas were floating behind his thoughtful gaze. Entris said, “I do not know which is the greater threat: a madman with no control over his power or one with full control.”

“I am not mad,” replied Rezkin. “You said that as Spirétua-lyé you are responsible for the training of all Spirétua. I am Spirétua. Therefore, you must train me.”

Although Entris did not advertise his sentiments, Rezkin knew he was enduring an internal struggle. After a long moment, he finally sighed. “Very well. I will train you in truth. But as your Spirétua-lyé, you must answer to me.”

Rezkin shook his head. “No,” he said, “I am not a youngling. I am a trained warrior with responsibilities outside your purview. As you have pointed out, I am an emperor. I cannot be beholden to another. I will do things my way, and you will not hinder my efforts. Many of the things I do may not make sense to you. These things are often part of a bigger plan. You may not approve of my methods. Where you see madness lies careful deliberation.”

“You ask for much but offer little,” observed Entris.

Rezkin replied, “I wage war against the daem’ahn. Such is the duty of the Spirétua. What more would you ask of me?”

Entris looked to Azeria, but she refused to share her opinion. Finally, he said, “I will not interfere in the rule of your empire; and as far as your mental state is concerned, I will give you the benefit of the doubt. That is all I can promise (earnest).”

Rezkin was satisfied that his plan to infiltrate the Spirétua was underway. The training itself was secondary to his ultimate goals of discovering all that the Spirétua knew about the daem’ahn and finding a way to draw the Eihelvanan into the war, while simultaneously eliminating the threat against his life.

Entris said, “I have terms of my own if I am to aid you.”

Rezkin had anticipated as much and was reasonably certain he knew what Entris wanted. He said, “What are these terms?”

“If you are to train with me, you will train in the way of the Eihelvanan. You will add our fighting style to your repertoire. We will enhance your speed and efficiency, and we will hone your control over vimara. You will train harder than you have ever trained.”

Without a moment’s hesitation, Rezkin said, “I accept your terms. You are a formidable warrior, Entris. I would be a fool to reject your offer of assistance.”

Entris tilted his head curiously and said, “Then you have been a fool until now.”

Rezkin’s gaze slid to Azeria. “My reasoning was sound. I believe Azeria understands this. I have already apologized for the pain I caused her. We have moved beyond that.”

She finally met his gaze and held it for a long moment. Then she nodded and looked away. Rezkin was not sure what that meant. Had she forgiven him? Or was it merely an acknowledgment of his words? She had said she wanted to bond with him, but how could she possibly feel that way if she was still harboring resentment toward him? All he knew was that Azeria was a complicated woman, and no matter how hard he tried to wrap his head around her, he could not understand her.


Chapter 12

Rezkin was accustomed to feeling all manner of wretched physical sensations after a day of training, but this—this was an entirely new level of misery. Not only did every joint ache, every muscle scream, but it felt as though his very soul had been drained and burned to ash. His stomach cried out with the hunger of a thousand men, and his need for sleep would drive him into the grave. But none of that was what inflicted upon him his greatest misery. He knew what caused him such torment, and it was not the swordplay or unarmed combat. It was the emotional toll of the casting. The more vimara he forced from his river, the more it drained him both physically and mentally.

To cast in the way of the Spirétua, he had to connect with his emotions. The types of emotions he experienced affected which castings were made possible, and the magnitude of the casting was directly proportional to the magnitude of the emotion. The more he felt, the more he could cast. And, conversely, the more he cast, the greater the emotions he felt. Where he once would have approached training with reason and logic, he was being forced to do the very thing he was trained against. He was not accustomed to feeling so much, and he wondered if the act of feeling had not wreaked more havoc on his mind and body than the actual casting.

For the past three days, Entris had intentionally driven him to surpass what was safe to cast. He had wanted Rezkin to know how it felt to cast beyond one’s limits so that he would know when he was approaching those limits in the future. He had explained that he should not wait until he was engaged in battle to learn his limits, and it had made sense to Rezkin when he had agreed to it. In fact, unbeknownst to Entris, Rezkin had remained at practice long after he had been dismissed—hence the misery he felt now. All the emotions he had been consciously and unconsciously suppressing throughout his life were now unleashed. Since he had little experience with these emotions, he did not know how to contend with them. He could not even identify many of them. He had never before experienced them, and, as such, he had no name for them.

Even though he was finished with his training for the day, those feelings still surged through him. Without the peaceful melody of eskyeyela to focus on, he did not know how to turn them off. The one emotion that ruled over all the others at that moment was anger. During his harsh training at the northern fortress, he had understood the need for his trainers to push him. Even as a small-man he had not begrudged his trainers. But now, now he wanted to thrust his fist into Entris’s chest and rip out his spine.

Rezkin paced inside his room, a modest chamber that had been dug out in the palace cave system of Freth Adwyn. It had been furnished with a large bed, a few trunks, some mage lights, a wardrobe, and a heavy wooden door. It even possessed a smaller chamber that held a privy and a bathing tub, which he had already made use of since training. He glanced at the bed for the hundredth time. He was inclined to fall into its soft, warm embrace, but he could not. He had to force himself to stay awake. He was not permitted to sleep until the tenth hour.

His stomach rumbled. Dinner would be served soon. Rezkin longed for a savory meal, but he was not sure food could fill the void inside him. He had seen the source of the emptiness when he had visited eskyeyela a short time ago. The bright torrent of vimara that typically flowed there was noticeably absent save for the thinnest trickle. Likewise, the melody he was accustomed to hearing had grown so quiet that he was not sure he could hear it at all.

Entris had known he would feel this way. He had even told him there was a way to revitalize him, to dispense with the pain and fill the void. But he had not told him how. No, he had kept that to himself, asserting that Rezkin needed to suffer to understand what surpassing the limit did to a person. Entris had driven him to the very edge of death before permitting him to stop. He was sure that if he had continued casting for even a minute longer, his life force would have been spent.

Rezkin was not upset about this. During his training at the northern fortress, he had been driven to the point of death and beyond many times. He knew it was a necessary part of training, and he embraced it. Knowing he was capable of surviving a pain under the controlled circumstances of training would increase his chance of survival when faced with the same pain in future combat.

He heard a pounding, and, at first, he thought it was the sharp, throbbing pain behind his right temple. After a moment, he realized it was coming from the door. He said, “Enter,” and winced at the sound of his own voice. The door swung open and in walked Azeria wearing what looked to be a ceremonial robe that wrapped around her body and ended just above her knees. Her arms were bare, save for the white tresses that flowed over them. Even from across the room, Rezkin caught her scent, a mingling of lavender and rose. She glanced around the room then closed the door behind her.

Hot blood surged through Rezkin’s veins. Overwhelming sensations washed over him. He struggled to maintain hold of his thoughts as desire burned through him. Azeria stood there, bathed in the warm glow of the mage lights. Her silver eyes sparkled, and, through them, he could see a mind as sharp as the edge of his sword. Rezkin was driven by some innate primal urge as he took a step toward her, and then another. Inside, he felt a need so deep he thought he would die if it was not satisfied. He was not drawn to hunt or dominate, but, rather, to worship at the feet of this stunning goddess before him.

A flood of emotions assailed him, and he knew that after the misery he had been enduring only a moment ago, the sudden feelings of joy and triumph were entirely due to Azeria’s presence. Had he ever before felt such peace and contentment? Had he ever experienced happiness before this moment? He realized the answer was yes on both accounts. He had known these feelings every time Azeria was with him. He only had not experienced them so vividly because his emotions had been suppressed. With the emotions bubbling at the surface now, he knew beyond a shadow of a doubt that not only did he want these feelings to last for always, but he also wanted to make her feel this way in return.

As he prowled closer to her, Azeria said, “Rezkin, the healer sends her regards. Seena will make a full recovery. Also, I delivered Daithy to Cael as you requested. The humans received her well despite the fact that they had neither seen nor heard of the darwaven. Daithy has instructions to maintain your secret and tell them the Raven sent her. The vimarium and other supplies already arrived, so she will begin construction on the project immediately.” She paused, looked him up and down, then said, “Are you ready? I have come to take you to the initiation ceremony.”

All Rezkin heard was, “I have come to take you.” He stepped past her guard, close enough that their chests brushed against each other. She did not back away. Instead, she looked at him with a heat of her own. Their eyes met, and an endless stream of knowledge flowed between them.

On a heavy breath, she said, “What do you want from me, Rezkin?”

He threaded his hands into her hair, cupping the back of her head. “You know what I want.”

Her gaze dropped to his lips. She said, “I don’t think I do.”

He said, “My mind and heart have been opened to a state of existence I could not have fathomed before you. I know now that when I fight, I fight not for duty but for the sensations you have awakened inside me. I have no name for it, but this feeling is an addiction, for once it is known it cannot be unknown; and to lose it would be to tear my soul from my body. I must have you, Azeria, for now and forever. Allow me to dedicate my existence to you. Bond with me, Azeria.”

He descended slowly, giving her plenty of time to push away. Azeria did not wait for his mouth to close the distance. Her lips crashed into his, igniting a passion that would not be quenched by a kiss alone. She abruptly pulled away, and Rezkin was left cold in the absence of her heat. He watched as she backed away toward the bed, their gazes locked the entire way. She reached up and undid the clasp at her shoulder that held her robes in place. Rezkin was across the room before the silky material struck the floor. Again, he had her in his arms, this time his hands caressing the expanse of her soft, bare skin. Her fingers moved deftly, and within seconds, his belt and tunic were discarded.

A small voice in the back of Rezkin’s mind called to him a warning. It shouted for him to be wary of the threat the Eihelvanan general posed. A memory surfaced—the memory of a knife sinking into his heart by the hand of another lover. But he would not be deterred by fear. He was committed to this course of action. Should Azeria strike at his heart with a blade, he would gladly receive it, for he would not wish to live in a world where she did not love him.

They fell to the bed, and Rezkin reveled in the feel of his bare skin against hers. Their intimacy grew out of a passion Rezkin had never before felt. He longed to become one with her—a single entity of shared mind, body, and soul. Upon their joining, he felt the brush of her power against his. It called to him, and for the first time, he had no desire to hold back. Rezkin allowed her power to flow into him as he flooded her body with what little power he had left. Two became one, and Rezkin felt his world expand. As his hands caressed her silken skin, his power enveloped her soul.

He suddenly felt greater than himself as his consciousness transcended all his training and experience. It was as if their souls were engaged in a synchronized dance, their every move choreographed to perfection. Together they dashed across an infinite realm without regard for the hazards that could befall them should either of them let go. At times he led, guiding her through the steps, while at others he followed, surrendering to her whims. Consumed by the melody, all that existed outside of them was extinguished. The music of the dance reached a crescendo, and Rezkin lost himself in her. At last, he began to descend, and the sensations settled at a simmer. The pain and emptiness he had felt earlier had been dispelled, but the hunger remained.

When their bodies separated, their power remained entwined. Rezkin was loathe to release her. He wanted to feel the connectedness always. By the way she wrapped herself around him, he thought she felt the same. As his hands traversed her curves, his last conscious thought caught up with him. Did Azeria love him? She had not said as much, but the fact that she had bonded with him was telling. She must love him. But he wanted to know for certain. He did not know why it was important. He had never known love, had never needed it, but he posed the question anyway.

Drawing his lips away from hers, he whispered, “Azeria, do you love me?”

Azeria stilled. She looked into his eyes and said, “You already know how I feel about you. I broke with tradition and professed my desire to bond with you, as I have just now. I would not do that if I did not love you. Why do you ask me this?”

Rezkin did not know what to say. He could have asked any number of pertinent questions. He could have asked if she trusted him, which would have been a practical inquiry. But he had asked about love, a word he could not even define. He searched inside himself for a reason and was faced once again with a sea of feelings for which he did not have names. He thought, though, that Azeria had the same feelings; and, if she put a name to her feelings, then he would have a name for his. His thoughts had been of love, in particular. Was that what he was feeling? The more he thought about it, the more certain he became.

He said, “I burn for you, and not just in a physical sense. Everything about you ignites my desire. Your complex mind, the way you approach the world with reason, your martial prowess and magical fortitude, your barely restrained passion, all of it. Never have I felt so much than in this moment with you. You make me want to feel all the time. If this is not love, then I spurn love in favor of this.”

She held his face and kissed him then, and when her lips fell away from his, they formed the first genuine smile he had seen from her outside of a dream. Her eyes were alight, her hair was mussed, and her cheeks were rosy from exertion. She was the most beautiful woman he had ever laid eyes upon.

He brushed a pale lock from her forehead and said, “What does it mean now that we are bonded?”

“It means that we belong to each other. If you enter eskyeyela, you will see two rivers joining to become one. Our vimara is now combined. You may draw upon my power and I yours.”

“Is that why I feel replenished?” he asked.

“Yes, you drew on much of my power to fill your well.” Her face became serious once again. She said, “We can never bond with another in such a way. And when one of us dies, the other will shortly follow.”

Rezkin had known he was tying his lifeline to hers. She had warned of such when first she explained the bond. He now knew that no matter what happened between him and Caydean, the fae, the demons, he would have to live—for her. And he needed to ensure that she remain safe, not because he feared death, but because he could not bear to lose her. He also could no longer remain in the shadows alone. Azeria was a tempest that could not be subdued. If he was to honor her with the life she deserved, he would have to pick up the mantle of emperor once again.

His thoughts were interrupted when she said, “We must go. We are late.”

Azeria rose from the bed leaving behind an empty space that felt cold as ice in her absence. She stepped into the washroom, and Rezkin began to dress. A few minutes later, Azeria emerged in all her naked glory. He watched her appreciatively as she donned her ceremonial robes. She braided her hair, and he offered her one of his ribbons to secure it.

The walk to the practice grounds was made in silence, but Rezkin noted that Azeria walked a little closer to him than she had previously. He found that he was not discomfited by her nearness. On the contrary, he felt more secure knowing she was within his circle of protection. Not that she needed his protection. She was a formidable warrior and a brilliant caster, traits for which he greatly admired her. The fact that she was capable of protecting herself did not diminish his drive to see to her safety.

When they reached the practice grounds where the ceremony would be held, there were a half dozen Eihelvanan lined up at its center with Entris standing before them. Off to the side were several more, including Medi, and Tam was there as well. He noted that everyone was wearing armor except Azeria.

As they were crossing the grounds, Rezkin said, “Why is it they all wear armor, and you are in robes?”

Azeria kept her eyes forward as she said, “Because I am not here as a warrior. I am here as your bond mate.”

Rezkin stopped in his tracks, and Azeria turned toward him, her stance pensive. He said, “You were wearing that when you came to my room—before I became your bond mate.”

“Yes,” she replied slowly as if waiting for him to catch up.

Rezkin’s eyebrows rose as surprise filtered through him. “You planned this? When you came to my room, you intended to bond with me?”

A glint of humor flashed in her eyes. She said, “I did.”

“How did you know I would go through with it?” he asked, fully aware now that he had somehow been manipulated, or, at the very least, anticipated.

She grinned mischievously. “I knew you wanted me. You just needed to connect with your feelings. The emotional exercises Entris put you through did that for you.”

“So you took advantage of my moment of weakness?” Rezkin asked.

“Of course not. Experiencing emotions is not a weakness, Rezkin. It is a large part of who you are. Our emotions guide us away from danger and toward happiness. You chose to bond with me. It was an emotional decision, but it was as valid as any other decision you’ve made.”

Rezkin realized then that she was right. He also realized he could never stay ahead of Azeria. She had proven it when she had hunted him down as the Raven, she had proven it when they fought each other, and she had proven it just now. It was not that he was incapable of besting her. It was that he did not want to.

She took his hand in hers and tugged him toward the center of the training grounds. She said, “Come, they await you.”

They stopped before Entris whose gaze was riveted on Azeria. He stared at her for several long seconds before he finally turned to Rezkin. “Congratulations,” he said. “If you disappoint her, I will end you whether you are mad or not.”

Rezkin received many threats but never one so deserving as the one Entris issued. A flutter of doubt tickled his conscience. He wondered how long it would be before he did something to upset Azeria.

The initiation ceremony that followed was short but formal. After extracting from him an oath to uphold the honor of the Spirétua, Rezkin was accepted as Entris’s apprentice. He was then gifted several items, which included a tunic and breeches of the traditional Eihelvanan style that matched those worn by Entris and the six Spirétua lined up at the center. The pants were black and the tunic black with forest green sleeves. A golden tree covered the breast, and golden leaves were embroidered around the cuffs. He was issued a matching cloak pin and a new leather pack dyed green.

When the ceremony was complete, Entris explained, “The pack is enchanted. When you feed a bit of vimara into it, it becomes much lighter regardless of what it contains. The heavier the items, however, the more vimara it requires. If you attempt to carry too much, you may find yourself running out of vimara quickly.”

“This is remarkable,” said Rezkin. “Do all Eihelvanan carry these?”

“No,” replied Entris, “it requires the power of the Spirétua that most Eihelvanan do not possess. The cloak pin is also enchanted. You are not required to feed vimara into it. Your vimaral bleed is sufficient to power it.”

“What does it do?” asked Rezkin.

“It allows other Spirétua with the same pin to track your location and vice versa.”

“Like a beacon stone?”

Entris nodded slowly. “It is a similar concept. I will teach you how to use it to track other Spirétua.”

Rezkin rubbed his thumb over the gold surface of the cloak pin, then held it out for Entris. He said, “I do not wish to be tracked.”

Entris did not take the pin. He replied, “I knew you would say that. It is possible to deactivate it for privacy. I encourage you to keep it active when you are on a mission, though. It will allow me to find you in the event you become unconscious or are in need of assistance.”

Rezkin reconsidered keeping the cloak pin. He could think of a number of scenarios in which it would be good to allow Entris to find him—so long as he could deactivate it when he wanted. He had more questions, though. He asked, “How will you know if I am unconscious or in need of assistance?”

Entris indicated the clothes stacked in Rezkin’s other hand. “These are enchanted as well. In the event you are rendered unconscious or seriously injured, the enchantment will send an alert to the other Spirétua via the connection of the cloak pins. It will issue a different alert if you are killed.”

Rezkin was intrigued. He had no idea the Spirétua had ways to monitor each other. He was equally surprised they were such a tightknit community of warriors who were expected to come to each other’s aid. Upon accepting Entris’s tutelage, he had not known he was joining an exclusive society. He wondered if he would be expected to answer a call for aid by the other Spirétua. Reflecting upon the formal ceremony he had just endured, he decided that they did indeed have such expectations. He recognized the irony that he had been inducted into the very society that had been tasked with killing him should he go mad. With a glance at Entris’s hard gaze, he knew it was better to join them than to be killed by them. He wondered if the enchantments on the clothes could also detect one’s mental state, and then he was not at all certain he should don them.

After Entris explained the enchantments on the items he had received, Rezkin was introduced to the six Spirétua who remained on the training grounds. As he spoke with each of them, it occurred to him that he had little apprehension about their intentions. While he did retain a note of caution, he did not feel the overwhelming sense of danger he had grown accustomed to feeling over the past year. His mind felt alert and clear, and he was able to pick up on many bits of unspoken knowledge about each of the Spirétua, as he had been trained to do since he had been a small-man. Logically, he recognized Entris and the others as potential threats, but he did not feel the ever-present sense of impending danger from any of them. For the first time since he met the Eihelvanan, he was able to face them with calm acceptance. Rezkin wondered if it had something to do with his bond with Azeria or if it was simply the fact that they had accepted him.

As Rezkin and Azeria walked toward the dining hall, Azeria said, “You are apprehensive.”

Rezkin shook his head. “No, I feel calm.”

Azeria raised her fist and placed her other hand around it. She said, “Here, on the surface, you are calm; but at the core, you are full of tension. I can feel it through our bond. What I do not know is why you feel this way.”

Rezkin did not immediately discount her words. Azeria was perceptive, and he was still unsure of the ways in which they were affected by their bond. He searched his emotions, emotions that he was not used to feeling. There, beneath his calm exterior, was something more, an emotion he was suppressing. He touched upon it, and his gut clenched. Determined not to be outdone by a simple emotion, Rezkin dove into the roiling mess. His muscles became taut, his breathing became labored, and a sweat broke out on his brow. He immediately retreated. Whatever this was, it was not a battle he could win at that moment. Rezkin pushed his emotions down, locking them away until his mind was clear and his body steady.

“You have virtually cut yourself off from your vimara,” said Azeria. “Why do you do this?”

Rezkin was surprised that without even speaking, she knew exactly what he was doing. The bond he shared with her began to feel like a leash. The feelings he had just locked away threatened to break free, and Rezkin was once again forced to suppress them with his will.

He said, “I am not yet capable of facing that enemy.”

“What enemy?” she asked.

Rezkin paused outside the banquet hall door. He said, “That thing—that emotion. It will not be easily overcome.”

Azeria turned toward him. Her silver eyes held his gaze as she said, “It is not a thing to be overcome. It is not your enemy. It is you, Rezkin. You must accept it to understand what it is telling you.”

“It is not telling me anything, Azeria. Emotions dull the mind, reduce your resolve, and interfere with rational thinking. They are a detriment.”

She reached out and took his hand in hers. Rezkin allowed it. In fact, he desired it. She said, “These are the things you were taught to prevent you from actively wielding your power. Entris and I believe the Sen who trained you thought that if they suppressed your vimara, you would not go mad. So far as we can tell, they were right. But when you started feeling things, when you started wielding your vimara, the madness began to grip your mind. Your bonds with Tiseyi and Seena likely slowed the process. I believe the bond that exists between us will prevent the madness from going any further. If I am right, it is now safe for you to wield your power as an Eihelvanan Spirétua. You need no longer hide from your feelings.”

“What if you are wrong?” he asked.

Her eyes shuttered. “Then madness is inevitable.”

“You tied your life to mine knowing this was a possibility?”

“Yes,” she said firmly, once again meeting his eyes. “I have no regrets. I would do it again as many times as was necessary.”

At her sincere words, a fire spread throughout Rezkin’s body. He stepped closer and cupped her cheek in his palm. “I intend to do it again, regardless of necessity.”

A spark ignited in Azeria’s eyes, and a heat began to grow in the minuscule space that separated their bodies. They both jumped when suddenly Entris spoke from beside them.

“Are you going in?” he said. “Your body needs sustenance to recover from the training.”

Rezkin considered punching Entris in the throat for interrupting them, but then his stomach rumbled. He stepped back but maintained his grip on Azeria’s hand as he led her into the dining hall.

In the following days, Rezkin trained with Entris in Eihelvanan martial techniques, but he had limited success in the art of casting. Entris insisted his failures were due to his unwillingness to become one with his feelings, but Rezkin was unconvinced. The truth was, he had embraced his feelings—or, rather, a single feeling. Love. But that love was accompanied by a darker feeling he refused to acknowledge. Fear. If Azeria was wrong and their bond did not immunize him from the madness, then embracing his feelings and wielding his vimara would lead to the loss of his sanity. If that happened, Entris would be obligated to kill him and then Azeria would die. He could not allow that to happen.

Rezkin might have given up on casting altogether, but such failure was not acceptable. He needed all the resources and weapons that were available to him, and he needed enough strength and power to overcome whatever Caydean threw at him. If he could not prevent the madness, the alternative was to embrace it. He decided that the only way to survive what was to come would be to develop his magical skills beyond anything his opponents could wield. More importantly, he had to do it in a way that his opponents did not anticipate—which meant not allowing Entris to know about the progress he was making while he continued to benefit from the Spirétua-lyé’s tutelage.

Keeping this in mind, Rezkin threw himself into a task that required strength and finesse. He drew his power across the stone surface in front of him in one smooth motion, scoring away a thin section and leaving behind a graceful curve. The stone monolith that loomed over him had begun to take shape less than three hours ago, and already the sculpture was nearly finished. Rezkin stood back and examined his work. The glimmering white stone that sparkled in the mage light had taken on a life that was not its own. It was a likeness of Azeria, not as the sensual being he experienced in their private moments, but as the powerful warrior he had encountered upon their first meeting. Even though it was technical perfection, the form was an empty husk. It could never possess her wild and enduring spirit. It was no matter. The statue would serve his purposes.

Chipped stone crunched beneath his boots as he rounded the statue. His power flowed over it, smoothing the rough spots. When he was sure Entris would be satisfied, he abandoned the statue, dousing the mage lights and leaving it all in darkness. He did not report to Entris. He had no intention of telling Entris he had finished the statue in only a few hours. Instead, he would wait the entire three days he had been allotted to reveal his work, during which time he would undertake his own tasks.

He wove through the yard, passing great blocks of raw stone that loomed dark in the night, until he reached the rear wall. He ascended the twelve-foot stone wall with ease then trekked through the forest beyond, guided only by the moonlight, until he came to a what appeared to be a long, sinuous earthen mound woven between the trees. The surface was covered in grass, bushes, and brambles. Upon first sight two days ago, Rezkin had been stumped by the feature’s appearance. But since then, he had investigated the length of it and found that not only was it an artificial structure, but it was not comprised of solid earth. This was evidenced by the presence of a guarded door at one end and the series of protective wards that enveloped it.

At the structure’s entrance was a single guard cast in the eerie blue of the mage lights that were mounted on posts beside him. Rezkin considered attempting to breach the structure in secret. The guard, however, was one he recognized as one of the Spirétua from the initiation ceremony. Rezkin decided to put his new brotherhood status to the test as he walked silently toward the entrance. The guard did not move as he approached. In fact, he did not acknowledge Rezkin’s presence in any way until he came within the sphere of light cast by the mage stones. Rezkin did not doubt the man knew he was there. He stopped a few feet away from the man and raised his hand in greeting.

“Galain,” he said with a formal gesture.

With a nod, the dark-haired Galain said, “Greetings, Rezkin. I have been wondering how long you would linger in the dark before coming to speak with me (bemused).”

Rezkin feigned surprise. “You knew I was there?”

Galain replied, “Of course. Your vimaral bleed was quite telling. You will need to learn how to restrain it.”

“Yes,” Rezkin said, “perhaps you can advise me on the topic.”

Galain nodded. “I would be glad to help, although the Spirétua-lyé is a much better teacher than I. What brings you here at this time of night (curious)?”

Rezkin made a show of examining the entrance and said, “I found you quite by accident. What is this place?”

Galain tilted his head as though he were pondering about whether to answer. Then he shrugged and said, “As Spirétua, you are entitled entry. This is the archives.”

“Archives for what?” Rezkin asked.

“For everything,” said Galain. “The tunnels are extensive. They house all our records including histories, advancements in science and magic, financial records, accounts of births and deaths—pretty much everything that needs to be recorded.”

“And you are tasked with guarding it?” said Rezkin.

Galain’s golden eyes glimmered with pride as he said, “It is the honor of the Spirétua to guard the entrance to the archives (proud).”

Rezkin nodded toward the wooden door. “May I?”

Galain stepped to one side and motioned Rezkin toward the door. “You are Spirétua. You are able to access all that the archives hold. You may study them within, but nothing can be removed. The wards see to that. If you attempt to destroy anything, you will be tried as a criminal and sentenced to a harsh punishment or even death depending on the severity of the infraction.”

“I understand,” said Rezkin as he stepped up to the door. He paused and asked, “How are the archives arranged? How will I know where to look for something?”

The light of vimara suddenly ignited in Rezkin’s mind’s eye. Galain connected his power to the ward that surrounded the mound. Then an illuminated three-dimensional compass appeared in the air before him. The spheres around the compass spun, as did the needle at its center, until everything abruptly stopped. The needle pointed to a specific glowing point on the sphere, down and to the northwest.

“Here is the record of my birth,” said Galain. “You have only to connect your power to the ward and cast with your will to find what you seek. Follow the compass through the tunnels, and you cannot get lost.” His gaze slid to Rezkin. “Are you capable of joining your power to the ward and casting your will?”

Rezkin did not want Galain and the other Spirétua to know how much his skill with vimara had advanced. He rubbed the back of his neck as if uncomfortable with the question. Feigning little confidence, he said, “I am not sure. Perhaps you could guide me through it.”

Galain patiently nodded then began walking Rezkin through the steps. Rezkin pretended to fumble with the process a few times and took far longer than necessary to accomplish it, but eventually, he allowed his power to connect.

Stepping back, Galain said, “Good. If you do not return by the end of my shift, I will assume you are lost and come to guide you out.”

The door opened smoothly and without a sound as Rezkin stepped into the tunnel beyond. The passage was well lit, and Rezkin could see that the walls were composed of smooth stone upon which were painted detailed scenes accompanied by writing in the Fersheyan script, which Azeria had been teaching him to read. The cobbled floor sloped downward, and as he made the trek into the depths, a cool draft swept across his flesh. When he reached the first split in the tunnel, Rezkin summoned the three-dimensional compass. He willed it to show him the location of the knowledge he desired, but the arrow continued to spin lazily. He wondered if the information he sought was not present or if perhaps he was being too specific. He broadened his search, and the arrow turned to point downward and to the right.

Rezkin followed the compass but stole cursory glances into the chambers he passed. Each was filled with shelves of books, scrolls, and tablets, and some contained artifacts like pottery, sculptures, tapestries, weapons, and armor. Every chamber was furnished with a small seating area and at least one long table, some of which were made of wood and others stone. When he finally reached his destination, he was disheartened to find that the chamber was quite a bit smaller than most of those he had passed. With the compass in his mind’s eye, he found the tomes he sought nestled against the wall in the far corner of the room. There were only three of them, one rather thick and two quite thin. It seemed that in all of Freth Adwyn, this was the sum total of information available on daem’ahn.

For the next three hours, Rezkin sat in a cushioned chair reading the three tomes. The first was the thickest, and it detailed the nature of the daem’ahn and how they came to be. It explained how they had been created by the goddesses Nihko and Rheina and how they had wreaked havoc in the attempts to destroy all of the gods’ subsequent creations. It detailed how Rheina had then created a new realm for them to inhabit in which they were free to live in chaos. It told of how the daem’ahn were not satisfied with their own realm but that they yearned to inflict chaos upon all the realms. Finally, it demonstrated how the daem’ahn had tricked power-hungry humans into inviting them into the Realm of the Living. Several historical examples of possessions were discussed in detail, and Rezkin was disappointed to find that in all of them, the host had been killed in order to rid the realm of the daem’ahn.

The second book contained information regarding the daem’ahn war and the role of the Spirétua. It seemed the Eihelvanan had had few weapons against the daem’ahn besides their formidable innate power and martial skill, and the war had been devastating to the Eihelvanan population. Little was mentioned about the dwarves and their special armor except that those few who had survived the battles were all that remained of the race. The humans had played a significant role in the war. What they had lacked in power they made up for in sheer numbers. Nothing was mentioned of the ahn’an.

The third and final book, which was little more than a pamphlet, was a register of the names of some of the daem’ahn the Spirétua had faced and what little was known about their power and positions in the daem’ahn hierarchy. Beside each entry was the name of the host, if known, and an account of how and when they had died and who was responsible for their death. All but one were accounted for. Beside a woman named Molidania “Molly” Westroth was recorded the name of Spirétua Jaden, but the date and method of death was blank. Rezkin took note of the anomaly and closed the book.

None of the books had revealed the information Rezkin sought. He was disappointed but not deterred. He replaced the books on the shelf, but as he did so, he could not get Molly Westroth out of his mind. The absent information might have been an oversight, but something told him there was more to it. Molly Westroth was different, and he needed to find out in what way. He brought up the vimaral compass once again, and this time he willed it to find information on Molly Westroth. The arrow spun and then pointed directly behind him at the shelf he had just abandoned. He willed it to show him other information about her, and the arrow began to spin again. Finally, it stilled, pointing toward another chamber.

Rezkin followed the arrow down the corridor to the entrance of a much larger chamber. When he tried to open the door, however, he encountered a ward that prevented him from reaching the handle. Rezkin quickly determined that the ward consisted of the cold power of the Spirétua. He would not be able to bend it around himself and pass through it like he did with the mage wards. He would need to counteract it somehow, but he had not yet been instructed on how to breach cold power wards. The guard at the entrance, Galain, had told him he would have access to all that the archives held, but this ward begged to differ.

Rezkin ran his power over the ward searching for any obvious defects and found none. He needed the key to the ward, but he did not know how to find it. He allowed his consciousness to delve into the ward as he searched for any clue. In his mind’s eye, he traversed the threads of power that had been woven and cast in a complex geometric pattern. For the next two hours, he searched every pathway and intersection for flaws or what he thought of as vimaral keyholes—points into which he could insert his power to unlock the ward. When he found nothing viable, he drew his consciousness back to look at the structure as a whole. As he perused the structure, he realized that it seemed familiar to him. He recalled a similar structure he had observed in Cael. It was not the structure of a ward or spell. It was the structure of a crystal.

With the crystal in mind, Rezkin again looked at the structure of the ward. After a moment, he came to the conclusion that the ward and the crystal were stereoisomers. The ward was left-handed, with the weave spiraling upward, while the crystal was right-handed, with its tetrahedra spiraling in the opposite direction. He wondered what would happen if he recreated the ward as a mirror image of itself, similar to the right-handed crystal. It took him only a moment to create the new ward, but once he had it, he was not sure what to do with it. He thought about it for a few minutes, then he pressed the new ward into the existing ward. The two wards flared bright as they combined, and then they fitted together perfectly. With the weaves aligned as they were, Rezkin could step through into the room.

Now that Rezkin knew the key to the ward, it seemed too simple. He considered that the ward was never meant to keep out the Spirétua. It was intended to prevent mundanes and other magic users besides the Spirétua from entering the room since they would not be capable of casting the weave that was necessary to open it.

Rezkin reached through the wards to grip the door handle. He pulled the door open to find that it was not an entrance to a chamber but a small alcove. Nestled on a stone shelf at the back of the alcove was an iron cylinder decorated with arcane runes that Rezkin recognized as belonging to the language used by the Sen. Carved into the wall behind the vessel was a message written in Fersheya. It read Beware, within this vessel is imprisoned the daem’ahn formerly in possession of Molidania Westroth of Dask.

Rezkin examined the vessel closely and could find no way to open it. It had been completely sealed. A plethora of questions flitted through Rezkin’s mind. Why had the Eihelvanan kept the daem’ahn rather than exorcising it back to H’khajnak? How had they captured it upon Molly Westroth’s demise? What happened to Molly, and why was there no record of her death?

Rezkin decided the best way to get his questions answered would be to hunt down the Spirétua of record—Jaden. Of the few Eihelvanan he had met, none were named Jaden. Jaden may live in a faraway settlement or perhaps he no longer lived at all. Rezkin was about to search the archives for information on Jaden when someone spoke behind him.

“This is an odd place to find a new Spirétua. What interest do you have in this artifact (suspicious)?” said Galain.

Rezkin stepped back through the wards and closed the door behind him. He said, “I am interested in all things related to the daem’ahn. I am waging a war against them, if you recall.”

Galain nodded toward the door and said, “This is better forgotten.”

“What do you know of it?” asked Rezkin.

“Only that something unspeakable came of it,” said Galain.

Rezkin wondered if Galain had more information he was not sharing. He asked, “What of Spirétua Jaden? Where is he?”

Galain said, “I imagine he is in his bed, which is where you should be. Tomorrow’s training will be difficult without sleep (concerned).”

Rezkin noted Galain’s deflection but was not deterred. He asked, “Spirétua Jaden lives here in Freth Adwyn?”

Galain took a few steps down the corridor but turned back and motioned for Rezkin to join him. Once they were headed in the direction of what Rezkin presumed to be the exit, Galain said, “Of course he lives here. The Syek-lyé has occupied this city for as long as records have been kept. I doubt anyone retains their memories of the time before he or she lived here.”

With Galain’s words, Rezkin realized that Jaden was the Syek-lyé, the high king. He had presided over Rezkin’s trial upon his first visit to Freth Adwyn and had later found him skulking through the caves of the palace. The entry in the record book had referred to Jaden as Spirétua, so he presumed the events surrounding Molly Westroth had happened before he became Syek-lyé, meaning it had to have happened very long ago.

Rezkin left the archives with a head full of thoughts. Perhaps Molly Westroth was inconsequential, and he was wasting his time. Years of training and instinct told him there was something more to the story—something important. He needed to speak with the Syek-lyé.


Chapter 13

“Wesson—Wesson, can you hear me?”

The fog of sleep dulled Wesson’s senses as he roused. Something had awakened him, but he could not say what it was. He glanced toward the window high above him to gauge the time. Still dark.

“Wesson, are you there?” came a harsh whisper in the dark.

Wesson startled, his heart leaping in his chest. The sound had come from right beside his head. Fully awake now, Wesson breathed a sigh of relief. He remembered placing the portable mage relay device on the floor beside his pallet. The voice coming through the device was familiar.

He picked up the relay device and pressed the activation rune for the appropriate linked device. “Yes, Anda, I’m here. You are free to speak.”

“Thank Ygrethiel,” came her short reply.

Alarm flooded him again. He said, “Ygrethiel?”

“Oh, sorry. It’s habit,” sputtered Anda. “They have me going to daily worship services to the Mighty Ygrethiel.”

Wesson frowned. “You aren’t buying it, are you?”

“Of course not,” she replied. “But I have to keep up appearances. I have to act like them, talk like them. You understand.”

Wesson did understand, but he was still wary. He said, “Are you somewhere safe? You won’t get caught?”

“I’m good right now. Listen, there’s something you should know. Many people around the palace are demons. Far more than we suspected. And most of the priests of the new temple are demons, too.”

Wesson rubbed his hand over his face then said, “That is disheartening but not unexpected. Can you get me a list of names of those you’ve confirmed to be possessed?”

There was a pause during which Anda said nothing. Finally, after several long breaths, she said, “I’ll try. But Wesson, don’t go killing them. They’re not all bad people.”

Wesson was once again questioning the decision to send Anda back into the dragon’s den. It seemed Anda was more susceptible to manipulation than they had known. He said, “They’re possessed by demons, Anda. They can’t help but be bad.”

As he said the last, his own self-doubt surfaced. He was not possessed by a demon, but he was bound with one. He was both human and demon, and he had begun to wonder if his actions of late were attributed to the latter. Was he a hypocrite?

Anda said, “Wesson, you said it yourself. Demons are not intrinsically evil. They’re beings of chaos, and a little bit of chaos can be a good thing.”

An unexpected bubble of anger burst inside of him. After releasing a steadying breath, he calmly stated, “I know better than anyone just how dangerous a little bit of chaos can be. Don’t let them fool you, Anda. Demons do not belong in this world.”

“Of course, I know that,” she replied. “I’m just saying there has to be another way. I don’t think killing everyone who’s possessed is the answer.”

Wesson could not argue with the sentiment. He did not like the idea of killing people any more than Anda did. But if there was a way to exorcise a demon from a host without killing the host, he did not know of it, and neither did Entris. As head Spirétua, if Entris did not know, then nobody did. He pushed the thoughts to the back of his mind. He needed to focus on one task at a time, and right now, his task was to free innocent mages like Anda from their mage oaths to Caydean.

He said, “Is there anything else we should know?”

Again, there was a long pause. Just when Wesson began to think she was no longer there, she said, “No, not yet. I’ll try to get the list to you, and I’ll let you know when I find anything else.”

Wesson was a little disappointed. He had hoped she would have more information for them regarding Caydean’s plans, but a list of the possessed was a decent step in the right direction. He said, “Thank you, Anda. You’re doing great. Be safe.”

She replied, “Thank you, Wesson. Good night,” and then she was gone.

Wesson lay back on his pallet and pondered what he needed. To continue his experiments, he needed a mage who had sworn a mage oath under duress who was not possessed by a demon. But how would he tell if they were possessed if they were not using their demon power? He needed a way to identify those possessed by demons. For that, he needed to know more about demonic power. Therefore, he needed a demon. His thoughts turned inward. According to Entris, he was a demon.

Wesson’s stomach tightened at the thought. He did not feel like a demon, save for those times when his nocent power threatened to overwhelm him. What did he know of his nocent power? Only that it was stronger, more potent than the nocent power typically wielded by battle mages. Did that mean his power was demonic in nature? If it was demonic nocent power, shouldn’t he be able to use it to identify the same power in others? If so, did that mean the reverse was true? Could those possessed by demons tell that he was also a demon?

He thought back to the time he had run into Avikeev at the mage relay. He was certain he would have gotten a different reception had Avikeev recognized his demonic power. In fact, none of the demons he had encountered during his searches had acknowledged him. This observation led him to a number of possible conclusions. Perhaps there was no way for demons to recognize each other when they were not casting. Maybe there was a way, but the demons he had encountered did not know of it. It was possible that there was a way, but it was an active power, rather than a passive one. It could be that the demon had to be actively looking for their kind. The most disturbing explanation was that other demons had recognized him but demonic possession was already so widespread that it was no longer remarkable.

Wesson hoped the last was not the case. He held out hope that it was the last possibility he considered. He had been making a significant effort to draw in his vimaral bleed during his time in Kaibain. Perhaps he had hidden himself so well the demons could not tell he was one of them.

A shiver ran through him at the thought. He was not one of them. No matter the source of his power, he would never be like the demons who now possessed so many people. The beginnings of a new hope began to stir in the back of his mind. There was another possibility. Dare he hope? Could it be that Entris was wrong? Could it be that he was not a demon after all? No. No, he pushed that thought away. Entris was Spirétua, a Knight of Rheina. It was his sworn duty to rid the world of demons, and it seemed he had much experience in doing so. Entris had been sure Wesson was a demon even before he cast his power. That meant Entris had a way of detecting demon power. How had Entris known? Was it a skill unique to Spirétua? He wondered if Rezkin knew. He would need to speak with him. He considered contacting him on the portable mage relay device but then dismissed the idea. Rezkin was likely involved in some clandestine affair, and he did not want to disturb him for something that was not urgent. He would leave a message at the mage relay instead.

Wesson glanced out the window again. Still dark. The mage relay would not be operating until shortly before dawn. If he were to get halfway across the city, though, it would be easiest to do so while the masses were sleeping. The going was not as simple as he had hoped it would be. With so many people, there were places where the city never slept. Taverns, vendors, gambling halls, and houses of pleasure were open at all hours, and the ruckus made it difficult for the residents to sleep. Those areas were fraught with crime, and it had become so dangerous that the city guard no longer visited. Order was now kept by the guilds of the underworld, and these were controlled by the Raven. Wesson thought it was almost humorous that so much of the capital city was now under Rezkin’s control, and Caydean knew nothing about it.

The mage relay was still closed when Wesson arrived, but already a crowd had formed outside of it. Bleary-eyed patrons lounged in the street, blocking the entrance. A fight broke out between two of the men, and no one intervened. After several minutes of brawling, the two separated bloodied and worn. Just before dawn, three of Caydean’s mages arrived and opened the doors to the relay. Members of the crowd pushed and shoved their way through the opening, eager to be the first in line. Wesson waited patiently with the more docile patrons near the back. Without the use of his power, he would not be intimidating to anyone, and he was not in a hurry besides.

When it finally came his turn, he was greeted by the same mage who had assisted him the last time he had been to the relay. When he had previously conversed with her, he had deduced that she had been one of the mages who had sworn fealty to Caydean under duress. With rich brown tresses and honey-colored eyes, she was pretty, yet he could see that beyond her calculated smile there was misery in her eyes.

Wesson wanted to talk to her more, but he was not sure how to begin the conversation. He settled on a formal introduction and said, “My name is Jet Craven. What might your name be?”

The woman did not look up from the page she was marking as she said, “I am Mage Kiana. What may I do for you?”

As Wesson worked quickly through a plan, he said, “I need to send this message.” He handed her the paper on which his message was scrawled and casually asked, “How long have you worked here?”

Kiana shrugged with one shoulder and said, “Several months. Why do you ask?”

Wesson was not sure what to say. He had never flirted with a woman, and he was not sure how to do it now. He thought of the most flirtatious person he knew and then asked himself what Celise would do. He decided she would be forward and openly state her desires. He was not sure that would work for him, but he decided to try it anyway.

He swallowed his trepidation and said, “I want to know more about you. I’ve seen you here before. You’re very lovely.”

Kiana appeared surprised. “Oh! Um, thank you.”

There was an uncomfortable pause as she waited for him to speak again. Wesson blurted, “I would like you to have dinner with me.”

She opened her mouth to speak, and Wesson could immediately tell she was going to reject him. Before she said anything, though, Wesson was suddenly shoved from behind.

“Hurry up,” growled the man behind him. “We’re here to do business, not listen to you two coo over each other.”

Kiana straightened and lifted her chin. She said, “That’s enough of that! I will not have you causing trouble in here. Either step back in line and wait your turn or leave.”

The man motioned to Wesson and said, “Look lady, this is obviously not going anywhere. You’re way above his station. Just cut him loose and let us get on with this.”

Kiana looked at Wesson. The flush of embarrassment overcame him, but he held her gaze. Kiana turned back to the man with a scowl. Her hands lit with power, and she pointed toward the door. “You, sir, will leave now, or I will make you leave.”

The man suddenly looked fearful as if he had only just remembered he was speaking to a mage. He took a few steps back, bumping into the woman standing behind him. “Watch yourself,” snapped the woman, and the man sheepishly apologized. Throughout the exchange, Wesson struggled to tamp down on his power. His master’s training had taught him to erect a ward around himself at the first sign of trouble, and that training had become almost instinctual. If he allowed his power to stir, though, then Kiana would detect it, and she would be driven by her oath to kill or detain him. At that point, things would get messy, and Wesson really did not want to hurt Kiana or the other mages at the relay.

When Wesson turned back to her, Kiana was watching him thoughtfully. She said, “I can’t do dinner. I must report for evening services at the temple since I missed the morning service due to my job. I can have lunch with you, though. I get off work in four hours. Meet me here then.”

Wesson’s smile was only partially feigned. He was, of course, pleased that she had accepted, but he was also filled with self-loathing for what he intended to do. He had little time to prepare, though, so he turned to leave.

She said, “Wait.”

He turned back, afraid she had already changed her mind. She smiled at him and said, “Did you have a message to send, or did you just wait in line all this time to ask me out?”

Wesson flushed with embarrassment. He had completely forgotten his original reason for going to the relay. “Y-yes,” he sputtered as he handed over the missive. Kiana winked at him as she took the note. She sent it over the relay then handed it back to him.

Wesson left the relay feeling a mixture of emotions. On the one hand, he was pleased. For the first time in his life, he had asked out a woman, and she had accepted. He felt a little guilty about it, considering his relationship with Celise, but he figured she would be proud of him for using what little charm he had to lure a woman into a trap. Again, the self-loathing surfaced, and Wesson’s good mood vanished. It was not fair of him to use Kiana in the way he intended, but it was for the greater good. He thought she might even thank him in the end. If he succeeded in freeing her from her oath to Caydean, she would likely be grateful. He would be if he were her.

As he made his way through the throng, he thought about what it must be like to serve another against his will. Even a good master was still a master, and Caydean was not a good master. Serving someone by mage oath was worse than slavery because one could not ever hope for freedom. Even his thoughts would not be free of the influence of the oath. Wesson intended to free Kiana from that horrible fate. He had to accept the terrible things he had to do to accomplish that.

His first order of business was to set the trap. He already had a few traps throughout the city with which he had been luring enemy mages into his experiments. The closest was only a few streets over from the mage relay. It was a good location because it was in a subterranean apartment that had belonged to one of his test subjects. Most of the rest of the building had been taken over by immigrants and pilgrims, and few of the long-term tenants remained. Therefore, no one noticed when he began coming and going from the building at odd times, and there were no mages in residence.

Wesson checked the runes and added a few more for good measure. Then he covered over those on the floor with a large area rug. He had already hidden most of those on the walls with plants, wall hangings, and drapes. There were no windows in the underground apartment, so carefully placed lighting cast shadows that obscured much of the runework on the ceiling. He was certain Kiana would notice the runes within minutes, but by then she would already be trapped in the apartment and unable to cast spells. Finally, he went to the market and bought a few food items at exorbitant prices, thanks to the food shortage in the city. After setting the table, Wesson locked the door with a simple key and dismissed the protective ward around it, which would have been a dead giveaway.

The relay was even more crowded than it had been that morning with no semblance of order. The crowd gathered in front of the doors with the most determined folk pushing their way to the front. As such, the exit was blocked so that people leaving the relay found their passage difficult. Wesson, being short and slight of build, could not force his way through the throng without exposing himself as a mage. He needed a better view, though, so that he could see when Kiana left the relay. Being a mage herself, he doubted she would have much problem getting through the crowd. He was proven right when she finally appeared. He had climbed atop a stack of empty crates that leaned precariously against the wall of the building across the street. He spied her over the crowd as she emerged from the building, the crowd parting before her as her protective ward pressed forward.

Wesson lifted his hand to wave, and he called out her name. She did not see or hear him, but she paused to look around. He lifted his other hand to wave with both when suddenly the crates beneath him shifted. The entire column tipped forward, and Wesson toppled to the ground amongst a pile of broken slats. He groaned as he picked himself up. Laughter reached his ears, and he looked up to find Kiana watching him. Wesson flushed as he straightened his drab tunic. He wobbled a bit as he stepped over the broken pieces of crates. He walked over to Kiana and said, “Hi, I was trying to get your attention.”

She chuckled. “Well, you succeeded. Are you all right?”

Wesson tried to ignore a twinge in his back and another in his thigh as he said, “Yes, I’m a bit sore, but I’ll live.” Then he tried to sound innocent as he boldly lied. “The taverns and cafés are either full or out of food, so I prepared something at my apartment. Is that okay with you?”

Her smile did not falter. “That’s fine. I wouldn’t mind getting out of the crowd. I’ve been dealing with people all morning.”

Wesson’s gaze swept over the poor souls gathered along the street with no place to go, and he completely understood the desire to get away from the multitudes. Still, he had thought it would be a little more difficult to get the woman to agree to be alone with him in his apartment. It was obvious Kiana did not see him as a threat, but he had thought she would at least have concerns about propriety.

He turned to lead her to the apartment, but the way was difficult, congested with foot traffic as it was. Suddenly, the crowd began to part around him. He was confused until he noticed that Kiana had overtaken him. Thanks to her kingdom-issued mage garb, the masses were eager to give her space.

Always before, Wesson had felt that the deference shown to him by mundanes was due to respect for his position as a mage and appreciation for the work they did for the people. Now hidden among those mundanes, he realized it was resultant from fear. Furtive whispers and glances at the crest upon her breast told him that, in Kiana’s case, it was not just fear of her innate power that had them cowering before her, but fear of the crown that owned her.

When they finally came to the apartment building, Wesson led Kiana down the stairs to the door set one level below the street. Wesson inserted the key into the lock, but before he could turn it, Kiana placed her hand on his stalling him. She ran her fingers along the doorframe and said, “These markings are magical runes.”

Wesson looked at them as if surprised. “They are?”

She nodded and looked at him suspiciously. “Who lives here?”

“I do,” he said, affecting a look of confusion.

“Just you?” she asked.

“Yes,” he replied. He nodded toward the runes. “They were here when I found the place. I just thought they were decoration.”

She narrowed her eyes. “What do you mean, you found the place?”

Wesson rubbed the back of his neck sheepishly. “Well, I needed a place to stay, and this apartment was abandoned, so I moved in.”

“Abandoned? How did you know it was abandoned?”

Wesson had prepared answers to a multitude of questions he thought she might ask, but this was not one of them. Thinking quickly, he said, “I had a friend who lived in the building. They said the guy who lived here left one day and never came back.” He shrugged, turned the key, and opened the door. “There aren’t any vacancies in the city, so I decided to take my chances and move in. There was no lock on the door. I had to install this one.”

He stepped into the apartment, but Kiana appeared hesitant. She said, “Jet, this is a mage’s apartment. You can’t live here.”

Wesson stubbornly lifted his chin. “Why not? He’s not here anymore, and I need a place to live. Would you rather I slept in the street?”

She quickly shook her head. “No, I don’t mean you shouldn’t live here. I mean you can’t live here. This place probably has all kinds of wards and enchantments to prevent mundanes from breaking in and doing what you’re doing.”

Wesson peered into the apartment then looked back at her. He shook his head and said, “I’ve been here several weeks, and nothing bad has happened. Come on in. It’s perfectly safe.”

She surveyed the apartment from the doorway, uncertainty clouding her features. She looked back at him, and a look of resolve stole across her face. He felt her vimara flare, and he tightened his hold on his own so that she would not find him out. As she stepped across the threshold, her vimara slid over every surface, no doubt seeking the very enchantments she had warned him about. Wesson had negated any of the previous tenant’s enchantments and had not yet powered the runes he had placed there, so he knew she would find nothing. By the time she reached the center of the apartment within the seating area, she wore a look of surprise.

She said, “Wow, he must have been gone a long time, or he really didn’t intend to come back. There are no enchantments or wards here whatsoever.”

Wesson grinned as he joined her. He said, “See, I told you it was safe.” He started to say more when a vice abruptly wrapped around his chest rendering him barely able to draw breath. His heart pounded and his blood raced as he looked at Kiana with wide, questioning eyes.

She now wore a scowl, a most unpleasant look on her otherwise doll-like features. She said, “Did you think I wouldn’t know?”

His breath was barely more than a whisper. “Wouldn’t know what?”

She rolled her eyes and placed her hands on her hips. “Oh, please. Do you take me for an imbecile? I know you’re a mage.”

Wesson squeaked out, “What are you talking about? I’m not a mage.”

She motioned between the two of them. “What was this all about? You are obviously a mage in hiding. Why would you risk getting caught? What is your goal?”

Wesson studiously avoided looking at the floor as he tried to picture the runes under the carpet beneath their feet. According to his mental picture, she was not quite standing within the spell form that would capture her and cut off access to her power. He sputtered, “I don’t understand what’s happening. Why are you doing this to me?”

She crossed her arms in front of her and took a step toward him. “That’s what you’re going with? Ignorance? I felt your vimara when you fell into the crates. You’re doing an admirable job of hiding it. I’ve never known anyone to have such control over their vimaral bleed, but you lost a little of that control when you crashed.”

Wesson flushed and not from his inability to draw a full breath. He had thought he had regained control of his bleed too quickly for her to notice, but, apparently, he was mistaken. It seemed, from that point forward, she had been hunting him. It was no wonder why she had agreed to go back to his apartment with him. She was likely hoping to search it for more evidence against him and any sympathizers with whom he might be in contact. She would not find anything like that here, though. He was only using this place to trap her.

He felt conflicted about whether to keep up the act. So long as he was pretending to be subdued, she was feeling confident in her ability to control him. The second he broke through her ward she would go on the offensive. If he could get her to step into the circle of runes that were scrawled on the floor and ceiling, he could avoid the destructive conflict that was sure to erupt should he do otherwise.

Kiana began to pace in front of him, and he anxiously waited for the moment she paced just far enough to enter the spell form. She was grumbling her frustrations aloud, mostly to herself, he thought. “Legally, I can kill you. Did you know that?” She snapped her fingers. “I could end you like that and be praised for it. But then where would we be? Such a waste. All these mages dying for no reason.” She stopped pacing and looked at him. “Do you want to die? Why can’t you just swear the oath?”

Wesson glanced to the side, then met her gaze. He said, “Okay, you got me. I am a mage, and that is why I can’t swear the oath. Mages are meant to be independent of the crown. King Caydean is not the archmage.”

“The archmage is dead,” she spat, picking up her pace as she once again began striding across the floor. “There is no more Mage Academy. Do you think mages should be free to do as they please with no one to hold them accountable? Of course not.”

“Mages should answer to other mages,” he said. “Not to the king.”

She stopped just a step away from the edge of the runes and faced him. “The king is a mage.”

Wesson shook his head. “Caydean is insane. He’s a sadist. Look what he’s done to the mages, pitting us against each other. You know it’s true.”

She pursed her lips and looked as if she wanted to say something, but it would not come out. Then she breathed out a heavy breath. She began striding away from the runes as she said, “King Caydean is blessed by the mighty god Ygrethiel. In his light we shine. In his shadow we are protected.”

“Protected?” said Wesson, struggling to get enough breath to form the word. “What did we need protection from? This kingdom was at peace before Caydean ascended the throne.”

She spun and paced back toward him. Once again, she stopped short of the runes. “Look, Jet—if that even is your name—I am not here to listen to your treason. I don’t want to kill you, but I’ll have to if you give me trouble.”

“What will you do with me?” he asked, glancing toward the runes again.

She said, “I’ll arrest you and let people higher ranking than myself deal with you.” She narrowed her eyes then followed his gaze. “What are you looking at?”

Wesson’s wide eyes shot back forward. “Nothing,” he said a little too quickly.

Her gaze landed on the trunk in the corner of the room. She turned back to him. “Is there something in there you don’t want me to see?”

“No, of course not,” he sputtered. “It’s not even my apartment, remember?”

She lifted her chin and sniffed. Then she began stalking toward the trunk. When she was halfway there, Wesson finally released his power. Her ward around his chest issued a loud pop as it shattered. He immediately sent his nocent power into the ward on the floor and his constructive power into that on the ceiling. The powers traveled around the room, filling the runes on the walls in an intricate weave of constructive and destructive powers. A series of spell constructs sprang into existence surrounding Kiana before she had time to react. Wards enveloped her, some cutting off her power, others restricting her movement, and still others performing lesser tasks like soundproofing the apartment, a foresight he was thankful for when she began screaming.

“What are you doing?” she shouted as she slammed into a barrier. “How are you doing this? What happened to my power? I can’t access it. What did you do?” The questions tumbled from her lips in a torrent, and Wesson could only wait for her to calm before answering any of them. When, after a few minutes, she finally accepted that she was well and truly trapped, she looked at him and said, “Who are you?”

Wesson thought for a moment, then said, “I am the mage who is going to free you from your mage oath.”

“Free me? What are you talking about? No one can be free of a mage oath.”

“I believe I’ve found a way,” said Wesson.

She frowned at him. “What do you mean, you believe you found a way? You don’t know?”

“Ah, well, it’s still experimental at this point.” Her eyes widened, and he hurried to reassure her. “Don’t worry. So long as you swore the oath under duress, you should be fine.” Wesson was not sure he believed his own words, but he did not want to frighten the woman.

“What if I didn’t swear it under duress?” she asked.

Wesson wrung his hands anxiously. He was suddenly regretting his choices. If that was the case, Kiana was about to die. She seemed like a pleasant woman. She may have been tricked into believing Caydean was the benevolent ruler so many thought him to be. He did not want to be responsible for her death. He said, “Then you’d best tell me now or things could get very messy.”

She pursed her lips then said, “I didn’t want to swear fealty to Caydean, but now I’m glad I did.”

Wesson nodded knowingly. He said, “That’s the oath talking. You will be grateful once you are released.”

She slammed her hands against the inside ward then leapt back when it zapped her with a spark. She glared at him with a look so frigid it might have frozen a lesser man in his tracks. Wesson was not a lesser man, though. He was afraid, but not of Kiana. No, his fear was reserved for himself. The chances of his succeeding the first time were pretty low. Wesson believed in his spell, though, and if he could free Kiana from her chains, it would make all the other deaths worth it.

Kiana said, “If you think you can free me from a mage oath, you are obviously mentally unstable. Let me go now, and I will put in a good word for you. They may have mercy on you for your madness.”

It was not the first time one of his subjects had accused him of being mad. It seemed anytime someone did not understand another person, they blamed it on madness. To her, Caydean seemed the sane one.

Wesson elected not to argue about his mental state with his captive. Instead, he set about creating the spell forms that would establish the foundation of the spell. As he wove constructive and destructive power together in intricate patterns, Kiana looked on in awe.

She said, “I know who you are. You’re Wesson Seth.”

Wesson paused in his weaving. Holding the spell forms firmly in his mind, he said, “You know me?”

Her gaze swept over the vimaral strands, and she said, “I’ve heard of you. You’re the mage that can wield both constructive and destructive magic. To be honest, I thought it was a hoax.”

Wesson shrugged and then went back to his work. A minute later, she said, “You’re wanted, you know.”

He paused again and looked at her. “Wanted?”

She nodded. “Yes, anyone with information about you is supposed to report it to Battle Master General Avikeev himself.”

Wesson said, “What am I wanted for?”

“Treason, of course. You killed Battle Master Rhone at the Battle of Garten Knoll. General Avikeev wants you dead.”

Rubbing his chin thoughtfully, Wesson replied, “How do you know all this?”

Kiana looked at him as if he were daft. She said, “I work at the mage relay. I’ve seen the reports.”

Wesson’s eyebrows rose. “You read the messages?”

Unapologetically, she said, “Only those that look interesting. I have a curious mind.” She grinned deviously. “You don’t want to kill me. I could be of use to you. I have access to the relay and all its messages.”

Wesson was not about to tell her that they already had access to all the relay’s messages. Instead, he said, “That would be a tempting offer if you hadn’t sworn fealty to Caydean. As it stands, I know you’re lying. But that will be remedied soon enough.”

He turned back to his work. It took him a moment to remember where he was in the spell construct. It was a highly complex task, and the distractions were not helping. He was deep in concentration when Kiana suddenly shouted, “You can’t do that!”

Wesson jumped and nearly dropped the whole construct. He frowned and looked at her. She was pointing to the vertex between two stacking tiers. Annoyed, he said, “It is in your best interest to let me do this in peace. If I mess up, it will be you who pays the consequences.”

“But you can’t do that,” she insisted. “I don’t do it often, but I’m decent at spellcraft. You see there. It’s inverted. If you do that it will collapse and then the whole thing will implode.”

Wesson nodded. “Yes, I know. That is why it will work. This section here harnesses the oath construct. That section over there latches onto the tie between the two subjects, one being you and the other Caydean. That part is defined by your will. Yours should be pretty frail since you swore the oath under duress. This part in the middle, the part that you rightfully pointed out, will trigger, causing a cascading collapse of each level of the construct. The result will be the destruction of both the ties and the oath simultaneously.”

“That’s ridiculous!” she exclaimed. “It will never work. You’re going to kill me.”

“I think not,” he argued. “It would work better if you could place your will behind the spell, but thanks to your oath to Caydean, you probably won’t be able to do that. Therefore, I must thread it with my own will to guide the spell. That’s the tricky part.”

Kiana huffed, “How is that the tricky part? I don’t see how you can even get that far. By all accounts, this spell construct should not exist. You can’t use this on me. I’m a human being, not some test rat.”

Wesson reviewed his work, searching for any errors. It was taking a considerable amount of his will to hold the construct, and he was not even finished with it. He turned back to Kiana and said, “Look, I know this is dangerous. I won’t lie about that. But if you were thinking clearly, you would agree that it’s worth the risk. Right now, your will itself is enslaved. That’s a life not worth living.”

She crossed her arms and scowled at him. “I think that’s for me to decide.”

Wesson rubbed the back of his neck uncomfortably. He would agree with her except that he did not think she was capable of making that decision for herself since she was influenced by the mage oath. It was impossible to say what she would choose under other circumstances. Therefore, he was forced to make the decision for her. He took a deep breath and continued with his work. Kiana nattered at him constantly, trying to stall his progress and hoping she could find a way to escape. She tried pleading, threatening, bargaining, and rationalizing while he did his best to ignore her. It would have been easier if he could render her unconscious, but he needed her awake for the spell to work properly.

Once the spell construct was complete, Wesson wasted no time. He said, “I’m going to activate the spell now. Try to think positive thoughts. It could make the difference between life and death.” Before she could respond, he activated the key. The spell did nothing at first. Then he felt a jolt. His awareness of his surroundings wavered. His thoughts fractured. It felt as if his mind was being torn from his body. One moment he was looking at Kiana and then the next, he was staring back at himself. Wesson struggled to pull himself back together, but he became confused as to which perspective was the correct one.

A high-pitched keening reached his ears. The sensation reminded him where his body was, and he jerked his consciousness back into himself. His vision cleared, and he could see the power traveling through the spell construct. It flared brightly as each successive step collapsed behind it. Kiana was screaming. She was huddled on the floor clenching her head between her hands. A stab of guilt assailed him as he witnessed the torment he was putting her through. It was too late to stop.

Wesson watched as the spell reached the point of historical failure. Years of self-control had forged his will to be stronger than steel. He threw his will into the spell, pushing aside Kiana’s tattered will. He focused on destroying the connections of the mage oath. Kiana’s wailing abruptly cut off. Her silence drew his attention. He found her collapsed on the floor. He could not tell if she was breathing. His heart leapt at the possibility, no, probability that she was dead.

He glanced up at the spell and realized it was now into the final stage, the part that would destroy the oath. A sudden explosion caused him to stumble. He saw nothing but light before his eyes. His ears rang with a high-pitched squeal. Wesson blinked a number of times before his vision finally returned. The room was dark, as all the mage lights had been extinguished. He lit them with a quick spell and noticed that all his wards had equally been destroyed. He rushed to Kiana’s side. She lay slumped with her face pressed to the floor. He rolled her over and held his face close to hers. He still could not hear, thanks to the ringing in his ears, but he equally could not feel her breath on his skin. He pressed two fingers to her throat. No pulse. Kiana was dead.

Wesson sat back on his heels as tears formed in his eyes. They trailed down his cheeks as he tried to come to terms with the fact that he had killed an innocent woman. The spell had gotten further than it ever had, yet still it failed. Was it worth it? Had he learned anything that might justify Kiana’s death? Would he try again with another unwitting soul? He thought of Anda and all the other mages who were living as slaves under Caydean’s rule, and he knew he would.

He looked down at her body. It was whole and relatively unscathed save for her singed uniform. It was an improvement. There would be far less cleanup than with his past subjects. His stomach turned at the thought of calling in the thieves’ guild to dispose of the body. It seemed too disrespectful to dump her in the river or whatever they did with them. She had been innocent, after all. His mind began churning over ways he could respectfully deal with her body without getting caught. A particularly hot mage fire would do the job. It would take quite a bit of energy, but it would be thorough. He could even do it inside the apartment since it would be smokeless.

Wesson got to his feet and entered the adjacent room. He rolled up the carpet and leaned it against the wall in the corner. He pushed some furniture against the walls and cast a few spells to fireproof the bed and wardrobe. Then he returned to the scene of the crime. His heart leapt. It began to race as he looked around wildly. Kiana was gone. The front door stood open. Wesson rushed through the opening and up the stairs. Out on the street, he searched. He pushed his way through the foot traffic, first one direction, then the other. He ducked into the alleys, tripping over people and their meager belongings, and, still, he did not find her.

Hurrying back to the apartment, Wesson went over all the possible consequences of his actions. How could he lose her like that? In his grief, he had not thought to reestablish the wards. He had not thought them necessary since she was dead. He had been wrong. He knew she would head straight to the authorities. She would bring them back to the apartment to apprehend him. He had to get out of there. But, first, he needed to cleanse the apartment of all his spellwork. He had to be quick. He used his power to remove every rune and spell construct he could remember marking. His nocent power raged as he used it to destroy all the evidence of his existence, including his vimaral signature.

When he was finished, he locked the door manually then left as quickly as possible. He took a winding route through the city, backtracking and jaunting down side streets often to throw off any pursuers. He scolded himself for not taking the time to find out where Kiana lived. It was unlikely she would return to her job at the relay. They would probably promote her for bringing them information about him. Now they would know that he was in the city. They would know what he was up to. They would be searching for him. He thought perhaps it would be best if he left town. But if he left, Anda would be on her own with no one to help should things go awry. Plus, all his support structure for his experiments was in Kaibain. He depended on the thieves’ guild to provide services he would not be able to get elsewhere. Additionally, Rezkin wanted him here. He was expected to perform his job, not go running at the first sign of trouble.

Wesson did not return to the warehouse hideout until nightfall. He felt sure that had anyone been tracking him, they would have made an attempt to overtake him by then. When he entered, Farson looked up from a device he was tinkering with on the table. He said, “Where have you been? What has happened?”

Wesson swallowed hard and said, “What makes you think something happened?”

Farson looked at him squarely and replied, “I can see it on your face.”

Wesson took stock of himself. He knew he was not making any particular expression. He said, “What do you see?”

Narrowing his eyes, Farson said, “You look guilty.”

Wesson did not want Farson knowing about his experiments. Instead of answering, he asked, “What have you been doing?”

Farson said, “I just returned from infiltrating the palace. I was searching for information regarding Caydean’s secret weapon. I have yet to find anything of note. That is not what we need to speak of, though.”

“Of course,” said Wesson. “What of Connovan?”

“He is searching the estates of some of the nobles looking for any reference to the subject or other important information. Quit changing the subject. Why do you look guilty?”

Wesson realized the man was not going to be satisfied until he confessed. He decided to give him something, if not the whole of it. He said, “Did you know I’m a wanted man?”

Farson gave him a deadpan look, “We’re all wanted. We’re the rebels.”

“Yes,” said Wesson, “but I mean me, specifically. Battle Mage General Avikeev is looking for me.”

Farson set down the device in his hands. He looked at Wesson and said, “Yes, I know.”

Exasperated, Wesson asked, “When were you going to tell me?”

With a shrug, Farson said, “You were already taking all the precautions. There was no need to add additional stress. That kind of pressure could lead you to make mistakes.”

Wesson huffed, “Someone knows I’m in the city. An enemy mage.”

Farson raised one eyebrow. “Oh? How did that happen?”

“It doesn’t matter. What do I do about it?”

Farson grunted. “You kill the mage.”

Wesson’s stomach tightened. He said, “I don’t know where she is. I looked for her. It’s been hours. She’s probably already reported me.”

Farson rubbed his chin thoughtfully. He asked, “Do they have your image?”

Wesson shook his head. “She didn’t cast an imaging spell on me, but she could describe me.”

He could practically see the thoughts swimming in Farson’s head as he considered the predicament. After a few minutes, Farson shrugged. He said, “It is not a problem.”

Wesson’s eyes widened. He asked, “How is this not a problem?”

“We will disguise you when you need to go out,” replied Farson. He looked at Wesson appraisingly and said, “Can you grow a beard?”

Wesson flushed and mumbled, “It’s spotty at best.”

Farson grinned, and Wesson immediately disliked the look. The striker said, “Then we will have to go with Plan B.”

“What’s Plan B?” Wesson asked cautiously.

“You will see,” replied Farson as he headed for the door.

An hour later, Wesson stood in front of a mirror gazing upon the image of a woman he did not recognize. She wore a white chemise with a worn cream-colored overdress. Her curly, caramel locks hung to her waist around which was tied a crimson knit shawl. Only her face was familiar. It was his face.

“I can’t do this,” he said. His comment fell upon deaf ears.

Farson said, “You will wear this anytime you want to leave the safe house.”

Wesson exclaimed, “You expect me to walk around this city dressed as a woman? It’s not safe for a woman alone out there.”

“It is not safe for anyone out there,” replied Farson. “But you will not be alone. From now on, you will not leave unless Connovan or I accompany you.”

“What? That’s unacceptable,” said Wesson. “I have things I need to do.”

“You need backup,” said Farson. “You may not wield your power freely here. You need protection. We cannot afford to lose you.”

Wesson crossed his arms over his padded bosom. “I’ll wear the disguise, but I’m going out alone.”

Farson’s brow rose. He said, “We just established that it is not safe.” The striker narrowed his eyes at Wesson. “What is it you intend to do that you do not wish us to know about?”

Wesson considered confessing his dastardly deeds. He doubted the hardened striker would hold it against him, but he was not yet ready to voice aloud his offenses. In fact, he hoped to never admit to them. It was bad enough that the thieves were witness to his depravity. At least they were strangers, though, and they did not know who he really was.

Wesson decided to test the limits of his authority. He said, “As the emperor’s mage, I am entitled to a certain amount of autonomy. I do not answer to you, Farson.”

Farson’s lip twitched as if he was struggling not to smile. He said, “Quite right, Battle Mage Wesson. But do not forget, I am not your enemy. I may be able to help you.”

Wesson released his pent-up breath. He was not used to speaking so boldly. He was not sure it suited him. He replied, “I know. Perhaps you can help me find the mage who identified me. I’m sure it’s too late to prevent her from talking, but I still need to find her.”

Farson gave a curt nod. “Of course. I will start looking into it. What do you know of her?”

Wesson relayed the little information he had on Kiana. Farson headed into the night. Then Wesson shed the awful disguise and turned in for the night. As he lay on his pallet, he relived over and over the steps he had taken to cast the spell that should have released Kiana from her mage oath. Try as he might, he could not find fault in his logic. And it had worked until the final stage, the destruction of the oath, itself. Something had happened between the second and third stages to cause it to fail, but what was it? He knew he was missing something. Sleep eluded him until he finally came up with an idea that would not solve his problem but could possibly lead to some answers. He needed to be able to visualize the mage oath spell and how it was connected to the two parties, and he thought he knew how to do that. Wesson finally fell asleep satisfied that he might have made progress.


Chapter 14

Rezkin approached the entrance to the pathway that led up the cliff face of the palace cave system and found that the guards typically stationed there were curiously missing. The cliff was in shadow, for the early morning sunlight did not reach it, but, still, the intricately carved sentinels that stood watch over the city were imposing. Rezkin took the path carved directly into the rock face, winding his way up the cliff through its many switchbacks. When he finally reached the cave entrance, only a single guard stood there watching him. He did not recognize the man, and the man looked confused by his appearance.

“You are Spirétua?” he asked as Rezkin stopped before him dressed in the garb he had been awarded upon indoctrination as Entris’s apprentice.

Rezkin tipped his head. “I am.”

The guard appraised him again then said, “But you are human.”

“True,” replied Rezkin.

With narrowed eyes, the guard said, “The Spirétua-lyé knows you are here (suspicious)?”

Rezkin thought about the question, trying to determine its true meaning. He said, “Entris knows I am in Freth Adwyn, but he does not know I am standing here now. Is that a problem?”

“That depends,” said the guard. “What is your intent?”

“I seek an audience with the Syek-lyé,” replied Rezkin.

The guard shook his head. “Now is not a good time.”

Just then, a long, inhuman howl reverberated through the cave system, followed by a series of explosions. An Eihelvanan man suddenly came running from the mouth of the cave, his movements frantic as if seeking an escape. Shouts from within the cave had the guard drawing his sword, and Rezkin did the same. The guard ran toward the frenetic man, but Rezkin hung back. The guard blocked the man’s advance as two more guards and a Spirétua came running out of the cave. Power was thrown back and forth between the escapee and the others as a battle ensued. The power wielded by the culprit was what drew Rezkin’s attention. It was not the kind of power typically brandished by the Eihelvanan. It was the black power of a demon, synexa.

Rezkin was disturbed to see that the daem’ahn had successfully infiltrated Freth Adwyn, but that would not divert him from his course. Once he saw that the Spirétua and the three guards had the matter in hand, he sheathed his sword and rushed into the cave while they were distracted. The passage was well lit and beautifully adorned with carvings and mosaics, the kind intended to put one at ease with their serenity. One of the mosaics was shattered, with colorful pieces scattered across the floor. Rezkin avoided stepping on any of the pieces as he entered the main receiving hall that had also been used for his trial. A woman in a long green tunic came hurrying into the room from another corridor. She jumped when she saw him and almost lost hold of the heavy basket she was carrying. She looked around, and, seeing no one else, she said, “Are you supposed to be in here?”

Rezkin did not smile at her. He had learned from Azeria that such an expression would be considered too familiar with a woman he just met. Instead, he placed his sword hand behind his back and tipped his chin. “Of course,” he replied, “I am to see the Syek-lyé.”

The woman’s only expression was a slight widening of the eyes. She said, “I see. He will be here soon for the trial.” She nodded to the seating area and said, “You may have a seat while you wait.”

Rezkin watched the woman as he took a seat. She hurried to the front of the room and began placing items from her basket on the long table there. Some of the items were writing implements, but others must have been ceremonial in nature because they seemed to hold no other purpose. Once the woman was finished, she left the room, and Rezkin waited in silence. Pretty soon, the sounds of footsteps and something being dragged came from the entrance. Rezkin turned to see the Spirétua and guards towing the demon-possessed male into the chamber. He was bound both with ropes and power, and he bled from multiple deep cuts. They secured him to a chair at the front, then the three guards exited through the corridor leading to the entrance while the Spirétua stood over the captive.

The Spirétua glanced back at Rezkin, giving him a calculating look. Rezkin recognized the woman from the initiation ceremony. Her name was Lei, and, judging by the deference showed to her by the other Spirétua, she was likely very old. She looked to be a formidable woman, equal in height to most of the men and built like the warrior she was. She wore her dark hair clipped short, and in her Spirétua uniform, she could easily be mistaken for a man if not for her feminine hips.

Lei did not leave the demon’s side as she said, “What are you doing here (irritated)?”

Rezkin tried to be placating when he replied, “It is not my intention to vex you. I seek an audience with the Syek-lyé.”

Her judgmental gaze snapped to his. She said, “Your presence does not vex me. I am irritated that you did not assist in apprehending the daem’ahn. Instead, you stole in here like a criminal.”

Rezkin acquiesced. “I understand, but I could see that you had everything in hand. I felt I would only get in the way.”

She huffed. “In that we are agreed. You make slow progress in your training—barely enough to call it progress at all.”

Rezkin took note of the observation and decided he would need to show them a bit more progress than he had so far. Not too much. Just enough to satisfy them and make it so he did not look completely incompetent.

She continued. “You cannot see the Syek-lyé. As you can see, we are busy.”

“Yes,” said Rezkin. “I see that you are busy with a demon. It is as I have been warning you. Already they are spilling into Freth Adwyn.”

She shook her head. “He was not in Freth Adwyn. He was in the north—in the land I believe you call Lon Lerésh. I captured him and brought him here.”

Rezkin tilted his head thoughtfully as he stared at the back of the demon’s head. He said, “Why did you bring him here? Why not kill him in Lon Lerésh?”

“Because she wished to exonerate you,” said a familiar voice from behind him.

Rezkin turned to see the Syek-lyé entering the room flanked by the other council members. As they took their seats at the table at the front, Rezkin said, “Exonerate me? In what regard?”

“She went seeking proof of the daem’ahn invasion you claim to be taking place,” said the Syek-lyé.

Surprised, Rezkin said, “Entris and Azeria’s words are not enough?”

The Syek-lyé accepted some papers from an attendant, then said, “As your bond mate, Azeria is biased. Her testimony is inadequate. Entris has admitted there are widespread rumors amongst your people that there is a daem’ahn invasion; however, he has not witnessed it himself. Therefore, no proof exists regarding your claims. It is entirely possible you are either delusional or, worse, intentionally misleading people to incite rebellion against their rightful rulers.”

Rezkin was taken aback. He had known the Eihelvanan were skeptical about the demon invasion, but he was surprised to hear they thought he might use the threat to incite fear among the masses simply to gain power. He had never desired power for himself. He only ever wanted the power to unseat Caydean and provide refuge for those who had found themselves without a home and country.

The Syek-lyé waved someone forward, and Rezkin turned to see Entris striding up the aisle between the seating. Azeria followed, this time wearing her vimarium armor. She gave him a ghost of a smile. Excitement glinted in her eyes. Ever since they bonded, he found it much easier to read her emotions. He wondered how much of it he was seeing with his eyes and how much of it he was feeling through the bond. Azeria crossed in front of him to sit at his side, and Entris took a seat on the other side of the aisle. A couple more of the Spirétua and several presumably important people filled the other seats. Rezkin wondered if he would have been invited to the proceedings had he not found his way there on his own. It seemed that what was to happen here would play some significance in his fate.

The proceedings came to order without the usual fanfare that was typical of the human courts. The Syek-lyé said in Ashaiian, “Spirétua Lei, please tell us why we are here today.”

Lei glanced back at Rezkin but did not move from the demon’s side as she began to speak in Ashaiian as well. She explained, “Three days ago, I traveled north beyond the Drahgfir Mountains with General Tyris as pathbuilder. He had been to those lands before, and the path was short. While we were in the north, we visited the human city of Icthus while disguised as humans. Several of the women in Icthus attempted to claim Tyris as their consorts, and I was forced to defeat their champions. It is strange tradition but one that ultimately led me to that which I sought.

“On the second day, a woman of some means challenged me for Tyris. She presented a man as her champion who I immediately recognized as daem’ahn. Of course, I defeated him but could not kill him because the challenge was not to the death and a large crowd had gathered. After the challenge, Tyris and I followed the woman and daem’ahn. Once they arrived at their expansive home, they split up. Tyris was to follow but not engage the daem’ahn, while I apprehended the woman. After thoroughly questioning the woman, I determined that she did not know her champion was daem’ahn. When I found Tyris, he informed me that the daem’ahn had discovered him, and he had killed the daem’ahn. He suggested we return to Freth Adwyn, and I agreed. I allowed him to build a path here, and once we were through the pathway, I took him into custody. I do not know how or why, but sometime in the hour or so that we were separated, Tyris became possessed by a daem’ahn.”

“I am not daem’ahn,” shouted Tyris.

The Syek-lyé merely stated, “We can clearly see that you are.”

Rezkin studied the male intently. From what he could see of him, nothing stood out to indicate he was a demon.

Tyris said, “Okay, maybe I am, but I didn’t ask to be daem’ahn. I can control it. I won’t do anything bad.”

Lei said, “Daem’ahn do not belong in this realm. You know this, Tyris. Already you tried to hide it from us. What was your intent? Would you spy? Would you kill us? Would you assassinate the Syek-lyé?”

Tyris shook his head adamantly. “No, none of that. I hid it because I didn’t want you to kill me.”

“You knew I could see it,” sad Lei.

“I hoped you wouldn’t look,” Tyris replied.

“Well, I did, and now we are here.” Lei looked to the Syek-lyé and said, “We should not waste our time questioning him. We cannot trust anything he says.”

The Syek-lyé sighed heavily and said, “Agreed.” He looked at Tyris with as much compassion as Rezkin had ever seen on an Eihelvanan. “I am truly sorry for this, Tyris. You are a valuable member of our community, not just for your pathbuilding abilities and your loyal service as a general, but for the many years you have brought joy to our hearts and laughter in our voices.” He lifted his hand toward the seated audience and said, “Your family and friends are here to bear witness as you begin your journey to the Afterlife. I will not permit you your final words, for they will surely be corrupted by the daem’ahn.”

Rezkin felt the buzz of vimara as someone cast their power. Suddenly the wall behind the council table dissolved into nothing. Behind it was a room bearing shackles on the wall. The entire floor sloped toward a central hole with a grate. Both the stone walls and floor were completely polished to a shine. Lei released Tyris from the chair but maintained his bindings as she pulled him toward the chamber.

“Wait, no!” cried Tyris. “Don’t do this. You’re making a mistake.”

Lei kicked the backs of Tyris’s legs so that he fell to his knees on the grate in the center of the room. She said, “You have been a good friend, Tyris. I will mourn you. I do not like this any more than you do.”

“I seriously doubt that,” sputtered Tyris. “It’s my life.”

Drawing her sword, Lei said, “Your life ended the moment you became possessed by the daem’ahn. Tyris would accept this fate with grace. The daem’ahn speaks through you now. I know you will fight me. Even if you could defeat me, there are others here who would end you.” She raised her sword, and suddenly a jet-black tendril shot out from Tyris’s body. It struck her personal ward just over her chest, causing her to stumble back. Tyris struggled to his feet and got as far as a single step before his head struck the floor. His body quickly followed.

Several people in the audience openly wept, their tears flowing down their stoney faces. Azeria reached over and gripped Rezkin’s hand. He turned to see that she, too, cried for Tyris. Rezkin looked back to the headless corpse and reconsidered his theory that the Eihelvanan knew how to remove a demon from a host without killing the host. Surely if they knew how, they would have done so with Tyris.

The people around Rezkin stood, so he did as well. The councilors were leaving the chamber, but the Syek-lyé was not with them. He suddenly became aware of someone standing very close to him on his right. He shifted away from them as he turned. The Syek-lyé was standing beside him, and Rezkin had somehow not noticed his approach. Rezkin was impressed that the male had managed to sneak up on him. He would need to be more vigilant.

The Syek-lyé said, “You wished to speak with me?”

Rezkin replied, “Yes, but perhaps now is not the best time.”

“Now is the only time,” said the Syek-lyé. “Come with me. We will speak in private.”

Rezkin looked over at Azeria. Her expression was blank, but he got the distinct impression she was concerned. He squeezed her hand once then released her. He walked beside the Syek-lyé at a casual pace. The man looked to be no more than thirty years old, yet Rezkin knew him to be well over a thousand. The Syek-lyé broke the silence once they were far beyond the council chamber. He said, “I am sorry you had to witness that.”

Rezkin looked at the man curiously and said, “I have seen and been a part of many deaths.”

“Indeed,” said the Syek-lyé, “but I was not referring to the execution. I was referring to our tears.”

Rezkin had not wept since he was a small-man, but he knew it was common among outworlders when experiencing strong emotions or pain. He supposed it was the same with the Eihelvanan. He said, “For a people who experience such strong emotions, I would think there would be no shame in expressing them.”

The Syek-lyé nodded but said, “We do not feel shame for crying openly. We feel vulnerable, and to show such vulnerability to outsiders is not generally acceptable. We had not intended for you to be at the proceedings.”

Now Rezkin felt the bite of shame. It was not a feeling he was unfamiliar with, having felt it often during his training. He said, “Then I should be the one to apologize. I should not have intruded.”

The Syek-lyé’s tone was calm and patient as he said, “No, you should not have, but I sense you would have done it even had you known.”

Rezkin did not refute the accusation. Instead, he said, “I was trained to acquire knowledge.”

“Is that what you were doing in the archives? Acquiring knowledge?”

Rezkin was surprised the Syek-lyé knew about that. It seemed the man was keeping a closer eye on him than he had realized. He said, “Yes, and I came across something curious.”

The Syek-lyé stepped through a doorway into a sitting room. Cushioned seats were arranged throughout the room, and the warm lighting gave it a cozy feel. The Syek-lyé motioned for Rezkin to sit on an ornately embroidered chair, and he took a seat across from him. Out of a dark recess came an attendant with a tray laden with two cups and a pitcher. The attendant set the tray down on a small side table, poured the liquid into the cups, then disappeared back into the darkness. The Syek-lyé offered Rezkin a cup after taking his own then relaxed back into his chair.

Rezkin sniffed the drink. It scented of honeysuckle. It was the same sweet beverage that had been served with most of the meals. The light nectar spilled across his tongue and within it, he tasted something else, something new. He looked sharply at the Syek-lyé who was drinking from his own cup and said, “What is this?”

The Syek-lyé set his empty cup down and said, “It contains a mild relaxant. It is intended to facilitate open discourse.”

“You drank it, too?”

“Of course. Please, drink so that we may speak openly. To do so is a sign of trust,” said the Syek-lyé.

Rezkin eyed the cup suspiciously. “How long will it last?”

“Its effects will dissipate within the hour.”

“I would rather not,” said Rezkin.

The Syek-lyé spread his hands. “I would rather not speak with you at all, yet here I am. Let us get on with this.” He then looked at Rezkin expectantly.

Rezkin was surprised by the Syek-lyé’s sudden candidness. He wondered if the Syek-lyé had intended to make such a flippant remark or if the drink had encouraged him to speak words he would not otherwise have said. Rezkin had no desire to have loose lips, but he wanted answers, and this seemed the ideal opportunity to get them. This, he knew, was a test. If he did not drink, he would continue to be seen as an outsider, and he would not acquire the information he sought. During his training, he had experienced many times the effects of sedatives and truth serums. He had been taught effective techniques for overcoming them. He decided to take his chances with the drink.

He tipped the cup up and swallowed down its contents. He felt no ill effects. There was no tingling or nausea. His head felt clear, and his hands were steady. He wondered how long it would take to set in.

The Syek-lyé nodded approvingly. “Good. Now, what did you think of the proceedings?”

“I thought it was efficient but cruel to execute him in front of his family,” he said. Rezkin snapped his mouth shut. He had not intended to say that. In fact, he had not even known he felt that way until he said it. Now, he could not deny it. He added, “I understand why you did it, but I cannot help but wonder if it was necessary.”

“Not necessary?” said the Syek-lyé. “He was possessed by a daem’ahn. A lesser one, but still a daem’ahn.”

“Yes, but there has to be a way to remove the daem’ahn without killing the host,” said Rezkin.

The Syek-lyé nodded. “There is, but it is forbidden. It can be done, but it will not be done.”

“If it can be done, it must be done. Why is it forbidden?” asked Rezkin.

The Syek-lyé frowned, a testament to how deeply he felt about the subject. He said, “It is not something I like to talk about. It is my greatest regret. I sense that you will not be deterred from this path of inquiry, though. You follow in the footsteps of a great many. Since you will not be satisfied with anything I have to say about it, it will be better to show you.” He stood, and Rezkin followed him from the room.

They were silent as they traversed many corridors. Rezkin was grateful for the silence since he did not care for the effects of the tincture the Syek-lyé had given him. They finally ended their trek before a door that was locked and warded. The Syek-lyé allowed himself through the ward then looked back at Rezkin expectantly. Rezkin fumbled with the ward, making a show of failing several times before finally connecting with it. The Syek-lyé did not offer insight or assistance, and Rezkin finally solved the puzzle after more than a minute. After unlocking the door, the Syek-lyé led Rezkin into the chamber.

The room they entered was sparsely furnished with a lengthy narrow table and four chairs all arranged on the same long side facing the far wall. A few mage lamps were mounted to the walls, but the space was otherwise barren. There had to be more to this room than what he could see, but the Syek-lyé simply stood watching him without offering explanation.

Since the chairs were all facing the far wall, he decided that it must be of some interest. He crossed the room and began examining the wall. It was composed of smooth, grey stone like the rest of the caverns, and he saw not a single crack or fissure. He sent his vimara into the wall searching for any magical triggers but again found nothing. After glancing back at the Syek-lyé and receiving no input, he turned to the next wall. He would not discount the other walls just because movable chairs were facing a single direction. He examined every wall, then turned to inspect the floor and then the ceiling. He found nothing magical or mundane that might explain the room.

He said, “What is this? Why are we here?”

The Syek-lyé replied, “The answer you seek is here, but you must find it yourself.”

Irritated, Rezkin turned to the table. It was a simple thing of dark brown wood without adornment or embellishment. The chairs were similarly austere. He noted that this was unusual given the Eihelvanan penchant for beautification. He rounded the table and pulled out one of the center chairs. After sitting, he leaned forward and rested his elbows on the table. He swept his hands across the fine wood grain. It occurred to him that it was most typical of the Eihelvanan to keep their hands in their laps beneath the table. Rezkin ran his finger along the underside of the table. A subtle knot in the grain stood out to him. He applied pressure to it, but it did nothing. Finally, he swept the table with his vimara, eventually focusing on the small knot. He pushed a thin stream of cold power into the knot, and suddenly the wall across from him vanished.

He glanced back at the Syek-lyé who nodded and motioned for him to proceed. As he crossed the room, Rezkin focused on the new chamber. In the space across from him was something Rezkin would never have expected. A woman. A human woman. It immediately put him on high alert. A row of iron bars and a ward separated the two of them. The woman was seated on a rumpled bed staring listlessly at a wall. Her auburn tresses, streaked with grey, were slightly mussed, and her plain brown smock hung loosely from her too-thin frame. She did not turn her head to look at him or acknowledge him in any way. Rezkin was not even sure she knew he was present.

He kept his power at the ready in case the woman posed a threat. After all, if the Spirétua had used such safeguards to imprison her, she must wield some power. Rezkin examined the rest of the room. There was a small table along one wall with a hairbrush but no mirror. A toilet was built into the far wall, and a sink and bathing tub were situated beside it. A thick rug covered nearly the entire floor, and the bed was dressed in linens and a heavy-weight blanket. There were no other accoutrements and no methods of entertainment such as books or crafting supplies.

The Syek-lyé moved silently as he came to stand at Rezkin’s side. He said, “This woman is named Molly. She is from Galathia.”

Rezkin asked, “What did she do? Why is she imprisoned?”

With a heavy sigh, the Syek-lyé said, “It is not what she did, but rather what was done to her. She is my greatest failure and my shame. I brought her here many years ago after I failed to save her from a daem’ahn possession.”

“She is possessed?” Rezkin said in surprise.

Shaking his head, the Syek-lyé said, “She was possessed. I successfully exorcised the daem’ahn back to H’khajnak.”

“How is that a failure?” asked Rezkin.

“As I said, I failed to save her. When I exorcised the daem’ahn, she was changed. In ridding her of the daem’ahn, I stripped her of her will. She no longer has a will of her own. Without guidance, she will do nothing for herself. She does not move. She does not eat or drink. She does not care for herself in any way. I doubt she even thinks. She exists in a perpetual state of absence.”

Rezkin looked back at the woman who sat still as a statue. He asked, “If she does not eat or drink, how is she still alive?”

A look of great sadness crossed the Syek-lyé’s face as he said, “She will do anything and everything we tell her to do. She is completely dependent on the will of others for her continued survival. The safeguards we have here are to protect her from others who might take advantage. I have made many, many attempts, but, sadly, in all these years, I have not been able to find a way to cure her. This is a fate worse than death.” He turned to Rezkin. “Do you see, now, why it is forbidden?”

Rezkin slowly nodded but said, “This is certainly terrible, but I see it as progress. You were able to remove the daem’ahn without killing her. Now you have only to overcome this obstacle. With some adjustments, it may be able to be done properly.”

“No,” said the Syek-lyé. “I will not attempt it again. It is better to kill the host than to subject them to this.”

Rezkin waved to the woman. “Why not just kill her?”

The Syek-lyé turned his judgmental gaze on him. “I do not kill innocents.”

“This would be a mercy killing,” said Rezkin. “Besides, almost every time you kill a host, you are killing an innocent. At least in ridding them of the daem’ahn you are giving them an opportunity. So what if it takes a few failures to find a way to do it properly? If they end up like this, then you can kill them; but at least you tried. Think of how many lives could be saved once you succeed. Tyris may not have needed to die.”

“You think I have not considered this?” said the Syek-lyé. “I have agonized over this endlessly. I had to make a decision.”

“You made the wrong decision,” argued Rezkin. “You have allowed your guilt over this one woman to deter you from seeking a cure that could save many.”

The Syek-lyé turned from the woman, and the wall between them reappeared. He said, “Everything is so much clearer in your youth. Concepts of right and wrong, good and bad, the just and the unjust—they become clouded with age. The young live in a world of black and white, whereas the aged exist within the grey.”

“I am all too familiar with the grey,” said Rezkin. “But this is not one of those times. The daem’ahn are spreading. Already I have encountered them in many of the kingdoms on the Souelian and now in Freth Adwyn. Saving people from them must become a priority.”

“Hmm, perhaps you are right.” The Syek-lyé turned his brilliant green eyes on Rezkin and said, “I will think on what you have said. For now, you should return to your practice. Your progress is less than optimal.”

“You are keeping track of my progress?”

“Of course. As a human-born Spirétua, you are one of our greatest threats—perhaps more so than the daem’ahn.”

“Then why do you train me?” asked Rezkin as the Syek-lyé began leading him from the room.

The Syek-lyé said, “You have Entris to thank for that. He believes that training you to use your power properly will aid in preventing you from going mad. He wishes for you to be able to control your power, rather than your power controlling you.”

“What do you think?” asked Rezkin as he strode beside the Syek-lyé down the corridor.

“I remain skeptical. I believe he will come to regret the decision.”

“I believe I am already protected from madness,” said Rezkin.

“How so?”

“Through the several bonds I possess. I am bonded to the dragon, Seena, who is currently with the healer, to an omessa woman named Tiseyi, and of course to Azeria. I believe these connections ground me and protect my mind.”

“That is an interesting hypothesis,” said the Syek-lyé. “We Eihelvanan also believe the connections we share with others—our family, friends, and community—are what keep us sane through our many long years. Those who spurn others succumb to yelishila. Time will tell.”

Rezkin reconsidered Rule 257—Be one and alone. Perhaps the rule was flawed. He had long ago decided the Rules were questionable, and now he wondered how he might improve upon them. After all, his training had been designed to prevent him from learning to use his power. His masters had trained him to defeat any human enemy he faced, but they had not prepared him to fight demons. Those skills he had largely developed on his own with a little training from the Eihelvanan. Even so, the demons he had faced had likely been lesser demons. Faced with even stronger demons like Caydean, he considered that now might be a good time to create new Rules.

“You need not do it alone,” said the Syek-lyé as he turned a corner.

Only then did Rezkin realize he had voiced his thoughts aloud. Never had he made such a mistake, and he could only blame himself. After all, he drank the potion of his own volition. He said, “Then the Eihelvanan will help?”

The Syek-lyé tilted his head and said, “The Eihelvanan are not prepared to go to war at this time. However, Azeria and Entris are committed to your cause. Medi as well, I think. You may find others who will aid you.”

Rezkin asked, “You will allow them to fight if it is their desire?”

The Syek-lyé said, “It is not my right to allow or disallow it. I lead the Eihelvanan as a people. I establish our communal goals, represent the people in interkingdom affairs, call our warriors to arms in times of battle, and enforce the law. I do not control the individual. If one wishes to lend their service to another, that is their prerogative.”

“What of the Spirétua?” asked Rezkin. “Is it not their duty to rid the world of the daem’ahn?”

“Indeed, it is,” said the Syek-lyé. “Perhaps, if you earn their respect, they will be inclined to join you.”

Rezkin wondered, now, if hiding his progress from those who were trying to help him was the best course of action. He had thought to put them at ease so they would not see him as a threat. It had been part of his training not to reveal the full extent of his abilities. Unfortunately, holding back from the Spirétua had only prevented them from teaching him more, and it had caused them to question his potential. Once again, his training was in conflict with his goals. It seemed that if he was going to further his cause, he was going to have to place his trust in the Eihelvanan.


Chapter 15

Rezkin left the Syek-lyé at the cave entrance with much on his mind. He mulled over a multitude of ideas but could not settle on any one of them. He made his way through the village, and, following the river, found his way back to the healer’s home where he had left Seena a week ago that day. He had not seen nor heard from her since she had been admitted into the healer’s care, but the woman had assured him that she would soon be ready to rejoin him.

When he arrived at the healer’s home, two men and a woman were leaving. One of the men had dried blood down the length of his arm and across his torso, but Rezkin could see no wound. The man made a comment Rezkin did not catch, and the woman replied, “If you keep that up, next time I will remove your head rather than your arm.” Rezkin glanced at the man’s arm again and was impressed that, besides the blood, there was no evidence it had ever been severed.

The three Eihelvanan departed, and Rezkin used a pulse of power to alert those inside to his presence as the Eihelvanan did. A moment later, a woman, who looked young even for an Eihelvanan, opened the door. She looked him up and down and said, “You do not appear to be injured. Are you ill?”

“No,” said Rezkin, “I am here about my dragon.”

Her eyes widened. “Oh, I see. You had better come in.”

As he stepped inside, he said, “How is she?”

With a bit of hesitancy, the woman replied, “She is … difficult.”

“How so? Is she unwell?” he asked with concern.

The woman turned and motioned for him to follow. She said, “She is hail. I believe mother is ready to release her into your care.”

Rezkin asked, “Then what is the problem?”

“I think you should see for yourself,” said the woman as she led Rezkin to the back of the house and out the rear door.

They emerged into sheer chaos. Out in the yard, barrels were tipped over, spilling their contents onto the ground. Some were smashed to pieces. A wagon had been overturned, its load scattered around it. A fence had been breached, its slats and beams shattered. Several dogs were barking and darting about the yard chasing chickens that had flown their coop thanks to the gaping hole in the wire. In the midst of it all was a blue dragon, a bit larger than the largest dog, spewing thick black smoke over everything. As he watched, Seena started after a chicken then abruptly changed direction to chase one of the dogs. The dog turned tail quickly, and, in pursuing him, Seena trampled a sapling, breaking it off at the base.

The woman beside him sighed. “Father just planted that tree. He will be so disappointed. He searched for weeks for the perfect sapling.”

Rezkin said, “I am sorry about … all of this. I will put it to rights, of course.”

“I would appreciate that,” said a new woman. Rezkin turned to find the healer standing next to him. She had moved with the stealth of a striker, and Rezkin was impressed.

He said, “She is so big. How is it that she has grown so quickly?”

The healer said, “She fell into a vimaral spring. I have never heard of anything from this realm surviving such an event. Drahg’ahn are vimaral creatures, though. It is possible that because she was so young and still has much to grow, she was able to absorb the vimara that inundated her during the brief time she was exposed. I believe this influx of pure vimara has stimulated her growth. I understand you, too, made direct contact with the spring. You are likely changed as well.”

“I have felt no ill effects,” he replied. With a nod toward Seena, he asked, “Will she continue to grow?”

The woman nodded but kept her eyes on the dragon running rampant in her yard. “I believe so. Normally, drahg’ahn take hundreds of years to reach full maturity. If she continues growing at the rate she is, she may be fully grown in a matter of months. She may even grow to become much larger than the average drahg’ahn.” Her gaze slid to him. “The vimara she absorbed from the vimaral spring is enough to sustain her until she is developed enough to absorb vimara from her environment and food sources. She no longer feeds off your vimara, but she will require much care and sustenance. She has the body of a much older drahg’ahn, but her mind is still that of an infant. Until she is mature enough to defend herself, she will be vulnerable.”

Rezkin watched Seena chase the dogs and chickens and pondered how he might care for such a sizable, innocent beast. She was much too large to fit into his satchel, and traveling with her would be difficult, especially within the human cities. Illusions would only go so far. Seena was playful and inquisitive, and he could not control her actions.

Seena turned and suddenly caught sight of him. She charged at him, and he did not move as she collided with him, knocking him to the ground. With her heavy weight on his chest, Rezkin had to work hard to breath, but he did not push her away. Instead, he allowed her to nuzzle him as a rumble started in her chest.

“Father,” she cooed.

Rezkin was taken aback by the moniker. She had never called him such. He had not even discussed familial relations with her as it had never occurred to him. He thought back to her, “Seena, why do you call me father?”

She said, “Myriath explained it to me. He who nourishes you, cares for you, and loves you is father. But, Father, where is mother?”

Rezkin said, “I am sorry. I do not know your mother.”

Seena placed her muzzle against him and inhaled deeply. She said, “Azeria is your mate. She will be mother.”

Rezkin said aloud, “All right, you must get off me now. You have grown quite heavy.”

Seena reluctantly eased off him and sat down on her haunches with her wings folded behind her. She looked at him innocently as he got to his feet. He perused the terrible mess she had made and said, “You will be helping me repair all of this.”

Her long neck arched forward as she lowered her head. If a dragon could appear bashful, then she was a prime example. They worked for several hours righting all the wrongs she had inflicted upon the yard. Unfortunately, they could not complete the job as the healer’s husband would need to select a new tree to be planted. Also, several chickens were curiously missing, and Rezkin wondered if Seena would be hungry anytime soon. He was just glad Seena had not yet developed her fire, or the entire home might have burned to the ground.

When they finally left the healer’s home, it was nearing nightfall. Rezkin had not eaten, so, with Seena in tow, he headed toward the community dining hall. Many of the city’s residents cooked for themselves in their homes, but the dining hall was always available for those who preferred to dine with company. Rezkin did not particularly want company, but he had no means of cooking in his room. Seena was suspiciously not hungry, so she sat on the floor beside him, her head rising above the table, allowing her to see the curious faces staring at her.

One inquisitive female said, “How did you get a drahg’ahn (curious)?”

Rezkin looked up from his meal. The woman looked fairly young, but one could never tell age with the Eihelvanan. He said, “Quite by accident. I found what I thought to be a small stone, and it turned out to be a drahg’ahn egg.”

“It is bonded to you?” asked the male beside her.

Rezkin gave Seena a sideways look. “Yes, she believes me to be her father.”

“Interesting,” said a third male sitting beside him. “I remember when there were many such bonds.” He narrowed his eyes thoughtfully. “That was some thousand years ago or so. Most were killed in the war. You see, the wild drahg’ahn predominantly sided with the daem’ahn, them being daem’ahn spawn and all. The bonded drahg’ahn were fiercely loyal but conflicted when it came to fighting their brethren. Some switched sides once their trayón were killed.”

“Trayón?” asked Rezkin.

“Their bonded warriors,” clarified the male. “You are her trayón. She is your uani.”

Rezkin looked at Seena, and she released a chirp of approval.

The man rubbed his chin and gave Rezkin a meaningful look as he said, “I do not recall any of the trayón bringing their uani into the dining hall.”

Rezkin said, “Despite her size, she is only an infant. She cannot be left alone. I do not know what else to do with her.”

The male said, “The trayón used to house their uani in the caves of the cliffside. The roosts were warm and comfortable and safe from all but other drahg’ahn.”

Rezkin said, “There are other drahg’ahn there now? Or other people?”

“Well, no,” said the male.

Rezkin replied, “Seena would be lonely; and, worse, she would be bored. When she becomes bored, she finds ways to entertain herself that you would not like.”

A sudden sensation overtook Rezkin so that he lost what he had planned to say next. It felt as if something was pulling on his vimara. It began to flow even though he was not casting. It took him a moment to realize what was happening. When he did, he quickly excused himself and left the dining hall. He followed the pull through the town and into the forest. He was filled with a sense of urgency as he traversed game trails and cut his way through the densely wooded forest. The sound of rushing water grew closer, and soon enough he emerged into a glen through which a narrow river raged. The rapids carried water over the cliff’s edge and into a turbid pool some seventy feet below. There, in the glen atop the falls, he found a number of warriors including several Spirétua. Azeria and Entris were sparring amongst the wild flowers with both swords and casting.

Their swords clashed, then Entris spun away. Azeria cast a wind spear that streaked toward Entris with enough force to impale him. He raised a column of earth before him. It exploded when the wind spear collided with it. Entris dove through the shower of debris. He tucked into a roll. Then he came up with a slash of his blade. Azeria raised a shield of solid light. It deflected the blade. Then she stepped toward Entris, dragging with her a wall of force that propelled forward to sweep Entris from his feet. He twisted to land with grace while simultaneously issuing a series of flame darts. The darts passed straight through Azeria’s shield ward, singeing her flesh and causing her to cry out. She did not stop, though.

The fight went on, and Rezkin was certain that, had Entris wanted to, he could have made any one of his attacks more deadly. He was holding himself back against Azeria because she was not Spirétua. In addition, Entris was older, more experienced, and seemed to have access to a greater amount of vimara. Rezkin noted that every time Azeria cast, he felt a pull on his own vimara. He studied her closely and concluded that she was fatigued and lacked her usual vitality. He wondered how long they had been at this. A short time later, the match was interrupted when Seena suddenly launched herself into the fray. She collided with Entris, flattening him to the ground then reared back and spewed a stream of thick, black smoke into his face.

Struggling to push her away, Entris said, “I do not wish to harm you, Seena, but you must refrain from standing on my chest. You make it difficult to breathe.”

Seena scowled and snapped her jaws at him. Her neck was arched, her wings spread, and her tail whipped back and forth in the manner that Rezkin had come to associate with the hunt.

Entris looked over and said, “Rezkin, control your uani. Retrieve her.”

Although he was amused by Seena’s protective display and the effect it had on Entris, Rezkin called for Seena to return to his side. She hesitated for a long moment then relented. She did not return to Rezkin’s side, however. Instead, she trotted over to nuzzle against Azeria’s legs. Rezkin crossed the distance to join them. He brushed aside a stray white hair from Azeria’s neck and examined the burn marks on her exposed skin. He tried to connect with her vimara, but he found none of hers. She was depending on his to sustain her. He fed some vimara into her then used it to heal her burns and other minor injuries she had acquired during the fight. He rested his forehead against hers and heard her breathe a sigh of relief.

“You trained too hard,” he said.

She replied, “I wanted to test the bond.”

He brushed his fingers over her cheek and drew her gaze to his. “You alarmed me when I felt you draw from my power. I thought you were in trouble.”

“I apologize for concerning you. I should have told you what I intended. How did you find me?”

“I followed the pull of vimara,” he said.

“I did not know that was possible,” she replied.

Surprised, Rezkin said, “Is this not common knowledge among your people?”

“Our people,” she said, “and, no, it is not. Bondings are rare these days and discouraged. The elders who remain bonded rarely speak of it.”

“Why is that?” he asked.

Entris sheathed his sword and interjected, “It is because too many people died. During the demon war, many of our warriors fell in battle. Their bond mates died shortly afterward. Our people were decimated and left scattered among the villages. Children were orphaned, and much of the knowledge of the ages was lost. It was a dark time for our people (mournful).”

Rezkin said, “That is indeed terrible. I can see why your people would be hesitant to continue bonding in such a way.” Turning back to Azeria, he said, “Why did you desire to bond with me if it is so discouraged?”

She said, “We already had a connection. It seemed like the natural progression. I felt that my feelings for you could not be communicated with words alone. I needed something more. (sincere)”

“I understand,” he replied. “I am heartened to know that I can find you when you are in need.” He took her hand and said, “I have come to a decision. I must return to Cael. Will you go with me?”

Azeria opened her mouth to speak, but it was Entris who voiced his opinion. “You cannot go to Cael now. Your training is not complete (insistent).”

Rezkin nodded. “That may be, but it will have to suffice. Perhaps you could train me further while we are there.”

“I cannot allow it,” said Entris. “You know enough to be dangerous but not enough to control all the forces to which you now have access.”

Rezkin replied, “I am not asking for your permission. This is necessary.”

Azeria said, “Rezkin, why do you feel you need to go now?”

Rezkin looked to Seena who crouched a few paces away on the rocky embankment. Her tail twitched back and forth as she arched her back and wings. Then she stilled. Suddenly, a stream of black, sooty smoke spewed from her mouth. She abruptly pounced on a rock the size of her head. With the rock grasped in her claws, she rolled through the mud, kicking and snapping her teeth at it as though she were fighting an enemy.

Rezkin turned back to Entris. “Seena requires a home where she will be protected. She will be safe on Cael, and she will have the whole of the island to grow and hunt. Also, Tam is in need of military training. On Cael, he will learn to lead troops into battle.”

“Neither of those reasons has anything to do with you leading your empire,” noted Entris.

Rezkin said, “Of course I intend to do that as well, but that was not the question posed to me. She asked why now.”

Entris argued, “I am afraid your reasons are insufficient. Seena is perfectly safe here, and Tam would benefit from training with our superior forces. Becoming a true Spirétua was your idea. You must complete your training (determined).”

“I think you will find that I have learned more than you know,” said Rezkin. “Your lessons on harnessing my emotions have provided me with a control over my power that is beyond your expectations.”

“What do you know of my expectations?” said Entris. “You have proven to be a slow learner.”

Rezkin said, “Perhaps I did myself a disservice in hiding my true capabilities. I believe I can best any Spirétua you choose to pit against me.”

“Lofty words for a mediocre fighter,” said Entris, “unless you have been holding back.” He drew his sword and added, “You must defeat me if you are to leave Freth Adwyn.”

Drawing the black blade, Rezkin asked, “Is that a requirement for all Spirétua?”

“No, just you,” replied Entris.

Rezkin raised a shield ward and took a few steps back to put space between them. He said, “I need not ask your permission to leave. I will fight you, Entris, on one condition.”

The other warriors ceased their exercises and turned to watch the proceedings. Azeria said, “You do not need to do this, Rezkin.”

He did not acknowledge her comment and continued, “When I win, all questions regarding my sanity will cease. You will accept that I am not going mad and will treat me with the respect due to any Spirétua and leader of a foreign people.”

Azeria sighed with exasperation then crossed the distance to join Seena, who had pulverized the rock she had been battling. She was now perched on the edge of the embankment peering into the water with curiosity.

Entris began to circle Rezkin, but Rezkin would not be hunted. He immediately attacked with an overhead strike that he knew would not land. It was merely a taunt. Entris did not take the bait. He made no effort to block the strike as Rezkin’s blade clattered against his shield ward. Instead, he took a swipe at Rezkin’s exposed middle. The sword sliced cleanly through Rezkin’s ward, but the force of it was diminished as it merely scored his armor. Rezkin backed away as he considered a way to get through Entris’s shield ward. It was a subject that had not yet been broached in their lessons, but it would not be the first ward he had overcome.

The ground began to shake, and Rezkin’s muscles strained to hold him erect. A fissure opened beneath his feet, and Rezkin jumped to the side as it began to widen. The earth shifted and broke, some of it thrusting upward while other points fell. Massive boulders broke and tumbled, forcing Rezkin to dodge with unsteady footing. He soon found himself on one side of a ten-foot-wide crevasse the length of the glen, while Entris was on the other.

Rezkin knew it was Entris’s intention to force him to cast rather than depend on the sword. The distance did not deter Entris. The Spirétua-lyé struck at him with a series of javelins made of light. Upon impact, the javelins exploded sending a shower of earthy debris high into the air. One of the javelins struck Rezkin directly on his shield. The resultant explosion sent him flying backward to land with a whomp on his back in the shallow water of the river. The water rushed over his face, and he inadvertently sucked in a lungful. As he rose, coughs and sputtering racked his body.

Without missing a beat, Rezkin prepared a three-pronged attack. He used his feelings of animosity toward Entris to connect with his power. Then he shaped that power into a ball of fire the size of a barrel over his head. He sent it reeling toward Entris. He did not wait for it to strike. Immediately afterward, he used his feelings of steadfast determination to grab hold of the earth beneath Entris’s feet. He yanked hard on his power, ripping the ground out from under the Spirétua-lyé and dropping him into a pit just as the fireball struck. Rezkin drew a stream of water from the river, casting it into the air to fill the pit. Then he pulled all the warmth from the water, causing it to freeze solid.

Great blocks and shards of ice were tossed aside as a pillar of stone erupted from the center of the pit with Entris at its peak looking none the worse for wear. Green streaks of power began swirling around the Spirétua-lyé. Rezkin did not know what power the Entris was about to unleash, but he knew he did not like having his back to the river. He decided it was time to close the distance. He ran forward, using the wind to bolster his steps as he created an earth bridge across the chasm. Just as he reached the other side, the green streaks of power morphed into a transparent sphere around Entris. Pinpoints of green light were connected by flowing lines of power.

“No, Entris!” shouted Azeria.

The urgency in her voice alarmed Rezkin, but he was undeterred. Without knowing what the green power would do, Rezkin did not know how to effectively protect against it. He decided to protect himself in every way he knew how. He produced multiple shield wards layered one on top of the other. Then he linked them together so that if one failed, the others would be strengthened. Next, he surrounded himself in an earthen bulwark. Finally, he reached for the power of the black blade. Green sparks of lightning surged through him, erupting across his skin just as Entris pointed at him.

The green sphere around Entris disintegrated into a cloud of sparks that surged toward Rezkin like a swarm of glowing hornets. The swarm easily cleared the bulwark and began sticking to his shield ward like thousands of thorns. The sparks began to burrow into his outer shield ward causing it to crack like glass. A high-pitched hum filled his ears. It grew louder as the cracks spread. The ward shattered, and the swarm surged forward to attack his next ward.

Rezkin realized that it was only a matter of time before the sparks shattered his inner-most ward, at which point he would be defenseless against them. He needed to defeat Entris before that happened. As he closed the distance between them, he reached out with his power to the earthen pillar atop which Entris stood. Then he ripped it out from beneath the Spirétua-lyé. Entris leapt from the pillar at the last moment, gliding gracefully to the ground on an angry wind. The wind whipped around him gaining momentum with each passing second. As it spun faster, it began to carry with it large clods of earth, rocks, and other debris.

Unwilling to wait for Entris to unleash his torrent, Rezkin created an impenetrable shield ward around himself. The ward was such that not even air could pass through it. If he stayed within it for too long, he would suffocate. He began concentrating the green lighting around him, causing it to flow with increasing energy. It began to coalesce into a shimmering plasma. The green sparks that continued to burrow into his shield wards began to buzz with power. Rezkin did not know what would happen when the two powers met, but he was willing to bet it would be explosive. He ran into the maelstrom and was nearly pulled from his feet. Giant blocks of earth crashed into his ward causing him to stumble. Increasing his efforts of evasion, he pressed forward until he was within the vortex at the center. Then he dropped the impenetrable ward and attacked Entris with his blade.

The move was intended only to buy him time. As they exchanged blows with increasing fury, Rezkin allowed his vimara to seep from his body through his skin. Then he began to solidify it over himself in a thick film of power. He knew it was time when the green sparks began burrowing into his final shield ward. He filled his next strike with the power of the black blade. When their swords met, the vibrant eruption of lightning caused them both to stumble back.

Rezkin abruptly released all his shield wards. Entris’s green sparks met the scorching plasma. The ensuing blast set off a chain reaction. A wave of explosions obliterated all the debris flying in every direction. A green haze consumed Rezkin’s vision, and a high-pitched whine filled his ears as every other sound was drowned out. Rezkin’s body was pummeled from every side, but his flesh was protected by the vimaral film that encased him.

When his vision finally cleared, he could see little more than a dense green fog all around him. A wind picked up, blowing the fog away, and from that haze came a vision so divine it forced him to his knees. Azeria stood over him.

“Rezkin, are you well?” she said. Her melodic voice broke through the ringing in his ears. It snapped him out of his daze.

He rose to his feet and took her into his arms. He kissed her soundly before reality struck him. He released her quickly, searching the ravaged glen for Entris. He saw only the other Spirétua and warriors. He wondered if the Spirétua-lyé had been vaporized. A small mound of debris about five paces away suddenly erupted in a shower of dirt and rock. There, lying on the ground, he found Entris looking as though he had seen better days. He slowly sat up appearing a bit dazed. When his gaze landed on Rezkin, he lurched to his feet. Lacking his usual grace, he stumbled as he made his way over the churned earth. Azeria stepped back, and Rezkin erected multiple shield wards around himself. Entris did not follow suite.

The Spirétua-lyé stopped a few paces away from Rezkin. He said, “I concede. My well is depleted. I used all I had to protect myself from your final casting. I have never seen the like. How did you do it (overwhelmed)?”

Rezkin dropped his shield wards and sheathed his sword. He replied, “As you know, I have little training in the use of vimara. I depend primarily on logic, instinct, and experience. Where Eihelvanan are concerned, emotions rule castings. I have come to realize this is not the best way for me to use my vimara. While connecting with my emotions helps, it is cold calculation that guides me.”

Entris shook his head in disbelief. “Only a few weeks ago, I defeated you with ease. I cannot believe you bested me now (astonished).”

Rezkin said, “You did not defeat me the first time. I allowed you to think you had so you would not see me as a threat and I could convince you to take me on as a student.”

Entris motioned to the destruction all around them. “If you are capable of this, why did you wish to become a student?”

“It was a means to an end,” said Rezkin. “It was my intention to infiltrate the Spirétua so I could learn your secrets regarding the daem’ahn.”

Entris stared at him for a long moment. Rezkin could see a plethora of emotions flitting behind the Spirétua-lyé’s eyes. He finally said, “You are devious and conniving. Why do you tell me this now?”

“Because I want you to understand that everything I do is based on reason and purpose. While you have assisted me in connecting with my feelings, I am not driven by emotion and certainly not by madness. My actions and decisions are, more often than not, part of a bigger plan.”

“A plan known only to you,” said Entris. “Your actions and decisions affect millions of people across the Souelian, yet they are yours alone. You have no loyalty to anyone but yourself.”

Rezkin ran a hand across his jaw. He had shaved only that morning and already it was stubbled. He considered Entris’s words and found that he did not agree. He said, “Rule number one is to protect and honor my friends. My allegiance belongs to them. Since setting out on this journey, I have taken on responsibility for many others, as you pointed out. I have extended my loyalty to the many peoples who depend on me for their safety and happiness. Everything I do is intended to create a better world in which they may live. So, you see, my loyalty is not to myself but to the people of the Souelian. The Eihelvanan, too, may have my loyalty should they choose to join me in this battle against the daem’ahn.”

Entris nodded. “I see. I cannot speak for all the Eihelvanan, but I can speak for the Spirétua. It is our responsibility to rid the world of daem’ahn. Our goals are aligned, thus it would behoove us to form an alliance.”

Rezkin said, “If I am to strategize, I need to know that the Spirétua will do what I need them to do when the time comes.”

Entris gave him a short bow and said, “You have command in this daem’ahn war. But know that I have many years on you. I encourage you to seek my counsel.”

“Of course,” Rezkin replied. “I make use of all my resources. Such is a Rule worth following.”

“What do you intend to do now?” asked Entris.

Seena bounded up to him to rub her scaley head against his hand. Rezkin rubbed her temples in the way she appreciated and said, “Now, we return to Cael.”


Chapter 16

Rezkin led the way through the pathways to Cael with Tam at his side. The path was surprisingly pleasant, although he knew looks could be deceiving. Elms reached for the sun while the sprawling branches of live oaks arched over their heads. The white fluff of the dogwoods drifted on a subtle breeze, and the golden rays of morning peeked through holes in the canopy to light their way. Seena darted back and forth across the path as she scaled trunks and glided from limb to limb. Ever distrustful of the pathways, Azeria and Medi kept their bows at hand as they peered into the forest searching for threats. Entris and a five other Spirétua brought up the rear. They cast glittering sparks of white light into the forest surrounding them creating a magical ambiance.

The pathway ended at the joining of two large boulders. The rift between them glowed with silvery-blue light. Rezkin called to Seena to join him as he stepped through the rift. When he emerged, he was standing on the dock of Cael, a dock that was virtually abandoned. The torches and mage lamps along the dock were still lit, crates, barrels, and sacks were arranged neatly in stacks or piles, and he could see movement in the towers where guards would be manning the arrow slits. These had apparently not seen his party filing onto the dock as the sky had only just begun to lighten. Oddly, though, there were no dockworkers about and even the ships’ crews remained silent.

“What is happening here?” said Azeria. “Where are all the people?”

Scanning the shadows, Rezkin searched for answers. With a thought, Cikayri, one of the shielreyah, appeared before him. Cikayri bowed and said, “Greetings, Spirétua Syek-lyé. How may I be of service?” When he straightened from his bow, his face lit up. Rezkin followed his gaze to the other Eihelvanan with him. He seemed to have particular interest in the Spirétua. Cikayri said, “Syek-lyé, you have brought our people home. It is my honor to greet you all.”

Spirétua Galain said, “No, Shielreyah, the honor is ours. I am humbled by your sacrifice.”

The Spirétua all bowed deeply, and again, Rezkin was confronted with the significance of the sacrifice made by the shielreyah. They had given their lives to guard and serve the fortress and its masters in death. He decided it was good to be reminded of such things from time to time. It was so easy to forget when one was absorbed in the daily tasks of life.

When the moment had passed, Rezkin asked Cikayri, “What is happening here? Where are all the dockworkers?”

Cikayri replied, “The regent has ordered all to remain in their quarters when their service is not required.”

“Why?” asked Rezkin.

“Because Caellurum is under siege.”

“For how long?”

“Since the last full moon,” said Cikayri.

Rezkin looked to Azeria. “I was anticipating this. The Ashaiian armada has been on the move for over a month. It is why I had you bring Daithy here weeks ago to begin preparations. Still, I did not know the siege had already begun two weeks hence.”

“You cannot be expected to know everything, Rezkin,” said Azeria. “Cael is far from Freth Adwyn.”

“Yes, but had Seena been well, I could have traveled back to get the news. Or you could have taken me.”

“You had other responsibilities,” said Entris. “The corveua is intact. It prevents our enemy from attacking directly. Caellurum is not currently in danger.”

“Perhaps not,” said Rezkin, “but the island depends on shipments of goods from the neighboring kingdoms.”

Entris replied, “I have seen Cael’s capabilities. Their lives may not be as comfortable, but the people will not starve (confident).”

“Even so, this siege will not stand,” said Rezkin. “We shall see what progress Daithy has made.”

Azeria said, “Tieran may already have a plan to end it (hopeful).”

“Then we shall hear of it soon enough,” replied Rezkin. “We shall await them in the throne room.”

“Who goes there? Identify yourself,” called a voice from the dark interior of the warehouse. A moment later, a soldier Rezkin did not recognize stepped into the light with his sword drawn. He issued a sharp whistle, and several more guards gathered on him.

One of the guards said, “Is that—”

“It can’t be,” said another.

“No, it is,” replied the first. “Sir, ’tis the emperor’s ghost, that is. By the Maker’s grace, he’s come to save us from this siege.” The man fell to his knees, and the remainder of the guards followed suit, save for their superior.

Rezkin strode up to the confused man on silent feet, then stared into his eyes with a deadly glare. To his credit, the man held his gaze for several breaths before he finally took to his knees. Rezkin addressed the lot of them as he said, “I am no ghost, only a man of flesh and blood, but I am an emperor, nonetheless. I have come to fulfill my responsibilities to the people of Cael and to the Souelian. You will return to your posts, save for you, Captain …”

“Jeb, sire,” said the man at his feet.

“You, Captain Jeb, will summon the court to the throne room.”

“Yes, Imperial Majesty, as you command.”

Rezkin dismissed the men then called for Tam and the Eihelvanan to follow him to the throne room. Seena was particularly excited as Rezkin had often spoken of the home that awaited her there. She hurried down the corridors, stopping at each intersection to see which way she should go. Rezkin had her disguised as a large dog so that she would not terrify anyone she encountered. The Spirétua thought it disrespectful to disguise such a noble beast as a common house pet, but their opinions did not concern him. They did encounter a few palace staff on the way to the throne room, and after their initial gasps and shouts of alarm, they hurried away, no doubt to spread the news of the emperor’s return.

Rezkin was ten paces from the throne room door when Shezar appeared before him. The striker hid his surprise well and only gave the briefest pause before he saluted. Rezkin did not stop, and Shezar fell into step beside him. He said, “I had heard only unfounded rumors of your survival, yet I did not give them credit. Why is it you have come to us now when all these many months you were thought dead?”

Raising a hand for forestall further questions, Rezkin said, “There will be time for explanations later. Now, I must wrest control of this struggling empire.”

“You will receive no resistance,” replied Shezar. “Lord Tieran will consider himself fortunate to be relieved of leadership.”

“Then he will be disappointed,” said Rezkin as he approached the dais. “For he will continue to serve as regent while I am elsewhere engaged.”

“I see.”

Rezkin handed his travel pack to Shezar then took his seat on the throne. The seat was new since last he had sat there, the former wooden throne having been replaced by one carved from schist, white with swirls of mica and bespeckled with garnet. The back was carved to appear as lightning, splitting into multiple paths then rejoining at the base, and the seat was blessedly padded with a green velvet cushion.

The illuminated crystals on the walls and ceiling cast their warm glow upon the frenzy of servants and curious onlookers who dared to venture into the chamber. The Eihelvanan sat on the benches that had been arranged along the sides of the hall, but Rezkin indicated for Tam to stand at his side.

It was a good fifteen minutes before he saw his cousin. Tieran rushed into the hall disheveled, as though he had dressed with haste in the dark, and he appeared to have forgotten to comb his hair. When he saw Rezkin sitting upon the throne, he fell to his knees and called out, “Thank the Maker!” Then he hurried to his feet and closed the distance between them.

Rezkin rose to greet his cousin, but he was not expecting the restrictive embrace to which he was subjected. Tieran did not release him for several long seconds, and Rezkin itched to push him away. When Tieran finally stepped back, his eyes were glossy, but his smile was grand. He opened his mouth to speak, but all that emerged was a shaky, “H-how?”

“It is a long story, Tieran. I shall speak of it in private. For now, we must focus on the present circumstances.”

“Oh, Rez, there is so much I need to tell you,” said Tieran, running a hand through his mussed hair.

Rezkin said, “I think you will find there is very little I do not already know. I have not been idle these many months. I have been shifting circumstances to our favor, and I had been keeping abreast of current events until only a few weeks ago. I admit this siege has taken me by surprise. What are you doing about it?”

Tieran’s eyebrows rose toward the ceiling. He said, “You have not been here five minutes, and already you are getting down to business. We must celebrate, Rezkin. The people need to revel in the emperor’s return.”

A sudden yelp cut across the din of the now packed hall. Rezkin looked past Tieran to find Frisha staring at him in shock. She lifted her skirt and sprinted to the dais. Without pause, she bypassed Rezkin and threw her arms around Tam. She said, “You have no idea how happy I am to see you, Tam.” Then she reared back and slapped Rezkin on the arm, striking his armor and hurting her own hand more than him. She winced as she shook her hand then scowled at him. “You let us think you were dead! Why would you do that to us?”

Rezkin took her hand and sent a healing energy into it, soothing the ache. It was the least he could do since he could not soothe the ache in her heart. He said, “I know that you did not truly believe me dead.”

“How could you possibly know that?” she asked with tears coming to her eyes.

He placed his hand on her cheek and said, “I am sorry you were trapped in Caydean’s prison. I did not know you had been replaced with a golem. I should have known. I would have come for you.”

She straightened and lifted her chin. “I saved myself. Well, Thresson and I did.” Her eyes widened. “Oh, you haven’t met Thresson yet! He’ll be so happy you’re alive.”

“Indeed, I am,” said the man standing behind her.

Rezkin, of course, knew his older brother from the time he spent posing as Urvuay on their journey through Channería, but Thresson did not know that. Rezkin’s mouth formed a large smile, and this time it did not feel forced. He was truly pleased to formally meet his brother, and thanks to his recent emotional training, he was actually able to feel the sentiment. He stepped down the dais and stopped before him. They were of similar height and coloration, although Thresson was a bit leaner, which was more noticeable due to his lack of armor. Rezkin offered his hand. Thresson hesitated. He stared Rezkin in the eyes for a moment, then he clasped forearms with him.

“I have heard many things about you, brother,” said Thresson, dropping his arm. The cacophony in the hall was so loud Thresson had to raise his voice just to be heard. “Many outside of Cael call you the Destroyer. They paint you as a bloodthirsty tyrant bent on sowing chaos across the Souelian. In Ashai, you are named a rebel and would-be usurper responsible for destabilizing the kingdom. Before I knew you were my brother, I feared you. Since discovering our kinship, I have feared you more. My experience with brothers has not been good.

“But here, among the people who know you, you are loved and admired. They claim you as savior and trust that you will see them through the darkest of times. They would not even accept your death and crown a new emperor. They believe you to be invincible, perhaps even a god among men. And yet they do not deny your brutality and the iron will with which you rule. I beg of you patience, in that I might know you for myself.”

Rezkin thought for a moment then said, “I am all the things the people claim me to be, the good and the bad, with two exceptions. It was not I who was responsible for the turmoil in Ashai. That was and continues to be Caydean. I believe you know well that he is not the benevolent king some believe him to be. He is a demon incarnate. He is the true destroyer.”

“I have endured Caydean’s sadism my entire life. I take no issue with laying the blame at his feet. But what is the other exception?” asked Thresson.

Rezkin shook his head and lowered his voice so that only Thresson could hear him. “I am not an invincible deity. I am merely a man.”

“One who has survived death many times, from what I have been told.”

Rezkin was surprised Thresson knew of that. He had not expected his friends to divulge such personal information to a stranger, brother or not. “Indeed, they have told you much. But we shall not speak of such things here.” He took a step back and said, “Now, I must address the court.”

Thresson offered a short bow then moved to the side of the room where he sat next to Tieran who was already seated with Frisha. Rezkin lowered himself onto the throne then nodded toward the herald. The herald called for the room’s attention, and the chamber settled into the silence of a long-forgotten tomb. Some of the courtiers were present, but many more had not yet made it to the chamber. The room was mostly filled with servants, soldiers, and working folk who had risen with the dawn to begin their daily chores. Once he had everyone’s attention, he began.

“Good people of Cael, today marks the first day of my return to court but know that I have not been idle in my absence. For these past many months, I have been working to put the empire and her allies in a better position to address the ongoing hostilities in Ashai. I foiled Caydean’s plots in Lon Lerésh and routed his spies in Channería. In Freth Adwyn, I sought the power necessary to defeat Caydean and root out his demonic minions. While there, I bonded with a female many of you already know. Allow me to introduce Empress Azeria.”

He held a hand out to her, and she crossed over to him, taking his hand as she arrived at his side. A cheer from the crowd echoed throughout the hall, and Rezkin was heartened that his people approved. Not that it would have mattered. He would have bonded with her whether they approved or not. And perhaps there would be those who took issue with an Eihelvanan empress. Time would tell.

The herald banged his staff on the ground, and the crowd quieted. He said, “I bring two new allies, the Spirétua of the Eihelvanan”—he motioned toward the Eihelvanan seated to one side—“and the ahn’an, known by many as the fae, who are led by our very own Tamarin Blackwater.”

A collective gasp broke the tense silence. Tam bowed to the crowd, and Rezkin continued. “These two groups possess phenomenal powers and the experience of the ages.” Finally, he dropped the illusion around Seena who sat as his feet. A wave of surprise echoed off the walls, and Rezkin followed it with, “This is Seena. She is my uani, my bonded companion. I am told that she may be fully grown within a matter of months, at which time she, too, will join the fight. Together, we shall end Caydean’s dark reign, cast the demons back to their own realm, and bring peace once again to the Souelian.” Rezkin rose from his seat and raised a finger. “But first, we must break this siege. Travel and trade between Cael and its allies shall recommence.”

Shouts and applause rose from the crowd. Rezkin allowed it for a moment before motioning to the herald. The herald banged his staff on the ground calling for order. When the crowd settled, Rezkin said, “Although I have returned, I shall not sit idly upon the throne. These past many months during my absence have been a testament to the fortitude of this great empire and to her leadership. Tieran Nirius has been an exemplary ruler during a most difficult time, and he will continue to rule as regent in my stead as I wage war against Caydean. Go now, good people of Cael, and fulfill your duties. Worry not that peace will be upon you, for we shall prevail.” Again, the crowd burst into cheers, and this time they would not be silenced.

He did not order the people from the hall. Instead, he walked among them so they could see for themselves that he was flesh and blood and not a wraith, like the shielreyah. He remained ever vigilant, conscious of the fact that there could be spies and assassins in his midst. The Spirétua, too, mingled with the people answering questions and reassuring them. Some of the Eihelvanan appeared uncomfortable, and Rezkin wondered if perhaps these had spent little or no time in the presence of humans. Seena was less popular. Although the people were awestruck by her, they were less inclined to get close. Seena, on the other hand, was thrilled to be surrounded by people who could actually see her for the glorious creature she was, and she flitted through the crowd with youthful enthusiasm.

Less than an hour later, Rezkin gathered his people and left the throne room. They were summoned to the grand banquet hall where they were presented with a feast befitting an emperor. The tables were set with fine linens, porcelain, and silver, and the morning fare was hot and fresh as though the large party had been expected.

Rezkin turned to Tieran and asked, “How is it that this feast has been prepared on such short notice and during a siege, no less?”

As they were led to their places at the head table, Tieran explained, “We have been anticipating a siege for some time. It was not a matter of if it would happen, but rather when. We have enough food and wine in the stores to last a year or more, and the farmers and mages keep our tables supplied with fresh repast as well. With your return, no doubt the kitchen staff are anticipating a quick end to the siege, regardless.

“As far as the preparation, a few of the mages have found interest in culinary exploits. They have even formed a guild to research advanced cooking techniques and create new and daring recipes. Most of the time, their creations are quite good. Other times, not so much. But it is always interesting. It is something to break up the monotony of living on an island, anyway.”

Rezkin truly looked at his cousin. His former self-aggrandizing and carefree demeanor seemed to have crumbled under the weight of the responsibility that had settled on his shoulders over the past year. Rezkin knew from his spying activities that Tieran had not recoiled from the responsibility as he might have in the past but had rather embraced it and become an efficient and fair ruler. Tieran was not prepared to face a war, however. He was not bold and battle hungry, and he did not possess the requisite military training to conduct an effective campaign. That was one of the major driving factors for Rezkin’s return.

Gazing around the table at the faces of his friends and companions, Rezkin wondered how much the others had changed in his absence as well. He knew there were many events he had missed that had shaped them into something new and unknown to him. Frisha, in particular, had endured six months in captivity, and Tam was perhaps a little less human than he once was. But what other, smaller things had occurred between his friends and followers? Arguments, romances, discoveries, accomplishments, all the things he had missed and that had changed them for better or worse. Once, he would not have cared about such trivial matters, but now he felt as though he had missed out on something important. There was a part of their lives that they had endured without him, a part he would never be able to touch. Amidst the joy of reuniting with his friends, Rezkin felt a sense of loss that made him sad. The contradictory emotions did not sit well with him. His training as a small-man told him that joy and sadness were useless emotions to be discarded, but his recent experiences with the Eihelvanan encouraged him to embrace the feelings.

“I am fascinated,” said Galain, breaking through Rezkin’s thoughts. The Spirétua was seated only two places away from Rezkin in an effort to encourage discourse between the disparate groups.

Rezkin instinctually tamped down on the emotions he had been battling and replied, “How so?”

“This citadel,” said Galain, “is unlike anything I have ever seen.”

“The citadel is an Eihelvanan construction. Surely you have experienced its like before.”

Galain shook his head as he set down his goblet. “I am only 347 years old. None like this have been built since before the daem’ahn war, and from what I am told, this one was a marvel even for its time.”

Tieran, seated to Rezkin’s right, said, “I thought the Spirétua were well traveled.”

“We are,” replied Galain, but the major Eihelvanan strongholds were destroyed during the daem’ahn war or abandoned afterward while our people were decimated and struggling to reform society. In fact, my parents were from different cities. After each survived the daem’ahn war, their cities were devastated so they immigrated to Freth Adwyn. If not for the daem’ahn war, they likely would never have met.”

“Where are your parents now?” asked Tieran.

“They both remain at Freth Adwyn, but they are not a bonded pair. My mother has had three mates since she separated from my father, and she is currently mated to Ulteya’s father.” He nodded toward a female Spirétua a little farther down the table. “She is my half sister. My father has had several mates who have given him three more sons, but he does not currently have a mate.”

Rezkin asked, “Are all your siblings Spirétua?”

“No, Ulteya is the only Spirétua besides me.”

Tieran appeared perplexed. He said, “So your people do not marry for life? I have never heard of such a thing.”

Galain looked thoughtful as he said, “Our people are very long-lived. Over decades and centuries, we each change, sometimes in subtle ways, sometimes in bigger ways. Our passions, our desires, our needs change. Eventually, we are no longer in sync with our mates, so we find new ones. I have had one mate. When we mated, we wanted the same things. Eventually, I wanted to have a child, but she did not, so we separated.”

Rezkin’s eyes immediately sought Azeria as a flood of new emotions assailed him. He could not imagine a time when he would not want to be with her. If she wanted to have a child, he would give her one. If she did not, he would go without. A hot, turbid emotion flitted through him as he thought about Azeria with another male. She looked up at him with questioning eyes before she went back to her conversation. He decided he would have to kill the male.

He turned back to Galain. “How does that work if the bond is for life?”

“Ah, yes, you are bonded. Couples who are bonded do not separate. From what I am told, bonded pairs can feel each other’s emotions and desires. This helps them stay in sync. They influence each other to remain of one mind. But bonded pairs are rare except among the elders.” Rezkin’s shoulders relaxed, and his blood slowly cooled. It seemed he would not have to kill another male after all. Galain continued as though nothing had happened. He said, “There are some who think we should return to bonding with our mates. They say we have muddled the bloodlines too much, and that is why fewer Spirétua are born.”

Rezkin pondered Galain’s words as Tieran continued peppering the male with questions. Although they had not discussed it, he assumed Azeria would eventually want children. That is, if they survived the current war. Would their children be born Spirétua? If so, would they, too, run the risk of going mad, or would they be protected by her Eihelvanan blood? His gaze slid to Seena who was gnawing on a bone in front of the hearth. Perhaps he could stave off any chance of madness by finding dragons for his children to bond with as well.

Following the meal, Rezkin called for a meeting between himself, Tieran, Entris, and Tam. He wanted Kai to attend as well, but apparently the striker had gone to hunt in the southern wood before Rezkin’s arrival. He was not expected to return until the following day. The meeting was held in the war room, a spacious interior chamber well lit by a mosaic of illuminated crystals embedded in the ceiling. A multitude of maps were laid out on heavy wooden tables, some of them adorned with miniature figurines representing military positions and points of interest. A sitting area with several benches and a few chairs stood at one side of the room. A large slate used for marking with chalk was balanced atop two easels at the head. Rezkin and his companions took seats in the sturdy chairs that did not so much as creak under their weight.

Without preamble, Rezkin looked at Tieran and said, “What are you doing about the siege?”

Tieran released a heavy breath then stood. He picked up a piece of chalk and began marking on the slate. “Here is Cael.” He pointed to a blob he had drawn in the center of the slate. Then he marked several lines and a large circle around the blob as he said, “This is the passage through the cliffs that reach the bay, and the circle here is the corveua. The shielreyah have been instructed not to allow any ships to pass through the corveua, so we need not worry about direct attack.” Next, he drew a number of x’s surrounding the island. “These represent the Ashaiian ships. We estimate there to be about a hundred of them. It’s hard to tell since some of them come and go, presumably with supplies. We do know it is not the whole of the Ashaiian navy since we have received reports of ships being attacked near Ferélle, Lon Lerésh, and Channería.”

Rezkin asked, “What ships are being attacked?”

“It seems to be everyone,” said Tieran. “Some of them are military, but others are fishing boats or cargo ships. Some of the ships are owned by the crown, but others are free and independent merchants or passenger ships.”

“I see,” said Rezkin. “Go on.”

Tieran said, “Channería has declared the attacks an act of war. King Ionius has mobilized his navy to patrol their coast, but their navy is small compared to Ashai’s. Lon Lerésh and Ferélle are likewise patrolling, but we have kept the ships close to land. It seems as though Ashai is using attack and withdraw tactics to lure us out. They want an open battle at sea where they have the advantage of numbers, and we have been refusing to give it to them.”

Rezkin nodded. “Good, but what about the siege?”

“Well, Gendishen’s navy is laughable. It consists of a few dozen ships, but we will call them in as well as ships from Lon Lerésh and Ferélle. The risk lies in the number of ships. If we dispatch too few, we risk losing them all. If we bring in too many, we leave Lon Lerésh and Ferélle weak and open to invasion.”

“What of the Leréshi and Ferélli armies?” asked Tam.

“We have been moving them to the coast, but Caydean has spent a year gaining a foothold in Verril. Therefore, Ferélle is vulnerable to the west, so we must split the army for a potential fight on two fronts.” Tieran ran a hand through his hair, tossing it back, and said, “So the question is, how many ships do we need to break this siege?”

“One,” said Rezkin. Tieran looked at him confused. Entris and Tam shared similar looks. Rezkin said, “You are aware of the project the dwarf, Daithy, and the mages and shipwrights have been working on for the Raven? They are building a ship unlike any other.”

Tieran exclaimed, “Rezkin, there are over a hundred ships out there. What good is one ship going to do? It will be sunk within minutes. Besides, it takes a long time to build a ship. How long do you intend to allow this siege to stand?”

Rezkin nodded toward Entris. “We have seven Spirétua, including myself, many mages and craftsmen, a few shipwrights, and a number of smiths. What’s more, we have a smith who can forge vimarium. We have plenty of oak and pine here on the island, and we already possess most of the weaponry we will require. You received a shipment of vimarium from Lon Lerésh and iron and steel from Gendishen weeks ago. The ship is already nearing completion.”

Tieran sat heavily in his chair and said, “Still, that does not answer the question of what good one ship is against a hundred.”

“The ship is designed to be manned by mages and Spirétua,” said Rezkin. “Many of Ashai’s ships have no mages, and those that do have two or three at the most. They will be no match for us.”

Entris said, “You wish to put all the Spirétua on the same ship? If it sinks, there is little chance for survival.”

“We will not allow it to sink. With vimarium plating it will not only be impervious to mage attacks, but it will store the energy from those attacks for use by our people. Because we will have so many magic wielders aboard, we will need fewer heavy weapons. Vimarium is lighter than iron. Our ship will be sleek, and, with the aid of our wind and water mages, it will be fast.

“That being said, not all the Spirétua will remain on the ship. Once we are within visual range of their ships, Azeria and Seena will be able to open portals directly onto their decks. We will send teams aboard to capture as many of the vessels as we can without having to destroy them.”

“What about the demons?” asked Tam. “Won’t some of them be aboard the ships?”

“I am certain there will be,” replied Rezkin. “Of course, this will be dangerous. There is no denying that. But the Spirétua are prepared to face the daem’ahn. I doubt the daem’ahn aboard the ships will be particularly powerful, except perhaps on the lead vessel. I will deal with that one. Remember, we need only kill the host to release the daem’ahn back to H’khajnak.”

“This plan makes me nervous,” said Tam.

Rezkin looked at him and said, “The alternative is to allow the siege to stand.”

Tieran interjected, “We could still bring in ships from the neighboring kingdoms.”

Rezkin shook his head. “That would leave them vulnerable to invasion. That is what Caydean wants. We cannot give him that opening. We will contend with this siege on our own.”

Rezkin stood and said to Tieran, “Begin preparations.” Then he headed for the door.

“Where are you going?” asked Tieran.

Rezkin said, “I will not be gone long. I must check on my other resources.”

Entris stood as well. “I am going with you.”

Rezkin replied, “No, this is my business alone.”

“I will not interfere,” said Entris. “But I need to know of these resources.”

Rezkin started to protest again, but then realized there was no need. He would merely be checking the mage relay in Kaibain for messages from the Raven’s network. Entris would not be able to read the coded messages, nor would he be able to determine who had sent them. Perhaps it would do him some good to bring Entris on such a mundane task. It might make him less likely to insist on going with him on subsequent errands.

He tipped his head and said, “Very well. You may accompany me.”

Rezkin left the war room with Entris on his heels and headed toward the entrance to the citadel. He heard Seena before he saw her. She emitted a growl, which was quickly followed by the sound and scent of billowing smoke. The yowl that followed sent alarm streaking through him. He rushed around the curve in the corridor to find Seena occupying the center of the foyer. Her wings were spread and her tail lashed back and forth. Backed against the wall was Cat, her back arched and her fur standing on end. She hissed, and Seena rumbled back at her.

“Seena, no!” called Rezkin. “That is not food. That is Cat. She is a companion. You are not to harm her.”

Seena dropped her wings and looked back at him, her large head swiveling on her long, sinuous neck. Cat took the distraction as an opportunity to escape and shot down the corridor. Seena looked after her with disappointment and longing.

She said into his mind, “I did not eat. I only play.”

“I understand, Seena,” said Rezkin, “but Cat does not want to play. Not now. You must earn her trust before she will play with you. If you growl and spew smoke at her, she will not trust you.”

“I will hunt with her,” said Seena.

Rezkin stroked her scaley head and said, “Perhaps. She has good hunting instincts, but she is not as intelligent as you are. She does not understand that you wish to be allies.”

Entris looked at Rezkin and muttered, “Such is often the case with those who are less intelligent (humored).”

Rezkin got the distinct impression Entris was talking about him, yet he heard no malice in the statement. Had Entris said it in jest? If so, it was the first time he had ever heard such from the ever-stoic Spirétua-lyé. He chose not to respond to the comment and instead indicated for Seena to open a portal to Kaibain.


Chapter 17

The afternoon sunlight glinted off the water as Farson and Wesson made their way across the bridge spanning the canal. The paving stones were still wet after the morning’s rain, and the murky water below ran swiftly toward the river. He descended the steps alongside the bridge and came to the walking path that ran alongside the canal. The scent of waste and refuse permeated the air, and Farson was not sure the dark sludge beneath his boots was mud. Even the riffraff would not inhabit the banks of this stretch of the canal, and they did not encounter another soul as they approached the large, round structure that occupied the entire channel. Contaminated water flowed into the structure that released clean water into the canal on the other side. The water cleansing facility was a marvel invented by engineers and mages long past. The canal on the other side was bursting at the seams with immigrants and pilgrims vying for access to the clean water. Farson had no intention of going there.

An access door to the water cleansing facility stood locked at the base of the structure. Farson made quick work of the lock then stepped into the dark corridor beyond. The passage was lit, but only barely, with minimal mage lights showing the way. Farson stood for a few minutes, allowing his eyes to adjust to the dim setting, then he began his trek through the winding passages. The scuff of boots behind him made him wince. Wesson was not so skilled at stealth as Farson would prefer. They descended a set of stone stairs into a damp subterranean level. The chill air stuck to his skin raising goosebumps that he ignored. A strong earthy scent suffused the passage, and he was thankful to be free of the putrid aroma of the canal. His instructions led them to a supply room stacked high with crates and barrels. The room’s single mage light barely illuminated the rusty metal tools that hung from hooks along one wall.

Farson mentally reviewed the instructions he had memorized from the missive he had received nearly two hours before. Stepping up to a different wall with a few crates stacked against it, Farson searched for a clue. He ran his fingers over the stone, firmly pressing each of them. For several minutes, he found nothing, but then one of the stones shifted. He pressed harder against it, and it shifted again, releasing with an audible click. A crack appeared around a section of the wall. As he ran his fingers along the crack he felt a whisper of cooler air brush across them. He pushed on the wall, and it swung inward, the stone groaning as it scraped against the floor. Cooler air struck him in the face, and he fought back a shiver.

Beyond the secret door was nothing but darkness. Farson settled his pack on the floor then pulled out a torch. After lighting it, he presented it to the dark and found that he was staring down a stairwell. He picked up his pack and headed downward. Wesson closed the secret door behind them and waited. The steps were steep and narrow as well as slick from the moisture in the air. When Farson finally reached the bottom of the winding stairs, he found himself standing in a large chamber dotted with columns and possessing four pathways, two of which were barred by iron gates. Water dripped from the ceiling into large puddles on the stone floor.

He drew his sword and moved to the side of the chamber where he peered down one of the dark passages. There was little to see in his meager torchlight, so he moved to the next. His instructions were exhausted with his arrival in this chamber. He might have considered ignoring the missive had it not been coded in the manner of the strikers. There was a good chance he was to meet one of his brothers here, in which case it was best to be on guard. While many of the strikers had gone into hiding or escaped to neighboring kingdoms after the disastrous King’s Tournament, the majority had sided with Caydean. How they had found him was a mystery, and before he had come here, he had already put in motion a move to a new location.

He knew there could even be a chance he was meeting with multiple strikers intent on taking him down. Hence, the presence of Battle Mage Wesson who waited at the top of the stairs. If there were multiple attackers that he could not handle, or if there was a mage presence, Farson had only to break the thin cord tied around his neck, and Wesson would know to come down and provide backup.

Farson made his way around the chamber, peering into each of the passages then turned to return to the center. He took one step in that direction and discovered a cloaked figure standing there. The figure had no weapons drawn, but balanced on the palm of his hand in front of him was a glowing mage stone. Farson immediately tensed. He was ill equipped to face off in the open against a mage. His gaze shot into the dark recesses of the room searching for anyone else who might have snuck in behind him. He saw no one, but he knew the mage could be hiding them. He reached up and yanked the cord, tearing it from his neck and tossing it to the ground.

“That was unnecessary,” said a haunting voice, the voice of a dead man. It struck quick and sharp to his heart. Impossible, he thought, yet decades of experience told him that was not true. If anyone could return from the dead, it was him.

“Rez?” he said, his voice cracking on the emotional pain that escaped him.

The figure raised his head, and the glow of the mage stone fell across his features. Just then, an alarming commotion from the stairwell drew his attention away from the wraith who stood before him. There was a shout followed by a series of thuds. Wesson came tumbling onto the floor, his face plunging into a puddle. He sputtered and wiped his eyes as he struggled to his feet. His clothes were wet and smeared with ick, but his eyes were wide and searching.

He cried, “Where are they? How many?”

Farson quickly looked back to the figure in the center of the room, but he had vanished. Farson’s heart cried out. No. His gaze darted about the chamber once again. A heavy hand landed on his shoulder. He spun, swinging the torch as a weapon. The figure dodged and brought a knife up under his chin.

“Farson,” said the figure, “be at peace. I mean you no harm.”

“Oh, it’s you,” said Wesson. “For the maker’s sake, Rezkin, must you be so dramatic?”

The world crashed down on Farson. The fear and awe of the moment was suddenly overcome with relief and a joy he had thought never to feel. Without a thought for his own safety or survival, he dropped the torch and sword and reached for the boy he had helped raise. With a fierce embrace, he gripped Rez as though he might disappear at any moment. Rez tensed but did nothing to prevent the unfamiliar sentiment.

“You live,” said Farson, mostly to convince himself. Rez shifted, and Farson knew he would suffer the closeness no longer. Releasing Rez, he forced himself to step back, giving the younger man the space he needed to feel at ease. His torch lay in the water extinguished, and the chamber was cast in darkness for only a moment before a glowing orb ignited above their heads.

Farson said, “By what grace do I find you standing well before me, Rez?”

Rez replied, “The Sen Berringish retrieved my soul with intents on placing a demon within me. I killed him for the effort.”

The sting of betrayal struck him. He said, “All this time you have been alive? Why did you keep this from us? Why did you not return to your place as emperor? Why did you not return to your friends?”

Rez’s eyes were hard and icy as he said, “You know why. Did you doubt my dedication to my training?”

Farson sobered as reality impaled him. The intense emotions that had assailed him moments ago became blocks of frozen stone in an impenetrable wall around his heart. He said, “I had fooled myself into believing you had gained some semblance of humanity. They were never your friends, were they? We are all pawns in your game.”

“Not so,” said Rez, “although I understand why you see it that way. The masters trained me to separate from my emotions, to lock them away and prevent them from affecting my decisions and actions. While I was at the northern fortress, it had become easy. Everyone expected me to be without emotions, and likewise no one felt emotions for me. No one valued them so to have them was pointless. But once I ventured into the outworld, that changed. I did not understand it, so I suppressed it as I had been trained to do. Suppressed or not, I had them, and they began to affect me in an unexpected way. I gained power. It was power I could not comprehend, that no one could comprehend—until I met with the Eihelvanan.

“I am learning to accept my emotions, to harness them to control my power. I look back upon the feelings I experienced over the past two years, and I realize now what I felt for others. I had no name for it then, but I know now that I had developed friendships. Yes, I used the people around me for my plans, but those plans were born out of those friendships, out of a desire to create peace and safety for the people I had grown to care about. I care for many people now, you included, Farson.”

Words escaped him. He had thought Rez incapable of such sentiments. He still was not completely convinced. It was more likely Rez was pulling a con than that it was truth. He stared at Rez as all the possibilities circulated through his mind.

Rez said, “I can see that you do not believe me. You are wise to be suspicious. In this, though, I am earnest. You are the last of the warriors who trained me, Farson. You are the last of my family.”

Farson cleared his throat. He said, “You have new family now. You have Lord Tieran and your mother. Also, Prince Thresson has returned. You have a brother.”

“This is true,” replied Rez, “but they do not know me the way you do. They do not know what I endured as a small-man. They do not understand my mind. You do because you helped to shape it. Because you know my mind so well, I do not expect you to accept the ways in which I am changing. My mind was not designed for change. It was honed to be a sharp edge that never dulls. Perhaps my feelings blunt my edge. Perhaps I am less of a warrior. But I think they make me a better person.”

A sudden truth dawned on Farson. It was an odd realization, one that seemed incongruent with all he knew about Rezkin, but that made it no less valid. He said, “With your training, it was inevitable that you would affect change in the kingdom. Coming out of that fortress, you could have done anything, become anyone. If you had done what you were intended to do, you would be at Caydean’s side carrying out his wicked plans with dark deeds. If you had a mind to, you could have disposed of Caydean and taken the kingdom for yourself. You could have imposed a brutal rule that oppressed the people and struck fear into their hearts. But you did not do that.

“You subjugated the criminal underworld. You made friends, found family, saved refugees, and created a safe haven for those displaced by Caydean’s madness. You treat your people fairly, you protect those who cannot protect themselves, and you root out corruption among those with power. These are not the actions of a bad man. You had no models of compassion or kindness or love. Yet, somehow, despite your torturous upbringing that I am ashamed to have been a part of, you were always a good person, Rez.”

Rez was quiet for a moment. Then he said, “Thank you, Farson. You trained me not to concern myself with the opinions of others, yet I find myself uplifted that you would think highly of me.”

Farson shook his head. He said, “Regardless of your training, you always had a desire to please your instructors.”

“No,” said Rez. “It is more than that. Your opinion of me matters. I never before acknowledged it, but it always struck me at my core when I thought you did not approve of me. I followed all the Rules, yet you hated me for it.”

“I never hated you, Rez. I hated myself for what I helped make you into. But now that I see what you have become, I find some peace among my regrets.” Farson’s joy over finding Rez alive was only overshadowed by his need to solidify their relationship. Finding a patch of relatively dry stone, he knelt. He looked up at Rez, the young man he had helped raise, the son of his former liege King Bordran, and said, “I, Farson Antiag, upon my honor and my life, do freely swear fealty unto you, Rezkin, King of Ashai, Emperor of the Souelian. On my oath, I will carry out your will above all others including mine own. My blade is yours to wield against your foes. My blood is yours to spill.” When Farson finished speaking, he was pleased to find that he felt no regrets over his words.

Rez did not respond immediately. After several breaths, he said, “You surprise me, Farson. I am honored although it was unnecessary.”

Farson shook his head. “It is as it was meant to be. I am a striker. I am sworn to serve my king. You are Bordran’s heir, but even that would not matter. You are more deserving of my fealty than any other. You are a worthy ruler.”

Rez bowed his head. “Thank you, Striker. Please, rise.” As Farson rose to his feet, Rez said, “You are a valuable weapon in my arsenal, but of even more value is your counsel. I invite you to always speak your mind, Farson.”

“So shall it be,” said Farson. He took a deep breath to wake himself from the heavy moment. Then he motioned to the chamber around them. “Why did you choose to meet us here?”

Rez said, “These tunnels are extensive. They are guarded at the known entry points, but there are secret entrances like the one through which you entered.

“I am aware of the tunnels,” said Farson. “They are dangerous and prone to flooding. Also, most of them are filled with sewage. The stench alone could kill a man. And they do not extend under the palace. Of what use are they to us?”

Rez pointed to one of the open tunnels and said, “That one will take you beneath the new Temple of Ygrethiel. We need to find out what they are doing there.”

“You think it is significant?” asked Farson.

“I think it is gaining too much power. Caydean would not suffer anyone to gain that much power without a reason.”

Wesson approached saying, “Rezkin, you should know that I have someone on the inside.”

Rez looked at the mage. “Who is it?”

“She’s a battle mage I befriended at the Battle Mage Academy years ago. Her information is suspect because I believe she swore the mage oath to serve Caydean, but she has been keeping us apprised of things happening on the other side. Apparently, all mages in Kaibain are required to attend daily services at the temple. They preach dedication to Ygrethiel and to Caydean. It is their mission to unite the world in worship.”

Rez said, “Tell me of this Ygrethiel. What kind of deity is he?”

“I’m afraid we have very little information about him,” said Wesson. “But, at least on the surface, he seems to be a generous god. He rewards his followers with health and good fortune so long as they spread his word.”

Rez asked, “And what of those who reject him?”

Farson replied, “There are no official reports of reprisal, but several prominent members of the opposition have gone missing. The most fanatical followers of Ygrethiel loiter around the temples of the Maker. They harass the Maker’s followers, and there are rumors of some being attacked. Official reports attribute the attacks to thieves and even to the Raven himself.”

Rez rubbed his chin. “I have already received updates from the thieves’ guilds. No one has been targeting followers of the Maker. They are to mark Caydean’s supporters, and those that have already converted to worshipping Ygrethiel.” He looked at Wesson and said, “About this mage you said you have on the inside. You know she is sworn to Caydean. Why are you risking exposure by trusting her?”

“That was my idea,” said Farson. “No matter what information she reveals to us, it is more information than we previously had, even if it is a lie. It gives us a place to start. Of course, we took precautions. We moved the base and gave her a portable mage relay that will self-destruct if tampered with or used by anyone but her. What little she knows about us is likely already known by Caydean’s people.”

“She knows you are in Kaibain,” said Rez.

“It doesn’t matter,” said Wesson sullenly. “She is not the only one.”

“What do you mean?” asked Rez.

“It’s the reason I sent you the message through the mage relay. Did you get it?” asked Wesson.

“Only just,” said Rez.

Wesson shifted from foot to foot. He glanced at Farson first, then turned back to Rez and said, “Well, I have been performing experiments on mages—Caydean’s mages. I have been trapping them and casting a series of complex spells on them. Actually, it’s a spell nexus. I had never constructed one before. My goal was to find a way to release the mages from their mage oaths to Caydean. All the experiments resulted in the death of the subject until the most recent one. The spell failed, and she survived and escaped. I searched for her but couldn’t find her. She would have reported the incident weeks ago.”

Farson was shocked. He had underestimated the reserved mage. Never would he have expected good-hearted Battle Mage Wesson to perform deadly experiments on people. And the mage had managed to do it in secret right under his nose. He looked at the mage now and felt as if he was seeing him in a new light. A darker light. The kind that fooled the eyes into thinking they could see without revealing the harsh reality behind the illusion.

“The experiment did not kill this woman. How do you know it failed?” said Rez. He did not seem surprised by Wesson’s actions. In fact, he acted as if he expected such transgressions from the battle mage.

Wesson said, “For one, I could detect that it failed to release her from her oath. And, two, she ran.”

“Of course she ran,” said Rez. “She is likely ro. You trapped and experimented on her. As ro, her fear would overcome her. Find this woman. Study her. Figure out where the experiment went wrong. If you can release the mages from their oaths, we have a chance at saving them. You did good work, Wesson. You should continue it until you succeed.”

Farson was less surprised to hear that Rez approved of Wesson’s actions. They were brutal but ultimately altruistic. Words that perfectly defined Rez.

Wesson appeared both miserable and relieved. He said, “There’s one thing I need to know. How do the Eihelvanan know who is possessed by a demon?”

Rezkin turned to peer into a dark recess. He nodded, and Entris stepped into the light. Farson tensed. He had not known the male was present, and that bothered him. After closing the distance, Entris said, “That is a skill held only by the Spirétua. We must be actively searching for it, but we can detect synexa, the daem’ahn power. We cast a wave of vimara at an individual in the same way you would to detect vimara, but instead of the soothing and sometimes energetic state of oneness, we feel a sharp, oily sense of wrongness that sours our stomachs. It is a most unpleasant sensation.”

Wesson appeared crestfallen. He said, “I see. So there is no way for a mage to detect it?”

“No,” said Entris, “not for a normal mage, but you are not a normal mage. You are daem’ahn-bound. You possess and wield synexa. Therefore, you should be able to detect it in others.”

“Synexa?” Wesson asked with wide eyes. “I thought I wielded regular nocent power like all battle mages.”

Entris dipped his chin. “You do possess nocent, but that is not what makes you so powerful. Synexa dominates your power. I would guess that you are bound with a high-level daem’ahn.”

Wesson said, “If that’s true, why do you suffer me to live? Why not just try to kill me?”

That was a question Farson had contemplated many times. Although he liked Wesson, he was unsettled by the amount of destructive power the mage wielded.

With a tilt of his head, Entris said, “Would you prefer that?”

“Of course not!” exclaimed Wesson.

“You are a curiosity,” said Entris. “I have never encountered one who was bound with a daem’ahn as you are. You seem to possess great control over it. I am content to allow you to aid in our efforts against Caydean. Also, I am not sure I would prevail should I attempt to kill you. It may take several Spirétua to destroy you (uncertain).”

“Why would you tell me that?” asked Wesson. Farson wondered the same thing. It was not typical of the stoic Spirétua-lyé to reveal such a vulnerability.

Entris replied, “Because you need to know the extent of your strength. You are a valuable asset to our cause (sincere).”

Wesson said, “I have seen some of what my power can do, and, believe me, no one fears it more than I.”

Farson was not sure how to feel about Wesson fearing his own power. On the one hand, he appreciated that the battle mage cared about the consequences of the damage he could do. On the other, he thought that if Wesson feared his power, then the world should fear him, too. Farson had no control over vimara. He was an expertly trained warrior, but still only a mundane. He was used to facing others with power greater than him. The three males who stood before him were the strongest, most powerful he had ever met, and he knew he could never defeat even one of them in a fair fight. Their strength, however, gave him confidence that perhaps together they could succeed against Caydean and his demon forces.


Chapter 18

Wesson was certain his face was bright red as he crossed the city dressed as he was. He did his best to hide the homespun blouse and drab wool skirt beneath his cloak, but there would be no mistake. He was dressed as a woman with his natural curls magically grown to a ridiculous length around his shoulders and a bit of face paint disguising his less than masculine features. Wesson had been disheartened to learn how easy it was for him to pass as a woman, yet he recognized the value in the disguise. As a woman, however, it was not safe for him to traverse the city unaccompanied, so Striker Farson strode beside him dressed as a city guardsman. Thanks to his formidable physique, it was more difficult for Farson to pull off many disguises, so he was often relegated to portraying a guard, soldier, or mercenary. Still, when he did don a disguise, he was wholly and completely believable.

When they arrived at the tavern they were met with the harsh reality of life in the city. The tavern, once a bustling business that catered to peasants of some means like merchants and craftsmen, was now devoid of patronage thanks to the lack of food and drink supplies. The lock on the front entrance had been broken, and within the dark interior there were no lit candles or lamps. Refuse was strewn about, and, although it was empty now, it was obvious people were living in the establishment.

Wesson and Farson took the stairs on the right up to the balcony where there was a secluded room at the back. Upon approach, Wesson could feel the energy of the ward, and he knew exactly who occupied the room. He gave a polite rap on the door then entered. His first impression of the secluded room was light. A glowing mage stone sat on the table in the center of the small room, and standing on the other side of the table was a friendly face.

“Wesson!” exclaimed Anda as she burst into laughter. “Oh, dear, I almost didn’t recognize you. Why are you dressed like a girl?”

Wesson’s face burned. He said, “I fear I’ve been found out. I’m sure every mage and guard in the city is looking for me.”

Anda’s expression sobered, and she shifted the cloth-covered item she held in her hands. “Ah, that’s not good. I haven’t heard anything, though, and surely I would have if they knew about you.” Her gaze lifted to look behind him. “Farson.” With obvious irritation, she looked back at Wesson. “What’s he doing here? This was supposed to be a secret meeting.”

Wesson frowned in confusion. “It’s a secret from Caydean’s people, not from ours.”

“Oh, yes, of course,” said Anda. She bent to set the cloth-covered item in her hands at her feet so that it was hidden behind the table. When she straightened, she tilted her head to peer through the open doorway. “Is there anyone else out there?”

Farson moved fully into the room and shut the door behind him. “No, we are alone,” he said.

Anda appeared nervous as she said, “Shall we sit?”

She pulled out a chair at the table and took her seat. Wesson and Farson followed suit. Wesson noted that Anda appeared nervous and assumed it was because she feared getting caught colluding with the enemy.

He said, “What is this about, Anda? Why risk a meeting in person?”

Anda’s gaze flitted to Farson and then back to Wesson. She did not answer at first. She appeared to be struggling with something in her mind. Then she said, “There are some things I think you should know. First of all, Caydean is not who you think he is, and neither are the demons. They’re not bad, Wesson.”

Wesson stilled. He said, “What do you mean?”

“I mean they only want to return to their rightful home. They want to live in harmony with the other beings who are here, but the other beings won’t let them. It’s not fair, Wesson. You have to understand.”

Farson suddenly stood, his chair scraping across the floor. “We should leave. This is a trap.”

Wesson’s heart began to gallop. Had sweet Anda really been drawn to Caydean’s cause? He knew she had sworn a mage oath, but, somehow, he had still thought she could be reasoned with. It was apparent now that she was lost. He kept his gaze on Anda as he pushed away from the table.

Her face contorted before settling into a haughty expression. She smiled and said, “Anda will no longer be meeting with you today. You have the pleasure of speaking with me. You may call me Mia.”

Wesson’s blood froze, and his power leapt to do his bidding. He immediately erected shield wards around himself and Farson. Farson drew a long dagger as he retreated toward the door. Wesson fought to maintain his composure as fear and loathing warred for dominance inside him. He said, “You are a demon.”

Anda—no, Mia—maintained her smile as she nodded. “I am, but I am not your enemy, Azaz.”

“We should kill her now,” said Farson.

Mia looked at the striker and said, “You could.” She shrugged. “It matters little to me what you do to this vessel, but then you will not get the information I intend to impart to you.”

“Why did you call me Azaz?” Wesson asked.

Mia looked at him pointedly. “Because it is your name. At least, it was before you became”—she motioned to him—“whatever this is.” She sniffed disdainfully. “A daem’ahn with a soul is hardly a daem’ahn at all. It’s a shame. Azaz was always a pleasure to work with.” She smiled at him knowingly.

Wesson said, “Demons lie. Why should we trust anything you have to say?”

Mia laughed. “Humans lie, yet you trust in each other.”

“You serve Caydean,” said Farson, still positioned for attack.

Mia appeared thoughtful as she said, “I serve my own interests. I have no love for Ygrethiel.”

“What do demons know of love?” snapped Farson.

Mia’s smile did not waver as she said, “Love is beautiful for its chaos. Demons know love very well.”

“Who is Ygrethiel?” asked Wesson.

“The crown prince of H’khajnak, Ygrethiel, is the daem’ahn that inhabits Caydean.”

Wesson’s brows rose. “So that’s who Ygrethiel is. Caydean has the people worshipping himself.”

Mia nodded. “Ygrethiel’s goal is to bring the daem’ahn into this realm from H’khajnak to live freely as we once did before the gods banished us. But the ahn’an and ahn’tep—that’s—”

“I know who they are,” said Wesson. “Go on.”

Mia tilted her head in acquiescence and continued, “The ahn’an and ahn’tep hunt us, sending us back to H’khajnak.”

“Where you belong,” said Farson.

Mia pursed her lips. Then she said, “H’khajnak would not be such a terrible a place if not for the rule of the king. I admit I enjoyed my time in that realm in the beginning, but that was before Goroken established his rule. Ygrethiel bears but a fraction of Goroken’s power, yet he too demands our fealty. He would bring this sense of order into the living realm and force us all to serve him. That, I do not abide. Daem’ahn were not meant to live with such constraints. Ygrethiel claims he desires to rid this world of the ahn’an and ahn’tep so the daem’ahn can live in peace.”

“Peace?” said Farson. “What do demons know of peace?”

Mia shifted uncomfortably. “Peace is freedom, do you not agree? That is truly what all daem’ahn desire. But you’re right that Ygrethiel does not understand this. He would shackle us under his rule just as his father has done in H’khajnak. For now, he needs the humans to act as hosts so that we may enter this realm. He believes humans and daem’ahn can live in a sort of symbiosis—at least until all the daem’ahn are back in this realm. Then make no mistake, he will destroy every ahn’tep that exists here.”

Wesson said, “Why are you telling us all of this? Why speak to us at all?”

“Because I am on your side,” said Mia.

“What would you get out of it if we win?” asked Wesson.

Mia answered, “It is not easy to summon a daem’ahn as powerful as Ygrethiel. It could be thousands of years before anyone is both willing and capable of doing it again. In exchange for my help in ridding this realm of Ygrethiel, you will grant me clemency. I will live here in the Realm of the Living free of Ygrethiel and Goroken’s rule.”

Farson said, “You expect us to allow you to stay here?”

She pointed to Wesson. “You allow him.”

Farson glanced at him with obvious discomfort, then asked, “So what is his plan? How does he plan to bring the demons to this realm?”

“I’m not exactly sure, but I know it has something to do with the new temple. I believe that whatever is going to happen will happen at the temple’s opening ceremony.”

Wesson was not sure if he believed her. She surely knew more than she was saying. He doubted Farson believed her either.

Farson stroked his chin. “Hmm, that does not give us much time. The ceremony is scheduled to occur in less than three weeks. Do you know anything else about it? Some clue as to what will happen?”

Mia shook her head. “Only that vimarium is being used in the construction of the temple. I don’t know what they need it for.”

Wesson muttered to himself, “Vimarium? Why would they want that?”

Farson turned to him. “What is vimarium?”

Wesson said, “It is a useless metal that can’t be forged. It’s not good for anything that I know of.” He looked to Mia. “How are they using the vimarium?”

Mia’s mouth clamped shut as if she did not want to answer, then she said, “They have a smith who is capable of forging it.”

“To what end?” asked Wesson.

“I don’t know,” she said.

Wesson got the distinct impression that Mia was not telling him everything. Perhaps she was lying about everything, but his instincts told him that at least some of it was true. Either way, he needed to know everything she knew.

He said, “Mia, what aren’t you telling us?”

Mia smiled knowingly and said, “Nothing. I’ve told you everything I know.” She lifted her hands to rub her temples as if she had a headache, then said, “Except that someone mentioned a spell nexus.”

Wesson’s eyebrows rose. “A spell nexus? That’s extremely difficult—and dangerous. Do you know what it’s intended to do?”

“No, I’m afraid not,” she replied.

Farson asked, “What is a spell nexus?”

Wesson answered, “Imagine a book. Each word in the book is a separate spell. Each chapter in the book is an even more complex spell that contains and controls the individual spells within it. The book, as a whole, is the nexus. If even a single word in the book is wrong, there could be devastating consequences. A very advanced mage might be able to hold a small nexus on his or her own, but large nexuses must be controlled by multiple mages working in unison. Again, if any one of the mages makes a mistake, at best, the whole thing would collapse. At worst, well, anyone in the vicinity is unlikely to survive.” He looked back to see Anda’s face and, hoping he was still speaking to Mia, said, “What do they have you doing? Are you involved in this nexus?”

“No, I’m not even supposed to know about it. I’m, um, making preparations for the temple, that’s all.”

Wesson sat back and sighed. “This doesn’t get us much closer to discovering their plans, but at least we have a timeline.” He eyed Mia. “Assuming she’s telling the truth.”

Mia stood to retrieve the item from the floor, settling it on the table with a thunk. She swept away the pale blue cloth covering it and said, “This is what Anda brought for you, Wesson.”

Wesson’s first reaction was revulsion. He studied the stoppered urn with the arcane runes painted around it then looked at Mia. “What is this?”

Mia smiled knowingly. “You know what it is. It is one of my brethren, a daem’ahn. Your friend Anda intended to place it into you. She didn’t know you were already joined with one of us.”

Wesson was appalled. Not only had Anda been convinced of Caydean’s righteousness, but she intended to turn him into a demon. Even though he knew she was bound by oath to serve Caydean, her betrayal cut deep. Right now, though, the threat came from Mia. He said, “Why tell me this? Why not try to use it?”

Mia rolled her eyes. “For one, you cannot be possessed because you are already daem’ahn-bound.” She motioned toward Farson. “Two, if I tried to place it in him, you would surely kill this host and send me back to my realm. And, three, I have no interest in possessing either of you. As I said before, I am on your side—at least as far as Ygrethiel is concerned. Most daem’ahn fear Ygrethiel, so they do his bidding whether they approve of him or not. Placing this daem’ahn in him”—she motioned toward Farson again—“would only serve his purposes.”

As she spoke, Wesson focused on seeking with his destructive magic. As he brushed his power over her, searching for some indication that she was demon possessed, Wesson said, “You do not fear Ygrethiel?”

“Oh, yes,” said Mia. “I fear him greatly. But for the first time in millennia, I believe there are some who can defeat him. I have always believed that you, Azaz, have the strength to displace Ygrethiel. Only your apathy has kept you from claiming your rightful place as crown prince. Now that you are bound with this human, your power is mildly diminished, but your desire to prevail encourages me. Together with your emperor, assuming he still lives, you can defeat Ygrethiel and send him back to H’khajnak where he will hopefully stay for the next few millennia. In his defeat, his reputation will be sullied. The daem’ahn lords will no longer fear him, and he will lose standing. If you, Azaz, return to H’khajnak, you will easily establish rule over the lesser kingdom. Even Goroken will not stand in your way.”

“I am not going to H’khajnak,” blurted Wesson.

Farson said, “Goroken? Lesser kingdom? What are you talking about?”

Mia sighed, perturbed by having to explain to children. She said, “King Goroken rules the greater kingdom, all of H’khajnak. The twelve lords, the most powerful daem’ahn, serve only Goroken. Crown Prince Ygrethiel is one of the twelve lords. He also rules the lesser kingdom, the classes under Goroken and the twelve lords. He holds his position at the behest of the lords and rules through might and fear. If the lords believe he is not strong enough to rule the masses, they will rise against him, and he will be replaced. That’s where Azaz comes in.” She looked pointedly at Wesson.

His stomach fluttering, Wesson held up his hands. “I told you I am not going to H’khajnak. I have no desire to rule over the demons.” At that moment, he finally realized what he had been feeling. A sense of likeness settled over him, and for the first time, he could tell without a doubt that Anda was indeed possessed by a demon. Now that he knew what to look for, he felt certain he could do it again.

Mia shrugged. “Suit yourself. I plan to stay here where I’m free of their order.”

Farson said, “About that, I thought demons were creatures of chaos, yet your system of governance sounds very orderly. Explain that.”

Mia sniffed. “I can’t really. Our system was designed by Goroken. He is the strongest of us all. I don’t think even the twelve lords together could defeat him. Before he decided to take control, we were all free to do as we pleased. We had no need for government. In conflict, if you were strong, you won. If you were weak, you lost.

“A couple of thousand years ago, as time exists in your realm, Goroken was summoned into the Realm of the Living. He possessed a powerful human ruler with an iron will. He learned from this ruler the value of order when it came to claiming power. When he was finally banished back to H’khajnak, he brought this knowledge with him. That was when everything changed for us. Honestly, I don’t understand how he can live with such structure. I don’t know why he would want to; but then, I have never hungered for power.”

“Why would you want to live in this realm?” asked Wesson. “You cannot be free to do as you please.”

“True,” said Mia, “but at least I will not be under Ygrethiel’s rule. He doesn’t like me, mostly because he knows I oppose him. It makes for a … should we say, difficult, existence.” She abruptly picked up the pot, which caused Wesson to tense and strengthen his wards. She then released the pot, allowing it to crash to the floor. Upon shattering, a thick black smoke spewed upward then disappeared. Mia brushed her hands off as if wiping away dirt. She said, “I must be going. I can only shield Anda’s mind from this conversation for so long before her memories begin forming. Besides, Anda has places to be.”

Wesson looked to Farson who he was sure shared his thoughts. They were both wondering if they should allow her to leave. After all, Anda had turned enemy, and Mia was a demon. Neither could be trusted, yet he was inclined to see where the partnership could take them. She seemed sincere. Wesson wanted to believe. He wanted to believe that Anda was still on the side of right. Was Mia lying about that? What if Mia had been pretending to be Anda in the beginning just to trick him onto her side? There were too many questions, and he found himself unable to answer any of them.

Farson finally gave him a subtle nod and moved a few feet out of the path to the door. Mia grinned cheerfully then slipped past them. She sang, “I’ll be in touch,” as she left the room.

Farson said, “We must go quickly and carefully. This may have all been a ruse.”

“Why did you let her go?” asked Wesson.

Farson scratched the scruff at his chin. “Because the degree of her threat is not as great as her value as an ally. If she’s lying, we lose little. If she’s telling the truth, we gain much.”

As Wesson followed Farson out, he considered the striker’s words. He made it seem so simple. While Wesson was consumed with finding a way to save Anda, Farson was considering the bigger picture. At least it meant Anda would live for now. He would have time to figure out how to rid her of the demon and the mage oath.

Once out of the dilapidated tavern, Farson allowed Wesson to take the lead. People filled the roadway such that carriages and rickshaws could no longer get through. At times, the streets were so congested with pilgrims and vagabonds, he was forced to look for alternate routes. What made Wesson’s stomach churn, however, was the stench. Human and animal waste was no longer contained in the sewers as people made their homes in every alley and patch of open ground. Few had easy access to water, and there was no privacy to be had, so most went unbathed. That mingled with the scent of cooked rat was enough to upset even the steadiest constitution.

It took more than an hour to negotiate the return to their most recent safe house. It was in the back of a defunct smithy. The smith had disappeared after his supply of ingots had dried up. It had been several weeks, and no one had seen nor heard from him. Wesson suspected Connovan might have had something to do with it, but he had no proof of wrongdoing. On either side of the smithy were equally abandoned craftsmen’s shops, a cobbler to the right and a candlemaker to the left. Across the street was a tailor who was barely holding on to his business. There was plenty of demand for services, but few had coin, and thanks to the congestion and thievery, getting supplies was near impossible.

They were nearly to the safe house when someone in the crowd suddenly grabbed Wesson’s arm. Farson pushed several people out of the way to grab the assailant, but he immediately reeled back shaking his hand as if he had been burned.

“There you are!” said an angry woman.

At first, Wesson was too focused on her mage uniform to notice her face. He seized his power preparing to defend himself. Finally, he looked to the woman’s face, and his stomach twisted. It was Kiana, the lone survivor of his experimentation. He immediately shot bands of nocent power toward her, wrapping her in a cocoon of power. Her eyes widened, and she yelped, but she did not fight back. Wesson glanced around. Most people were too preoccupied with their own frustrations to notice what was happening, although one woman looked at them curiously. When Farson stepped in front of her, she immediately diverted her attention elsewhere.

Wesson said, “Bring her.”

Farson nodded with a grunt then threw his cloak around Kiana, picked up, and threw her over his shoulder.

“Hey, put me down!” shouted Kiana.

Farson growled, “Can you not silence her?”

Wesson figured he was already wielding enough power to alert any nearby mages, so one more spell would do little harm. He created a sound ward around the three of them designed to prevent sound from carrying to outside ears.

No one tried to intervene as they hurried the rest of the way to the safehouse. Most people in Kaibain were now content to look the other way when nefarious happenings occurred around them. Even so, Wesson cast another spell to discourage anyone from paying attention to them. It was one of the stealth spells he had taught himself since coming into Rezkin’s employ.

Once they were safely within the walls of the hovel behind the smithy, Farson set Kiana down. Bound as she was, she could not move to steady herself, and she fell over. Farson caught her before her head struck the ground, but he left her laying on the floor.

Wesson’s mind was whirring with questions, but the first one that popped out of his mouth was, “How did you recognize me?”

Kiana looked up at him and scowled. “You look exactly the same except that your hair is longer and you’re wearing that hideous dress. That’s an awful disguise.”

Wesson looked down at the dress. “Hideous? I thought it was okay.”

Kiana shifted what little she could and said, “You can unbind me. I’m not going to run away. It took me forever to find you.”

“How did you find me?” asked Wesson. “In this city, I doubt it was by chance.”

Kiana clamped her mouth shut. She narrowed her eyes, then said, “If you let me go, I’ll tell you.”

“How many more are coming?” asked Farson. “How far behind are they? Answer or things will get very painful.”

Kiana’s eyes widened. She shook her head. “You don’t have to hurt me. I’ll tell you whatever you want to know. Just unbind me. I can barely breathe.”

The first thing Wesson did was to check if she was possessed by a demon. She was not, so he decided he would unbind her but not without precautions. He retrieved a piece of chalk from his belongings then scrawled a number of runes on the stone floor in a circle around Kiana. Then he activated the spell, effectively sealing her within a nearly impenetrable ward. Finally, he released her bindings.

Kiana took several deep breaths before pushing to her feet. Shaking herself, she said, “Thank you, but this ward is unnecessary. I’m not going anywhere until I get some answers.”

“Answers?” said Farson. “You’re the one doing the answering. Now tell us how many are coming and how soon will they be here?”

With a shake of her head, Kiana replied, “None. No one knows where you are but me.”

Farson grunted. “You expect us to believe that?” He withdrew a large knife from his belt.

Kiana grinned and tapped the ward soundlessly. “You cannot cut me so long as this ward stands. It keeps me from escaping, but it also protects me.”

Farson’s questioning gaze slid to Wesson. Wesson shrugged. “It’s true,” he said. Then he looked at Kiana and asked, “How did you find me?”

Kiana’s grin did not faulter. In fact, she looked quite pleased with herself. She replied, “I tracked you.”

Wesson’s heart leapt. If she had somehow found a way to track him, then he was no longer safe anywhere. “How?” he asked.

Kiana crossed her arms and became serious. She said, “That’s the interesting part. I figured out that whatever you did to me enabled me to track you. It took me a while to figure out what I was sensing, but now I know it’s true. I kept feeling this sort of pull—like I wanted to go somewhere, but I didn’t know where. I only knew which direction to go. Today, I finally gave in and followed it, and it led me straight to you. What did you do to me?”

Wesson was dumbfounded. He had no idea what she was talking about. He had not done anything that should have caused her to be able to track him. Nothing he had done had anything to do with directions or tracking. He rubbed his chin absently as he pondered her assertion. Then he decided that her ability to track him, while alarming, was secondary to the important matter. He said, “You claim there is no one else coming, but surely there are plenty of people keeping an eye out for me. How many are actively searching for me?”

Kiana shrugged. “I don’t know anything about that. What makes you think anyone is searching for you?”

“Because it has been weeks since your escape,” growled Farson. “People would have been dispatched as soon as you made your report to your superiors.”

Kiana looked at him puzzled. “What report?”

Farson sighed with frustration. “The report telling them what happened to you—telling them about him.” He motioned toward Wesson.

Kiana appeared genuinely surprised. She said, “I didn’t tell anyone what happened. I couldn’t even if I wanted to. And, quite frankly, I don’t want to.”

Wesson and Farson looked at each other. It seemed Farson shared his confusion. Wesson said, “Your oath to serve Caydean would force you to make a report or at least tell someone about me.”

Kiana appeared thoughtful. She said, “That’s just it. I don’t feel inclined to tell them anything. In fact, I want nothing to do with them, but I’m too scared to run away. Every day I go back and do what they tell me, and all the while I want to escape.”

Farson looked at Wesson once again. “You said the experiment failed.”

Wesson was perplexed. The spell had failed. He knew it had. He had seen that she was still bound by her mage oath. None of it made sense. He raised a finger and said, “Allow me to investigate.”

Farson looked back at Kiana but spoke to him. “You figure this out. I am going to scout. We will see how much of what she says is truth.”

Once Farson left, Wesson released a sigh of relief. The striker was intense. When he was around, somehow the room always felt stifling. He turned back to Kiana and began forming a series of spell constructs in his mind.

She pressed her palms to the ward and said, “What was the experiment really supposed to do?”

“I told you,” he replied. “It was supposed to release you from your mage oath to Caydean.”

Shaking her head, she said, “It didn’t fail. I feel no compulsion to serve Caydean any longer. In fact, I’m appalled by everything he’s done—by what he did to the Mage Academy, to the archmage, and by what he’s done to this city.”

Wesson cast his spells upon her and studied them intently. It was just as he suspected. She was still bound by mage oath, but something was different. As he examined the results, she continued speaking.

“It’s confusing, though,” she said. “I do feel some kind of compulsion. It’s like the one I followed to find you. I need to do something, but I don’t know what it is.”

When Wesson finally realized what he was looking at, he was shocked. He took a step back and muttered, “No, no, no. That’s not right. It can’t be.”

“What? What is it?” asked Kiana with alarm.

Wesson grabbed his head, digging his fingers into his long hair. “This can’t be right. This wasn’t supposed to happen.”

“Tell me!” shouted Kiana. “What did you do to me?”

He met her frightened eyes and dropped his hands. He gulped once and said, “It seems that I failed to break the mage oath just as I said.”

“But—”

“But I did manage to change it. You are no longer bound to Caydean. It seems I redirected the target of your oath.”

She breathed a sigh of relief. Then she narrowed her eyes at him and, as if she already knew the answer, asked, “Who am I bound to?”

“Ah, well”—he tugged a lock of hair anxiously—“it seems to be me.”

With wild eyes, she shouted, “You stole my mage oath? That’s impossible! No one can transfer a mage oath. Imagine all the terrible outcomes.”

Wesson spread his hands. “It doesn’t matter what I say. What matters is how you feel. You said you no longer serve Caydean, but that you do feel compelled to do something. What is that something?”

She stared at him for a moment, mouth agape. She said nothing.

Wesson cast a visual depiction of the spell construct he had used to investigate her condition. He pointed to one particularly tangled section, drawing her attention to it. Then he began pulling it apart, revealing the path that showed the link between her mage oath and him.

“You see now?” he asked.

“Impossible,” she replied. “This means that someone can swear an oath to one person then suddenly be bound to someone else. People could buy and sell mage oaths. An oath of fealty could be passed from father to son. It would be a form of slavery that goes beyond a single lifespan.”

Wesson nodded slowly. He said, “I am sorry. I did not intend this. I truly did intend to free you.”

Her shoulders slumped and she said, “I suppose you did in a way. At least I’m not bound to Caydean any longer. And you can still work on breaking the oath.”

“I don’t know if I should,” he said. She gave him an incredulous look, and he quickly added, “You are the first person to survive the experiments. If I try again, it could very well kill you.”

She exclaimed, “The first? Just how many people have you done this to?”

“That’s not important now,” said Wesson. “What is important is that I can do it again. I can effectively free the mages who swore fealty under duress. They will no longer be forced to serve Caydean.”

She crossed her arms. “No, they will be forced to serve you.”

Wesson frowned at her. “I am not a tyrant. I have no designs on being a king. I want only to defeat Caydean, banish the demons, and restore independence to the mages. We were never meant to serve the king. We were meant to serve the needs of the people and to further our understanding of the magical sciences.”

“Oh, is that all you want?” she said sarcastically. “That should be no problem.”

With a sigh, he replied, “I didn’t say it would be easy. It’ll take time. Maybe a lifetime. But it can be done.”

“You know, I actually believe you,” she said.

“You do?” he said, surprised.

She nodded. “Yes, anyone who can steal a mage oath must be capable of great—and terrible—things. I’m not happy about being bound to serve you, but I find your lofty goals worthy of my time.”

Wesson smiled for what felt like the first time in ages. Although he felt terrible that Kiana was still enslaved by the mage oath, and likely her feelings regarding his goals were affected by it, he was glad his folly was working out in his favor. He said, “I’m glad you feel that way because we need your help.”

“We?” she asked.

Now confident in her inability to betray him, Wesson dispelled the ward that enclosed her. He motioned to a couple of chairs arranged around a small wooden table and said, “Come, sit. I will explain all you need to know.”

After Wesson explained Kiana’s role behind enemy lines, she said, “I don’t think I can do this.”

“You can,” he reassured her. “It’s just like what you’ve been doing for the past few weeks. Just pretend you still serve Caydean, continue doing your job, and identify mages who swore their oaths under duress so that we can free them.”

“I’m scared,” she said plaintively.

Feeling a little guilty, Wesson tried to encourage her. He said, “I saw the way you handle troublemakers at the mage relay and how you stood up to me when I performed the experiment. You even escaped. You have mettle. I know you can do this. And think of all the good you will do.” With every word he spoke, his level of guilt increased. He could be sending her to her death. He tried to put that from his mind. They were at war, and Kiana was a capable mage. He had to have faith in her, even if she did not have faith in herself.


Chapter 19

Tam stood on the dock admiring the ship that had just left drydock. Thanks to the multitude of mages who had worked on the project, it had been designed and built within two and a half weeks. It was not a pretty ship, but it was highly functional. Small and sleek, it was designed to be the fastest ship on the water. While it did have an assortment of armaments including a bronze ram, arrows, crossbows, and oil-filled pots used for setting fires, it would rely heavily on offensive magic when engaging with the enemy. Its defenses were where it shined, though, quite literally. Vimarium plating covered most of the hull and masts such that the ship glimmered with a silvery-purple shine. Every enemy spell cast at the ship would fill the vimarium with power, strengthening it. The stored power could then be used by their own mages.

“What are you calling it?” asked Kai on approach with Tam.

“The Rheina,” replied Rezkin.

“Oh? After the goddess? That’s a little bold, is it not?” replied Kai.

Rezkin said, “We need bold. We are one ship against a hundred.”

“That’s not precisely true,” said Tam. “We do have a major advantage.”

Rezkin looked at him and said, “You did as I asked?”

Tam nodded once. “Yes, they will cooperate.”

“Excellent,” said Rezkin. “You will lead them as the Ancients expect.”

“I’ll do my best,” said Tam, sure his uncertainty was showing through the cracks in his calm demeaner.

“Good fortune,” said Kai. He clapped Tam on the shoulder and added, “You are truly a godsend.”

Tam shifted uncomfortably. “I don’t know about that. I just got caught up in something beyond my control—beyond Rezkin’s control.”

Kai replied, “Well, we shall reap the benefits of your misfortune this day.” He looked to Rezkin. “The units are prepared. Shall we board?”

“Yes,” said Rezkin. “Captain Estadd awaits us.”

The mages boarded first, taking up their positions around the ship. While none of them were battle mages, they had been training to use their craft in the ways of war. Nanessy Threll was to lead them, and she would take her cues from the Spirétua, who boarded next. The Spirétua took up positions such that one was at the bow, two were on either side of the ship, and one was at the stern. Then came the two assault units. Each unit was led by a striker, Kai or Shezar, and consisted of twelve highly trained fighters and two mages. These units would board the enemy vessels via a pathway opened by either Azeria or Seena directly onto the deck. Since Azeria and Seena needed to be able to see the location where they would open the pathway, it would be important to get the Rheina close but not so close as to incur damage. Since the Ashaiians would not be expecting enemy fighters to suddenly appear in the midst, theirs was the element of surprise.

Azeria stopped beside Rezkin before boarding. She said, “Are you prepared for this battle? It will be long.”

He replied, “I am always prepared, and I do not think it will be as long as you think. Not with Tam’s help.” Rezkin turned to him and said, “You are in command of this battle. This is the first test of our relationship with the ahn’an.”

Azeria glanced at Tam. She said, “I do not feel confident in this plan.”

“That makes two of us,” muttered Tam.

Azeria shook her head. She said, “Do not mistake me. I do not doubt your ability to command. I believe Rezkin has trained you well. If he believes you can do it, then I trust in his judgment. It is only that the ahn’an are unpredictable. They are as likely to attack our people as they are the enemy.”

Tam shifted uncomfortably and opened his mouth to respond, but Rezkin beat him to it.

“I think not,” he said. “They are committed to the alliance. Having Tam to lead them satisfies the deal I made with them.”

“We shall see,” said Azeria. Then she turned and glided up the gangplank.

Tam waited for her to move out of earshot then said, “I can make no guarantees. You know the ahn’an do what they want. If they decide not to follow my orders, I have no recourse against them.”

“I understand,” said Rezkin. “But I believe we can prevail even without them. It will just take longer.”

Tam blew out a breath. “If you say so.”

The two moved to board the ship together with Seena skittering ahead. The ship rocked gently beneath Tam’s feet. It had been some time since he had been aboard a ship, but he was prepared for the voyage nonetheless. A seagull alighted on the crow’s nest squawking his displeasure until one of the crewmen scared it away as he took his place. Captain Estadd was busy shouting orders to the crew, while Rezkin checked that everyone else was in place. Within minutes, the ship was under way.

Tension suffused the chill air. The soldiers, mages, and especially the crew were anxious about the coming battle. Rezkin was calm, though. No doubt existed in his mind that they could prevail. His mind and body were prepared. Tam tried to muster the confidence that Rezkin possessed. He flexed his muscles, honed through years of training. He was strong and skilled. He could feel what Rezkin referred to as battle energy humming just below the surface, ready to be called upon at any moment. He looked toward Azeria, and a trickle of anxiety flitted through him. Azeria was a formidable warrior and experienced caster. Everyone who had been selected for the mission held such qualities. He swallowed down his worries and turned his mind to the matters at hand.

All was peaceful along the passage between the cliffs of Cael until they reached the corveua that prevented outside forces from reaching the island sanctuary. Without delay, the ship sailed through the corveua into the open sea. Since the enemy ships were unable to see the entrance to the cove, they were arrayed around the island such that a good amount of space existed between them. The Rheina was smaller and more agile than the galleys, caravels, cogs, and carracks, and they had the advantage of momentum over the stationary vessels.

The personnel onboard had been briefed on their roles in the battle, so at this point, Tam did not need to issue commands. Captain Estadd turned the Rheina toward the first galley, which was just beginning to maneuver. The Rheina smashed through the oars and rocked the ship with a glancing blow. Many aboard stumbled with the impact, but they all maintained their positions. Flaming arrows targeted the Rheina’s sails, but the mages’ wards prevented contact as the arrows were turned aside. Glowing balls of light and flame shot toward the enemy vessel. Most were deflected by shield wards, but some made it past to smash into the deck and second level of rowers. The lucky ones died instantly while the pain-filled screams of others filled the air. One of the Spirétua targeted the enemy mage with an explosive burst that obliterated his body and sent splintered wood shooting into the rowers near him.

The Rheina did not slow. After effectively disabling the vessel, Estadd turned her toward the next ship, a larger carrack a bit farther away. As soon as they were within range, Azeria called for her unit to advance. She opened a portal onto the main deck, and her unit surged onto the enemy ship. A frenzy of spells, arrows, and steel ensued, as the unit collided with the soldiers and crewmen aboard the vessel.

Without delay, Estadd directed the Rheina to starboard, leaving the unit behind. When they neared the third ship, Rezkin asked Seena to open a portal onto the deck. The rent in the air appeared, and he led the second unit onto the opposing vessel. The distance to the ship was short enough that travel was instantaneous. The startled crewmen began to fall before they could even draw their weapons. The limited number of soldiers on deck rushed to meet them. Tam watched from the deck of the Rheina as Rezkin knocked aside a blade and slashed across a man’s torso, his sword erupting in green lightning as it scored the armor. The soldier brought his own sword around for a strike that Rezkin easily dodged. Rezkin pivoted then thrust his sword into the seam in the armor beneath the arm. The man stumbled back, gripping his chest, then fell to the deck.

Rezkin did not wait for the man to expire before he turned to engage the next soldier. His second opponent was suddenly knocked away when Kai and a ship’s crewman tumbled into him. The swaying deck made for unsure footing during the fray. Rezkin stabbed the crewman in the back then pushed past the fracas, aiming for the helm. Seena barreled into a soldier, toppling him. She raked her claws across his face, gouging out an eye. His cry was cut short when her teeth sank into his throat, his chain mail failing to prevent the vicious penetration.

The enemy commander was surrounded by soldiers when Rezkin identified him. Undaunted, Rezkin drew the energy of the black blade into his body then released it in a sizzling bolt of green lightning. Some of the soldiers were blasted from their feet while others were charred or badly burned. The most direct target of his attack, the commander himself, was simply vaporized with nothing but a few chunks of red-hot metal remaining in his place.

The battle did not take long after that. Rezkin’s men began dumping the bodies overboard while Rezkin and Seena opened another portal, this one back to Caellurum. A moment later, a new crew began filing through the rift onto the deck. Tam gave the men a rest while the fresh crew brought the ship under control. Rezkin had Seena open a portal onto another nearby ship. Kai called the unit to attention, then Rezkin led them into the next battle. When that ship was under their control, they returned to the Rheina, which was engaged in a fierce ship-to-ship battle with two galleons and a carrack. Rezkin saw Tam leaning over the railing in a heated argument. To an outside observer, it probably looked as though he was arguing with himself, but in actuality he was communicating with one of the ahn’an in the water. He pointed to one of the enemy galleons, and a moment later, a massive wave erupted out of the sea to crash down upon the ship. Many of the crewmen and soldiers were swallowed by the sea, and two of the masts were broken. The Rheina rocked violently as the energy from the wave passed through the water.

Meanwhile, the Spirétua had dispatched the enemy’s magical defenses on the other two ships, and they were actively attacking the vessel with all manner of offensive castings. Fire, energy bolts, lightning, turbulent winds, all were in their arsenal. With little to protect them, the enemy quickly fell after that. And so it went. Azeria’s and Rezkin’s units passed from ship to ship as the Rheina engaged others. When their units tired, they opened portals and replaced them with new units from Caellurum. Tam commanded the wind and water elementals, taking advantage of their power over the sea. Together, they captured, burned, and sank ship after ship. They filled the docks of Cael with as many ships as they could hold, and when they ran out of room, they destroyed the rest.

By the third day, the sky had turned dark. The wind blew in great gusts, and the choppy water tossed the ships about like children’s toys in a tub. The enemy had gathered their ships to surround the Rheina. Dozens of warships faced her from every side. The crewmen and passengers pertinent to the battle, like the Spirétua and mages, were taking turns sleeping and eating in shifts, but, still, the near constant drain on their vimara weighed on them. Tam, too, went with little sleep, but it did not stress his body as it once would have. He had found that the more time he spent with the ahn’an, the less sleep he needed.

Rezkin had just returned to the ship when Tam approached filled with apprehension. “Rez, we have a problem.”

Rezkin looked around at the multitude of warships that surrounded them then said, “That much is obvious.”

Tam shook his head vigorously. “No, not that. I mean, yes, that’s a problem, but that’s not what I’m talking about. It’s the ahn’an, the elementals.”

His focus sharpened like a predator on his prey, and Rezkin said, “What about them?”

“I think they’re about to do something drastic,” said Tam. “Apparently, they’re out of patience.”

“What do they intend to do?” asked Rezkin.

Suddenly, horns began sounding from far away, near the rear-most ships. Rezkin suggested that Ashaiian reinforcements had arrived as he looked to port from his midship position.

Tam was less convinced. Apprehension filled him as he said, “I think we’re about to find out.”

The ships to the port side of the Rheina began one by one to move away. Something was not right about what Tam was seeing, but he could not determine what it was. His curiosity was piqued, but from his vantage, he could not see what was causing the commotion. He crossed the deck and began scaling the ropes. Quickly he climbed until he reached the crow’s nest. The crewman there turned to him with wide eyes. Then he shouted, “Maelstrom!”

Tam turned to peer in the direction the crewman indicated, and he suddenly saw the source of his confusion. There, in the ocean, was an enormous spiraling eddy of turbulent water, a whirlpool, and it was dragging the ships into its depths. The motion of the enemy ships had looked wrong because their direction of movement was in conflict with their expected trajectory given the positions of their sails.

Enemy ships tilted as they were dragged into the maelstrom. They were swept into the vortex and began to crash into each other. Soldiers and crewmen tumbled from the decks and rigging into the raging black water. Sails became useless as the ships surged around the downward spiral. The Rheina became caught in the current, its speed gradually increasing. The six Spirétua cast their power into the water and wind attempting to free the vessel. Their efforts were in vain. Captain Estadd shouted orders so quickly, Tam doubted the crew could keep up.

Clinging tightly to the ropes, Tam descended to the deck. He noted that many of the crewmen had tied themselves to the ship, and the Spirétua and mages used vimaral tethers to anchor themselves in position. Tam needed to be mobile, though, in order to command the battle. He grabbed hold of the rigging as he called out to the nearest Spirétua. He ordered the male to cast his power to create a bond between his boot soles and the deck. The Spirétua told him that he tied the casting to Tam’s intent so the bond would release when he wanted to take a step. Holding on to the ropes, he tested the experiment and found that it would do. He had just released the ropes and taken a few steps when the sky opened. Windy gusts carried with them a torrent of rain that slapped him in the face and drenched all aboard. The hairs on Tam’s neck stood on end, and the scent of lightning filled his nostrils a second before a bolt struck the mast of a nearby ship. The mast exploded, and a fire ignited.

Rezkin found Tam trying to maintain his balance beside Entris. He and the Spirétua-lyé were in a heated discussion about how to regain control of the situation. Rezkin made his way across the wet, tilted deck on sure footing but grabbed hold of the railing regardless.

“Tam,” he shouted. “The ahn’an must do something about the maelstrom and storm. Tell them to cease.”

Tam hollered back, “The ahn’an created them! They aren’t listening to me. They’re out of my control, if I ever had any.”

Rezkin said, “You are their chosen general. Take back control.”

“How do you expect me to do that?” cried Tam. “I have no power here. I’m only a human mundane.”

“I believe you are much more than that now,” replied Rezkin. “But regardless, power is often in the mind. You must make them believe you are in control.”

Tam shook his head vigorously. “I don’t know how to do that!”

“Your mind is open, Tam,” said Rezkin. “You learned to communicate with them. Now you must learn to wield them as your weapons. Demand their service.”

Entris said, “You ask too much of him and place too much faith in the ahn’an. The ahn’an serve only themselves. They will not heed his command.”

“My faith is not in the ahn’an,” said Rezkin. “My faith is in Tam.”

The ship abruptly slammed into another ship, jarring everyone aboard. A crewman fell with a shout from the rigging into the turbulent depths. Tam searched the water for him, but the man had disappeared.

Bolstered by Rezkin’s declaration of faith, Tam brushed his sodden hair from his face with a sweep of his hand and stood a little straighter. He shouted into the storm. “As general of the ahn’an army, I call upon the powers and authority of Uspiul and Hvelia, the Ancients of water and wind! Cease this tempest and still the maelstrom lest you destroy your allies.”

They waited, then, as several minutes passed. No relief from the raging wind and waters came. Tam raised his voice once again. “By the authority of the Ancients, I am your general! Heed my command.”

Several more minutes passed, during which time the ship was continually battered by waves, rain, and gales. The Rheina nearly passed between two enemy ships but managed to crash into both.

Tam turned to Rezkin. “It’s not working!”

Rezkin laid a hand on Tam’s shoulder. He said, “You are no longer human, Tam. The fae have empowered you.”

“What are you talking about?” shouted Tam. “Of course I’m human.”

Rezkin shook his head. “No, Tam. You have power. I can feel it. Close your eyes. Search inside yourself for an unfamiliar presence. Seize it. Use it now.”

Tam wanted to argue, but the sudden lurch of the ship convinced him of the need to try. He closed his eyes. He said, “I don’t see anything, Rez. There’s nothing there.”

“Keep searching,” said Rezkin.

A struggle played across Tam’s features. He scowled and frowned, then after a minute, his eyebrows rose in surprise. “There,” he said, barely loud enough for Rezkin to hear him. “I think I feel something, something strange. I can’t quite—”

Rezkin said, “Do not be afraid, Tam. Grab hold of it. Do not let it slip away.”

Through gritted teeth, Tam muttered, “I think I have it, but I don’t want it. It feels wrong.”

“Embrace it,” said Rezkin. “It is your power. Claim it.”

Tam suddenly shouted, “Ah!” Then steam began to rise from his flesh. This time, when he spoke, his voice was eerie and foreign. He said, “By the power of the Ancients, I command you, the Lessers, to end this storm and still the water.”

One last bolt of lightning crackled in the sky, then the wind abruptly died. The rain gradually fell away. The ship ceased its descent into the swirling maelstrom that had nearly swallowed them as the water stilled. Within minutes, all was calm. The Rheina casually drifted in a lazy circle. Several other ships had survived as well, although most were in no condition for a sea battle. Some had capsized while others were sinking. Masts were broken, sails were torn, hulls were breached, and one was on fire despite the wet conditions. It quickly became apparent that Caydean’s armada was defeated.

Rezkin pulled his gaze from the scene. Tam was kneeling on the deck with Entris hovering over him. Rezkin said, “What is the matter, Tam?”

Tam slowly looked up at him, his face stricken. He said, “It’s true, then? I’m not human anymore?”

Rezkin said, “I believe you are more human than not, but, if I am correct, you are also a little bit fae. How much fae is yet to be seen.”

“I don’t like it, Rez. I don’t understand myself.”

Entris said, “You will come to understand yourself. We will aid you.”

Tam nodded and got to his feet. To his surprise, he was no longer wet. He was the only dry thing on the ship. He said, “What now, Rez?”

Rezkin surveyed the sinking and disabled ships. He said, “We will save as many of the survivors as we can. The officers and mages will be imprisoned, and the crews will be sent back to Ashai. It appears there is little to be salvaged here, but we will keep what we can. I will mobilize our neighboring kingdoms’ navies to confront and destroy what remains of the Ashaiian ships. The Souelian is ours.”


Chapter 20

Wesson was glad to be done with the feminine disguise. Since speaking with Kiana, he was reassured that no one was searching the city for him. He was reasonably sure no one would recognize him even though he was once again wearing worn trousers and a homespun shirt beneath a leather vest. Even so, he donned a cap to cover his caramel curls and wrapped himself in an oversized wool jacket. With winter just around the corner, the weather had turned brisk. The wind, too, had picked up of late, which he considered a godsend since it brought fresh air into the otherwise putrid city. Wesson checked his time piece once again. It was just past noon.

Farson entered the small room in the back of the smithy. “He is not here,” said the striker.

“No,” replied Wesson. “But I expect he will be any minute.”

Just then, the air split in front of him. A dragon the size of a small pony bounded out of the rift. She was followed by Rezkin, Azeria, Entris, and two Eihelvanan Wesson did not recognize. He was surprised to see the final two to step through the portal. It was the Brandts, dubbed Red and Blue. Although they looked identical, they were easy to tell apart because Red wore a red vest while Blue wore a blue vest.

“I haven’t seen you two in a while,” said Wesson.

Both grinned mischievously. Red said, “We were tired of doing nothing but training.”

Blue added, “We want to be involved. With Palis gone and Malcius in Lon Lerésh, we’re bored.”

Rezkin said, “Wesson, Farson, this is Medi”—he motioned toward an elven woman with short, black-and-white streaked hair—“and this is Spirétua Galain.” An Eihelvanan man wearing the same clothing as Rezkin and Entris stepped forward.

Wesson bowed and said, “Greetings, it is a pleasure to meet both of you.”

Galain looked to Entris and said, “This is the daem’ahn we are to allow to remain here among the living?”

“Yes,” said Entris. “He possesses a soul.”

Galain looked at him as if he were an experiment. He said, “Interesting. How does it feel to have a soul?”

Thrown by the question, Wesson said, “How do you feel having a soul?”

Galain said, “My soul is my identity. It makes me who I am. But you are daem’ahn. It is not the same (istakua).”

Wesson glanced to Rezkin for clarification on the last. Rezkin said, “He is uncertain.”

Galain nodded once, and Wesson’s shoulders relaxed. It did not seem that Galain was judging him. He seemed merely curious. Wesson said, “As far as I’m concerned, I’m human. I know nothing of being a demon. It’s only my power that is unusual.”

“You have no memory of your existence as an independent daem’ahn?” asked Galain.

Wesson shook his head. “No, I’m not even sure I believe I’m part demon.”

Entris said, “You are not part daem’ahn. You are a whole daem’ahn. And you are a whole human. They both exist within you, melded in some way.”

Galain tilted his head. “You never feel the urge to inflict chaos?”

Wesson’s stomach soured. He wanted to change the subject, but everyone was looking at him now. He decided to go with the truth. “Sometimes when I wield my nocent power in great amounts, I feel the need to destroy … well, anything, everything. But I always control it,” he hastily added.

Galain and Entris shared a look then both turned their attention to Rezkin. Wesson was relieved to be through with the impromptu interrogation. He did not know how long the elves would suffer his existence in the Realm of the Living, but for now they were content to fight beside him. Farson and Rezkin began explaining to the elves about the condition of the city and what they might encounter as they moved through it. Wesson became distracted when the dragon, Seena, who was much larger than the last time he had seen her, rubbed her head against him. She fluttered her wings that she kept tucked against her back in the small space and issued a low rumble from her chest.

This was the first time she had done such a thing to him. He did not know how to respond. He hesitantly reached out and laid his palm on her crown. She cooed and nuzzled his hand. Then he felt a tug at his nocent power. He jerked his hand back and stared at her. She blinked up at him plaintively. Again, something pulled against his power. Wesson was uncertain about what he should do, but he ultimately decided to go with it. He allowed his nocent power to flow toward the source of the tug. It began flowing out of him and into the small dragon. Then her power reached into him. Wesson slowly began to feel a kinship with Seena. Then he heard a voice in his mind.

“Azazzzzz.”

Wesson’s eyes widened. Was this the voice of the dragon? It called him by the same name as the demon Mia. Did the young dragon somehow know the demon that had become part of him? He did not want to draw attention to what was happening by speaking, so he tried to think a response.

“Who are you?” he asked in his mind.

Again, a purr rumbled through the dragon. “I am Seena, of course.”

“You know me? I mean, you know Azaz?” he asked.

“You are Azaz. I do not know you.”

He asked, “How do you know that name?”

“It is not a name. It is who you are,” said Seena. “All who know your power know who you are.” While Wesson tried to wrap his mind around that, Seena continued. “You are not one of them.”

“One of who?” he asked.

“The Eihelvanan, descendants of the ahn’an.”

Wesson thought about it and replied, “No, I’m not Eihelvanan, but I do wield constructive vimara, so I must have had an ahn’an ancestor somewhere in my family line.”

She said, “I am drahg’ahn. I do not have an ahn’an ancestor. I am descended of daem’ahn. I am like you.”

Wesson began to feel uncomfortable with the conversation. Did Seena have something against the ahn’an? Did she feel a kinship with the daem’ahn? If so, where did her loyalties truly lie? He decided the matter warranted further investigation.

He said, “Rezkin is Spirétua, a descendant of the Eihelvanan. How do you feel about being bonded to him?”

She joyfully said, “Rezkin is father. I love father. I am happy to be bonded to him, but sometimes he does not let me fight.”

Wesson’s eyebrows rose. “You want to fight?”

She awkwardly bobbed her head up and down on her long, slender neck. With excitement, she said, “Oh, yes, I wish to do battle with him. I have weapons. My claws are sharp, my bite is strong, and my tail whips like the wind.” Her voice became sullen as she added, “Only I do not have fire yet. Father says I am still too young to fight.” Then again with the excitement, she said, “But I am bigger now. And soon I will have fire. Then he must let me fight.”

Wesson had heard a few stories, and he knew that what she was saying was not completely true. He said, “Your father never lets you fight?”

She hung her head and looked up at him almost bashfully—if a dragon could be bashful. “Well, sometimes he does—a little. But I want to every time. Father needs me.”

Wesson reminded himself that he was speaking to a child. One who pouted when she did not get her way. She was young and curious and searching for connections in life. She had none of her own kind to teach her or share their stories and histories. He doubted she had ever spoken to anyone but Rezkin. He suddenly felt bad for doubting her. She had given him no reason to think she might have ulterior motives. He had met her with the same kind of suspicion that the elves had for him. Wesson was caught up in his thoughts as Seena innocently rambled on about how she would eviscerate her enemies. He barely heard Rezkin when he said his name.

“Battle Mage Wesson.”

Wesson looked up, startled. “What? Oh, yes?”

“Are you ready?” asked Rezkin.

“Yes, of course,” he said. He reached into his pocket and pulled out the small multicolored stick he had been gifted by the acolyte of the Temple of Ygrethiel some weeks ago. He held it up and said, “I have it here. I am ready.”

“Do you understand the enchantments on it?” asked Entris.

Wesson turned the stick over in his hands. “Um, not exactly. I mean, mostly they seem to identify it as authentic, I think. Only a follower of Ygrethiel would have one of these. The enchantments only work if the stick has been willingly passed from its bearer. In other words, if it were stolen or found, the enchantments would not work, and it would, presumably, not be accepted by authorities at the temple.”

“That is all?” said the female Eihelvanan named Medi. “It does nothing destructive?”

Wesson shrugged. “Not as far as I can tell.”

“Then why was it enchanted with destructive power?” she asked.

Wesson twirled the stick between his fingers. “Well, I presume because the mage who enchanted it was a battle mage. He or she could only wield nocent power. Nocent power is technically a destructive force, but it doesn’t have to be used to destroy. Many constructive spells can be recreated using nocent power. You just have to approach the problem from a different perspective.”

“I did not know that,” said Medi. “Thank you for imparting your wisdom to me.”

Entris said, “Remember, Medi, that nocent power is one aspect of the goddess Nihko. It is not inherently bad.”

Medi tipped her chin toward Wesson. “Forgive me for allowing my ignorance to form prejudice in my thinking.”

“There is no forgiveness needed,” said Wesson. “The prejudice is inherent in the system. The very fact that all destructive mages are referred to as battle mages, regardless of the way they use their power, demonstrates the narrow-mindedness of those who devised the moniker and who insist on its use today.”

Rezkin said, “You make a good point. Would you prefer to be called something else?”

Wesson sighed. “Yes, I would, but I also recognize the need to distinguish between constructive and destructive magic users. Unfortunately, this is the way it is done in this day and age. Perhaps, in the future, we could change that, but it will not be today.”

Rezkin gave him a nod then said, “We should go. We have little time before the opening ceremony of the temple this evening. As we discussed, we will split up into two teams, but Wesson go in alone. He will attempt to enter the temple through the front doors using the enchanted stick as his pass. Once he is inside, he will ferret out information on the spell nexus and try to find the location of the ritual. One team will include Azeria, Medi, Galain, and Blue. They will move over land, monitoring Wesson’s route through the city. After he enters the temple, they will seek a way inside from the surface. Several possible routes of entry have been scouted by Connovan and Farson. You know where these are, correct?”

“Yes,” said Azeria as the others nodded.

Rezkin continued, “Very well. The second team will consist of Seena, Entris, Red, Farson, and myself. We will attempt to breach the temple via the subsurface tunnels. Once we are inside, we will see what we are dealing with since we do not yet know the layout of the temple. If necessary, we will split again into two groups. All groups will seek out the spell nexus and disrupt it in any way possible. Azeria and Seena will open portals in the event we need a quick escape. Is everyone ready?”

After a round of “ayes” they all turned toward the door. Wesson was not eager to embark on the quest. They still had no clue as to what was going to happen at the opening ceremony, despite their best efforts to discover the nature of Caydean’s secret. Even Rezkin, Connovan, and the strikers had not been able to uncover the truth. All they knew was that Caydean had a secret weapon, he had procured a massive amount of vimarium, and a spell nexus was involved. Had the demonic king devised a way to strike at his enemies from afar? If so, Cael was under threat as well as everyone else on the Souelian. If the demon, Mia, was to be believed, and the attack was to occur at the time of the ceremony, then they only had a little over three hours to avert disaster.

Wesson was the last to leave the shelter of the smithy. The others had filed out one by one over a period of twenty minutes and were taking various routes through the city. Some were to take up positions along his route to follow him toward the temple, while others had taken to the underground tunnels. Wesson had been amused to see Seena disguised as a young donkey. While she looked the part, her movements were clearly un-donkey-like. He doubted anyone in the packed streets would notice, though.

The smithy was not far from the temple, and Wesson made it there within half an hour. Getting close to it was a task, though. People were pressed shoulder to shoulder, occupying every inch of space around the temple in anticipation of the ceremony. Several groups of musicians played from stands erected near intersections, and a troupe of acrobats, dancers, jugglers, and knife throwers took turns performing on a stage directly in front of the temple entrance. The smell of cooked meat and spices competed with the stench of unwashed bodies and human excrement, and the recent rains had turned the unpaved square into a muddy quagmire.

Wesson pushed through a group of bystanders guffawing at a puppet show and slogged through the thick muck toward the temple entrance. He managed to get within ten paces of the gates, then his forward progress ceased. The crowd was too thick, and the very large woman in front of him would not budge. She was a rotund woman in a ratty skirt. Her grey-streaked hair hung limply over a moth-eaten shawl, and when she turned to confront him, he saw that she was missing several teeth.

She snapped, “Ye push me again, and I’ll knock yer head off yer scrawny neck.”

Wesson tried to take a step back, but the crowd had closed around him. He said, “My apologies. I don’t mean to push, but I really need to get to the temple. I’m supposed to be inside.”

The woman narrowed her dull grey eyes at him and said, “What be yer business at the temple?”

He glanced from side to side looking for a way around the woman. Coming up empty, he said, “That’s my affair. I’d appreciate it if you’d kindly step aside so I can get through.”

Crossing her arms, the woman looked down her knobby nose at him. “Make it worth my while, and I might be inclined to move a bit.”

Wesson leaned over to peer around the woman. Still ten paces to go, and the crowd only got thicker. He looked back at the stout woman, and an idea came to him. He reached into his pocket and produced a gold coin. He said, “You get me to the front, and this is yours.”

The woman’s eyes widened. She snatched the coin right out of his hand then turned her back to him. Wesson was sure he had just lost a gold piece. The woman then bent and picked up a basket that had been resting at her feet. She shouted, “Move aside! Temple business. Move aside, ye mangy curs.” She began forcing her way to the front like a ram, and Wesson quickly followed in her wake before the crowd could close behind her.

A guard on the other side of a gate stopped the woman at the front, threatening her at spearpoint. He said, “What’s this temple business you’re ranting about, old woman?”

The woman lifted her chin and sand, “The boy says he belongs inside.”

The guard said, “What boy?”

Turning, the woman grabbed Wesson’s shoulder and shoved him in front of her. Wesson nearly landed face first in the mud with the force of it. He straightened as the guard said, “You think you belong in here, do you? Where are your credentials?”

Wesson dearly hoped he was right about the significance of the colored stick. He pulled it from his pocket and held it up for the guard to see. The guard said, “Where did you get this?”

Wesson hedged, “Someone from the temple gave it to me. An acolyte.”

The guard looked at him with suspicion then pulled a similar stick from his own pocket. This one had black-and-white stripes wrapped around its length. Wesson could feel the enchantments wafting off the second stick. They, too, were destructive in nature. He opened his mouth to warn the guard not to connect them just as the guard reached through the gate and brought them together. A tiny pop of light flashed around the sticks, and those nearest in the crowd jumped. Wesson was relieved that that was all that happened.

The guard put his black-and-white stick back in his pocket and said, “Very well. You may enter.”

Wesson glanced back at the woman who had gotten him through the crowd. She wore a smug, satisfied look. Then he turned and strode through the gate that the guard opened for him. Once he was through the gate, the guard quickly locked it and retook his position guarding the entrance. Finally out of the crowd, Wesson felt like he could breathe again. He took a deep breath and immediately regretted it, for the stench was no better here.

He turned to the temple. The stone exterior was black with flecks of silver. Some of it was rough while other areas were polished smooth giving it dimension. It was five stories high at the front with two towering spires on either side of the grandiose entrance. A massive arched tunnel led to a set of stone doors that stood open but guarded. He approached the doorway, but the guards did not move nor attempt to stop him in any way. Continuing into the building, Wesson marveled at the interior. The ceiling was domed and made of glass, a feature that was not obvious from the outside. Around the circumference of the dome were carvings of strange creatures, many of which were grotesque or terrifying. Most had fangs, claws, and spikes. Some had wings and some had webbed appendages. Many possessed varying lengths of tails, and there seemed to be no limitations on the number of eyes, mouths, or horns.

The walls were smooth and adorned with crimson fabric, while the floor was a polished mosaic that reflected the light from above. The mosaic seemed to depict a landscape, but it was unlike anything Wesson had ever seen. It was primarily made of red, black, and grey stone with the occasional splash of gold or copper inlay. Wesson could see that beyond the foyer was a grand hall filled with people. Upon approach, further study of the people revealed them to be of all social classes and means. While some wore the drab, homespun garb of the unwashed masses, others were in the gauche regalia of nobility. Amongst them were mages, city guardsmen, and soldiers, each in their respective uniforms. Oddly enough, the disparate groups commingled as if there were not financial and social chasms between them.

Wesson dearly wished he could turn back and leave this viper’s nest, but he forced himself forward. As he neared the entrance, he noted the buzz of vimara that suffused the air. The room was completely saturated with it, but it was not the clean, crisp snap of constructive magic. It was the dark, oily stain of nocent power. Wesson found this curious since only a few of the mages present were battle mages. Since the room was already brimming with power, Wesson felt there was little risk in tapping into his own power. It was unlikely anyone would notice the minuscule thread he required to sense demons. As he casually meandered through the room, he felt the heavy stares of the people around him. He told himself it was just his nerves, but he did catch sight of a glance here and there. He cast his searching tether over person after person, and, with alarm, realized that every single person in the room was possessed by a demon.

A man swiftly approached from his right, and Wesson sucked in his power. The middle-aged nobleman stopped a few feet away, his dark gaze intently on Wesson. A hush fell over the room, the silence settling around him like a hangman’s noose. A hundred sets of eyes turned his way, and Wesson’s blood rushed through his veins like hot magma through a fissure.

The nobleman bowed low, then straightening, said, “My lord, it is most fortunate you could join us. I was not aware you were in the realm. It pleases me greatly.”

Wesson shifted anxiously under the man’s hard stare. The words were pleasant, but his tone was jaded. On top of that, his words made no sense. Wesson was not dressed as a nobleman. Presently, he looked to be the poorest commoner, although he was cleaner than most. Yet this man addressed him as lord. It suddenly occurred to him that the nobleman was not addressing him as a human. He was addressing a demon. Alarmed, Wesson realized the man was studying him with his power, and he had been so focused on the crowd that he had not noticed.

A trickle of power escaped him, and Wesson latched onto it. He allowed the power to suffuse him, strengthening his resolve with the confidence that came from wielding it. Then he asked himself, What would a demon lord say?

With a lift of his chin, Wesson said haughtily, “I did not come to please you. Your feelings on the matter are irrelevant.”

“Of course,” said the nobleman, his expression turning sour. “I only meant—”

Wesson raised a hand to forestall whatever the man was going to say. “I know what you meant. That is not what interests me. Is everything ready?”

The nobleman turned to the crowd, his eyes searching, then he motioned to someone. A startled woman came forward. Wesson recognized her from his surveillance activities. She was Mage Terishi, the temple’s head architect. He was saddened to see that the talented woman had been possessed.

Terishi gave a bow, rather than a curtsy, and said, “My lord, all is prepared … I think.”

Wesson offered a judgmental frown. “What do you mean, you think?”

Wringing her hands, Terishi said, “Well, the temple is built to specifications, but I cannot attest to the runework. That was up to the smith.”

“Of course,” said Wesson although he did not know what the woman was talking about.

Cautiously, Terishi said, “Forgive me, but I was not aware that you were interested in Ygrethiel’s project here. You seemed indifferent to it last time we spoke.”

Wesson did not know how to respond. He had not expected to be recognized as a demon, nor had he anticipated being interrogated as one. Mia had said he was the demon lord Azaz, but he had no memory of that existence, if it was even true. He tried to think of how Azaz might feel about Ygrethiel’s bid for power. He surmised that Azaz might feel threatened. He certainly felt threatened.

He said, “Ygrethiel seeks to make himself king of this realm. I happen to be in this realm. Everything he does concerns me.”

“I see,” said Terishi. “You will not interfere?”

Wesson wanted to end the line of questioning. He did not know how much longer he could keep up the ruse. He was supposed to be a demon lord, and Terishi seemed to be an underling. He doubted Azaz would suffer such treatment. He said, “What I do is my business. I do not answer to you.”

Fear flashed across Terishi’s face. “Of course not,” she replied. “I meant no offense, m’lord. Please forgive me.”

With a wave of his hand, Wesson said, “This subject no longer interests me. Tell me of the spell nexus.”

Terishi shook her head. “I have nothing to do with that. You will need to speak with Ulessa.”

Ulessa was a name Wesson recognized from his reconnaissance. She was one of Caydean’s three generals, but he knew little about her except that she had been involved in Avikeev’s experiments to remove souls from living humans and somehow contain them in outside vessels. He knew nothing about the nature of the demon that inhabited Ulessa. For all he knew, it could be another demon lord. Would another demon lord answer to Ygrethiel, though? Surely not. Wesson started to ask where he might find Ulessa then stopped himself. A demon lord would not seek an underling. He would demand the underling be brought to him.

“Bring her to me,” he said as if he had no doubt his command would be followed. “And take me to the epicenter of the spell nexus,” he added.

Terishi glanced at the nobleman. It was obvious she lacked trust in him not to interfere with Ygrethiel’s plans, but she did not dare disobey him. She turned back toward the crowd, which parted around her as Wesson followed. The unnamed nobleman brought up the rear. As he strode through the crowd, he was blisteringly aware that he was surrounded by demons. This was not at all going to plan. He had intended to sneak away and search the temple in secret. Now he was entrenched with the demons, and they believed him to be some powerful demon lord. When they found him out to be a fraud, and they surely would, there would be serious trouble. He only hoped to accomplish what he came there for before that happened.

Beyond the gathering room was a long corridor. Although it was lit by mage lights, he could not see the end of it. The walls were plain and unadorned save for a few thick lines of silvery-purple metal that he presumed to be vimarium. The lines appeared and disappeared into the walls, at times smooth and arching and at other times sharp and jagged. Sometimes the lines crossed the floor or ceiling, and there seemed to be no particular pattern to them. He wondered at the purpose of the lines, but he was not familiar enough with vimarium to discern the truth. He considered asking Terishi, but he did not want to reveal his ignorance if this was something Azaz should know.

They passed a number of doorways as they progressed down the corridor, some blocked by wooden doors and others open to dark rooms. Several corridors branched off the one they were traversing, but his guides made no turns. They took a set of stairs up to the third level, then continued down the corridor, which finally ended at a round chamber that stretched high into the temple’s tower. Here, the vimarium lines were plentiful, and Wesson thought he might begin to see a pattern, but it eluded him. Balconies stretched around the circumference of the room at each of the upper levels. At the center of the circular chamber was a long, winding staircase wrapped around a central pillar that appeared to be made entirely of vimarium, or at least it was on the surface.

As they made their way up the long central staircase, Wesson’s legs began to burn with the exertion. He pulled on a bit of vimara to augment his physical abilities knowing he would likely regret it later. Terishi and the unnamed nobleman had said nothing during their trek, and neither did they speak now as they finally stepped onto a central platform some six stories above where they started. The central pillar of vimarium came to a point about twelve feet above the platform, and at the tip of the point was a large, round cage also made of vimarium. The surface of the spherical cage had a honeycomb design, and it was large enough to contain two, maybe three, covered wagons.

The platform itself had no wall around the circumference to prevent anyone from falling, but there was some kind of workbench or possibly an altar made of vimarium to one side. Two women stood at the bench poring over a massive tome. One had her back turned to him, but Wesson recognized the one facing him immediately. She was none other than General Ulessa. The last time he had seen her, her hair had been blonde, and the time before that it had been red. Today, it was jet black, a severe look for one with such pale skin. She glanced up, and her hawkish gaze studied him fiercely. The other woman turned, and Wesson’s heart leapt into his throat.

“Who’s this?” said Ulessa.

Wesson dragged his gaze away from Anda and opened his mouth to answer, but the nobleman spoke first.

“This is Lord Azaz.”

Ulessa narrowed her eyes at Wesson, and he felt her power slide over him. Her expression hardened. “Azaz.”

Wesson glanced at Anda worried she would expose him. She merely stared blankly. Then he remembered himself. He sent a stream of seeking power over Ulessa. He gathered that she was in fact a demon, but of course he had no idea who she was. He lifted his chin and said to her, “It’s Lord Azaz.”

Ulessa huffed. “Since when have you relied on titles, Azaz?”

Wesson internally kicked himself for overplaying the role. He said, “Since Ygrethiel decided to name himself king of this realm.” Taking another chance, he added, “I am surprised you would heel to him so readily.”

Ulessa pursed her lips. She replied, “Despite the rumors, I have ever been loyal to Ygrethiel. He knows this. I care not whether you believe it, my lord.”

With little to go on, Wesson presumed Ulessa to be a demon of high enough status to challenge him but not a lord. He only wished he knew her demon name, but no one had seen fit to mention it.

Wesson decided Azaz would not stand for Ulessa’s insolence. He allowed his nocent power to flow through him as he tried to fill his voice with authority. He said, “Mind your place. I may not rule the Lesser Kingdom, but I am still a lord, an equal to Ygrethiel. You are but an underling. Need I remind you of the immensity of my power?”

Wesson snapped his mouth shut. He was surprised by his words. He had not meant to antagonize her. He needed her to talk to him, to reveal what she knew about the spell nexus and the purpose of the vimarium. Making an enemy of her would not further his goals, yet the words flowed from him like blood from a corpse. Wesson shivered. He was not accustomed to thinking such macabre thoughts.

Ulessa’s scowl turned fearful. “No, m’lord, no reminders are necessary. I forget myself. I apologize for my insolence.”

Wesson’s tongue ran away with him before he could put thought into his words. He said, “I might consider sparing you if I thought your apology sincere, but as it stands, I find your sniveling tedious.”

Ulessa’s scowl returned belying her contrite countenance. She pointed toward Anda and said, “This is the smith.”

He barely glanced at her as he said, “Tell me of what you’ve done.”

Anda, or was it Mia, blinked at him. Then she sputtered, “I have done as I was told. I created the runes using the vimarium.”

Intrigued, Wesson wanted to ask how she had managed to forge vimarium, something that was previously thought to be impossible. But that was no longer pertinent. What mattered now was figuring out what it all meant

He asked, “You do Ygrethiel’s bidding now?” He was not sure where the question had come from, and he worried that he had said too much. Since he did not know whether he was speaking with Anda, who had turned traitor against him, or Mia, who was apparently on his side, he could not predict her answers. Thus far, she had not exposed him as an interloper, so he hoped it was the latter.

Anda or Mia crossed her arms. She said, “I was summoned. Without protection in this realm, I was forced to comply.”

Ah, so he was speaking with Mia. He asked, “Where are these vimarium runes?”

Mia waved her hand in the air around her. She said, “There, everywhere. The entire temple is the spell construct. The vimarium runes are embedded within its very walls.”

Understanding struck Wesson like lightning. What had seemed oddly familiar to him earlier suddenly made sense. Alarmed by the massive scale of it, Wesson tried to piece together all that he had seen, but it was too much and too little. He could not see the runes themselves, only pieces of them, and those were scattered throughout the imposing structure. How was he going to determine what the spell construct did without exposing his ignorance?

He looked back to Ulessa. He needed to question her carefully so that she would not catch on that he was not truly Azaz, at least not in mind. He said, “Tell me of the spell nexus. What is your plan?”

She narrowed her eyes at him again. This time, she said, “You should know. It is based on your design.”

Apparently, he had not been subtle enough. Now she knew he did not know what he was talking about. He had to remedy this. Should he pretend to be testing her? Should he feign confusion or anger? He settled on surprise and indignity. He said, “Ygrethiel seeks to use my work to capture this realm for himself?”

Ulessa shrugged. She said, “Ygrethiel is bold where you are not. He is doing what you have failed to do for centuries. We are set to take back this realm. Soon we will exist freely without the threat of the ahn’tep or interference from the ahn’an.”

Once again, Wesson was confronted with Ulessa’s lack of respect for Azaz’s position, but he did not know what response was appropriate among demons. Was she supposed to be under Ygrethiel’s protection? Should Ygrethiel’s protection have any bearing on his response? Wesson did not know how strong Ulessa’s demon was. Would punishing her result in a premature battle in which he would be overrun by demons? Would she fail to respect his authority if he didn’t punish her? There were just too many questions. One thing Wesson did not want was to escalate the situation before he found out what was really happening with the spell nexus.

Affecting an air of apathy, Wesson said, “You bore me, Ulessa. I would punish you for your insolence except that it would be a waste of energy. I will deal with you later. For now, tell me what you have done with my design.”

She replied, “I think you should speak with Ygrethiel about this.”

With irritation, Wesson snapped, “I will confront Ygrethiel in my own time. Right now, I am simply gathering information. Comply with my demands or I will get angry.”

Wesson’s power surged through him in anticipation. Even if he was not ready for a magical confrontation with Ulessa, his power was. In fact, it felt so eager, Wesson had begun to wonder if he could hold it back for much longer. Then he wondered if he should be holding it back. Perhaps the need to lash out at Ulessa was Azaz’s influence.

Finally conceding, Ulessa began to describe how they intended to activate the spell construct that was the temple. Unfortunately, nothing she said provided any clues as to what would happen once that was done. Wesson grew more concerned with every word Ulessa spoke. The spell nexus and the ritual that would activate it was beyond anything Wesson could have conceived. The resulting spell would be immensely powerful affecting not just those in the temple, but the entire city and beyond. He did not know what the spell would do, but he did know he needed to stop it from happening.

When she was finished speaking, Wesson said, “Take me to the ritual grounds.”

Ulessa dipped her chin and said, “Of course, m’lord.” Then she turned toward the stairs.

Wesson became suspicious. It felt as though Ulessa had acquiesced a little too easily. She had been resistant, even hostile, since he had met her, yet now she was suddenly accommodating.

Ulessa led the party down the winding stairwell, and by the time they reached the ground level, Wesson’s legs felt a little wobbly. She rounded the central pillar and came to an open doorway Wesson had not seen upon entering the chamber. She stepped out of the way, and Wesson was suddenly shoved roughly from behind. As he stumbled through the doorway, he heard a loud clang from behind. When he turned, Ulessa was removing a key from a lock in the gate.

Wesson exploded. He lashed out with his power to blow the gate from its hinges. Before his power reached the gate, it was swept up and into the walls that surrounded him. Wesson spun, searching for his power and got a look at his prison for the first time. He was in a circular chamber perhaps six feet in diameter that made up the central pillar, which was apparently hollow. Jagged runes were interlaced with common runes over every inch of its silvery-purple surface for as far as he could see into the tunnel above him.

Ulessa said, “I’m sure you recognize the siphon’s chamber. Ygrethiel was going to power the crux himself, but, with you here, he need no longer weaken himself.”

Wesson cast constructive spells, then destructive spells. None met their target. Every time, his power was swept into the tunnel around him.

Ulessa chuckled. “Azaz, have you forgotten your own invention? You are in the siphon chamber. Every bit of power you release is siphoned into the spell construct. Please, continue casting. You only make the ritual stronger.”

“Then I shall not cast,” replied Wesson. “I refuse to further Ygrethiel’s plans.”

“It matters not,” said Ulessa. “I’m sure you remember that once the ritual begins, your power will be ripped from you whether you cast or not. By the time it is finished, you will be so weak even the lowest daem’ahn will be able to defeat you. The only way out of there is with this key,” she said, holding up the item. Dark energy poured out of her to wrap around the key. Then the key began to melt. Within seconds, it was but a puddle of metal on the floor.

Wesson wrapped his hands around the bars of the gate, rattling it on its hinges. He said, “Why do you support Ygrethiel? He does not aim to free the daem’ahn. He seeks to subjugate them.”

She replied, “We are already subjects under his reign in H’khajnak. At least this way we will exist in the Realm of the Living. You and the other lords revel in the comfort of your mansions while the rest of us suffer the misery and indignity of H’khajnak. For millennia we have endured hardship, and you, with all your power, do nothing. Ygrethiel is changing that.”

Wesson’s power bubbled beneath the surface, but he did not dare release it lest it be swept into the vimarium around him. He wanted to continue arguing with Ulessa, to convince her she was deluding herself, but he knew it was a lost cause. Nothing he said would lead to his release. He needed to find a way out on his own.

Ulessa turned away from his prison and disappeared from view. As the others followed, he received only a cursory glance from Mia. Then he was alone, stuck in a metal tube, unable to wield his power. The situation was dire. He knew his biggest asset, though, was not his power. It was his mind. Forcing himself to remain calm, he sat on the floor and crossed his legs. Then he turned inward to his thoughts.


Chapter 21

Rezkin followed closely as Seena bounded from the portal into the dark subterranean tunnel. Entris, Farson, and Brandt Red filed out behind him. Their boots splashed the thin layer of water that coated the slick stone beneath their feet, the sound echoing in the chill, dank air. They did not speak, and instead used hand signals to communicate, signals that could be seen by the soft glow that emanated from Entris. Rezkin looked up and down the tunnel to ensure they were unobserved. Then he pointed to the ceiling above him. Although the tunnels traversed the ground beneath the temple, Rezkin had found no entrance connecting the tunnels to the temple. They would have to make their own entrance. But where?

Remembering the finesse required to carve the statue in Freth Adwyn, Rezkin channeled the same energy now. His power pierced the stone above him sending a tendril deep into the earth and hollowing out a hole the width of his finger. After several minutes, the pressure ceased, indicating his power had reached a cavity on the other side. Rezkin hoped it was a secluded room in the temple, but since he knew nothing of the interior design, he had no way of knowing what lay above.

Entris stepped forward, producing a sphere made of crystal that was half the size of his fist. He held the ball beneath the tiny shaft Rezkin made. Then he cast his power into the hole. It bounced off a hard surface on the other side then split and continued bouncing and splitting around the space until some of the power returned through the hole. It spilled into the crystal sphere, and an image appeared within the ball.

Rezkin did not like what he saw. A small room came into view. The details were a little fuzzy, but he could see that it contained multiple people moving about with purpose. It would not do. He shook his head, flashed some hand signals, and moved down the tunnel. They repeated the process several times before he found a viable entry point. When he did finally settle on a space, it was almost ideal for their purposes. It was an empty room, devoid of any furnishings and people. Entris bored a hole through the earth above them, showering dirt and rock into the tunnel. Then Farson provided lift to heft Rezkin up into the hole above. Rezkin used what he formerly thought of as potential wards, which he now knew to be actual wards, to dig into the stone, producing hand holds. He scaled the hole with little effort and emerged into the room at the top.

He did a quick perusal of the room and found it to be just as empty as they had seen in the crystal ball. Then he moved to the door. He listened for sounds outside but heard nothing. Finally, he eased the door open to reveal a corridor well lit with mage lights. No one was about, so he closed the door and returned to the hole. Opening his mind to Seena, he envisioned the room around him. Within seconds, a portal opened, and Seena came thundering out of it. Entris, Red, and Farson followed. Entris then used his skill with earth to refill the hole, making it appear as if the floor had never been disturbed.

When the door was opened again, the corridor was still empty. Rezkin signaled to the others, and they all filed into the corridor. Entris and Farson turned to the right, while Rezkin, Seena, and Red went to the left. The corridor was long and dotted with doorways. Unsurprisingly, someone eventually stepped out of one of the rooms. The hooded individual did not look their way, though. Instead, they turned away from Rezkin and his party heading in the same direction they were traveling. Rezkin motioned for Red and Seena to pause for a few minutes until the hooded person was out of sight, then they followed.

Several minutes later, someone approached from behind. Rezkin slowed his pace, waiting for the man to catch up. When he finally did, Rezkin noted that he was dressed as a soldier or guard.

“Hey, what are you doing down here with that donkey?” asked the guard.

As she got bigger, Seena became harder to disguise, and Rezkin had recently begun resorting to livestock. He motioned to her and said, “It’s a sacrifice for the ritual.”

The guard looked at him perplexed. He said, “I was not aware a sacrifice was required for the ritual.”

Rezkin shrugged. “I was told to bring a donkey to the ritual, so that’s what I’m doing.”

The guard shook his head. “I suppose if it’s required for the ritual, then we had best get it there. I’ll walk with you.”

As they walked, the chatty guard rambled on about the preparations, his duties, and his expectations following the event. Rezkin posed a few carefully worded questions, and the guard readily answered. Unfortunately, the man knew little in the way of specifics. Rezkin created a mental map of the place as they turned down multiple corridors and ascended several flights of steps. When he heard the sounds of many people emanating from down the hallway, Rezkin decided it was time to break from the guard.

An open door presented itself to Rezkin’s right, so he fell back a step. At the same time, he drew his belt knife then stabbed it upward under the back of the guard’s unprotected skull. Red leapt forward and caught the dead guard before he hit the ground. Then Rezkin and Red dragged the limp body through the doorway.

Red spoke in a forced whisper. “You didn’t have to kill him.”

Rezkin replied, “He was a guard, and, more importantly, he was a demon. Now he’s one less enemy at our backs.”

“I see your point,” said Red. “It seems a shame, though. He seemed like a nice guy.”

“He probably was,” replied Rezkin, “but once the demon took him, he was lost. Caydean is responsible for this man’s death, not I.”

They hid the body behind a desk in what appeared to be an accounting office. He instructed Seena to wait in the office until he called to her via mindspeak. They had previously tested their mindspeak at several distances to see how far they could communicate with each other. It seemed to work well up to about a hundred paces then got spotty after that unless a portal was open between them, in which case, distance was no matter.

Red closed the door as they left and turned toward the crowded room. He knew of no way to fake a demon possession, so he only hoped no one was actively studying people. Dressed as they were, they both appeared as men of means. They each wore a loose-fitting wool tunic and trousers over their armor, which was not an unusual custom among the merchant class, particularly this late in the season when the first frosts were setting in. They both had a number of weapons secreted about their persons in addition to their swords and belt knives that they wore openly.

Rezkin had sparred with the Brandts since they became two, but he had not been in battle with either of them. He knew Red and Blue had become quite capable fighters in their own right, but where they shined was in the cooperative fighting techniques they had learned and developed. When the two fought together, they were a force unlike any other.

Expressing confidence, Rezkin stalked into the crowded room and surveyed his surroundings. The room itself was round with multiple corridors branching off from it. The walls were constructed from white quartzite, while the floor was polished black gabbro. Both had lines of vimarium running through them, but Rezkin could discern no pattern. The large fountain at the center was white stained red by the liquid that poured from its many outlets.

Red leaned in and asked in a whisper, “Is that blood?”

Rezkin studied the people. They were a mottled sort, seemingly of all classes. Several men and a few women in burnt orange robes meandered through the crowd, stopping briefly to converse before moving on. Most of those gathered had glasses or goblets in their hands from which they sipped often. As he watched, a couple of people placed their goblets beneath the fountain’s flow, filling them to the rim. Then they inhaled the liquid’s aroma before tipping up their glasses.

Rezkin said, “I believe it is wine.”

Red released a heavy, relieved breath then asked, “What do we do now?”

Rezkin did not get a chance to answer before a robed woman approached. Her hazel eyes stood out against her brown skin like little mage lights dancing with curiosity. She smiled pleasantly and said, “Hello, I’m so glad you could join us. This is a truly special time. We’re just about to start. If you’d like to get some wine, there is plenty to go around. Just grab a goblet and help yourselves.”

She started to turn away, but Rezkin stopped her with a quick question. “Are we to wait in here during the ceremony?”

The woman laughed. “Of course not! We are the lucky ones. We get to participate in the ritual that will take place in the central chamber. You do know your role in the ritual, don’t you?”

Yes, of course,” said Rezkin. “We are prepared.”

The woman smiled at him again then said, “I would wish you luck, but I know you won’t need it. Is there anything else I can help you with?”

“Yes,” he said. “Where is the privy? I need to relieve myself before we begin.”

The woman pointed down a corridor and said, “It’s just down there to the left. Be quick, though. We will be heading to the central chamber in a few minutes.”

Rezkin gave a short bow and said, “Thank you. I will. Ah, which way is it to the central chamber in case we do get back after you’ve left?”

Pointing down a different corridor, the woman said, “You’d best not miss us, but if we have moved on, go straight down that hallway and take the stairs up to the third, fourth, or fifth level. The room there is open to the upper levels, and you may participate in the ritual from any of them.”

The woman walked off without another word. When he saw that she was busy speaking with someone else, he led Red to the second corridor she had indicated and headed toward the stairs. They ascended to the fifth level, which Rezkin thought might provide the best vantage for surveying the large, open chamber. Walking onto the balcony, his gaze caught on the wide vimarium central pillar that stretched high into the tower. No one else was on the balcony yet, so he and Red had the freedom to walk around it as they examined the chamber. The balcony on the floor below them also appeared to be empty, but the floor of the third level was packed with dozens of people, and most of those people were mages.

A few priests in burnt orange robes stood out against the black-and-white uniforms of the mages, but Rezkin was not very concerned about them. He was about to dismiss them when something caught his eye. A few of the priests standing close together looked odd. There was an air of power about them that he did not see around any of the others. As he truly focused on them, what he was seeing became clear. The priest and two priestesses were shrouded in illusion. Rezkin tuned his eyes to break through the illusion and was surprised by what he found. Azeria, Medi, and Galain were hidden among the crowd under the guise of priests. He searched the crowd for Brandt Blue, but he did not see him among either the priests or mages.

A gong sounded from somewhere on the third floor below them, its heavy tone reverberating throughout the spacious chamber. The crowd became a hush as they began moving with purpose. Many of the mages left the chamber. Those who remained were all battle mages. They organized themselves into several rings around the central pillar. Over the next several minutes, the rest of the mages reappeared on the balconies above, below, and around him and Red. They arranged themselves neatly in evenly spaced rings around each balcony. Then came the masses. People of all social classes came pouring into the room below and onto the fourth and fifth level balconies, slipping between mages and filling in all the open space. Rezkin recognized many of them from the gathering they had left earlier. Pretty soon, Rezkin and Red were surrounded by people pressing in on them from all sides.

Rezkin was ill at ease with the close proximity of the people, especially considering they were all demons. He grabbed Red’s arm and began pushing his way across the crowded balcony back to the corridor. Once free of the crowd, Rezkin and Red took to the stairs two at a time. They ascended to the very apex of the tower and returned to the central chamber. Rezkin donned an illusion of invisibility and cast it upon Red as well. He would not be able to maintain the illusion indefinitely, especially considering he was cloaking another person as well as himself, but he hoped it would be long enough to gather the information he needed.

Rezkin went to the railing and looked across the open space at a platform that extended off the central column. There, he saw something that caused his battle energy to surge. Caydean. Ygrethiel. Whatever he wanted to call himself. He was there in the flesh. Memories of his losses against the king flashed through Rezkin’s mind. He was left with a feeling he did not care for but was necessary. Fear. It was not the debilitating kind of fear that led to inaction or flight. It was the kind of fear that encouraged caution and cunning. Rezkin still did not know how to defeat Caydean, but that was not his goal at this time. Right now, his purpose was to disrupt Caydean’s plans. Even though he did not know what was about to happen, he knew he had to stop the ritual. Somehow, he needed to survive the confrontation. He needed Caydean out of the way. But how?

The gong sounded again causing the mage nearest him to jump. The mage chuckled nervously then began to chant in a tongue Rezkin did not understand but had heard briefly before when past mages had attempted to summon the demons from their vessels. It was harsh and guttural, unlike any language on the Souelian. It was the demon tongue, and it grew in volume as every mage on every level joined in the chorus. Caydean raised his arms, and a ball of constructive energy appeared between his hands. As the seconds wore on, the ball grew. It roiled in the air, its energy currents whipping around, expanding and contracting until the ball was a little larger than a pumpkin. All the mages began doing the same, except where Caydean’s energy was the cold white energy of the Spirétua, the mages’ energy balls glowed with various colors, the colors of their affinities.

The knell of the gong rang out again. As one, Caydean and the mages shot their vimaral energy balls toward the central vimarium pillar. They did not stop with the energy balls, though. A stream of vimara poured from every mage into the pillar. The vimarium absorbed the energy and began to glow with a purplish hue. As the energy spilled into the vimarium pillar, it began to spread into the lines of vimarium buried in the floor, walls, and ceiling. That was when Rezkin realized that not only were the vimarium lines part of the ritual, but they were its very structure. They were the runes that made up the spell construct, and all these mages were beginning to power those runes. Rezkin knew it would take a while to power such a massive spell construct, but he felt a sense of urgency.

He needed to know how to disrupt the ritual, and he needed to know what the spell construct meant. He needed Wesson. But Wesson had not yet revealed himself. Was the mage hiding amongst the crowd like the rest of them were? Or had he been captured—or, worse, killed? He had the portable mage relay device in his pocket, but he was hesitant to use it. If Wesson was immersed in the crowd of demons and they heard him speaking, he could be found out.

As the chanting continued, Rezkin began to hear a new sound. He looked over the railing toward its source on the bottom level. A commotion in the crowd drew his attention. A wretched monster was rampaging through the throng. It was the size of a horse with a long, sinuous neck like a dragon and a stubby tail. Its green skin was mottled with bulbous pustules that covered its back. The pustules oozed a chunky yellow goo making the floor slippery around it. In its excitement, one of the demons had shed its human skin. The uncontrolled demon barreled into people, trampling them beneath its stocky feet. The demon suddenly exploded in a great shower of bloody flotsam, covering those around it in gore.

Rezkin looked toward the source of the power that had demolished the demon and found Caydean peering over the edge of the platform. He was no longer feeding energy into the central pillar, and he appeared irritated. Rezkin used the distraction to climb up on the railing. With a burst of vimaral power, he leapt across the open expanse toward the central platform, landing on the opposite side from Caydean. Then he blasted Caydean with an energy bolt, hoping to propel him from the platform.

The attack struck its target but was dispersed by Caydean’s shield ward. Caydean turned, searching for his assailant. At first, he did not see Rezkin, cloaked in invisibility as he was. Rezkin drew his black blade and lunged at Caydean. In that moment, Caydean saw through his illusion. He dodged and shot back with a torrent of power. Rezkin’s shield ward held fast, dispersing Caydean’s attack. Rezkin dropped the pointless illusion then raised his visor so that he could see all of Caydean at once. While the helmet and visor protected him from physical attacks, the visor hindered his ability to see the full weave of Caydean’s magical castings.

“You again,” growled Caydean, surprise etched across his face. “You are supposed to be dead.”

Rezkin replied, “Death cannot maintain its grip on me. I will forever be your bane, Caydean.”

A low hum began to emanate from the vast amount of vimarium in the chamber. Rezkin could feel the power vibrating in his bones. The mages continued to pour power into the central pillar, and its purple glow spread throughout the room. Rezkin tapped into that power and began injecting it into his castings. He did not think he could siphon enough off to disrupt the proceedings, but he could at least use the power against Caydean. He launched a dozen energy javelins at the king, the sixth one finally creating a crack in his shield ward. By the twelfth, the ward shattered, and Rezkin spewed a bout of fire at him. Caydean countered the fire with a wall of wind that swept it back toward Rezkin. The fire struck Rezkin’s shield ward and dissipated. Rezkin could now hear the sounds of battle from below, but he could not stop to investigate.

Caydean drew his sword, a Sheyalin longsword with a wire-wrapped handle and gold pommel. He initiated a series of attacks of his own, both magical and melee, forcing Rezkin to go on the defensive. Rezkin shielded, deflected, and dodged before turning the tables again. A few times, Caydean’s attacks broke through his shield ward. They were immediately absorbed by his vimarium armor, adding to the energy already stored there. Another gong sounded, and a small waist-high pedestal emerged from the platform. Runes were carved around its circumference, and a large divot was in the center. Caydean grinned.

“We will not be stopped,” he growled as he pulled something from his pocket.

Rezkin pummeled Caydean with vimaral attacks as the king approached the pedestal. Caydean, however, was expending a great amount of vimara maintaining a multitude of shield wards around himself and the pedestal. Rezkin tuned his vimara to that of Caydean’s shield ward then cast it in an inverse weave, effectively negating the ward. He continued this slow and tedious process, breaking through the wards until he could strike out with multiple sword attacks. Caydean dodged and deflected many of them while others failed to penetrate his armor. Rezkin drew his rondel with his left hand as he continued to attack Caydean, attempting to close the distance between them. Caydean kept the pedestal between them, though, and Rezkin could not get close enough to use the rondel. Caydean managed to push Rezkin back a step with a burst of demonic power that ate away at Rezkin’s own wards. Caydean shoved the object in his hand into the divot in the pedestal. Too late, Rezkin finally saw that the object was a key made of vimarium that possessed a large, thumb-sized ruby.

The air shifted, and black power began to spew from the crowd. Alarmed, Rezkin redoubled his efforts to destroy, or at least disable, Caydean. He had to figure out a way to get to Caydean through his many shield wards. Rezkin created a shield ward in front of himself. Imposing his will on the very structure of the ward, he reshaped it into a spear. In a test of mental fortitude, he stabbed the ward-spear into Caydean’s shield ward, puncturing it. Then, with great mental effort, he expanded the spear back into a shield, effectively blasting Caydean’s shield apart. In quick succession, he did this several more times, breaking each of Caydean’s wards. Caydean gripped his sword and charged at Rezkin. At the same time, the king shot multiple bolts of demonic power at Rezkin, tearing through his wards. The black power of synexa wrapped around Caydean’s Sheyalin. When their two swords collided, they were both blasted backward in a shower of green sparks.

Rezkin slid off the edge of the platform, dropping his rondel and catching himself with his left hand while maintaining his grip on his sword with his right. A moment later, Caydean stepped up to the edge, wielding his sword in his left hand. Rezkin noted that the fingers on his enemy’s right hand were singed. Caydean’s blade swept down at him. Rezkin brought the black blade up to meet the strike. Then Caydean stomped on his fingers. Without letting go, Rezkin swung his sword up and around, cutting deeply into Caydean’s Achilles tendon. Caydean roared, and his leg collapsed. Then he, too, fell over the edge.

Caydean caught himself with his damaged right hand. It obviously pained him, but he would not be defeated. With his sword in his left, he lashed out at Rezkin. Rezkin met the strike then stabbed at Caydean. Caydean swept aside Rezkin’s blade, and the exchange continued as they both dangled from the platform. Rezkin’s grip began to slip as his sweat made the metal platform slick. He slapped Caydean’s blade away then scored a cut across the king’s hand. Caydean lost his grip on his Sheyalin, and it fell into the crowd far below. The king abruptly pivoted away, turning his back to the platform, and grabbing onto it with his left hand. Since he was now out of Rezkin’s reach, Rezkin took the opportunity to pull himself back onto the platform. Unfortunately, Caydean managed to do the same a few paces away.

The two faced off once again, but this time Caydean lacked his Sheyalin. He gathered a scorching ball of plasma in the air between his outstretched hands. Then he wrapped the plasma in a cocoon of synexa, creating a ball of discordant energy the size of Rezkin’s head. With the force of a catapult, he propelled the searing ball at Rezkin. The demon energy smashed through Rezkin’s outer ward which was stripped away. The plasma washed over his secondary ward, which held long enough for the energy to dissipate. Caydean did not pause. He continued pummeling Rezkin with various attacks of vimara and synexa making it impossible for Rezkin to close the distance. Now on the defensive, Rezkin summoned shield wards one after another. He knew he had only to wait until Caydean slipped up or became exhausted. Luckily, patience was one of his virtues.
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When a crowd of people filed into the room, Wesson began to fret. He had not figured a way out of his predicament. Every time he tried to cast constructive power, it was swept into the vimarium pillar that surrounded him. When he attempted destructive spells, the jagged runes etched into the pillar simply caused the power to accumulate in the shaft above him. None of his spells worked, and he had no means of opening the gate without a key. He had tried using the portable mage relay device he kept in his pocket, but without access to his power, it would not function. Now that he was surrounded by a crowd of demons, there was even less chance at a rescue. He was well and truly trapped.

The number of battle mages on his level concerned him. When the other mages began filling in the balconies, he became alarmed. But the number of priests and demons who filled the room now caused his hands to sweat and his chest to tighten. Even if the others managed to infiltrate the temple as they had planned, they would never be able to set him free and disrupt the ritual. It would be a suicide mission. There were just too many.

A gong sounded, the vibrations ringing up the central shaft causing his ears to throb. The mages began to chant in a tongue that Wesson was sure he had not heard, yet it seemed familiar. He rattled the bars of his cage knowing it would do no good. He paced back and forth like a caged vurole as desperation drove his thoughts, hopefully, toward a solution. His mind was churning when the gong rang again causing him to start. A split second later, the chamber was suddenly inundated with power. Its silvery-purple luster began to glow as every mage capable of wielding constructive vimara poured their energy into it. Wesson watched through the bars of his cage as the vimara spread into the vimarium runes that filled the chamber.

Before becoming trapped in the pillar, Wesson had not known vimarium could be forged, much less that it could conduct vimara. He wondered what the implications were. Obviously, the vimarium could hold vimara, but then of what use was it? Every time he attempted to cast a constructive spell at the gate, his power was absorbed, and the gate was left unaffected. But the gate was not a solid piece of vimarium. There were spaces between the bars. He wondered if he could cast a spell within those spaces. Perhaps he could somehow disrupt the ritual that way. But how would he get the spell construct to fit within the small spaces?

He looked down at the floor. There was no vimarium beneath his feet. Then he looked up. The pillar was hollow, and he could see light at the other end. That meant there was no vimarium directly above him. An idea came to him, but it was absurd—impossible, even. Desperation, however, could make anything possible. The longer he thought about it, the more he thought it might work. If it did, it could be the foundation for an entirely novel branch of spellsmithing.

The vimarium surrounded him on the sides but not above or below. His hypothesis was that he could create a spell construct on a single, polarized plane. That way the spell could exist in the space above and below him and not be absorbed by the vimarium around him. No one had ever created a polarized spell construct to his knowledge. In fact, one of the fundamental principles of spellsmithing was that a construct had to exist in at least three dimensions. If he could create the spell form in a single plane, though, he would then be able to miniaturize it to fit within the space between the bars of the gate. In theory. How much he could miniaturize it was completely dependent on his ability to visualize the spell construct in detail on such a small scale.

Pressed for time, Wesson did not waste any on plotting out his construct. He dove right into the creation phase. For his first attempt, he decided to create something simple yet powerful. A lightning bolt. It took him a while to figure out how to form the spell on a single plane. It was not intuitive. It required projecting one axis onto another and generating controls and commands to expand it at which time the spell key is initiated. In his mind, he drew the construct as best he could. It was crude and ugly, but he thought it contained all the pertinent information. He checked it three times before he decided it was worth a try.

It was now time for the most delicate task—shrinking the spell construct. He would need to reduce the size of the construct by about fivefold without losing any of the information it contained or changing the orientations of any of the runes. The world fell away as Wesson drove deeply into his mind’s eye. The spell construct began to contract. As it did, parts of it began to shift. Wesson clenched his teeth and focused on the moving parts, forcing them back into position. He anchored each of them with a mental tether, which he had to maintain as the construct continued to shrink.

Sweat beaded on his forehead from the mental strain. He wiped his brow so that it would not drip into his eyes then moved the construct in front of the gate. He compared the size of the construct to the size of the space between bars and found that it should just fit within the space. Now came the final impossible task. He had to move the construct away from his body so that it moved through the hole and beyond the gate and then somehow activate it remotely.

He had always been taught that constructs had to remain with the body because they were anchored to the caster’s will. By moving the construct away from him, he was separating it from his will therefore rendering it inert. Wesson was counting on being able to inflict his will upon the construct from a distance, a feat that, for most mages, would be impossible. He was not most mages, though. He was demon-bound. He hoped that meant his will was stronger than that of a normal human.

Wesson pushed the miniaturized spell construct through the space between the bars, careful not to touch any of the vimarium. Then, with his will honed to a single thread, he held the construct in place on the other side. It was difficult because without enough will attached to it, it wanted to slip away, to dissolve into nothing. Fearing it would do just that, Wesson wasted no time. He summoned every ounce of will he could grasp and inserted the spell key. With a crack, lightning erupted out of thin air. It struck the nearest body, that of a young woman in a floppy hat and ratty shawl. She yelped, and her eyes turned black. Then something terrifying burst out of her skin. It had a long neck and a small head with a short snout filled with sharp teeth and fangs. Its mottled green skin was covered in pustules that exuded a putrid yellowy ooze. Wesson was sure the smell alone could kill a man.

The monstrous demon trampled, bit, and clawed at those nearest to it as it began wreaking havoc in the crowded space. Wesson was contemplating how to use the distraction to his advantage when suddenly the beast exploded in a shower of flesh and gore. He was protected from the worst of it, but the demon-possessed people in the crowd were not so lucky. Wesson did not know what had caused the demon to explode, but he was glad for it. It was one less demon with which he would have to contend.

He was elated that his spell had worked for he had not thought it would. If he was able to cast one spell beyond the bars, he could potentially cast others. It was possible he could use the puddle of metal on the floor to reshape the key, but he did not know what shape to make it so that it would unlock his prison. He abandoned the idea as he thought hard about his predicament. His thoughts were disrupted when another gong strike echoed throughout the chamber. Peering beyond the bars, he saw that black demonic power had begun pouring from the demons he could see. A flash of light in drew his attention. The runes carved into the pillar surrounding him began to glow a furious red.

Suddenly, it felt as if he was being torn in two. The power from the runes yanked at his own dark power, tearing it from him in a powerful stream. His nocent energy surged up the pillar as if drawn into a vortex, and he was powerless to stop it. He struggled to impose his will, but his will was woefully inadequate. The energy streamed from him in a torrent far greater than anything he had ever wielded. His legs abruptly gave out, and he collapsed to the floor. He feared that if he did not escape the prison quickly, he would not live to see Celise again.

Wesson wondered where that thought had come from. He was likely about to die, and his thoughts had turned to her. He shook his head. He could not afford to be distracted by Celise while he was supposed to be devising a way out of there. The pillar that surrounded him began to spin. Or was it his vision that was spinning? Wesson could not tell. He was confused. He looked out beyond the gate and saw that people were now dancing. It was a bloody dance with swords and magic. No, they were not dancing. They were fighting. A battle was raging beyond the gate. Wesson felt a surge of hope just as his vision dimmed to black.


Chapter 22

Rezkin rolled out of the way as a bolt of black lightning struck where he had been standing. He was not sure how well his vimarium armor would protect him against Caydean’s powerful attacks, and he was not taking any chances. Thus far, the armor had held up, but Rezkin did not know the upper limit of the armor’s ability to absorb vimara. If he was inundated with too much vimara, it could explode with him in it. He swung the black blade, but Caydean blocked it with a conjured sword of synexa that sliced right through his ward. Rezkin’s blade illuminated with the impact, green lightning bolts crackling within it. Rezkin drew on its power causing the green lightning to manifest across his skin. He used his own vimara to augment his speed and strength, then he struck again. Caydean was forced back several steps toward the edge of the platform, but he did not fall.

The air was thick with caustic synexa. The black tendrils of demonic power battered at Rezkin’s shield ward, at times breaking through. He was compelled to continually reinforce the ward while battling Caydean. Splitting his focus and will like that for so long was taxing, but Rezkin was undaunted. He drew upon the wind to create a wall of air as strong as stone and thrust it at Caydean. The demon prince stumbled back but quickly responded with a counterspell that shattered the wall. Rezkin was already across the platform, though. This time he fed power into the black blade as he lunged at Caydean. The power-imbued blade shattered rivets as it punctured the mail and sank into the soft flesh below Caydean’s arm. With a roar, Caydean twisted and struck Rezkin in the side. Rezkin’s vimarium armor prevented the synexa blade from reaching his body, but the force of the impact drove him sideways.

Caydean cast a small inferno at him next. Weakened from the constant bombardment of synexa, Rezkin’s shield ward shattered, the force of it knocking him back toward the edge. The flame reached him before he could erect a new ward. He did not dodge the flame as he was too close to the edge of the platform. Instead, he lowered his visor to protect his face from the flames. The vimaral fire splashed against his vimarium armor and was absorbed, generating a faint purple glow. As he teetered on the edge of the platform, Rezkin glanced down at the crowd below and noted that they, too, were locked in battle. He caught a glimpse of Azeria’s white hair and saw that Farson was only a couple of paces from her. He turned back to his own battle and quickly moved away from the edge. He nearly lost his balance when the platform, and, in fact, the entire temple, began to shake.

“You’re too late, little brother” shouted Caydean. “Every man, woman, and child near Kaibain is about to be possessed, and there is nothing you can do about it. There is no need to surrender. You, too, will become one of us.”

A sound like an explosion rocked the temple. The central pillar and vimarium runes suddenly went dark as all the power was expended in one giant spell. The black power of synexa that had been gathering in the chamber was sucked into the pillar at the center, and Rezkin could feel it surging upward. It was ejected into the air above the temple, and Rezkin knew they had failed. It was not too late to undo Caydean, though.

He gathered all his power and fed it into the black blade. When he felt that he was nearing his limit, he began pulling power from his armor and guiding it, too, into his blade. Then he rallied for a final attack. He took two bounding steps forward. Caydean cast several bolts of power at him. The vimara was absorbed by his armor and subsequently filled the black blade. Rezkin swung his glowing, power-filled blade at Caydean’s neck. Caydean brought his synexa sword up to meet Rezkin’s blade. The synexa blade shattered in a massive explosion of green lightning. Caydean was blasted from the platform. He howled as he plummeted the six stories to the bottom of the chamber. Several demons were caught beneath him as he struck. He did not get up.

Now aware that anyone near Kaibain was about to be possessed, Rezkin called down to his comrades for a retreat. They did not hear him over the din of the battle. He connected with mindspeak to Seena, calling to her to come to the ritual chamber and create a portal. She responded with enthusiasm. Rezkin ran to the pedestal and yanked the key from it, then took to the stairs, shouting for retreat as he descended. He used what little vimara he had left to amplify his voice and shouted again. His comrades must have heard him because they fought their way through the crowd until they were gathered together. Then Azeria opened a portal. Entris, Medi, Galain, Red, and Farson hurried into the portal. Azeria maintained the portal opening as she looked up at him. Rezkin was still descending the stairs, and he feared he would not make it to the portal in time to escape the effects of the demonic ritual. He waved for her to go on. She shouted, “No,” but several demons around her had shed their human skin, and she was having trouble keeping them from the portal.

Rezkin called to her, “Just go! Seena is coming. She will open a portal for us.”

Azeria looked as if she wanted to argue, but she was ultimately forced back into the portal regardless. The portal sealed behind her, and the monsters turned their attention on Rezkin. Depleted of most of his vimara, Rezkin could do little more than maintain a shield ward as he waded through the crowd, hacking and slashing. He had drawn Kingslayer and was wielding both blades as he made his way across the chamber. When he got to the place where Caydean had fallen, the king’s body was not there. Had his underlings carried him away? Had they eaten him? Without the body, Rezkin could not confirm Caydean’s death. He searched the crowd as he fought against the demons surrounding him. He saw no sign of the king.

Rezkin turned to fight his way toward Seena. He could see her now, spewing smoke as she ripped into a demon in human form. Her claws raked across the man’s chest before she wrapped her maw around his throat and ripped it out. Red blood sprayed across her vibrant blue scales staining them purple. Like an experienced warrior, Seena did not revel in her victory. She lunged for her next victim just as the first crumpled to the floor. As she tackled the second opponent, her spiked tail whipped around and impaled a third through the skull.

The demon Seena had pinned to the ground abruptly burst from its human skin, tossing Seena off him into the corridor that was slick with blood. She dug her claws into the floor as she scrambled for purchase. Then she leapt at the demon, wrapping her body around its bulbous head. The demon was coated in a slick, black, tar-like substance that sloughed from its body in long strings. Seena dug her front claws deeply into the monster’s hide as she kicked with her hind claws, tearing into its abdomen. Its entrails spilled across the floor, but the beast continued to fight for several more minutes. Rezkin fought his way to Seena’s side, reaching her just as the beast expired.

Seena lashed her tail around them, warding off more attackers as she opened a portal. Rezkin was just about to step through when his eye caught on something unexpected. Brandt Blue was in the crowd of demons fighting for his life about five paces away. Rezkin called to him then began fighting his way back toward his friend. He had only progressed a few steps when a cloud of inky-black power came pouring out of the base of the central pillar. It split into multiple streamers of black that soared around the room. One of them headed straight for Rezkin, colliding with his shield ward. The ward shattered. The inky streamer made for Rezkin’s head. He brought the black blade up to intercept the streamer. It smashed into the blade, igniting it in green lightning. The streamer recoiled and swept around Rezkin as if searching for an opening. Rezkin raised another shield ward and fought against the onslaught of demons that were pressing in on him from three sides.

He glanced back at Blue, and their eyes met. Blue raised his sword to strike another of the possessed. A black streamer swooped down upon him, spilling into his mouth and nose. The streamer disappeared into Blue’s body. He appeared stunned at first. The demons around him turned away, no longer attacking him. Then his eyes turned black. He raised his sword and came at Rezkin, not as a comrade, but as a combatant.

Rezkin felt devastated as he backed toward the portal. The two Brandts, Red and Blue, were his friends. They had become a unified team, bonding in a way that was closer than brothers. The loss of one of them to the demons was demoralizing. Red would not take this well. A memory surfaced of Brandt and Malcius bent over Palis’s lifeless body. Their anguish and Palis’s loss had struck Rezkin in a way nothing ever had. Palis had been one of Brandt’s best friends. He had died under Rezkin’s watch. Now, with the loss of Blue, Rezkin had failed Brandt twice over. As he leapt through the portal, he wondered if Brandt Red would ever be able to forgive him.

As the portal closed behind him, Rezkin resolved to find a way to exorcise a demon from a human body without damaging the person. In his mind, he had no other choice. If Caydean had been telling the truth, all of Kaibain—all the city’s residents, the mages, the guardsmen, the army that had been stationed there, the pilgrims and immigrants—had just become demons. Caydean’s reason for packing the city beyond capacity had just become clear. Rezkin could not allow hundreds of thousands of people to remain demon possessed. Even if he found a way to extract the demons, he would not be able to save them one by one. There were far too many. He had to find a way to rid them of the demons and to be able to do it en masse.

The pathway Seena took Rezkin down was hauntingly quiet after the visceral battle. The howling echoes of monsters unlike anything Rezkin had ever seen still rang in his ears. And the last image of Blue meeting his gaze right before he became a demon weighed on him. Seena asked him several times if he was well. He reassured her with his words, but he was sure his feelings were telling a different story. His conscience was saturated with guilt. He had finally defeated Caydean, but he had failed to stop the demon prince’s insidious plans from coming to fruition.

A heavy weight in his pocket slapped against his leg, and he recalled the key he had collected. He pulled the key from his pocket and set to examining it. He could feel the energy stored in the vimarium. The red stone, possibly an enormous ruby, glowed with scarlet light. Runes that at first glance appeared Adianaik were etched over every surface of it. It was obvious the key was more than the average key, but he did not know what it could do. He resolved to ask Battle Mage Wesson to examine it when he reached Cael.

Rezkin paused mid-step. He had watched his comrades enter Azeria’s portal. They had all been there, save for Blue—and Wesson. Wesson had not made it through the portal. In fact, Rezkin had not seen the mage during the entire battle. Rezkin realized something was very wrong. Wesson would not have shied away from the fight. Where was he? If he was still alive, he had to have been left in Kaibain. Rezkin’s gut sank as he realized Wesson was now trapped at the nexus of the demon invasion.


Epilogue

The ground was hard beneath him, and it did nothing to assuage the bone-deep ache that Wesson felt throughout his entire body. His throbbing head felt thick, and the tangy taste of iron filled his mouth. All was blessedly dark behind his closed eyes, and he was loathe to open them lest his head explode. But why was he so miserable? He felt worse than the time Brandt and Malcius had encouraged him to drink too much of the Caelian fruit wine. This time Celise was not there to soothe away his pain with her nimble fingers. His brow furrowed as he wondered where was Celise, and why was she not with him? He reached out to the side with one hand and felt the cold, hard floor. Come to think of it, where was he? Why was he on the ground? Had he trained too hard and lost consciousness? It would not be the first time.

He used the same hand to search his scalp, and, sure enough, he found a walnut-sized lump. So he had lost consciousness and struck his head when he hit the floor. He cracked his eyes open. The sudden influx of dim light caused his stomach to roil. He forced himself to roll over before he vomited onto the ground. He blinked several times to clear the tears from his eyes. Then he frowned. He did not recognize the tiles beneath him.

Lifting his head, he squinted at the vision in front of him. A smooth, silvery-purple wall was all he could see. Runes were etched on it, but he did not recognize them. That was not surprising, though. His head hurt something fierce. He was not sure he would recognize his own reflection at that moment.

A soft noise to his right caught his attention, but he was slow to turn his head. When he did, four legs came into view. As he stared dumbly at them, they resolved into two. He followed the legs upward, and when he reached the torso, his heart jumped. Energy rushed through him, and he was suddenly very alert. The king’s battle mage uniform caused multiple alarms to go off in his mind. He was inundated with a flood of questions. Had he been caught? Was he still disguised? Was he suppressing his vimara? Did they recognize him? Who is she?

His gaze jerked up to the woman’s face. Anda.

He was both relieved and alarmed in equal measure. Anda was his friend. But the memory of something more sinister struck him. Anda was the enemy. She served Caydean. But Anda was not alone. She was possessed by a demon, Mia. Mia was also the enemy. Except that maybe she was also an ally. It was all too confusing for his throbbing head.

“Are you well?” asked Anda, her overloud voice grating on his nerves.

Wesson winced. He reassessed himself. Besides the lump on his head, the nausea, and the overall ache and fatigue, he did not think he was unwell or injured. He tested his well of vimara and found that he was completely depleted. He would not be able to cast any spells until it had recovered. In truth, he was not even sure how he was conscious with his power reserves so low. He touched on his nocent power. While low, it was not so low that he would lose consciousness again. He was depending wholly on his destructive power to remain functional. He was not sure he had enough to cast anything more than an elementary spell. He might be able to light a candle at most. He did not need to let Anda know that, though.

“I’m fine,” he muttered. He looked beyond her and saw that the gate was now open. He said, “I need to get out of here.”

Anda shrugged and said, “You may leave, but there is nowhere for you to go. The entire city is now possessed by daem’ahn. You won’t get very far in your condition.”

She had seen through him. She knew he was weak. Wesson said, “Why am I not dead? Why didn’t someone kill me?”

“They all fear you,” said Anda. “You are Azaz, Ninth Lord of H’khajnak. You may be weak now, but when you regain your power, you will surely exact your vengeance upon them for what they did to you. If they kill you now, you will simply return to H’khajnak until you once again make the journey to this realm. No one wants to incur your wrath further than they already have.”

Wesson tried to wrap his head around the fact that a part of him, at least, was immortal. He had no memory of being Azaz. He wondered how much of himself he would retain if his human body died and he became Azaz again. His head throbbed, and he immediately put the deep thoughts aside.

“What are you doing here, Anda—or is it Mia?” he asked.

She said, “No one wanted to be the one to come get you. They were all afraid. They were relieved when I volunteered. They do not know you’re not Azaz—not really, anyway. You remember nothing of H’khajnak, do you?”

Wesson wondered how she could see through him so easily. He supposed that if she had known him as Azaz, she would notice the difference. It was no matter. What he needed to know was what was going to happen next. He asked, “What are you supposed to do with me?”

“Me? I am not going to do anything with you. As I said before, you are free to go—or stay. Whatever you want to do.”

Needless to say, Wesson was confused. He was the enemy—wasn’t he? They did not seem to see him that way, though. They saw him as Azaz, as one of them. But what of the others? How had they fared? He asked, “Where are the others—the people with me? We obviously failed, but what happened to them? Are they all dead?”

Anda’s blonde locks bobbed around her head as she shook it. “Most of them got away. They went through some kind of portal. I have no idea where they went. You should ask yourself if they’re really your friends, though. After all, they left you behind.”

That did sting, but Wesson was sure they had not meant to. He had barely seen glimpses of some of them through the bars, and they had been engaged in a fierce battle at the time. They might not have even known he was there, trapped as he was in the central pillar. Now that the city was overrun with demons, it was unlikely they would be coming back for him. They probably did not know he was alive. He needed to contact them. He reached into his pocket and felt for the portable mage relay device. He was devastated to find that it was in pieces. He took a deep breath. It was no matter. He had made one for Anda. He could make one again. The problem was tuning it to match with one of the relay devices on Cael. Rezkin might be able to do so from memory, but he was not Rezkin.

“Come,” said Anda. “I will take you to your new home. Ygrethiel has granted you an estate befitting a daem’ahn lord.”

Wesson looked at her suspiciously. “Why would he do that?”

“Presumably, it’s because he respects you, and he believes all of us lesser need to respect you as well. I think it’s because he fears you. He hopes to gain your support for what he’s doing here. As a daem’ahn lord, you could challenge him. You might even win. At least, you could if you were really Azaz. You, Wesson Seth, could not win against Ygrethiel.”

“I appreciate your vote of confidence,” he muttered as he followed her out of his former prison.

She shrugged again. “I’m just speaking truth. It won’t do either of us any good if you challenge him and end up dead and exorcised to H’khajnak.”

“So you are Mia,” he observed. She nodded once, and he said, “I would think you would prefer I died. If Azaz returned to his former self, he would be more knowledgeable and powerful. You could summon him to inhabit a new body at his full strength.”

“No,” she said as she led the way through the temple. “I do not have the strength to summon a daem’ahn of your power level. It would take someone much stronger than I. Do you know how you got here in the first place?”

“From what I’ve put together, a Sen named Berringish summoned Azaz, intending to place him in Rezkin as an infant.”

“The emperor of the Souelian?”

“Yes, Azaz was held in a vessel that my father stole. Fearing Berringish would catch him, he hid Azaz in me. Since his plan was foiled, some years later, Berringish resorted to summoning another demon—Ygrethiel. With Rezkin out of his reach, he placed Ygrethiel in Caydean instead.”

Mia looked thoughtful as she said, “What happened to Sen Berringish?”

“It seems he later regretted his decision to use Caydean, and he attempted to put another demon in Rezkin. He was killed in the process.”

“That’s too bad,” said Mia. “If Sen Berringish summoned Ygrethiel, he would have had some control over him; but, with him dead, Ygrethiel is free to do as he pleases. At the same time, it means that you, too, are free of Berringish’s control. The only drawback now is that part of you that’s human. It’s a shame we can’t just cut that part out.”

Wesson shivered at the thought as they left the temple through the main doors. Beyond the gates, he could see the crowd had somewhat dispersed, although there were still many people standing about chatting and laughing happily as if they had not just been possessed by beings of chaos. Some of these people moved out of the way as a couple of horses drawing a carriage pulled up to the gates. The driver called out to the horses to stop as he pulled back on the reins. Then he turned toward the two of them and gave a deep bow from his perch.

“Greetings, Lord Azaz. It is my highest honor to deliver you to your abode this day.”

The guards at the gates also bowed and muttered m’lords before they pulled the gates ajar. The coachman opened the carriage door then held out his hand for Mia to take as she stepped up into the transport. Wesson remained silent as he took his seat on the cushioned bench across from her. As a boy, he had received deferential treatment thanks to his birth as a minor noble. Ever since entering his apprenticeship, though, it was as if that status had been stripped from him. After becoming the emperor’s mage, he received the respect of his peers and the fear of the mundanes around him, but this was different. This was not deference given to him, Wesson, as a consequence of his birth or accomplishments. This was entirely due to him being a demon lord. Wesson hated the reminder that he was not entirely human.

The distance traveled was not far, but the carriage ride took quite a while thanks to the congestion in the streets. People pushed and shoved, others fought with fists and knives, and some even wielded synexa openly against each other. A cacophony of shouts and growls echoed off the buildings. These, too, were under attack. People—no, demons—broke windows and ripped doors from their hinges. Signs were yanked from their posts, and the posts themselves were torn free and used as weapons. After observing them for a moment, Wesson said, “The demons fight amongst themselves, yet they do not kill each other. Why is that?”

Mia rolled her eyes. “That would be counterproductive. We’re trying to bring daem’ahn into this world. Killing someone’s vessel only sends them back to H’khajnak.” She sighed heavily. “It’s a shame you’re not at top strength. If you exuded your power over these people, they would not be blocking the street.”

“Is that what Azaz does?” asked Wesson. “Impose his will on everyone around him?”

Mia blinked at him as if he were daft. She said, “We are lessers. We are to defer to and serve the lords. That’s you. No one would dare stand in your way save for another lord or Goroken himself.”

“What of Goroken?” asked Wesson. “He is the king of demons, right? Will he be coming here to this realm?”

“Not if Ygrethiel can help it,” said Mia. “Ygrethiel wants this realm for himself. He would prefer it if even the other daem’ahn lords were not here. Besides, Goroken is much more powerful than Ygrethiel and the other lords. It would take several daem’ahn lords to summon him to this realm. It is unlikely any would cooperate long enough to do so. So far as I know, it has only happened once in history.”

“I presume it didn’t go well,” he said.

She shook her head. “No, daem’ahn have long memories. They will not make that mistake again.”

By the time they reached the estate, the sun was beginning to set. Mage lamps along the drive illuminated the paved pathway and the verdant lawn around it. The gates were opened without pause, and the carriage passed through unchecked. They rounded a stone fountain as they pulled up to the front steps. The manor house was expansive with several wings extending off a three-story keep complete with a six-story tower. White columns supported a roof over the drive. Vines grew up the stonework, framing windows with small fall flowers that exuded a soft, sweet fragrance that was welcoming as they ascended the steps.

“Whose estate is this?” asked Wesson.

Mia said, “It used to belong to Duke Wellinven. Now, it’s yours.”

The doors opened, and Wesson got his first look at the true horror of the demons. Dried blood was painted across the foyer floor, and a desiccated corpse lay just beyond the doors. It looked as if it had been there for some time. In fact, the smell was not as bad as Wesson would have expected. Farther into the foyer were more corpses—or, rather, pieces of them. Scraps of Wellinven livery were scattered amongst them. The floor, walls, statues, tapestries, and paintings were all splattered with brown blood, the latter two also torn as if rent by massive claws.

Wesson slapped his hand over his mouth as he tried not to vomit. He looked to Mia and said, “What is this?”

She tilted her head apathetically and said, “It is what was left of the Wellinven household that remained here in Kaibain, plus a few others who were thrown in here for good measure.”

Wesson gasped and regretted it. He said, “These corpses have been here for months. Why did no one clean this up? Why weren’t they buried?”

Mia frowned at him. “Does this bother you? It was meant to be a welcome present.”

Astounded, Wesson said, “How are a bunch of mutilated bodies a welcome present?”

Mia appeared crestfallen. She said, “I thought you would like them. What would you like me to do?”

“Have them buried!” said Wesson. “And clean up the blood and guts. Get rid of the torn paintings and tapestries. You know, what normal people would do.”

Like she suddenly understood, Mia said, “We are not normal people, Azaz. You will have to get used to a different reality. I’m sure it will come back to you with time. Until then, you should probably pretend things like this don’t bother you. You might even enjoy them if you let yourself.”

Wesson’s stomach churned. He was appalled. Footsteps sounded from the hallway to the left. He looked over and saw a man striding toward him. He only recognized the man from paintings. Of course, he had seen him once before, at the Battle of Garten Knoll, but that had been from a good distance away, and he had not seen his face. Even so, he would have easily recognized the likeness. His features were hauntingly similar to Rezkin’s.

Mia whispered, “I suggest you don’t let him see your weakness.”

She bowed deeply toward the man. A deep-seated resentment prevented Wesson from bowing. Anger burned inside him as the man stopped in front of him. The man spoke down on him from a good head above.

“Azaz.”

Wesson lifted his chin and gave the man a cold, hard stare. “Caydean—or should I say Ygrethiel?”

Caydean grinned. “I would say it is good to see you, but we both know that would be a lie.”

Wesson replied, “The truth has never stopped you from a lie before.”

“True,” agreed Caydean, “but why waste my time? I have taken this city, and soon enough I will have taken this entire realm. No one can stop me, not even you.”

In a moment of inspiration, Wesson said, “Stop you? Why would I want to stop you? This realm belongs to us.”

“Me,” said Caydean. “It belongs to me.”

“We shall see,” said Wesson. “At the present, it belongs to the ahn’tep and ahn’an. You have but a small piece of it.”

Caydean shrugged. “I have an eternity to claim the rest of it. If you have a problem with that, I will be happy to send you back to H’khajnak to rejoin the other lords under Goroken’s rule.” He waved his hand around the foyer and said, “Do you like my gift? It is a thank you for your assistance. Since you powered the ritual, I still possess my strength to maintain my hold on the lessers. As it stands, you are weak. I doubt you could even overcome a low, the most basic form of daem’ahn. I could exorcise you from this realm with a breath. I am of a mind to do it now.”

Wesson straightened his spine to appear as large as he could, which was fruitless considering their disparate sizes. He said, “You do not know my power, Ygrethiel. I may be weakened by your ritual, but I will not remain so for long. Take care not to make an enemy of me. If you think the other lords will be satisfied to let you rule this realm without them, you are delusional. And if not me or the other lords, then Goroken will have something to say about it.”

Wesson was grasping at straws, just guessing at what the politics of H’khajnak might be based on his understanding of human nobility. He had to make Ygrethiel think he was Azaz, or the demon prince might decide exorcising him back to H’khajnak was not the best option. If he imprisoned Wesson like he had for the ritual, Wesson might never break free.

“I am not concerned about Goroken,” said Caydean. “He washed his claws of this world after his failed attempt to take it for himself. I will not fail where he did. The other lords will see my wisdom when they witness what I do with this realm.”

“Making an enemy of me will not advance your cause,” said Wesson, hoping Caydean would take the bait.

“You may be right,” said Caydean. “Remember who rules this realm, and I may allow you to stay. Defy me, and I will crush you here or in H’khajnak. It matters not.” Caydean waved to the room once again and said, “Enjoy the décor.” Then he strode out the front doors and entered the carriage Wesson and Mia had vacated.

Wesson watched as Caydean’s carriage pulled away. He had the sinking feeling he had lost the confrontation, but at least Caydean did not suspect he was not really Azaz.

Next to him, Mia said, “You should not have allowed him the last words.”

“What?” he asked.

She looked at him and said, “Azaz never lets anyone have the last word. He especially would never put up with a threat like that, no matter how weak he was.”

Wesson breathed out a heavy sigh and ran his fingers through his hair. He said, “I’m just glad he left.”

“After that exchange, you will have much catching up to do if you are to rival his power,” said Mia.

“I’m still alive, and I’m not imprisoned. That’s what matters right now.”

“Perhaps, but now comes the hard part.”

“What’s that?” asked Wesson.

“Ygrethiel is cunning. He knows you rival him in power, and he fears you too much to make a play against you right now. He’s not the one you need to worry about. You need to focus on the lessers.”

Wesson looked at her confused. “What about the lessers? I thought they feared me.”

She nodded enthusiastically. “Oh, yes. They do fear you, but as a group, they lack sense. We are constantly vying for power and position. Challenging those above us is one way to gain both, even if we lose. The lessers will serve you, but they will also test you at every chance they get. The more they challenge you, the higher their reputation. It’s in our nature. You’ll have to be on your toes if you don’t want to end up exorcised by a low.” She grinned darkly. “In fact, I’m struggling to not challenge you right now.”

Wesson recoiled from the hungry look in her eyes. He felt around inside him for his vimara, but it was still virtually nonexistent. He grabbed the little bit of nocent power he could muster and held it at the ready in case he needed a shield ward. He would be able to do little else with it, if he could even manage that. He looked at the macabre scene around him once again. He would never be able to survive being surrounded by demons. He began to wonder if the safest place for him at that time might be at Caydean’s side where the lessers would not be constantly challenging him. He knew in that moment that he had to escape the city. He had to return home.

End of Book Seven

Rezkin will return in King’s Dark Tidings, Book Eight
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