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			To my family, who have helped shape and grow me.

			And to those who aren’t afraid to look into 

			darkness with their eyes wide open.
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			— 1 —

			Coming Fires 
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			It was cold. The dying, winter sun cast the western skies in a tantalizing blaze of oranges and deep reds as it crept beneath the high roofs of the surrounding buildings, but it afforded little Kierza no warmth. She ducked into a dark alley whose brick-paved street was swept with powdery snow. Her cloth shoes managed to find a puddle of urine and old booze but her numb feet hardly felt it, though the sour odor crept beneath the black veil that shrouded her nose and mouth and she suddenly felt sick. Above her, a gaslamp upon a high, bronze post flickered to life. Its yellow-green light gloated over her, its seductive warmth mocking her. All down the  street other lamps began to flicker to life. She hugged her slender arms around her ten-year old body, but the chill, dusk breeze tore its way through her wool cloak and dingy, patchwork dress nonetheless. She sniffled and wiped at her nose, causing the silk veil to cling upon her upper lip. 

			She looked around at the empty streets and tall homes of brick, timber and plaster. Through the windows she could see the warm glow of firelight, and once in a while she could catch the delightful aroma of something cooking. Her stomach rumbled. She looked up at the darkening sky above and knew it would be getting much colder soon. 

			She brushed her honey-brown hair back with her hand and then reached into her dress pocket. She still had four cigars to sell for her brother, Chazod. They were misshapen things, cobbled together of found tobacco remnants and wrapped in stained, brown paper. They stank like her master’s ashtray. She looked around again at the empty streets and a sense of hopelessness washed over her. She wished the nice boy with black hair would come by and buy them like he sometimes did, but it was a stupid hope. It was long past his time and tonight was cold. She wondered if she should just walk up to the nearest building and knock on the door and beg the occupants to buy the moldy things. Or, if it had to come to it, and the occupant was a man…

			Kierza’s empty stomach twisted at that notion. She wiped at her green eyes and shivered. She couldn’t do that, not tonight. She stood there for a while, in the dark alley that only grew darker, and the warm glow of nearby windows became all the more enticing. Her stomach rumbled again. She wanted to go home, back to her master’s smithy, but didn’t dare return until she had made her brother his money. Her hand went to her cheek and she flinched at the pain. It was still bruised from last time. 

			But the streets were empty, and the night only grew colder. The warm light of those mocking windows made the falling snow twinkle like golden sparks around her. 

			Kierza reached into her pocket and pulled out one of the cigars and a match. Her numb fingers held them limply for a long moment as she contemplated her excuse. She could say she was robbed, but she had used that one before and her cheek still bore the results. She could say a man took one and then left without paying. She supposed that was the same thing as being robbed. Wind swept the alley and the dusty snow swirled around her, ruffling her dress and cutting through her cloak. She licked her lips as she looked at the match.

			She lifted her veil and put the cigar in her mouth. She struck the match against the brick wall and it flared to brilliant life. She held it to the cigar, its warmth washing over her brow and radiating through the veil that still concealed her nose and cheeks. She puffed frantically to get the cigar lit before the match died in her hand. Putrid, yellow smoke came from it in plumes; the tip blazed with fire for a moment, and the cigar began to smolder just as the match went out. Kierza puffed and puffed until the glowing, orange embers of tobacco radiated through the ash. She held her hands to it, taking what little warmth she could get from it. 

			“Smoking my profits, are you?” 

			Kierza jumped at the sneering voice of her brother and the cigar fell from her little fingers. It plopped into the puddle of urine and alcohol, the ember snuffing out like the hiss of a viper.

			“I knew she ain’t ever got robbed.” said Chazod as he strode up to her and pushed her on her shoulder, leaving a greasy, black print on her cloak. Behind him, coming from the shadows like snakes from the reeds, crept a few other boys from the smithy. They laughed at her. 

			Kierza trembled as her brother bent over and picked up the wet cigar. He inspected it, rolling it between his fingers in front of her. 

			Chazod turned his eyes down at her, the slave brand on his neck bunching up in a mound of discolored skin. His eyes were much darker than Kierza’s own, almost a hunter-green, and his hair was a deeper shade of brown. He was sixteen and much larger than she. He was lean and muscular and his ramshackle, leather armor was streaked with soot and grime. He stank of sweat and Kierza thought that he and the other boys had probably just finished their combat training for the night. Upon his hip hung an old, leather scabbard from which the handle of one of his poorly made swords stuck out.

			“I’m… I’m sorry,” said Kierza. “I’m cold and I want to come home.”

			“I’m cold and I want to come home,” mocked Chazod, and the other boys laughed. “You ain’t earned me my money yet.” Chazod used the end of the cigar to raise Kierza’s veil, revealing her trembling lips and missing nose. “And now that I see you’re smoking my profits away, you’re going to have to earn me my money another way.” He circled her lips with the cigar.

			Kierza flinched away, her eyes darting to the other boys. They all wore their beat-up leather armor, all of them had cheap swords or daggers upon their belts. Their eyes were hungry, raking over her. Chazod pressed in on her, and Kierza backed further into the alley where only darkness reigned. “I’ll… I’ll tell Grandon.” she whimpered. “I’ll tell him you’ve been stealing the tobacco from his ashtrays and making me sell it.”

			“I’ll tell Grandon.” he mocked. “Hey Nyal, how much copper you got?”

			“Couple pennies.” said the boy from behind, his deep voice rattling the night air. Nyal was originally from the southern reaches of Escalapius where their skin was deep brown, like rich chocolate. Upon the right side of his neck a slave brand stood out in grotesque, pink ridges. His eyes were also deeply colored and his hair was short and as black as the coal soot that stained his outfit. Nyal was almost as old as Chazod and the two were master Grandon’s prized workers. Grandon had just recently started training them and the other boys to fight in the arena for money. 

			“I… I don’t want to. Not right now.” pleaded Kierza. “Come on, Chazod. It’s late and it’s cold.”

			Chazod pushed her so hard on the shoulder that she stumbled backward and her butt smacked hard upon the frozen stone of the alley. He took the coins from Nyal and the boy moved past him and closed in on Kierza.

			“Who’s gonna be next?” Kierza heard her brother ask as Nyal began unfastening his pants.

			“Get on your knees.” demanded Nyal. 

			Kierza sniffed and wiped at her eyes as she struggled up to her knees. She bunched her dress beneath her as best she could to keep her legs off the cold bricks. Nyal grabbed her veil and tore it from her face, exposing the pink, ruined flesh that stretched across the thin nasal cavities of her skull. His big, calloused hand wrapped around the right side of her neck, concealing her slave brand. It was the same one Nyal, Chazod and all the other boys had. It was the brand of Grandon Faust.  

			“Now come on, like you did before,” he said, bringing her face to his crotch.

			“Leave her alone.” stated a voice from beyond the confines of the alley. The voice gave Nyal pause and Kierza took the opportunity to scoot away from him. 

			Nyal looked back at Kierza. “It’s just some kid. Get back over here.”

			“I don’t want to,” whimpered Kierza. She could hear her brother and the other boys taunting  somebody from beyond the alley. “It’s cold.”

			Nyal stormed forward. He pulled her up by the hair and smacked her across the face so hard that she saw stars flash. He pushed her hard against the back wall of the alley and her head impacted the stone before she crumpled to the ground, dizzy. 

			“I said, leave her alone!” roared Rook.

			Nyal’s face scrunched into an ugly scowl and he pulled his pants up and turned around. 

			“You okay, little girl?” asked Rook, peering around the boys who stood before him. He had a slave brand upon the right side of his neck as well, but his was not Grandon Faust’s brand. It was just the generic slave brand of Narbereth. For a slave, however, the boy was dressed in a nice outfit of blue and black homespun and had a gray, wool cloak over his shoulders.  

			“Little girl?” squawked Chazod. He huffed, his breath smoking in the cold, night air. “You hear this guy? He can’t be more than thirteen and he’s calling her a little girl?” Chazod turned his hunter-green eyes down to Rook. “Now get out of here, little boy, or you’ll be going back to your master as damaged goods.”

			“You’re going to leave her alone.” said Rook, looking up at Chazod. 

			Chazod stepped forward. Despite only being three-years apart in age, there was a disproportionate advantage in height and strength for Chazod. “We ain’t leaving her alone until she’s earned me my money.”

			Rook’s black-blue eyes never wavered. “Well, I guess it’s a lucky chance for us all that I’m here. I’ve come to buy her cigars.”

			“Oh, so you’re the brat who’s been buying ‘em from her.” said Chazod. “She said there was a brat who came by once in a while.”

			“How’s he buy them?” said one of the boys next to Chazod. He was a blonde-haired teen about the same age as Chazod.

			“Yeah, brat,” said Chazod. He flicked Rook’s slave brand with his finger. “You’re a slave like us. You can’t have any money. You can’t earn anything.” 

			“What matter does it make?” said Rook. “A sale’s a sale. I’ll buy them all. Let her go home.”

			Kierza slowly emerged from the alley. Rook had seen her many times before, but this was the first time he had ever seen her face unshrouded. He didn’t even know her name. Her eyes were a brilliant green, too brilliant for a slave-girl. They were eyes from a soul who refused to be beaten down by this world; eyes that held strength and hope for a better day. Her honey-brown locks, all the richer against her pale skin, curled and spiraled in the most subtle of ways and hung down upon her dingy cloak. The scar tissue of her missing nose curled slightly as she gave Rook a faint, fleeting smile. 

			“Oh, I see!” yawped Chazod. “You got the hots for my sister Kierza!” Chazod turned around and his eyes fixed on Kierza. “You been sucking him off for free?”

			Kierza shook her head frantically. “No.” She looked at Rook briefly. “No.”

			“You’ve been sucking him off for free, haven’t you?” accused Chazod. “That means you owe me even more money.” The other boys, four in all, laughed.

			Nyal moved in on Rook. “Maybe if he’s got money for cigars, he’s got money to pay for her time as well.” He jabbed a finger into Rook’s shoulder.

			Chazod eyed Rook, the light of the gaslamp overhead making them flash wickedly. “Yeah, I bet you do. You’re that brat of Callad Venzi’s, aren’t you. You’re the one they all talk about. The one who can make that strange metal.”

			“How much for the cigars?” asked Rook with a steady voice, his eyes never diverting from Chazod’s. 

			Chazod’s brow furled and he stepped into Rook’s space. “Oh, it’s gone beyond cigars now, little boy.” His neck craned down, his eyes as cold and dark as the winter night. “You’ve been having her suck you off for free. You owe me for her time.”

			“That’s never happened,” said Rook, standing his ground, his own neck craned up to gaze steadily into his challenger’s eyes. “But that’s a good idea. I will buy her time. All of it.”

			Chazod’s hard features softened into a contemptuous smirk. He huffed, his breath smoking in the cold night. “What do you mean—”

			A viper could not have struck faster than Rook had his dagger out and to the boy’s throat. It was an old dagger. Ancient even. He did not know exactly how old it was, but he knew that it had once been his great-grandfather’s great-grandfather’s. The demon, Bulifer, had told him as much. It was a simple thing, plain of design, yet perfect and graceful in every aspect. The long, triangular blade tapered to a menacing point that now dimpled the soft flesh of Chazod’s throat. The metal it was made from was silvery, but had waves of lighter and darker colors, like the grain of a fine wood. And it was no heavier than if it had been made of wood. But it was not. It was made of a strange metal that only his great-grandfather’s great-grandfather could make; a metal that he too had now unlocked the secrets of. Rook had possessed the dagger for the last three years, since that fateful night he met the demon. He had killed a man with it; cut his neck wide open. He had freed his townspeople with it when he used it to kill Saint Ovid, stabbing him repeatedly. He had carried it with him in secret when he was sold into slavery. This dagger, and the Golothic hidden in his pocket, had been his constant companions. And he hated what he was about to do. 

			The other boys moved in cautiously on Rook. “You mean to fight us all?” taunted Nyal, taking out his sword.

			“You kill me and my master will come for you and all your family.” said Chazod, Rook’s blade still pressing against his neck.

			Rook’s hand deftly flipped the dagger around, presenting the subtly curved hilt and the black, leather-wound handle to Chazod’s neck. “I mean to buy her from you for all time. I offer you a trade. Your sister for this dagger. Take it. It’s yours.”

			Chazod eyed Rook skeptically and then snatched the dagger from his hand. He seemed to marvel at it as he twisted it, the metal sparkling oddly in the light of the winter moon. “This… this is that metal you make, isn’t it.” Nyal tried to grab it but Chazod pushed him away. 

			“I call it Everlight.” said Rook. “And I haven’t been able to make much of it, yet. That dagger is worth ten-times what your master paid for her. And you.”

			Chazod’s green eyes fixed on him. He tucked the dagger in his belt. “How do you know how much he paid for me? Who the fuck do you think you are?” he sneered. “You think you’re some little prince?” He pushed Rook hard on the shoulder, nearly spinning him. “You think you’re something?” he pushed him again. “You think you’re something because your master’s been letting you earn money?” 

			“Trade me.” said Rook, catching Chazod’s hand as he went to push him again. Rook tossed his hand away. “Keep the dagger. Keep it hidden. And when you turn twenty-one, use it to buy your freedom and all of your friends’. Let it be your hope for a better day.”

			Chazod’s face twisted in anger. “My hope?” he spat. He brushed his hands down his beat-up armor. “There’s no hope for those who have to fight in the arenas.” He grabbed Rook around the collar and drew his fist back. “I’m gonna beat you senseless, you fucking little prince!”

			“Enough.” came a gruff voice.

			Chazod looked up and his face went pale. He released Rook and stood up straight. The other boys all fell into order as well. Kierza pressed herself against the wall and shrunk back into the alley.

			Grandon Faust was a short, stocky man dressed in all black. He stood in the road, his arms akimbo, as he assessed his boys with his sharp, gray eyes. Upon his back he wore four swords, two handles protruding from behind each shoulder. His short, black hair was as dark as the night around him and his beard was plaited with silver beads. He puffed out a long breath that smoked in the chill air. Then he strode forward and stopped before them all. He regarded Rook for a moment, then turned his eyes to Chazod and the others before he took notice of Kierza. “Girl, what are you doing out here with my boys? You get out of those shadows.”

			Kierza slunk her way from the shadows of the alley, holding her broken veil over her face. “I…” she began, her eyes cast down. “I was just…”

			“She’s been out here whoring herself to this brat.” spat Chazod. He pushed Rook on the shoulder. “This brat thinks he’s a prince or something. Thinks he—”

			The back of Grandon Faust’s hand struck across Chazod’s cheek and the boy fell over. Chazod held his mouth as he looked up at his master. “He’s the one I should have bought three years ago.” said Grandon. He looked down at Rook. “This one here earns his keep.” He looked back down at Chazod. “Boy, I should have cut out your tongue that day for poisoning my thoughts. I could have had this one.”

			Chazod cast Rook a fiery gaze. “He’s been earning money!”

			Grandon eyed Chazod skeptically. “Get up.” He turned to Rook. “That true, boy? Your master been letting you keep earnings?”

			Chazod slunk back to his feet, his venomous eyes catching Rook’s. He pointed at him. “He thinks he’s gonna buy Kierza. Says he wants to buy her. He sneaks around here and meets up with her.”

			“That’s not true.” said Rook. “He was—”

			Rook felt the fabric of his shirt tighten as Grandon grabbed him by the collar and drew him in, lifting him up so that he had to stand on the tips of his toes. Grandon turned to Kierza. “You been whoring yourself to this boy?”

			“No!” squeaked Kierza. “I would never—”

			“Girl,” said Grandon. “I find out you’re lying…”

			“She’s never done that.” said Rook, placing his own hands around Grandon’s thick, hairy wrist. “Let me go.”

			Grandon smacked him across the face. “Boy, you learn your place with me. You tell me the truth now. You been sneaking around, meeting with my property?”

			“I’ll buy her from you.” said Rook. “Let me go.”

			Grandon tightened his grasp. “Your master letting you earn wages?”

			“Rook!” came a loud voice that seemed to rumble the night air. “Rook!” called Callad again as he lumbered quickly down the road. Callad Venzi was something of a mountain of a man. He was tall and burly with hands more like bear paws. The flannel shirt he wore could hardly contain his barrel-chest, and thick hair sprouted from the top like weeds. He ran one of his giant hands through is short, soot-streaked hair as he came upon them. “Rook, son, you all right?”

			Grandon released Rook, practically tossing him aside as he turned to face Callad. Grandon, in both size and stature, was dwarfed by Callad, but Rook had seen Grandon fight in the arena. Grandon was a championship swordsman and was fast, powerful, and deadly in combat. “Your boy here thinks he can take off with my property.” he said, pointing a meaty finger toward Kierza. “I know she’s damn-near worthless—can’t hardly please a man to save herself—but she’s mine nonetheless.”

			Callad stroked his ham-hand down his bearded chin and looked at Rook. “Rook, son, tell me what’s going on here.”

			“Buy her,” said Rook, looking at Kierza as she stood slouched in the shadows, holding her broken veil over her face. “You can’t let her stay with them. Buy her from them.”

			“She stays wherever we want her to stay,” spat Chazod. “You can’t—”

			“Boy, shut your damn mouth before I break that jaw of yours.” barked Grandon. He turned to face Callad, placing his arms akimbo. “Your boy there is out of line, Callad. You’d do best to teach him some proper respect. Stop making him think he’s your son and teach him what it means to be a proper slave.”

			Callad scowled at Grandon briefly and then knelt beside Rook, placing his hands on his shoulders. Rook could smell the pleasing scent of woodsmoke and coal on him. “Son,” he said softly. “You know it’s not like that. You can’t just tell a man you’re going to—”

			“Buy her.” pleaded Rook. He peered into Callad’s deep, brown eyes. “Use my money. Use all the money I’ve earned. I don’t care; use it all. Just buy her. Please.”

			Callad breathed out loudly through his nose, it smoked in the cold and ruffled the coarse coating of beard on his face. His lips pursed into a frown. “Son…”

			“Your boy ain’t allowed to have money.” said Grandon. “I hear you’ve been letting him take earnings. I could report you.”

			Callad turned his eyes up to Grandon and scowled. He lumbered back up to his feet. He looked down to Rook. “Son, let’s go.”

			“No!” cried Rook. “We can’t! Buy her!”

			“She ain’t for sale to you.” said Grandon. “You’re a slave, boy. Not his son. You’d do best to learn that. And as a slave, you can’t buy anything. But I’ll tell you what, if you want her to go home with your master so badly, I’ll make you a proposition.”

			“What?” shot Chazod. “You can’t—”

			Chazod’s head whipped to the side as Grandon’s hand smacked him across the cheek. He faced the boy and jammed a thick finger into his chest. “That’s the last warning I’m giving you tonight, boy. You mind your place.”

			Chazod nodded meekly as he held his cheek.

			Grandon turned to face Callad. “I’ll tell you what, I’ll trade you. Your boy for my girl.”

			“No!” barked Callad. He shook his head vigorously. His giant hand clenched down on Rook’s shoulder. “Come on son, let’s go.”

			Rook tore himself free. “Yes. Fine. I’ll trade.”

			“Absolutely not.” said Callad. “Let’s go.”

			“Then let our boys fight.” said Grandon. “Your boy beats mine,” Grandon slapped Chazod on the shoulder, “and you can have her free. But if my boy wins, I get to keep yours.”

			“No!” said Callad. “Absolutely not!”

			“Yes,” said Rook. “Let me do it. I can fight him. I can beat him.”

			Callad’s eyes flashed with an anger Rook had never seen before. “Rook, this is not up for discussion.” 

			“Callad,” said Grandon. “If you’ve been letting your slave earn wages, that’s an offense. I’ll turn you in and they’ll take him. Then neither of us gets him. They fight. Right here, right now. Winner gets to keep the others’.”

			Callad regarded Grandon, and Rook was certain he saw fear on his father’s face. “Grandon…”

			“It’s done.” said Grandon. “You got nothing to bargain with. You’ve been letting your slave earn wages. I could have him taken from you this very night. Now, we’re going to do this my way. We both win. I get a chance to get the slave I should’ve bought, and you get the chance to keep your slave without me turning you in.”

			“And we get Kierza,” said Rook, pointing to her. “If I win, Kierza comes home with us.”

			Grandon nodded. “That was my deal. But you ain’t going to win, boy.”

			“I’ll do it.” said Rook.

			“Son…” Callad placed his hand on Rook’s shoulder. “These boys, they fight, Rook.” he said softly. “They train. They train to fight and kill.”

			Rook looked up at Callad. “I can fight too.” he hissed. “Diotus has been—”

			“Rook, I told you I don’t like you and that Diotus—”

			“You have to let me do this.” said Rook. His eyes pierced into Callad’s. “Somebody once told me that when you look upon evil, you cannot blink. You can’t be afraid. You have to let me do this.”

			Callad closed his eyes and shook his big head softly. “Rook, son, you can’t save everybody. Me and Sierla, we love you. If we lost you…”

			“But we have to do this,” said Rook. “Sometimes we have to do things that are scary. Sometimes, that’s what good requires. If we don’t stand up for her, who will?”

			“You can’t stand up for everybody, Rook.”

			“I can stand up for her today. And one day, I will stand up for everybody. And everybody else will stand up too.”

			“Come on, Callad.” growled Grandon. “The night’s wasting. I ain’t going to offer you this chance again. We do this right now or I’ll report you. Then we both lose.”

			Callad exhaled, his eyes pinched shut and his hands squeezed Rook’s shoulders.

			Rook patted the top of Callad’s hand and then peeled himself away to face Grandon. “I’ll do it. It’s a deal.”

			Grandon huffed a laugh as he looked upon Callad, his breath smoking. “Your boy’s as good as mine.” He now turned to Chazod, pulling a cigar from his pocket. “Don’t you lose, boy, or I’ll have you spend the winter stoking the smithy furnaces.” He struck his match and puffed at his cigar. 

			“The sword.” said Callad, pointing at Chazod. “No weapons.”

			Grandon blew out a plume of smoke and nodded at Chazod. “Knock him out. How I showed you.”

			Rook watched as the older boy unfastened his scabbard and it fell to the ground at his feet. He didn’t immediately see the dagger on him.

			“Rook, son,” said Callad, placing a giant paw on his shoulder. “You don’t have to do this.”

			Rook looked up at him. “Yes, I do, dad.”

			Callad closed his eyes and exhaled deeply. 

			Grandon Faust gestured to his boys to make room and they formed something of a circle around Rook and Chazod. Rook felt his heart beating faster. His breath smoked in the chill night. His hand found the Golothic in his pocket; that small, red, sandy-textured stone in the shape of a partially closed fist. It was the demon, Bulifer’s, promise to him; their covenant. Rook had traded his and his sister Ursula’s safety for it three-years ago. It was always warm to the touch, but right now it seemed to burn in his pocket. Chazod was with Grandon Faust the day he was up for sale on the platform. The Golothic had burned in his pocket then, prodding him to be taken by Grandon. Rook had seen to it that Bulifer did not get his way that day. He wondered if the demon might get his dues tonight. 

			Chazod stood about five-feet from him, his green eyes catching the light of his master’s cigar, giving them a terrible, fiery intensity. “You won’t think you’re such a prince once you’re living with us, brat.”

			“Girl,” said Grandon. “Get over here. You’re going to watch your brother bloody up this fool. And boy, you best not damage him too much. I want his skills.”

			Rook watched as Kierza slunk toward her master, her head down and her hand holding the veil over her ruined face. He could see the slave brand on her neck, the scar tissue standing out in pink contrast to her pale skin. Rook squeezed the Golothic, taking its fierce heat into him. He hated that there were slaves. He hated what the people of Narbereth did to their women. He hated kings and nobles, but most of all, he hated the Saints Caliber. They would all get their’s one day. His covenant with the demon was for a weapon. One day—and he did not know how far away that day might be—the demon would come to him for a weapon and he would have to make it for him. Such was their pact. Rook was still determined to give it to the demon, right through his heart. And then he would turn that weapon upon everyone he called his enemy.

			Rook looked at Kierza. He smiled at her. “Take off your veil.”

			Kierza turned her brilliant eyes up to him. He could almost detect a faint smile from beneath the veil, but she shook her head softly.

			“Take it off, girl.” said Grandon. “Let him see the creature he’s fighting for.”

			Kierza let the veil fall into the snow. She turned her noseless face away.

			“No matter what, I’ll be able to protect you now.” said Rook. “I won’t ever let them hurt you again.”

			Chazod and the other boys all snickered. “You can’t even protect yourself, brat.” spat Chazod. “Look at you: you’re a little prince weakling.”

			“Princess.” corrected Nyal, to the laughs of the others.

			The words stung Rook more than any of them knew. He hoped he would do a better job protecting this girl than he had done with his sister, Ursula. 

			“Enough chat.” said Grandon. He puffed at his cigar. “Get this over with, boy. I want to go home for supper.”

			Chazod moved in at Rook and swung a punch. Rook ducked and moved in but Chazod brought his knee up into Rook’s chest. Rook felt himself stumble backward and then Chazod’s fist struck him across the face and he tripped and fell onto his butt. The boys all laughed. 

			“Get up, prince!” yelled Chazod.

			Rook wiped at his bloodied nose and got back up. His lips furled in a snarl. He heard his dad say something to him, but all his attention was focused on his opponent. 

			Chazod moved in again, swinging his arm. Rather than dodge, Rook pushed forward and brought his own fist up, striking Chazod in the bottom of his chin. Rook had to eat Chazod’s punch as well, but it was worth the sacrifice. He was now inside of Chazod’s reach. He brought his own knee up into Chazod’s groin and reached his hands up, clawing at the boy’s face. Chazod snarled like a rabid dog as he brought his fist down on Rook’s back, over and over again. Rook went to his knees and found the inside of Chazod’s thigh. There, the hard leather of his armor gave way to soft fabric and Rook chomped down as hard as he could.

			Chazod howled and fell backward. Rook scrambled on top of him, blood from his nose leaving a gruesome trail up the boy’s body, and he struck at his face. Chazod flailed his arms against the attack and then finally got his legs up and kicked Rook off of him. 

			“I’m gonna fucking kill you!” snarled Chazod as Rook found himself on the ground. In the next moment Chazod was on top of him. “I’m gonna kill—”

			Rook spit right in Chazod’s face and the boy recoiled for just a moment, but it was long enough for Rook to twist his way out from beneath him and get back to his feet. Chazod came at him but Rook threw himself into the boy, head first. He felt his skull knock the wind from Chazod’s body and the older boy fell backward onto his butt. 

			Chazod bounded back up, blind fury twisting his face into a hideous mask. “You fucking brat! You fucking brat!”

			Chazod came at Rook, but Rook noticed something glint in the boy’s hand. It was the dagger. Chazod brought his fist down in a stabbing arc and it was all Rook could do to grab his wrist with both hands, stopping the dagger just short from plunging through his shoulder. As he struggled with Chazod he could hear Callad yelling, something about “no weapons!”. 

			“I’m gonna fucking gut you, you fucking brat prince!” Spit flew from Chazod’s mouth as Rook struggled to keep the dagger from biting into his shoulder. 

			Rook growled as he held onto Chazod’s wrist with both hands, but the boy was just too strong. Then Chazod’s other hand went over the dagger’s pommel, and Rook felt the dagger start to sink into the soft flesh beneath his shirt. Anger welled inside of him. The Golothic burned in his pocket. His eyes darted to the side, and he could see Kierza standing there alone, bathed in the soft gaslight of the lamppost. At her feet, Rook could see a ring of fire sprouting from the brick road.

			Behind him, Rook now felt his hair ruffled by waves of heat, as if he were standing before the furnace of Callad’s smithy. The Golothic in his pocket burned ever more intensely and he could feel it searing his leg. The fires welled inside of him, anger and wrath filled him as the blade sunk deeper into his flesh. And then all at once, he felt his arms ablaze with fire. Ash swirled around him. He looked up at his arms, but they were not his own. They were hulking, monstrous arms, charred to blackened crisp. Veins of fire flowed beneath their cracked surface and he felt himself push Chazod’s arms up until the dagger slid its way out of his shoulder.

			From behind him hot, stinking breath burned his cheek. “Do you remember me upon this night, Rook?” the guttural voice of Bulifer was unmistakable. “I was with you then.”

			Rook twisted and spun, throwing Chazod against the wall, taking control of the dagger. They struggled with the blade for a moment, Chazod trying to force Rook’s arms up and away from him, but it was useless. The boy screamed as the dagger’s perfect, deadly tip began inching toward him. 

			“Were you looking for a second chance?” asked Bulifer. “Looking to redeem yourself for your sister?” The demon chuckled cruelly. “You think I betrayed you, but I did not. Your sister lives. But this one, I won’t help you with. Just look at her: So precious; So helpless. And you’re going to drag her into the fire.”

			Rook looked to the side. Kierza was standing within a circle of fire as she watched him. Her eyes flickered, the flames illuminating her ruined face and the slave brand upon her neck. 

			“Our time nears, Rook.” said the demon from behind him.

			Rook snarled and growled as Chazod screamed. He forced the boy’s own hands down, bringing the dagger ever closer to his neck.

			“You wanted that knife to taste blood again, didn’t you?” said the demon in his infernal voice. “Your anger and hatred called out to me on this night. I beckoned to call, and you took my hand willingly. Do you not remember?”

			Chazod howled in pain as the deadly tip began to draw blood at the base of his shoulder. 

			Rook’s chest heaved with every fiery breath he engulfed. Spit and blood bubbled upon the edges of his mouth. Blood flowed out from his own wound.

			“You can always find me on the other side of the fire.” said the beast, his hot breath searing Rook’s cheek, causing charred flesh to flake off and swirl up into the night sky. “I came to you this night because you are my sacrifice and I will never let you go.”

			Rook growled furiously as the knife sank into the base of Chazod’s neck, right between his shoulder. The boy howled and fell to the ground, blood running from the wound, the crimson liquid sprouting into flames. The fiery tongues lapped at Rook, growing into towering pillars that surrounded him. Searing winds blew, sweeping the fires in circles.

			The flames spiraled around Rook, his body smoldering to ash and soot that was carried off into the heavens by the swirling vortex. Rook cried out, and through the searing fires Kierza’s arms wrapped around him. She hugged him tightly as flames rose and swirled around them, giving way to a grassy field at night. 

			Kierza looked up into Rook’s eyes. They were both older now. He was a man, young and slender and muscular. He wore his black outfit, the one he usually wore when working in the smithy. He had his leather apron draped over his body and it was streaked with oil and soot. He smelled of coal and burnt metal, and Kierza hugged him close, taking in his wonderful scent. She looked up to him and saw fire gleaming in his eyes. She turned away, and to her horror, there stood a hulking beast. Its flesh was charred and blackened, and through it fiery veins of heat pulsed. It had large horns upon its head that curled up and over and around the sides of its face. And it stared at her with eyes that were like the smoldering ash of Grandon’s cigars.

			The demon’s lips furled into a terrible smile and it pointed a long, blackened finger to the night sky.

			Kierza and Rook looked up. The moon shown bright and silver upon a sea of pitch black. There were but two stars upon its entire expanse. Then there was a terrible roar, like that of a great fire sweeping across the sky, and one of the stars fell from the heavens, leaving a trail of sparkling, white light in its wake.

			Kierza looked upon Rook. In his hand he held the Golothic. It was a small artifact, only slightly larger than an egg, and it was made of some sort of sandy, red stone. It was a hand—a mockery of a human hand—and its slender fingers were bent into the form of a terrible clutch. She was the only person Rook had ever shown the artifact. He had never even told his father, Callad, or his mother, Sierla, of it. He had shared its story with her one night, not so very long ago. And she hated it. It terrified her. It smelled of scorched earth, like something rotten from the bowels of the world, and it was always warm to the touch. And yet, for all its ugliness, it held a strange beauty. The runes on it were beguiling; its form hideous and beautiful all at once. Kierza had many times held the thing when Rook was asleep, marveling at it and hating it. But now, as Rook held it, the fingers moved, closing slightly so that the thing was now almost a fist.

			Kierza looked back at the beast.

			“The time nears, Rook. My payment comes due.” said the demon. Then its eyes burned into Kierza’s own. It seemed to take its first real notice of her. “What have we here?” It chuckled cruelly. “You should not have come here, my precious little darling. Here there is only fire and anger.” He looked at her and chuckled in his infernal voice again. He pointed his charred finger.

			Kierza looked back at Rook, but now he was standing with a little girl. She couldn’t have been much older than she was that night Rook beat her brother. The girl had the most beautiful blue-black eyes; eyes just like Rook’s own. Her hair was long and straight and as black as Rook’s, curling just at the ends where they rested on her shoulders. She wore a white dress with long, white stockings over her legs, and shiny, black shoes on her little feet. She outstretched her  arms to Rook. “Remember when you kept us warm with that? Remember when you protected me, and fed me?”

			Rook looked at the Golothic in his hand. 

			“But you left me,” said the little girl, and Rook looked back up at her. “You left me!”

			“No,” said Rook. “No!” He tried to hug her but she seemed to be just out of his reach. “No, I didn’t mean to leave you!”

			“But you did!” she accused, her voice taking on a venomous edge. “You left me! You left me to starve!”

			“No!” cried Rook, trying to clutch at her. “No!”

			“You let me starve!” screamed the girl, her eyes narrow, her lips furled. Blood began to flow from her mouth and down her chin. It poured over her white dress, streaking it with crimson. 

			“No!” cried Rook, falling to his knees. “No!”

			“Yes you did!” accused the little girl, her voice becoming something more than it should be; something dreadful and wicked in the most terrifying of ways. “You let me starve! I’m hungry! I’m hungry!” 

			Kierza screamed as Rook dug his nails into his wrist and peeled back the skin. Blood flowed like a river from the wound. 

			“I’m hungry!” shrieked the little girl.

			Rook placed his bloody wrist to her mouth. 

			“I’m hungry!”

			 ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦

			Rook and Kierza shot up in bed. The blue light of a summer’s night filtered through the curtains of their open window, casting their bedroom in a soft glow. The sheet that covered Rook was drenched in warm sweat and it clung to his limber, muscular frame. He looked at Kierza, her brilliant, green eyes wide; her honey-brown locks sagging with sweat. The wet sheet clung to her narrow shoulders and supple frame and through it he could see her breasts. She was seventeen now, not the ten-year old girl he had seen in his dream. Rook tore the sheet from his body and smoothed his hand down his chest and belly, feeling the muscular ripples of his abdomen. For some reason he had to make sure he was the twenty-year old man he was, and not the angry boy from his dream. 

			Kierza’s hand reached for his cheek, her slender fingers tracing over their soft angles. Her lips trembled as she tried to speak. 

			Rook grabbed her head in his hands and hugged her to his chest. Her hair smelled of summer winds and lavender and he took it all in as his heartbeat eased. After a moment he kissed her forehead and looked into her eyes. He could look into them forever. 

			“Did you dream of your sister again?” she asked. Her voice was warm and pleasant and its gentle tone complimented the scent of her hair. She traced a finger over the scar on his shoulder.

			Rook nodded. He stroked his hand through her hair. “But it was different this time.”

			Kierza’s tender lips curled in a faint smile, tugging at the thin, pink skin around her exposed nasal cavity. She put her hand through his short, black hair and then craned her neck up to kiss him softly upon his lips. “How so?”

			“You were there.” said Rook, looking into her eyes, wanting to lose himself in them. He traced his hand from one cheek to the other, his finger gently passing over the tissue of her missing nose. “It was the day I fought your brother for you. And then it changed to the one of my sister.”

			Kierza licked her lips and turned her head.

			“What’s wrong?” whispered Rook, stroking his hand down her soft cheek and over her slender shoulder.

			“I had the same dream,” she whispered. She looked back up at him. “And there was a demon.”

			Rook’s brow furled. “How did you…”

			“He was in your dream too, wasn’t he?” asked Kierza, sitting up straighter now. The damp sheet sagged its way down her body, exposing her supple breasts and the tarnished, pewter heart pendant hanging from her neck. She always wore it, and never took it off. “Was… was that Bulifer?”

			Rook looked away from her.

			“We did, didn’t we?” said Kierza. “We had the same dream. You fought my brother and the demon was there behind you, whispering in your ear. And then we were in a field and I saw you with a little girl. And the demon… that was Bulifer, the one you told me about, wasn’t it?”

			Rook looked at her and nodded slowly. 

			“And I saw a star fall out of the sky.” said Kierza. “Did you see it too?” 

			Rook chewed his bottom lip and nodded again. He and Kierza had never shared a dream before and he didn’t quite know what to make of this. The fact that she had seen the demon, Bulifer, concerned him. He’d be damned if he let the creature touch her. 

			“And… I saw the Golothic close as you held it.” she said.

			At that Rook’s and Kierza’s eyes met and they shared a brief moment of understanding. They both leapt naked from the bed. Rook rushed to his pants that were strewn over his dresser and he fumbled with them until Kierza flung aside the curtains, filling the room with pale moonlight and a warm, summer breeze. From outside Rook could hear some distant shouts, too faint to make out the words. He turned to face Kierza, the Golothic in his hand. It was hot. Almost too hot to hold.

			Kierza spun around to meet his eyes. “A star really fell from the sky,” she said. She looked back out the window, craning her head around. She turned around to Rook again. “There’s only one star left. It really happened.”

			Rook licked his lips and then pursed them into a frown. He held the Golothic out to her. Its fingers were curled up into an almost complete fist. “And this really closed.”

			The two stared down at the thing for a long moment in silence. Rook had told her about the Golothic and the demon. She knew as well as he what its closing meant. It meant the demon’s payment was coming due.

			Kierza padded over to him and held him in her arms as she rested her head upon his warm chest.

			“I have to find her.” said Rook at last. He looked down into Kierza’s eyes. “Time is running out.”

			Kierza pursed her lips. “Rook, maybe it’s time to—”

			Rook broke from her grasp and slipped a black shirt over his body and then began fumbling with his pants.

			“What are you doing?”

			“I’ve got to go see Gabidar.” said Rook. “I have to find Ursula before it’s too late.”

			 ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦

			The first light of dawn had begun to creep up from the horizon as Rook found himself at the outskirts of town where the Caelestia River and the Great Narberia River met. The Caelestia originated far in the north, beyond even the mountains and Wildlands of Narbereth where nobody was allowed to go. Some said the Caelestia flowed all the way from the forbidden lands of Duroton where it finally emptied into the Lake of the Eagles. The Great Narberia River originated in the east, not far from Rothara where Rook first came to Narbereth. From there it flowed across the lands and disappeared down into the kingdom of Penatallia. 

			The intersection of the two rivers made the city of Bellus a rather busy merchant stop—too busy, actually, for the city’s size. Bellus was by no means equipped to handle the traffic here at the docks and the two rivers could get backed up for a mile in all directions on busy days. The crafty merchants of Bellus, however, liked it this way and had done all they could over the years to keep Bellus from expanding. The heavy patrols of city guard were so busy trying to police the area while simultaneously checking cargo and collecting taxes and tariffs that it was easy to slip things in and out with secrecy. For Rook, this meant he had an easy time getting Gabidar to traffic goods bound for Jerusa out of the city. Unfortunately, Rook also knew that this made Bellus a hub of illegal slave trading, something he despised. 

			Slaves were perfectly legal in Bellus; Rook and Kierza were both technically slaves. However, slaves who had bought their freedom were supposed to be off-limits and it was illegal to recycle them back into slavery. Unfortunately, the permanent brands upon their necks made it very easy to kidnap them and smuggle them into different parts of Narbereth where nobody would be the wiser, and where it would be all but impossible for the slave to prove his freedom. Similarly, people from other countries—especially Jerusa—were often kidnapped and brought into Narbereth and systematically branded for slavery. Rook himself had been victim to that crime. Rook despised the slave trade and tried his best to deter it, but as a slave himself, there was very little he could do. Gabidar used to be part of the slave trades until Rook made it more profitable for him to traffic goods and food for the people of Jerusa, and to bring back exotic items from other lands as he looked for his sister, Ursula. 

			This morning, however, Rook was not thinking about the slave trades. He was, however, more thankful than ever that the docks were so crowded. Although he looked more a merchant than a slave in his nice outfit of black shirt and pants, carrying with him a large sack of goods, the slave brand on his neck would give him away if any took the time to look. He had left without telling his father, Callad, and therefore did not have his slave bracelet on. Without his slave bracelet, he was technically not allowed to be out in the streets. A slave without a bracelet often meant he was skipping out on his master, or out and about when he should not be. The bracelets were used by slave masters to declare where their slaves were allowed to go, and they were also used to declare what their slaves were allowed to carry with them, especially in terms of money. Rook knew that if he were to be stopped by a guard while carrying what he had, he would certainly be beaten and arrested. Thankfully, the falling star had stirred the entire city into an uproar, and although the guards were out in force, they were too busy controlling crowds or gossiping among themselves to bother patting slaves down.

			Trusting his luck, Rook quickly made his way down the crowded streets that lined the docks. Here there were warehouses with adjoining homes everywhere, mostly owned by the wealthy merchants. There were also a number of inns and taverns, and around those the crowds of excited people were thickest. Gabidar himself owned a warehouse and home at the very far end, just outside the busiest docks where he kept a number of his own ships berthed. 

			Although Gabidar was independently wealthy—largely due to Rook’s coin over the years—the man liked to keep a low profile. His warehouse was a nondescript building of timber and stone with an upstairs that served as housing. It mingled seamlessly with the other structures around it. The tributary that ran behind the buildings was clogged with small boats where crewmen gathered on decks, pointing at the last remaining star in the murky, dawn sky.

			Outside Gabidar’s warehouse a pair of his brutish guards were chatting and pointing up at the sky as they puffed on cigars. From the upstairs window Rook could see Bones, Gabidar’s quick-hound, barking and fogging the glass with his hot breath. Gabidar’s three children were out playing at the edge of the river, and his wife, Marisal, was there tending them as Gabidar himself held her around the waist, peering into the heavens. 

			Gabidar had three boys, the eldest was twelve and the youngest was five. They all had their father’s bright, brown eyes and straw-colored hair. Marisal was a beautiful and buxom woman who liked to dress plainly and wore a simple, black veil upon her face. As Rook came upon the warehouse Gabidar’s men turned to him but didn’t stop him. They nodded their recognition of him and allowed him to run past them.

			“Gabidar!” cried Rook. “Gabidar Notaro!”

			The man turned to Rook, as did Marisal. Gabidar was a tall man, dressed in his usual travel-worn clothing. He stroked at his pale beard as his eyes found Rook through the morning dusk. “Rook?” He turned to Marisal and Rook could see the disapproval in her eyes as she hiked her veil and silently communicated something to him. Rook knew that she wasn’t very keen on him sending her husband off to all corners of the earth and she had become more vocal about it this last year.

			Rook ran up to them, panting slightly. “Gabidar,” he said between breaths. “I need you to—”

			“Did you not see the star fall from the sky?” said Marisal. “There’ll be no going anywhere this day. It is a bad omen to travel after a star has fallen.”

			Gabidar frowned at Rook but didn’t acknowledge his wife. 

			Rook looked at her. “I’m sorry, Marisal. Let me just ask one trip for this summer.”

			Marisal shook her head and Rook was certain he could see the scowl beneath her veil. “It is pointless and dangerous. Gabidar, tell him. Tell him about—”

			Gabidar gently placed a hand over her mouth and they exchanged a look before Marisal rolled her eyes, shaking her head. Gabidar sighed and looked at Rook. “Rook, my lad, now is not a good time.”

			Rook pushed the large sack he had been carrying into Gabidar’s arms. “I’ll make it well worth your while.”

			Gabidar exhaled loudly, looking down at the weighty sack he now held. Marisal eyed it suspiciously. 

			“Just one trip and I won’t ask again for the rest of summer.” said Rook. He gestured at the sack with his head. “It’s enough to buy plenty of provisions to take into Jerusa…” he paused, and then cautiously added, “and to take you into Escalapius to look for Ursula.”

			“Escalapius!” shot Marisal. “That trip will be the entire summer!”

			Gabidar shook his head and began unwrapping the sack. His eyes went wide as a sword with the distinct silvery-metal grain of Everlight emerged amid a number of large, gold coins. Marisal craned her head over and her eyes focused more keenly on the wealth before her. 

			“I made that sword for Lord Anubeth.” said Rook. “It’s worth eight-thousand crowns easy; twice over if you sell it in Escalapius, I’m sure. I don’t think they’ll even have heard of Everlight yet. And there’s another thousand crowns in there as well.”

			Gabidar looked at Marisal but she was shaking her head. “Tell him.” he heard her whisper. “Tell him now.” Gabidar hushed her with a wave of his hand.

			“Tell me what?” asked Rook. 

			Gabidar exchanged a look with Marisal and then said, “Rook, I’ve been to Escalapius for you before. I’ve been to Penatallia and Dimethica, I’ve been all the way to the Woes looking for your sister. Rook, maybe… maybe it’s time to stop.”

			Rook scowled. “Stop? How can I stop, Gabidar?” An anger surged inside Rook and his hand went into his pocket and began playing with the Golothic, tracing over its sandy texture, taking in its heat. He knew Ursula was alive. Whenever the demon brought her to his dreams she was so real. Yes, she was older than when he had last seen her—indeed she had just been a baby when she was torn from his arms—but it was unmistakably her. Whether it was really her in those dreams or just a phantom conjured by Bulifer Rook did not know, but he was certain that little, black-haired girl was out there somewhere, and that it was undoubtedly his sister. 

			Rook’s fist clenched around the Golothic. “She was just a baby and I failed her,” spoke Rook, mostly to himself, as the vision of Ursula being taken away in the cart driven by Rennic Finn played in his mind. He could still hear that fiend’s giggling. “I let her get taken away from me. I was all she had; all she could count on. But I failed her.” Rook looked at Gabidar and wrath smoldered on his words, “Don’t ever tell me to stop, Gabidar. I can’t give up. I won’t give up. Not so long as she’s still out there. And she is, I know it.” Rook noticed that Gabidar was eyeing his hand strangely. He looked down and realized he had taken the Golothic from his pocket and was squeezing it so hard that his knuckles were white. Without a word he slipped it back into his pocket. 

			Rook sighed, calming himself. “Gabidar, please, you have to do this for me. If I could do it myself, I would. You know that. But I need you. I know she’s out there, Gabidar. I know it. And I have to find her, before it’s too late.”

			Gabidar shook his head. “And what if she is? Have you thought about that? What if she is out there but she’s not the sister you remember? She’d be older now. Ten years old. What if she’s changed? What if she is not a person you want to know?”

			Rook’s brow furled. He was too disgusted to look at him. “How could you even say that?”

			“Rook,” stated Marisal. “Let her go.”

			Rook turned his burning eyes to hers. “I’ll never do that. I’ll never just let her go. Would you just let one of your children go? Would you?”

			“If it was your Kierza going off on these trips would you let her go?” retorted Marisal. “Would you send—” Gabidar held up a hand to cut Marisal off before she could say anything else. She huffed and then turned and stormed away, mumbling something about a foolish waste of time.

			Gabidar looked at Rook. “Rook…”

			“Please.” said Rook. “Just one more time to Escalapius. You can get silks there. You know as well as I that they’re worth a small fortune here. My ma will even buy many of them from you to make dresses.”

			Gabidar frowned. “You said you would go yourself if you could.” He paused and looked Rook in the eyes. “You could go, you know. I’ve seen you fight. I know that alchemist, Diotus, is one of the Jinn and I know he’s been training you. Rook, you would sweep these lands like a storm and Aeoria help any who got in your way.”

			It was now Rook’s turn to frown. He sighed. “I know I can fight. Diotus has trained me well.” Rook rubbed at his neck where the slave brand was burned into his flesh. He looked at Gabidar. “But with this I would never get far. But it’s not even that.”

			“Then what is it, lad?”

			“There are too many people who count on me.” said Rook. “Without my skills in the smithy, Callad and Sierla would lose everything—and they’d be devastated if I left. But it’s not just them. What about the other people here in Bellus? Many in Ragtown count on what me and Kierza give them to buy food and medicine. If not for the money I make forging Everlight, there’d be nothing to send to the people of Jerusa. Everything rests upon my skills in the smithy.” Rook shook his head. “I wish I could stop. I wish I didn’t need to work the forge. I hate making Everlight. I hate selling weapons and armor to rich nobles. But it’s all I have. I have to work the forge. I help everywhere I can, but there’s just so much to do. I know it’s all probably for nothing, but if I don’t try to stand up for others, who will? And I… I couldn’t take Kierza with. I’ve already lost my sister and my parents. If I lost Kierza too…”

			Gabidar’s face softened and he smiled faintly at Rook. “What you do isn’t for nothing. I look back on how things used to be here in Bellus not so very long ago. People see what you do, and they all stand with you. Many of the city guard even stand with you, I think. And what you send to Jerusa makes a great difference there too. I’ve seen it. The eyes of the people light up whenever I come with one of your shipments. And there are Saints there who are thankful to you as well. Good Saints, Rook. Saints who appreciate what you do, and help me make the deliveries.”

			Rook sighed. Gabidar had told him about Saints Karinael and Hadraniel. They were known as the Saints of the Generous Hand by the people of Jerusa. Rook had never seen the good side of Saints and spent most of his childhood hating them. However, knowing that Gabidar had met a few of kind heart gave him hope that the tales of old were not all lies; that Saints like Bryant of the Horn had really existed; that maybe even the tales of the Sleeping Goddess were not all lies. It gave him hope that one day the world could change, and it reminded him that all things have a cycle and that no matter how dark things got, light would once again come to shine. 

			He forced a smile and looked at Gabidar. “Maybe one day the time will be right and I won’t need to work the forge. But until then, I need you, Gabidar. You know all the lands. If anybody can find my sister, it’s you.”

			Gabidar held up the sword. It shined brilliantly in the rising, dawn sun. This was by far the grandest Everlight sword Rook had yet produced and the silvery metal had the finest wood-like grain to it. Stamped into the center of its hilt was a raven with its wings outspread, and clutched in its talons was a strange and demonic-looking hand. “This was for Lord Anubeth, you say?”

			“Yes,” said Rook. “I’ll make another for him. Take this as payment and set off today if possible.”

			Gabidar looked at Rook. A smile curled his lips. “Have I ever told you how awful your mark is? These nobles are fine with you stamping all their swords and armor with this wretched crow and hand?”

			“It’s a raven.” said Rook with a wry smile. “And they have no choice but to like it. That is my mark, and I will put it on everything I make, whether they like it or not.” He wiped his fingers across his slave brand. “As I must live with their mark, so too must they live with mine.”

			Gabidar sighed and held the sword down at his side. He looked at Rook. “Last time to Escalapius. I mean it.”

			Rook smiled and wrapped Gabidar in a big hug. “Thank you. Thank you, my friend.”

		

	
		
			— 2 —

			The Desolation 
of Nuriel 
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			It was dark when Nuriel sat up in her bed, awoken by the sound of knocking on her door. She was nude but for the star-metal breastplate—a shell of cold, glassy blackness—that permanently encased her chest and back. Her head spun momentarily from the Evanescence she had taken before bed and she rubbed at her right arm, knocking off the injector that was still stuck in her flesh. Dried trails of blood ran down her forearm and they crumbled away like scabs as she stroked her skin. The knock came again, this time more forcefully, and Nuriel staggered to her feet, holding the thin white sheet around her waist. Outside her room she could hear frantic voices echoing through the marble halls of the Holy Palace of Sanctuary. There was a stained glass window of Holy Father on her eastern wall and through its glowing facets she could hear distant shouts of awe and dread coming from the courtyard far below. 

			The stained glass window was a replica of another, larger one within the Holy Palace. It was her favorite picture, and she had commissioned it from one of the Ecclesiastics. It depicted Holy Father Admael as a youthful Saint holding the fallen Goddess in his arms as he knelt. The Goddess was in a flowing, white gown and her amethyst hair draped down to the ground. She looked peaceful and content in his arms, as if she could stay there forever. Nuriel understood that look. She often wished she could be the Goddess in that picture, held by Admael with such love. The world could burn around her and it wouldn’t matter. She could lay in his arms, peering up into his silver eyes, taking in his Caliber for eternity. Nuriel stroked a hand over the smooth surface of her breastplate as she stared at the stained glass.

			“Saint Nuriel,” spoke a voice beyond her door. She knew by its metallic reverberation that it was the Oracle of the Holy Few. “Saint Nuriel, are you awake?”

			Nuriel shook the reverie from her head. “I… I’ll be there in a moment,” she groaned. She tripped over her Star-Armor that lay scattered by her bed and fumbled on the cold, marble wall until she found the brass button to light her room. After a couple clicks and pops a number of gaslamps came to life, filling the large, lavish chamber with their yellow-green glow. 

			Nuriel wiped at her face and rubbed her eyes. Her dresser was nearby and above it was a large mirror in which she caught her own, tired reflection. Her golden hair was thin and straight and it poured its way over her brow and framed her narrow cheeks. There were dark circles beneath her eyes that seemed to tarnish their golden, metallic brilliance. She hadn’t been sleeping well these last couple weeks. Usually she would meet with Holy Father on a daily basis but he had fallen into a depression over something and had cast everybody from his life, including her. Nuriel was worried that she had done something to displease him. Each day without him she felt the numbness within her grow, and the Ev that she took was a poor replacement for the warmth of his Caliber. His embrace was like a pair of great, fiery wings wrapping her. Those wings burned away all her cares, filling her with fervid emotions she didn’t understand, nor which she wanted to understand. That embrace protected her from everything. It made her feel like a child wrapped in a blanket and held by a loving parent. Nothing could harm her, not even the memories of her past. In his arms nothing mattered, and she longed to be held by him again; longed to be like the Goddess in his arms. She wondered how much longer it would be until she could stand with him again in the solitude of the Holy Atrium, just the two of them.

			“Saint Nuriel?” came the voice again. “The Bishops request your presence at once.”

			Nuriel sniffled and then tucked her golden hair behind her ear. She made her way to the door and opened it. Outside her room was an opulent, marble hall lit by golden chandeliers which filled everything with the soft glow of gaslight. A red carpet ran the hall’s length and tall statues of the Saints of Aeoria’s Guard loomed between great, stained glass windows. Waiting for her there were the Holy Few. The four Sin Eaters were in red robes and black, beaked masks; their Oracle in red robes staring at her through a polished, silver mirror-mask. The Sin Eaters were like a flock of otherworldly raptors, hunched behind the Oracle, peering at her through green-lensed goggles.

			“A star has fallen.” spoke the Oracle calmly. Down the hall Nuriel could hear boots running and people talking in excited whispers. “Duty calls. The Bishops request that you lead their Convocation.”

			Nuriel nodded. “Of course.” Nuriel moved back into her room, allowing the Oracle and Sin Eaters to file in. Nuriel let the sheet fall from her waist as the last Sin Eater shut the door. “Where at?” asked Nuriel.

			“Not far.” said the Oracle as the Sin Eaters flocked around her dresser, pulling out a clean bodysuit for her. “Just across the border, in Penatallia.”

			Nuriel held her arms out as the Sin Eaters came up to her. With a cold hand gloved in black leather, one of them began wiping the last of the dried blood from the crook of her arm while another began smoothing some powder upon her. The powder was only worn for Convocations and it was scented with strange botanicals. It had a calm, pleasing smell, like one of the incenses Holy Father often burned in his chamber. The Sin Eater caressed it over her arms and belly; over the small of her back and then down each leg. Another two Sin Eaters took the top half of her white, leather bodysuit and got it over her head. They rolled the sleeves down each of her arms, then quickly and deftly they tucked it beneath the collar of her breastplate, affixing it to the small hooks just beneath. Then they took the bottom half and Nuriel slipped her legs into it. The Sin Eaters rolled it up her legs, waist and belly, and like the top half, tucked it beneath the bottom of her breastplate where it was secured by unseen hooks. 

			As the Sin Eaters gathered her Star-Armor from the side of her bed, Nuriel stared at the wall where a picture of her and Karinael was hung. It was an old thing, painted by Karinael when they were both young and dreamed of making it to the Saints Caliber. In the picture they stood upon a rocky, mountainous cliff overlooking a vast wilderness, both of them wearing their Star-Armor; both of them Saints Caliber. They stared far off into the horizon at Mount Empyrean, sad but excited to be leaving their home behind. Nuriel could remember all the days and nights they had spent together looking at that picture, wondering what their lives as Saints Calibers might be like. Those were days of joy and laughter; days full of color.

			But there was a line of demarcation that separated those days from the present, and it was set the day she left Karinael behind to apprentice with Saint Isley in Jerusa as one of the Saints Caliber. At that division in her memory bright colors gave way to bleak grays and whites, like the icefields of Duroton, sprinkled with the jarring contrast of crimson blood and the molten heat of demons and dragon skulls. The world of the Saints Caliber was one of pain, fear and blood. It was the real world, and it was nothing like the dreams she and Karinael had shared. Nuriel had become a part of the real world. Karinael had remained a part of childhood joy; a world Nuriel could look back upon with fondness. 

			But even that had changed. That line of demarcation blurred when Nuriel was called upon to apprentice Karinael. Unlike the painting, they never stood together as close friends looking back at their home, excited for what the future might hold. Nuriel knew what the future held for Karinael, and Nuriel helped bring her into it. It had destroyed their friendship. And now there was no longer a world of joy and laughter to return to. Bitter, hateful memories ate away at the old and Nuriel scarcely remembered if she and Karinael had ever truly been friends. Nuriel wished that Karinael could have remained part of the old world where she could return in her mind to colors and fond memories. But Karinael was one of the Saints Caliber now, and there was nowhere to return to. That painting on the wall was all Nuriel had left of that old world, and it was more of an abstract dream now than a past reality.

			As Nuriel’s Ev-muddled mind struggled to recall the sound of Karinael’s laugh, the Sin Eaters strapped her star-metal bracers and leggings on. Then they affixed the pauldrons to her shoulders, and at last Nuriel slipped her feet into her star-metal boots. They chimed like iron bells upon the hard, marble floor as she strode to the wall and put her hand upon the brass button. She took one more glance at the painting of her and Karinael and then pressed the button. The light of the gaslamps faded and darkness overtook the picture.

			“Come, Nuriel.” said the Oracle, a black silhouette against her open door. “The Bishops await.”

			 ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦

			The first light of dawn had the eastern skies awash in drowsy shades of blue as Nuriel stepped from a shimmering gateway and out onto the open fields of Penatallia. Her body tingled for a moment, pins and needles in all her limbs. The Celestial Gateway in Sanctuary allowed for instantaneous travel anywhere in the kingdoms, but it was a strange experience. Holy Father only opened it for Convocations, when time was of the utmost essence. 

			Nuriel got her bearings and realized she was on a flagstone road that led toward a walled city some two-hundred yards off. She scanned the grassy fields that surrounded her but didn’t see any danger. She stuck her hand back through the gateway and waved.

			 From it now strode the six Bishops, the portal rippling like a puddle of water as each came forth. They were unnaturally tall and rigid, made taller still by their high mitre hats. They were dressed in their flowing, crimson gowns trimmed in gold, and despite their black boots they seemed to float rather than walk. Their black, expressionless masks had no discernible holes for their eyes or mouths; black gloves on their hands gave no hint at their humanity. At their sides hung black-handled swords in polished, black scabbards. In their silence they seemed more like specters than men and it made Nuriel’s star-metal boots upon the flagstone road echo lonesomely as she took the lead and strode toward the city.

			Behind them a flock of four-hundred Sin Eaters and ten Oracles now came through the portal. These were not the Holy Few dressed in red, nor were they the usual stock and store draped in black. These Oracles and Sin Eaters were all in white and they also carried black swords at their sides. This was an elite faction from Sanctuary only called upon for the Convocations and their entire lot smelled of the same incense as Nuriel.

			The city was surrounded by a high wall and through the ramparts Nuriel could see knights peeking out, their burnished armor reflecting in the dawn’s early sun. Fear paled their faces as they gazed out upon the procession Nuriel led. Very few outside of Sanctuary ever saw the Bishops, and fewer still ever saw the white-clad Sin Eaters of the Convocation. The city’s portcullis was already open, and waiting there was an Oracle and his flock of Sin Eaters all in black. A captain of the city’s knights was there too, and he seemed to be arguing with the Oracle, his face red and his hand gestures quite animated. They were surrounded by a battalion of some one-hundred Clerical Guard. 

			The Clerical Guard were soldiers in black, leather bodysuits and polished, red armor with grilled visors. They were not officially part of Sanctuary, just human soldiers under the employ of the church rather than the city. They were a rare form of protection, and in Nuriel’s eight years of leading Convocations for Holy Father she had only dealt with them a handful of times. Clerical Guard were more common in small, isolated towns where a kingdom’s own knights and soldiers were in limited supply. However, here in Penatallia, the church was often looked to by King Erol to mete out justice against heretics and sinners. The Clerical Guard served as security for the Priest and his clergy who doubled as Erol’s inquisitors. 

			On Convocations Nuriel didn’t like dealing with Clerical Guard. They were just more bodies to get rid of. However, in a city this big, she was actually glad to see them. They all had bolt-throwers and would speed up the process.

			As Nuriel and her entourage approached, the knight’s captain turned from the Oracle. Surprise betrayed his face for only a moment, but pride and stupidity got the better of him and he strode up to Nuriel and the Bishops.  “What’s going on here?” he demanded. “Your Oracle is trying to tell me that me and all my men have to surrender our arms and take refuge at the church!”

			“Correct.” stated Nuriel, not slowing her pace as she approached the city’s Oracle and its Sin Eaters and Clerical Guard.

			The captain fell into a stride beside Nuriel. “This is unacceptable! We are sworn to King Erol! This is Erol’s city! Sanctuary can’t just come in here and demand we all give up our arms! I want to know what’s going on here!”

			“Saint Nuriel, it’s a pleasure to see you.” spoke the Oracle. It gave a slight bow as Nuriel came up to it.

			“Is the site secured?” asked Nuriel.

			“For the most part, yes.” said the Oracle. “I have a number of Clerical Guards surrounding the avenues near the site and also a handful guarding the home.”

			“I demand to know what is going on here!” yelled the captain. “What is all this about?”

			With a single, fluid motion, Nuriel took the star-metal claymore from her back and cut the man’s head off before returning it to her scabbard. Blood sprayed across the Oracle’s mirror-mask as the captain’s body fell to the ground. From the wall the knights started shouting. She heard swords hiss from their scabbards and the clicks and clacks of bolt-throwers being readied. Behind her, Nuriel heard her army of Sin Eaters and Oracles all draw forth their swords. At her sides, the six Bishops drew their weapons, and they were long, cruel looking swords of black metal that filled the air with the scent of scorched earth. 

			Nuriel turned around to address the soldiers on the wall. The sight of so many Sin Eaters and Oracles and the sheer presence of the Bishops had them all pale and shaking. “Lay down your arms and no harm will come to you.” shouted Nuriel.

			Swords and bolt-throwers clanged and clunked as they were tossed to the ground. Nuriel turned back to the Oracle as the knights all came filing down from the wall. “Is the church cleared?”

			The Oracle nodded. “The Priest and the clergy there have been taken care of.”

			“Any Saints here?” asked Nuriel.

			“The four stationed here have already been recalled.” said the Oracle.

			“Good.” said Nuriel. “Have your Clerical Guard escort the city’s soldiers to the church. Have them pack the place. I want all city officials there before the end of the day. I’ll deal with them when everything is over.” She cast her eyes down the wide streets and avenues. She could see curious faces chancing peeks out of curtained windows or peering from half-closed doors. She estimated there were at least six-thousand people in the city, based on its size. This was going to be a very long day. “Then have them start clearing out homes.”

			The Oracle nodded.

			“Did anybody leave the city? Have all gates been secured? Any riverways or tunnels?” asked Nuriel.

			“All gates are closed save this one.” said the Oracle. “To my knowledge nobody has left the city since the incident.”

			“Seal this gate too.” said Nuriel. “Get your Sin Eaters on the walls and keep watch until it’s over.”

			The Oracle nodded.

			Nuriel watched as the Clerical Guard escorted the city’s knights and soldiers away down the avenue. It was a city of large shops, inns and taverns built of brick and mortar, upon avenues of finely laid stone. In the far distance the church’s high steeples could be seen rising above the roofs of shops and homes. Nuriel waited until all of the knights were out of sight, then she turned to one of the Bishops and nodded. 

			The crimson specter held its wicked, black sword high and chanted something in a strange language. What it said Nuriel had no idea, but she had been on Convocations enough to know what was coming. When the Bishop had finished, it plunged its sword into the ground, the blade sinking through the flagstone of the street as if it were nothing but soil. A black light spread out like a ripple upon water. It traveled through buildings as it tore across the whole of the city. A moment later and there were sporadic screams, both near and far, coming from the streets and buildings. Across the road a man leapt from a second-story window, wailing maniacally as his body crashed to the ground. Nearby, a woman bolted from a doorway and then collapsed in the street. She curled up into a ball and began trembling and mumbling. 

			Fear would now stay any who might otherwise confront them, and Nuriel turned to her army of ghost-white Sin Eaters and Oracles. “Move out!”

			Like a swarm of rats the Sin Eaters flooded into the streets, breaking off into groups. The woman balled up in the road was beset upon by a Sin Eater who plunged its sword into her before turning and moving into the house she came from, and Nuriel heard children scream. All down the avenues doors were kicked in. Shrieks and pained howls filled the air. 

			The six Bishops now moved forward, and Nuriel followed with her claymore at the ready. Nuriel’s job was to guard the Bishops and make sure they could perform their task unhindered. Her golden eyes flicked from building to building, alley to alley, watching for anybody who might attack. It was rare to find a man whose bravery could overcome the fear cast by the Bishop’s sword, but it had happened before. As they went down the avenue Nuriel could hear all the screams behind her; the commotion of people gripped by terror as swords were methodically plunged into their bodies, family member by family member.

			Nuriel paid the sounds little attention. She had done this enough that it was all routine. In her eight years of personal service to Holy Father she had led Convocations more than a dozen times, and each time it was the same thing: they would enter the city over which the star had fallen and the Bishops would seek something out from within one of the homes. Nobody, save for Sanctuary’s Oracles and Sin Eaters, could be left alive, not even the Priest or the Saints of the city. It didn’t matter if they saw anything or not. Nobody could be left alive at the site of a Convocation. Nobody could take witness that it had ever happened.

			What the Bishops took from these sites nobody really knew, not even Nuriel. She figured it was something to do with the awakening of the Goddess, but didn’t put too much thought into it. She once asked an Oracle what the word ‘convocation’ meant and was told that it was a gathering in answer to a summons. That was the extent of her own curiosity. If Holy Father wanted her to know more, he would tell her. Holy Father trusted Nuriel alone with the Convocations and it was an honor she did not take lightly.

			But despite all the Convocations Nuriel had been party to, this one felt different—somehow more important—because it meant there was just one final chance for the Goddess to awaken from her eternal slumber, lest the world fall to an age of destruction. A Convocation always followed a falling star, and with only a single star remaining in the sky, the next Convocation would be the last, and it would herald the end times. The Bishops were silent and austere beings, but Nuriel thought she could sense a fever within them, as if they felt they could reach out and touch the very end of the world. And they wanted it.

			Yes, this Convocation was different. Things would be changing, for better or worse, very soon. But what scenario was better? For some reason that image of Holy Father holding the fallen Goddess in his arms played across Nuriel’s mind, and she felt her grip tighten on her claymore. What if the Goddess were awakened? Would Holy Father still stand with her alone in the Holy Atrium holding her, or would she be replaced by the Goddess? Would Aeoria find her way into Admael’s arms once again? Nuriel scowled. If the Goddess was awakened, she would take Holy Father away from her. 

			A coldness suddenly gripped Nuriel. She found herself again wondering why Holy Father had fallen into a depression, and feared she might have done something to anger him. In her mind she promised him she would do anything to please him; that she would do whatever he asked of her. And then she wondered if she might want the world to end. Holy Father, if the end came, would you hold me as you held the Goddess?

			The avenue with its tall buildings and shops began to give way to smaller homes and narrower streets as Nuriel escorted the Bishops along a route they somehow already knew. Ahead were a pair of Clerical Guard and they parted as Nuriel and the Bishops strode past. Beyond them, at the end of a brick road, stood a modest home of timber and plaster guarded by a dozen Clerical Guard. More Clerical Guard were stationed in the surrounding streets and alleys.

			Nuriel could see the ones stationed in front of the house talking amongst themselves. As Nuriel and the Bishops approached they took notice and came to attention. One of them pointed at the home’s doorway and said, “It’s in there. It’s… It’s a miracle.” From the window there was an eerie, sapphire glow coming through a drawn curtain. “What do you mean to do with it?” asked the same guardsman, and Nuriel raised a hand encompassed with golden Caliber light. She couldn’t let the man say anymore; she didn’t want to allow herself to hear anymore. “Is it truly the reborn—”

			Caught in the unseen grasp of Nuriel’s Caliber, the man was lifted off his feet and Nuriel twisted her hand. Like so many twigs his body was broken and he fell to the street, limbs without any structure crumpling in a heap. “Speak nothing!” shouted Nuriel to the others. “Say nothing of what you’ve seen here!”

			“Y-y-yes, Milady.” said one of the other Clerical Guard.

			“Clear all the homes! Leave no building unsearched! Leave nobody alive!” ordered Nuriel. “Move out!” 

			The Clerical Guard began to break off into small teams. Three ran up the steps to a home and kicked in the door. There were screams. JINK! The metallic blast of a bolt-thrower resounded from the house. Another scream, this one more intense. JINK! JINK! Blood splattered across the window. The Clerical Guard came from the house and hopped down the stairs and over to the next. The same thing began to play out down every street and alleyway. 

			The Bishops strode up to the house the guardsmen had been stationed at. From within Nuriel could hear a baby crying. The Bishops seemed to float up the steps and glide into the house. Through the opened door more of that otherworldly blue light poured out and Nuriel turned her head away. A mother screamed. Nuriel heard a father shouting. And then there was silence but for the wailing of the baby. 

			Nuriel waited outside in the street, watching down the avenues as teams of Clerical Guard went from home to home. Throughout the city she could hear screams and bolt-throwers firing. Down the long avenue she had come she could see the white forms of Sin Eaters, their swords and boots leaving trails of crimson upon the flagstone.

			From within the house Nuriel now heard the droning chant of the Bishops spoken in their strange tongue. The baby’s cries intensified into pained howls and Nuriel felt the flesh on her back crawl. From the corner of her eye she could see the sapphire glow in the curtains begin to waver. And then there was silence and the glow was gone, like a candle had been snuffed. 

			Nuriel knew it was over and she turned around. Through the windows she could see flames licking up the walls. The Bishops always burned the home before they left. They had the ability to disappear into shadows and would not return via the Celestial Gateway. Whatever their duty here was, it was done. It was now up to Nuriel to see her own duty fulfilled. 

			Nuriel watched for a while as the house burned. Flames spread to the neighboring homes but didn’t make it across the street or alleys to any others. She let the roar of the fire and the crack of timbers drown the horrific sounds of the city. After the roof collapsed and the walls fell in on themselves Nuriel turned around. She took the claymore from her back. She strode down the road, her boots chiming on the flagstone. Six Clerical Guardsmen came from a building, their boots leaving bloody tracks down the steps. Nuriel moved in on them. Before they even had time to process what was happening, Nuriel’s claymore carved its way through their ranks in long, sweeping flourishes. Entrails splashed onto the street; limbs and heads fell like rain. Before the bodies could collapse Nuriel was across the street, her sword raised against the next group of unsuspecting Clerical Guard.

			 ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦

			The church was a large, gothic structure at the center of the city, built of gray stone with high buttresses all around. Upon its front was a large clock whose pale face wept streaks of brown rust beneath each of the hours wrought in iron. The hands were in the shape of Aeoria’s Star and were at a quarter-past the hour of seven at night. Slowly, the oaken doors swung outward. Nuriel  came out onto the wide steps and her legs quivered, almost giving out on her, and she had to catch herself on the door frame. Her bodysuit and Star-Armor were wet and sticky with blood; her face a mask of red; her golden hair matted with gore. Her arm trembled as she put her claymore back into its scabbard on her back. She stepped forward and collapsed into a sitting position atop the high steps of the church.

			The empty roads were filled with a stillness and silence. There were no more screams; no more bolt-throwers. A warm breeze swept her, carrying with it the scent of blood. The evening’s sun lent its rich light to the wet crimson that painted the streets of the city, but Nuriel hardly saw anything. Her mind was racing, wondering if she dared go back into the church. She sat there alone for many long minutes, contemplating what she had seen and if it were truly a sign from Holy Father. At last she heard the sound of hundreds of boots. From the surrounding streets and alleys poured the Sin Eaters and their Oracles. Where once they were specters in white, they were now a lot colored red. 

			An Oracle approached the steps of the church and looked up at Nuriel and she caught her gruesome reflection in its mirror-mask. Behind it an ocean of Sin Eaters choked the streets. “The Convocation is complete.” it spoke. 

			Nuriel rocked as she sat. She sniffed. Out of habit she went to tuck her hair behind her ear, but her fingers stuck in their matted, sticky clumps.

			“Saint Nuriel, is there something the matter?” asked the Oracle.

			Nuriel shook her head. “Just tired. This was a big city.” she said, not looking at the Oracle.

			The Oracle nodded slightly. “We shall depart through the Celestial Gateway. Will you accompany us?”

			“I’ll be along in a while.” said Nuriel.

			“Very well.” said the Oracle. It turned and was lost into the crowd.

			Nuriel watched her army depart. It was like a great, bloody serpent slithering away through the street, and when it was gone the road was a sheet of red from their footprints. Alone once more, Nuriel worked up the courage to stand up and go back into the church. 

			The nave was a cavernous chamber where hundreds could gather for service, but now it was a disarray of overturned pews amongst the bodies and limbs of dead knights. Blood splattered all the walls and dripped in thick sheets from the stained glass windows. Nuriel had killed them all, and when she was done, Holy Father had sent her a sign. It was magnificent, and she hesitated to look upon it again for fear that it might not be there; that it might have just been a figment of her imagination.

			Nuriel’s heart beat fast as she gathered her courage. She trembled as her eyes scanned up the aisles of the dead, up the blood-soaked steps to the pulpit where the altar stood. And then her eyes found it. It really was there. 

			Nuriel scrambled her way toward it, stepping and tripping over the countless bodies. At the foot of the pulpit she slipped on some blood and crawled her way up the steps, leaving bloody handprints as she went. She tossed aside the podium, knocking the hefty bible into the sea of death below, and then crawled like a dog to the altar where she picked herself back up. She staggered to the end of the pulpit and fell to her knees. Silhouetted against a curtain of red silk was a marble statue of Admael. He was holding the fallen Goddess in his arms as he knelt, his eyes staring into her’s.

			Her hand trembling, Nuriel reached to Admael’s face. It was youthful and smooth in that marble, and her fingers left stripes of blood as she stroked them over his cheek. Her chest rose and fell with every breath. Without taking her eyes from Admael’s face, she reached to her side and pulled out her injector. The cold needle pattered against the base of her neck for a moment before she sank it in and pushed down on the plunger. She removed the injector and tossed it aside. Then, using the statue as a prop, she climbed back to her feet.

			“Holy Father, what does this mean? What do you want me to do? Bring me clarity.”

			Nuriel looked at the Goddess as she lay in his arms. She didn’t know if it was the Ev or anger that heated her blood, but her hand balled up. Radiant, white, Caliber light encompassed her fist and she brought it down upon the Goddess’s face. The marble of her neck cracked and her long, flowing hair that acted like little pillars all shattered and the head tumbled away. She brought her fist down upon the Goddess’s chest, shattering away her breasts and arms. She screamed and brought her fist down over and over again until there was nothing left in Admael’s arms.

			And then Nuriel knew what she had to do; she knew what Holy Father wanted. Holy Father wanted her to take the place of the Goddess. 

			Nuriel crawled into the statue’s arms. She lay upon the shattered remains of the Goddess and looked up. Holy Father was staring at her. His face was so tender and loving; nothing mattered to him but her. And he was all her’s. It was just the two of them here together. The world could fall apart around them just as it had done for the Goddess, but nothing mattered but each other in this moment.

			Nuriel looked out upon the pews. In her mind the bodies began to burn. Wherever there was blood, it lapped up into licking flames until they surrounded her and Admael. Nuriel looked back up into the eyes of Holy Father. She felt the warmth of the Ev coursing through her body and in her mind it became Admael’s very Caliber. She reached her left arm over his neck and lifted her face to his. She kissed him on the lips, dappling them with red, as her right hand stroked over his cheek. She lay back down in his arms. She stared into his marble eyes, but in her mind they were brilliant and silver, reflecting the flames that engulfed them. 

			There was only one star left. The Age of Destruction was coming. Her and Admael would let the world fall apart, just as it had around the Goddess. And then she could be in Admael’s arms. She could lay with him forever.

		

	
		
			— 3 —

			The Ghost 

			[image: ] 

			The Grimwatch’s council room was a large hall with a long, oaken table down its center upon which numerous books and ledgers were sprawled. Through a faceted, glass dome in the ceiling the moon lent its light to the gaslamps on the walls. Etheil sat hunched over a logbook, his black shroud draped over his shoulders. Behind him a mechanical clock on the wall ticked away in the silence. He chewed his bottom lip as his blue eyes scanned over munition entries made by the soldiers of the wall. He drew his finger down a column of handwritten numbers and then paused as he mentally did some math. He blew out a long breath and at the bottom of the column wrote ‘188’, then circled it and underlined it. He leaned back in his chair and brushed his blonde hair from his face and rubbed his eyes. He looked back down at the book and shook his head. “We’re nearly out of everything, Solastron.” he said.

			At his feet laid a giant, blue wolf with amethyst stripes. It looked up at him with aquamarine eyes and yawned. 

			Etheil tapped his pen upon the table. “I don’t know what we’ll do come winter. And if the Kald attack us in force, we’re done.”

			Solastron stood up and shook himself off. He sat beside Etheil’s chair, his head nearly to Etheil’s own. “The hour is late.” the wolf rumbled. “Perhaps in the morning you can speak sense to Brandrir.”

			“It’s certainly worth another shot. Damn that stubborn pride of his.” said Etheil. He sighed. “Maybe I just tell Aries she’s down to a handful of artillery shells. She won’t let Brandrir off so easily and he can never say no to her.” He clucked his tongue as he thought.

			Solastron’s ears perked up. His head tilted to the side, his giant, black nostrils flaring. He padded to the closed door and put his snout to the crack at the floor, sucking in huge breaths through his nose. Obsidian claws raked at the stone floor.

			Etheil stood up. “What is it?”

			The wolf turned to him, his lips flaring to show great fangs. “Iron and rust. Death.”

			 ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦

			The cold halls of the Grimwatch were dark this night, but darker still was the portal that opened in the shadows between two gaslamps on the wall. Their faint, yellow-green flames cast hazy orbs of light upon the gray stone of the walls and floor, and played upon the tall figure that stepped as silently as a breath from its otherworldly gateway. 

			The Ghost was a thin and rigid being draped in a flowing cloak of lithe, iron chains as delicate as those used for necklaces. It was black, diseased with rust, and stank of damp iron. Yet, for all its weight and metal, the robe flowed upon the Ghost’s form like the silent waters of a forgotten pool, stirred by things beneath. Its face was hidden behind a mask of red-black iron—a veil of primordial slag that had hardened when it was still rippled and dripping—and it had the dull, smooth sheen of melted wax. Its eyes and mouth were but dark slits, and across its face was painted a thin, crimson shockwave. 

			The Ghost’s waist bent forward at an eerie angle and it moved quickly down the corridor on soft, black boots, gliding like a snake upon water. At the end of the hallway was a steel door guarded by a pair of the Grimwatch’s soldiers. They wore plate armor, black and lacquered, and swords hung in scabbards at their sides. One had a crude leg of steel bars, greasy pistons and exposed gears. The other’s breastplate had an exposed left side where a brass mechanism was implanted into the man’s flesh. It purred softly with every breath he took, and the polished tank on his back hissed with puffs of steam. 

			The Ghost came upon them like a panther from the shadows. The first guard got his sword out but hardly made a yelp before the Ghost’s dagger cut deeply across his throat. The knife was a long and gruesome looking thing, hewn from blackest obsidian. The rough, jagged blade bit right to the bone, and the man’s head fell against his back with a rush of crimson. 

			The second guard drew his sword, his breaths wheezing in mechanical rhythm. The Ghost spun with ethereal grace, the wet blade flinging blood as it slashed back and forth, up and down with uncanny speed. The guard’s sword sparked off the dagger twice, but the Ghost twisted and turned with every strike, moving as if his body contained no bones. The guard spun, whipping his sword around. The Ghost ducked and, for all its height, slunk like a cat between the guard’s legs, coming up behind him. The guard nimbly tumbled forward, twisting on the floor as he rolled to come up facing his assailant. He shot forward, his sword sweeping up. The Ghost moved like black water, flowing away from the blade and into the guard’s space. Before the guard could even bring his sword back around, the long, obsidian blade sunk into his eyesocket. 

			The Ghost ripped the blade out and the man fell to the floor. The Ghost straightened, once again standing tall and rigid. It padded to the door and plunged its gloved hand through the steel as if it were water. It felt the lock on the other side and twisted its wrist, and the door clanked opened. It removed its arm from the door and slid into the vault beyond. It was a steel chamber whose shelves were meant to hold sacks of coins and bars of gold and silver. But they were empty, long bereft of any treasure. Upon the floor were a couple limp sacks, both empty of all but a few copper coins. 

			The Ghost stood silently for a moment. Then it waved its hand and a dark portal opened. It stepped through and emerged within another hall of cold, ancient stone. This one was higher up within the Grimwatch’s keep. The gaslamps glowed more brightly here, and upon the south-facing wall was a barred window where icy wind blew through and let the moonlight cast a puddle upon the floor. 

			“You! Halt!”

			The Ghost’s head turned around, followed by the rest of its body. Six of the Grimwatch’s more elite soldiers rushed down the corridor with swords raised, their capes waving behind them. Each had some level of mechanical build, whether it be a hand or arm, leg or jaw. Like a cobra ready to strike, the Ghost stood its ground. 

			Brass tanks hissed with steam and hydraulics whirred as the soldiers struck at the Ghost. The Ghost’s body twisted and weaved even as it stood, flowing around and between every sword as its own dagger menaced the air, slashing through armor and carving up flesh. Armor clanked as soldiers fell, and after a moment, the corridor was silent. 

			The Ghost padded forward, its boots leaving bloody tracks as it came upon the thick, oaken door of the King’s private chamber. The wooden door seemed to pose a slight problem for the Ghost, and rather than open it from within, it stepped through a black portal and walked through to the other side. 

			Upon the far wall was a window whose edges were painted with frost. Silver moonlight came through it, illuminating a large bed where a lone man slept. Brandrir Thorodin, King of the Grims, lay upon his stomach, a red blanket over his waist and legs. Where his long, auburn hair did not cover his muscular back, ancient marks and scars traced the outline of the brass tank he wore day in and day out since he was a boy. His head lay upon his right arm as he slept, but his left arm was a mechanical thing, and it hung limp and lifeless off the edge of the mattress. 

			The Ghost flowed forward, its obsidian dagger catching in the moonlight. Its tall, rigid form now loomed over the sleeping King. It raised its dagger, but then paused. It recoiled, as if there were a dire warning scrawled across the man’s naked back. But then it seemed to resolve upon its course, and lifted its dagger again.

			Perhaps it was the stench of iron upon the Ghost’s body that gave it away, or maybe it was the sense a predator has when an intruder invades its territory. Whatever it was, Brandrir rolled from his bed just as the glassy blade sank into the mattress. He came up beside the Ghost, his mechanical arm useless at his side. He kicked and swung a punch, but the Ghost flowed away as if blown by the wind. Brandrir dove past it, tumbling across the floor to his dresser where he snatched his sword, Raze. With a swipe of his thumb over the activation rune, the Crystallic weapon hummed to life, its blade a smear of resonating steel.

			The Ghost moved in on him, its dagger slashing in an array of gleaming obsidian. Brandrir stepped back and to the side, his thrumming sword too slow to make contact with his assailant’s weapon. The Ghost snaked its way into his space and Brandrir ducked a slash at his neck and then tumbled forward, the black blade grazing across his back. He came up a few feet away and turned, bringing his sword up. The Ghost had to slither back, unable to plunge its dagger into Brandrir’s chest. 

			Brandrir stood only feet from the being, both of them trying to gauge when to strike. Before either of them could make their move, the chamber door was torn from its hinges and savaged by a giant, blue wolf. Timbers flew as they crumbled within its snarling maw. A figure shrouded in black with long, blonde hair leapt over the wolf and into the room. It was Lord Etheil, Brandrir’s Dark Star Knight and Captain of the Grimwatch. Etheil’s blue eyes fixed on the tall being before Brandrir and his sword roared to life in brilliant fire, lighting up the chamber. 

			Around Etheil’s waist debris from the ruined door swirled up into a disc, taking with it furniture and objects from the room. Etheil spun in on the being, his sword a blazing flurry. The figure turned and stepped through a dark portal just before Etheil’s sword could make purchase. The portal closed and the being was gone.

		

	
		
			— 4 —

			Gatima 

			[image: ] 

			The late afternoon sun of summer had the blue sky awash in its radiance, casting the billowy tops of the great clouds above in warm golds and oranges. But this was not a pleasant sun. This was a Jerusan sun and its warm rays could do little to lift the spirits of its broken people. The dark bellies of the cloud drifts swept over the city of Gatimaria, their shadows as perceptible as the pall upon the people who lived, literally, within the clutches of Castle Gatima. 

			Like the arms of a monstrous, stone giant, the walls of the castle enveloped the perimeter of Jerusa’s largest city. Gatimaria was built in an enormous valley at the foot of the mountains and the greedy arms of the wall grasped at the land, holding it and hoarding it all to itself. They stood no less than a hundred-feet high and at either end were massive fortresses that could be the thing’s very fists. And miles away, where these arms emanated, stood the titan’s head: Castle Gatima. Its enormity blocked the very mountains it was set against and it looked contemptuously out upon its people. Its towers were like the spires of a crown; a single, circular stained glass window more than a hundred-feet around was its cycloptic eye; the iron gates that led up to it were opened in a gaping maw, which from a distance made it look like it had a mouthful of needle-sharp teeth. 

			The road that cut through the forest and led up to the edge of the city had long been pillaged of all its stone to build the castle, and the star-metal boots of Saint Karinael and Saint Hadraniel left deep imprints in the dirt. In other kingdoms and other cities a dirt road might show wear from heavy foot-traffic, or the wheel and hoof-prints from merchant caravans. But not in Jerusa. Everything was King Gatima’s, and nothing in Gatimaria left his clutches. 

			The two enormous fortress-watchtowers of the wall’s arms stood at least two-hundred yards apart and the road cut between them. Beyond their intimidating shadows Saint Hadraniel could see the sprawl of the city. But it was a lifeless city. As lifeless as all the other cities in Jerusa, only this one much larger. There were no proper houses here. The people lived in dilapidated homes of rotten timbers. Many even lived in dens of debris built from crumbled buildings. 

			At one time, perhaps many hundreds of years ago, Gatimaria would have been magnificent with brick-paved streets and avenues winding their way through gothic structures of brick and mortar. Gaslamps would have lit every corner and it would have been bustling with commerce. But in King Gatima’s age the city had been plundered of all value. There were no stones left in the streets; no bricks to make even the foundations of homes. It had all been taken for the glory of the King, to make the most monstrous castle the world had ever known. 

			Saint Hadraniel stopped just outside of the wall’s all-consuming shadow, the tops of the fortress towers looking down on him from many hundreds of feet above. He felt the gentle weight of Saint Karinael’s hand rest upon his star-metal pauldron and he turned to meet her brilliant, amber eyes. 

			Like all members of the Order of the Saints Caliber, Karinael wore a white leather bodysuit beneath her black Star-Armor. The rays of the sun from beyond one of the billowy clouds above reflected off the facets of her angled breastplate, casting her long, amber locks of hair in a warm light that Saint Hadraniel found thoroughly seductive. Her shoulder pauldrons were similarly angled, like cut diamonds, and they matched the bracers on her forearms and the armor that covered her upper and lower legs, including her star-metal boots. Upon her waist hung a pair of faceted plates that protected her hips and front.

			“Don’t worry, we’ll be fine.” said Karinael with a smile. She leaned in to give Hadraniel a peck on the lips.

			Hadraniel flinched away from her. “Not here, Karin.” he hissed. “Somebody will see.”

			Karinael looked Hadraniel in his molten, silver eyes. “So? Who’s going to say anything?”

			Hadraniel flicked his eyes up at the towers. “What if Nuriel is here?” he whispered, as if the very name might summon her. 

			Karinael rolled her eyes. In the sun they looked like crystalline honey. “She’ll get over it.” She reached her hand up and mussed his short, chrome hair and then gave him a peck on the lips.

			Hadraniel recoiled and swatted her away. “I’m serious, Karin! Not here!”

			Karinael took Hadraniel’s hand in her own. He gazed upon the soft features of her face as she rubbed her thumb over the top of the smooth, star-metal plate that armored the back of his hand, tracing his stellaglyph that was painted there in red. All Saints were given a unique stellaglyph. It was their star name, an unpronounceable symbol, and it was scarred into the back of their necks and painted on their armor. Hadraniel’s was a five-pointed star, crowned with three spires and an elongated ray upon the left. It was much different than Karinael’s more symmetrical eight-pointed star, which was painted upon the fingerless gloves of her white bodysuit. Like their stellaglyphs, Hadraniel’s Star-Armor was the polar opposite of Karinael’s. Where her’s was faceted and cut in pleasing angles, Hadraniel’s was rounded and smooth. His breastplate was almost spherical, enhancing the glassy-blackness of the star-metal. His pauldrons were similarly round upon his shoulders, and the armor upon his upper arms and the bracers on his forearms were all rounded and smooth, almost cylindrical, to match the armor on his legs. Upon Hadraniel’s waist hung scales of circular star-metal armor.

			“I can handle Nuriel.” said Karinael at last. She turned those large, gem-like eyes of hers up to Hadraniel’s and he had to fight off his urge to wrap her in an embrace. “And stop worrying so much.” She smiled and brushed her soft fingers down his cheek.

			Hadraniel tried to hide his frown. Karinael’s enduring optimism was one of her more seductive qualities and it had charmed him from the moment he met her, some eight years ago. At times like this, however, he secretly wished she’d be a little more realistic. There were too many secrets they shared and Hadraniel could feel a tension building among all the Saints Caliber. Things were in motion—dangerous things that he and Karinael were deeply involved in—and he had sensed a knowing and disapproval from Nuriel the last time they had seen her, which was a few months back. Karinael and Nuriel had been the best of friends growing up at Sanctuary—Hadraniel knew that and understood that—but Karinael didn’t seem to want to come to terms with the fact that Nuriel was not the same Nuriel she had grown up with. She still believed that the old Nuriel lay buried somewhere, and that somehow she might bring her back. But Hadraniel knew better. Nuriel was lost. In fact, Nuriel frightened him, more than he would ever let Karinael know.

			“Hadi, what’s wrong?” asked Karinael, still holding his hand.

			Hadraniel puffed out a breath, blowing his silver hair from his eyes. “You’re not the least bit concerned about what Gatima wants with us? Or if Nuriel is here?”

			Karinael smiled and shrugged her shoulders. “Not really, no.”

			Hadraniel exhaled deeply and shook his head. Times like this made him long for the days when he took Evanescence. It was a drug most Saints out in the field used. Hadraniel had certainly used his fair share of it. Karinael, however, would have nothing to do with it and refused to let him use it. Hadraniel supposed he was thankful for her having gotten him off the stuff. Still, at times like this it would certainly take the edge off things. He sighed.

			“All right, out with it.” said Karinael. “What’s eating at you?”

			He sighed again. “There’s something wrong,” he said, chancing a glance up at the towers. He could not immediately see any watching eyes from the darkened, barred windows, but somehow he knew they were there. “I can feel it. Gatima has not summoned us to the castle in over a year, and the last time we met with him I saw a knowing in his eyes. They’re all on to us, I think. And I think Nuriel even knows. We haven’t been careful enough. They all know what we’ve been doing. I just have a bad feeling about this.”

			“We’ll get through this, don’t worry.” said Karinael. “And if they knew, Sanctuary would have dealt with Erygion first. And I haven’t heard any rumors of anything going on back home. Gatima just likes to keep tabs on his people. It’s nothing. Besides, we have our Sanguinastrums.”

			“We should leave.” said Hadraniel, grabbing her gently before she could turn. He placed his hand upon the back of her neck, tracing the scar tissue of her stellaglyph with his finger. Upon receiving their Call to Guard, all Saints were bound to their Star-Armor in a special ritual performed by the Oracles and Sin Eaters. The Oracles would draw their stellaglyph in silver ink upon the back of their neck, and during the ritual a small amount of blood would be collected as the ink was permanently scarred into their flesh. The collected blood was placed into a small, crystal orb known as a Sanguinastrum, or Blood Star, and a breastplate of star-metal was merged to their body. 

			Once bound to their Star-Armor, the breastplate became a permanent fixture. Only the elite chosen for the Order of the Saints Caliber underwent this ritual, and if the Saint were to die in battle he or she would be consumed into their armor. The same fate awaited any Saints Caliber who ran afoul of Sanctuary. That Saint would be recalled; their Sanguinastrum broken. Upon breaking of the Sanguinastrum, the Saint would be immediately consumed into their armor. It was a gruesome fate that Hadraniel had witnessed a couple times when somebody fell in battle. 

			Although it was true that he and Karin were secretly given their Sanguinastrums by Erygion the Standard Bearer, the keeper of all Sanguinastrums back at Sanctuary, it did not mean they were completely free. Keeping up the charade of being loyal to Sanctuary and King Gatima was wearing on Hadraniel as of late, and he had seen just how powerful some of Gatima’s Exalteds were. Having their own Sanguinastrums did not protect them from the likes of Leviathan Hydra or Titan Mammoth.

			Hadraniel spoke softly, “Let’s just go. Me and you could find a place together and get away from all of this. Just me and you.” 

			“Erygion needs us.” said Karinael. “These people need us. If we’re truly loyal to the Sleeping Goddess, we have to stay the course with Erygion. There’s only one star left in the sky now. Time is short, and Erygion needs us now more than ever. We can’t abandon hope.”

			Hadraniel sighed. He knew she was right. A couple nights ago another star had fallen from the heavens. It was said that if the Sleeping Goddess was not awakened before the final star fell from the sky, that a new age of destruction would be visited upon the world. Hadraniel did not have the courage to admit to Karinael that, in his heart, he felt they had already failed the Goddess. Part of him so badly wanted to just be with Karinael; to live a happy life that few, if any, Saints Caliber ever got. With their Sanguinastrums, he and Karin had that chance. He looked her in the eyes. “I don’t think you understand. I love you, Karin. If something ever happened to you, I don’t know what I’d do. And I’ve seen what they do to Saints they lose trust in. I might not be able to protect you. And Nuriel…”

			“It’s fine, Hadi. Trust me.”

			“Do you remember that day we first met?” asked Hadraniel.

			Karinael smiled brightly. “Of course.”

			“I want to ask you something about that day that I’ve never asked you before.” he said as she peered into his silver eyes. He loved the way she did that. Her eyes were always so warm; so caring. They were eyes he often lost himself in, just as he found himself getting lost in them now.

			In his mind’s eye the consuming shadows of the towers and wall beside him became the broken tower that had stood before the city of Caer Jerusa eight years ago. He was part of a small constellation of four Saints with Adonael of the Rivers Edge at the lead. They had come to assist Saint Nuriel and her apprentice who had run into some major problems while visiting Caer Jerusa at Gatima’s request. Even before they had seen the city’s dilapidated stone wall Hadraniel could hear the hammering of bolt-throwers. Hadraniel saw the golden trails of Caliber light as his companions bounded over the crumbling wall and into the city. Hadraniel himself leapt into the air and over the wall. He had hardly landed when the wall behind him began to explode into chunks of sundered stone.

			JINK-JINK-JINK-JINK! came the hammering bolt-throwers. Hadraniel went down to his knees and raised his forearms to his face, shielding himself as best he could against the exploding stone fragments around him. 

			The bolt-thrower fire paused for a moment and Hadraniel took the opportunity to dive and roll back to his feet just as the wall behind him toppled. He saw Saint Sacriel upon a nearby dirt road in a defensive stance with his star-metal saber at the ready. There was another short burst of fire from down the road and Hadraniel watched as Sacriel flourished his weapon. One of the powerful, iron bolts exploded off his sword. But then another impacted his star-metal breastplate and knocked him back a step just as a third and final bolt ripped through his unarmored abdomen.

			As if in slow motion Hadraniel watched Sacriel’s white leather bodysuit explode in a burst of terrible crimson, just below his breastplate. The Saint fell backwards, screaming and clutching at the ghastly wound. Without thinking, Hadraniel dashed to the side of his fallen comrade and a ghastly, septic odor hit him. There was nothing left of Sacriel’s belly. Pieces of flesh, bone and intestine lay everywhere. Sacriel screamed the way a man only can when he knows he has met his doom, but Hadraniel grabbed him around the collar of his breastplate anyway. He was about to drag him to safety when something caught his eye. 

			Down the road, in the shadows of two rotten buildings whose roofs had more holes than clay shingles, Hadraniel saw a pair of gleaming, emerald lenses staring at him. The figure wore a black robe and its hood concealed all but those two, large, owl-like lenses. Hadraniel felt his heart-rate quicken. What that being was, was unmistakable. With gloved hands the Jinn raised its heavy, iron rifle known as a bolt-thrower and now Hadraniel found himself staring down its long barrel.  

			Sacriel choked and blood flew from his mouth as Hadraniel held him by his collar. He shined his Caliber a bright white and in a single leap had himself and Sacriel away from the road just as the thunderous pounding of bolt-thrower fire erupted. 

			Hadraniel’s star-metal boots bit deep into the dirt road as he landed. He spun down to his knee to attend Sacriel, but the Saint was gasping his last. His eyes, as silver and chrome as Hadraniel’s own, looked to the subdued light of the dawn sky above but didn’t seem to see anything. His breaths were shallow and frantic, blood spattering from his lips with every gasp. Hadraniel brushed away Sacriel’s chrome hair and placed his hand upon his forehead. He closed his eyes and said, “Aeoria be with you.”

			Hadraniel heard the pop of bone dislocating and felt Sacriel’s body spasm in his hands. He looked away from the gruesome sight as Sacriel’s body was consumed into his armor. 

			Hadraniel focused on the Ev that flowed through his body. The drug numbed him to his work, and to sights such as this. It numbed him even to the loss of a friend. Sacriel was one of the good ones, like Hadraniel himself, who took no pleasure in the work that had to be done. Hadraniel did not look back as he shined his Caliber and dashed down the street, as quick as the wind, toward the sound of more bolt-thrower fire. The empty shell of Sacriel’s breastplate, and the loose pieces of his Star-Armor where he had lain, were the only sad and lonesome reminders that a Saint had once inhabited them.  

			Ahead, Hadraniel saw the skeleton of an old house whose roof had long ago fallen. The cobblestone walls were cracked and missing entire sections, but at one corner a good portion of the two adjoining walls still stood in something of a lopsided shelter. There, random bolts blasted at the walls as a group of Saints huddled behind them. 

			Hadraniel could clearly see Adonael and Saint Cirial who he had come here with. Adonael had hair and eyes like rubies and Cirial had hair and eyes like polished sapphires that shown in the blazing, early-morning sun. They both crouched against the wall, their star-metal swords gleaming in their hands. Beside them were two other Saints, one of which Hadraniel knew well. Saint Nuriel was lithe and beautiful in her bodysuit and Star-Armor. Her hair was like spun gold and her eyes the same metal, but molten. He had always known her to have a tired, sleepless look about her, but never so much as now. Her eyes had dark circles beneath them and she just looked worn-out to him. In her hand she held the same giant, star-metal claymore he had seen her defeat Behemoth Kraken with a couple years ago. She peered out from a gap in the debris wall she was ducked behind and then quickly recoiled as the stone exploded in a burst of bolt-thrower fire. Tucked away into the corner behind Nuriel was her apprentice, Saint Karinael. 

			Hadraniel had never met her, but he assumed it must be her. Karinael filled all the gossip among the Saints Caliber in the field and it was no secret that her and Nuriel had been good friends back at Sanctuary. The buzz was that Karinael was weak; that she never even really trained as a Saints Templar before being granted her Call to Guard and becoming one of the Saints Caliber. It was whispered that Nuriel pulled some strings back at Sanctuary to get her friend into the field. It had been something of a surprise that Karinael even had the strength of Caliber to be bound to the impossibly heavy Star-Armor they all wore. Few believed she would survive long without Nuriel as her constant companion. Already Karinael had been apprenticing with her for two years, which was quite long, but none of the other Saints out in the field really wanted her in their constellation. Many wondered just how much longer Nuriel would be ‘apprenticing’ her. 

			Hadraniel frowned. Among the bright Caliber glow of the other Saints he could scarcely detect Karinael’s. It encompassed her in an abnormal shimmer of whites and golds, but it was anything but bright. It seemed the rumors of her being weak weren’t unfounded. 

			Karinael was slender but not as lithe as Nuriel. Her hair was like crystalline honey that poured in spiraling curtains from her head. Even from here Hadraniel could see her eyes sparkle in the sun, like polished amber. In her hand she held a star-metal broadsword but flinched as bolt-throwers pummeled the wall they all ducked behind. 

			Hadraniel dashed forward and dove behind the wall with the others, rolling back up to his feet and slamming the back of his breastplate against the wall. It shook from the tremendous impact. 

			“Where’s Sacriel?” asked Adonael as Hadraniel knelt beside him with his back to the wall.

			Hadraniel pursed his lips into a frown. “A Jinn.” he said. He saw the color leave Saint Cirial’s face. “He took a bolt to his gut.”

			Adonael cursed. 

			“What’s going on?” asked Hadraniel.

			“I was here—” began Karinael.

			“Shut-up.” barked Nuriel, casting Karinael a smoldering gaze. “Just shut-up.” 

			Karinael turned her eyes down and swallowed hard. 

			“What’s up with her Caliber?” asked Cirial, scowling at Karinael. “Why’s it doing that?”

			All eyes turned to Karinael and she shifted on her feet, clearly uncomfortable with the curious looks she was getting. All Saints had a power—a Caliber—that they could shine. It allowed them to move faster than the winds, to fight with deadly accuracy, and even to heal themselves. It could be consciously controlled and shined, but sometimes in the heat of battle it would shine all its own. Some Saints, like those of Aeoria’s Guard, could shine their powerful Calibers to a blinding white. They could use it to manipulate objects from a distance, or tear up earth and stone. Hadraniel had once seen Nuriel encompass herself in a shield of Caliber energy when she brought the church down on Behemoth Kraken. Few Saints were that powerful though. However, even the weakest of the Saints Caliber ought to be able to shine their Caliber bright gold or even white. Karinael’s Caliber struggled and sputtered. 

			Nuriel’s eyes flicked to her and then over to Cirial. She sniffed and tucked her golden hair behind her ear. “Believe it or not, that’s bright for her. Brightest I’ve ever seen.” she said with a type of reserved contempt. “Level it out.” snapped Nuriel. “Focus on shining it evenly.”

			“I… I can’t help it.” said Karinael. “I… I feel weird.”  

			Cirial huffed. “No wonder you look so tired, Nuriel. Having to drag her around with you everywhere? Shit, I’m feeling tired just being next to her.”

			Nuriel’s eyes flashed like a viper’s before a strike.

			Adonael swatted Cirial over the back of his head. “We’re all in this constellation together right now.”

			“So what’s going on here?” asked Hadraniel again. 

			“This city was getting one of those secret shipments of food and supplies that Gatima has us all on the lookout for.” said Nuriel. “We tracked the origins of the shipments to a couple of  outlying caers like this one.” She turned to Karinael and her voice took on a sour edge. “Karinael was supposed to watch this city and find out where the shipments were coming from.” Here Nuriel’s eyes narrowed into slits. “But Karinael botched it.”

			Karinael looked up at Nuriel. “I’m… I’m sorry. I just think that—”

			“Shut! Up!” barked Nuriel. 

			The wall in front of Nuriel exploded into fragments as bolt-thrower fire pounded it. Nuriel fell backward, shielding her head with the bracers on her forearms. She cursed. 

			“We can’t stay here any longer.” said Nuriel. Broken stone powdered her pauldrons and breastplate. “We have to make our move. They have us pinned down and these walls aren’t going to hold up much longer.”

			“How’d they get bolt-throwers?” asked Hadraniel. Nobody in Jerusa was supposed to have so much as a sword or even a bow, let alone expensive bolt-throwers. 

			“Jinn.” said Nuriel. “Best I can tell, they escorted whoever brought the shipments of food in. Five wagons full by my count.”

			There was a thunderous explosion upon the wall and Karinael made a little yelp as a piece of it toppled on her, breaking over her pauldrons and breastplate. Hadraniel couldn’t help but look at Karinael. He could see the fear in her eyes. She was still very green. Nuriel had been apprenticing her, but best he could tell, she hadn’t really been showing her friend all the ropes. For having been out in the field for two years, Karinael still looked and acted like one of the sheltered boys and girls back at Sanctuary. She jumped and yelped again as another errant bolt slammed the wall. Rubble was tossed into the air and tinkled off all their Star-Armor.  

			“There’s at least two Jinn here.” said Adonael. He pointed down the road. “They’re both down there, hiding in the alleys.”

			“I think maybe more than that.” said Hadraniel. “There was at least one Jinn back there. The one who got Sacriel.”

			“There’s one hiding up there too.” said Nuriel, pointing to one of the few remaining high areas of the town’s wall. 

			“Four Jinn?” Cirial shook his head. “Fuck.”

			“Adonael, me and you are going to take this head-on.” said Nuriel. “On my mark, me and you push forward. Hadraniel, I want you and Cirial to both go out wide in opposite directions. Try to get behind them. Take them from the back as me and Adonael come at them from the front. Let’s get this over with quickly.” 

			“What about me,” asked Karinael.

			“You stay here.” said Nuriel. 

			“But I—”

			Nuriel’s eyes flashed as she turned her head to Karinael. “I said you’re staying here.” She looked back at Adonael. “You ready?”

			Adonael nodded.

			Nuriel looked at Hadraniel and then Cirial. They both nodded.

			“Let’s go,” said Nuriel. Her Caliber shined a blinding white around her as she leapt from the wall. Adonael, encompassed by the glow of his own Caliber, came close behind her. The thundering hammer of bolt-thrower fire erupted and Nuriel flourished her star-metal claymore, bolts exploding off of it in showers of sparks and splintered iron. 

			Cirial bolted forward and then made a tremendous leap to the right, landing on a rooftop and then bounding off of it and out of sight. At the same time Hadraniel leapt over the wall and, shining his Caliber a brilliant gold, jumped up to the nearest rooftop at his left. As he landed his foot broke the clay shingles and his leg plunged through rotten timbers. He struggled for a moment to get up, but then more of the shingles began falling off and it was all he could do to not fall with them. By the time he got back on his feet Cirial was out of sight. Far down the road he could see the glow of Nuriel’s and Adonael’s Calibers, and he could hear an onslaught of bolt-thrower fire. He glanced back to the wall they had all been hiding behind and saw Karinael making a run down one of the alleys. It was the one that led toward where he and Sacriel had encountered the Jinn. 

			Hadraniel looked around. He cursed. Cirial, Adonael and especially Nuriel were all highly capable Saints. He had fought beside Cirial and Adonael numerous times as part of their constellation. They were both strong and could take care of themselves. Nuriel, however, was a beast all her own and didn’t need anybody worrying about her. Hadraniel would never forget that day at Caer Gatima. He, Nuriel, Adonael and Ovid had all put an end to the uprising there together. Only he and Nuriel, however, knew the truth of what happened after that; the truth of what Behemoth Kraken was—and that Nuriel had killed that monstrosity single-handedly. No, Nuriel needed no help from him. In fact, he was fairly certain she could probably handle this whole ordeal on her own if it came to it. With a sigh, he leapt to the next roof and chased after Karinael. 

			Karinael’s Caliber hardly shown now as Hadraniel shadowed her down the dim alleys lit by the still dreamy sun of the morning sky. She made a hard turn down one of the streets and Hadraniel spotted a pair of figures overtaking her from one of the alleys. He cursed. One of them was a Jinn and the other was a man in travel-worn leather armor, much better than one would ever find in this country of Jerusa. The man was lean and muscular, obviously well-fed. Definitely not a Jerusan. He and the Jinn both carried bolt-throwers. 

			Hadraniel shined his Caliber brightly as he made an amazing leap off the rooftop. He landed just behind the Jinn. It turned around, but before it could get its bolt-thrower raised Hadraniel flourished his broadsword and the thing’s head went flying. The man beside him stumbled back and raised his bolt-thrower. Hadraniel moved in but Karinael put herself between them before either of them could strike.

			“No!” she yelled, holding her arms wide. 

			The man had a thick beard the color of autumn straw, and his brown eyes shown with fear as he moved behind Karinael. 

			“Leave him alone!” shouted Karinael.

			Hadraniel was confused. The man held the heavy gun, but did not point it at Karinael. Didn’t even try to kill her, even though he had the perfect opportunity to shoot her in the back of her head. Hadraniel looked at Karinael and sputtered, trying to find his words. 

			“He’s a friend,” said Karinael. She turned to the man. “Go. Hurry. Get back to the others and just stay there. I’ll handle this.”

			The man looked at her skeptically, and then more cautiously, looked at Hadraniel. 

			“Go!” said Karinael. 

			Hadraniel watched as the man nodded and then ran off down the road. He felt Karinael’s warm hand on his cheek. It was much warmer and soothing than the Ev that flowed through his veins. He found her amber eyes. 

			“We don’t have to do these things.” she said. Her eyes gazed into his, searching; seeking. At first he did not know what for, but then it occurred to him that she was gauging if she could trust him. He could feel his own Caliber playing upon her’s in a way he had never felt before. It felt like she was consuming his Caliber; like his wanted to be a part of hers. In his Ev-muddled mind he suddenly wanted to hold her, and his hand clasped over hers upon his cheek.

			“Come with me,” she said. “Let me show you something.”

			Without really realizing it, Hadraniel was pulled by his hand down the street with her. They came upon a large building made of cobblestone. In many places the wall had crumbled, leaving large gaps and holes. Most of the thatched roof was in good repair, but even that was not entirely without holes. There was a rickety wooden door and Karinael pushed it open, revealing a large, open chamber beyond where the dawn light cascaded through holes in the roof and walls. Old straw littered the floor everywhere, and in a few places there were broken crates and ancient, worm-eaten barrels that held nothing. Karinael rushed him to the far end of the building where there were some old, moldy timbers upon the floor. There was a particularly large sheet of wood resting there as well, and Karinael moved it aside with her foot to reveal a wooden ladder leading down into a dark hold. 

			Hadraniel peered down. Dozens of eyes set upon sunken, skeletal faces looked up at him. Babies began to cry. A child wearing little more than rags screamed at his sight, and the father placed a bony hand over the child’s mouth. The man with the bolt-thrower was there too. Of the bunch he was the only one in something other than rags; the only one who was not half-starved. He stood sentinel before some sacks of grain and crates full of vegetables. 

			“What… what is this?” asked Hadraniel.

			“They’re people.” said Karinael. “They are people and they need our help.”

			Hadraniel looked at her.

			“The shipments of food that have been coming in,” said Karinael. “I’ve been helping with them.”

			Hadraniel’s silver eyes went wide. “If Gatima finds out… If Nuriel finds out…”

			“Nuriel sent me here to spy on the people.” said Karinael. “But I was helping them move the shipment into here. And that’s when Nuriel came. When the Jinn saw her, they fired on her.”

			Hadraniel shook his head. “Does she know what you’ve been doing?”

			“No.” admitted Karinael. “And she doesn’t need to. But we don’t always have to do what we’re supposed to, either. These are people, Hadraniel. People.” 

			Hadraniel shook his head. He placed his hand on the pommel of his sword at his side.

			“His name is Gabidar.” said Karinael, pointing at the bearded man with the bolt-thrower. “He and the Jinn have been secretly bringing food into Jerusa for the last year. I help them when I can.”

			“Gabidar? That’s not a Jerusan name.” said Hadraniel. By decree of King Gatima, all Jerusans had to name their children after something his lands provide.

			“I’m Narberethan.” said the man. “These people have nothing. Let them be. Let us all be. Aeoria have mercy.”

			“Aeoria have mercy,” said the rest of the men and women, almost as one. They hugged their children close as their eyes continued to peer up at Hadraniel.

			“Why do you do this?” Hadraniel asked the man. “Why do you risk your life to do this?”

			The man did not answer.

			Hadraniel shook his head. He looked at Karinael. “If Nuriel and the others find out…”

			“They don’t have to.” said Karinael, looking him in his eyes. Hers were beautiful eyes. Eyes like the finest amber, as crystalline and perfect as her hair. “I know you’re not like the others. I know it. I can feel it. Nuriel once told me about you. She said you fought beside her once, and that you seemed kind. You’ve also kept her secrets. You can keep this one too.” 

			Once again she placed her soft hand on his cheek. Hadraniel closed his eyes, taking in her Caliber. It was warm and kind and in that moment he felt her more certainly than he felt the Ev within his blood. It was strange, but he thought he could feel her taking in his Caliber as well. It made him feel strangely whole; whole in a way he had never felt before. He wanted to stand there with her; to just be there with her. And he never wanted any of the other Saints to find them. 

			“You can help people.” said Karinael, her voice as gentle and soothing as the summer winds. “We can help people. We don’t have to be like the others.”

			Hadraniel looked into her eyes one last time, then looked down into that hole. A sea of pale, sunken faces. Large eyes with no light left within them. Children more frail than porcelain dolls. With his foot, Hadraniel slid the board back over the hole.

			“Thank you.” whispered Karinael. 

			He looked at her, and was about to touch her cheek when there was a terrible crack. Both their heads whipped around. Nuriel stood in the broken doorway. Her face was speckled with blood. It clung to her Star-Armor like blights and stained her white bodysuit. Her golden eyes found them and narrowed into slits. “What are you two doing?”

			Karinael took a few steps forward. “I was just… We were going…”

			Nuriel stormed forward, her eyes flicking between the two. Hadraniel found himself suddenly feeling like he had as a child when Mother Brendaline caught him sneaking her tarts. “Where were you two?”

			Neither answered.

			Hadraniel found Nuriel’s eyes squarely fixed on him. He squirmed on his feet as she looked past him, at the floor. She looked back at him. “What are you two doing?”

			“Nuriel,” said Karinael, placing a hand on her shoulder pauldron. “It’s okay, just—”

			Hadraniel caught the brief flicker of a shadow at the door. Green goggles gleamed. He saw the barrel of a Jinn’s bolt-thrower rise. In an instant his Caliber shown a brilliant gold and he dove forward, his star-metal breastplate impacting Karinael’s with a crack. He was briefly aware of the flash and heavy, metallic JINK! as he landed on top of her. The bolt harmlessly but painfully exploded off the back of his breastplate. By the time he looked up, Nuriel was already on the Jinn. It fired and Nuriel moved her forearm up, the bolt exploding off her bracer. It tried to fire again but her sword moved up, and the thing’s gun was split in half. A downward stroke and the creature fell in two halves before her. 

			Nuriel spun around. Fresh blood streaked her face. 

			Hadraniel helped Karinael back to her feet. Nuriel’s golden eyes, once molten by the heat of her fury, seemed to soften a bit upon him. Then she turned to Karinael and that fury returned. “I told you to stay put!” she barked. She stormed forward and practically tossed Hadraniel aside. She grabbed Karinael around the collar of her breastplate and Karinael made a little yelp as Nuriel brought her close. 

			“Nuriel—” Karinael’s voice stuck as Nuriel shook her. 

			“I told you to stay put! What were you two doing in here?” she growled. Karinael’s eyes betrayed her. Nuriel turned her head, her eyes focused on that board. She pushed Karinael away and stormed over to it. She reached down to pick it up when Karinael grabbed her hand. 

			“Nuriel, please,” said Karinael.

			Nuriel stopped, but Hadraniel was certain he saw a darkness brewing inside her. Her face seemed overcome by shadows, and her body seemed to tremble as a terrible anger surfaced. Like a volcano erupting, Nuriel’s Caliber suddenly flared a blinding white and she swatted Karinael across her breastplate, sending the young Saint flying back and tumbling across the floor. With a roar Nuriel ripped the board from the floor and threw it across the room where it smashed to rotten pieces against the wall.

			From below, Hadraniel heard the cries of children and the shrieks of women. 

			“I knew it!” Nuriel sounded like a rabid dog. She spun around to face Karinael, spit flying from her mouth. “I knew it!”

			“Nuriel…” said Karinael meekly, still sitting on the floor many feet away.

			“Get up!” growled Nuriel as she stormed over to Karinael. “I said get up!”

			Karinael flinched as Nuriel moved in on her. She yelped in pain as Nuriel grabbed her around the bicep and threw her up onto her feet. 

			“What are you thinking! What are you thinking!” Nuriel pushed Karinael on the breastplate so hard that she fell back down, landing hard on her butt. “Get up! Get! Up!”

			“Nuriel—” Nuriel yanked Karinael back up to her feet. “You’re hurting—”

			“Do you know what I gave up for you!” roared Nuriel. “You wanted to be Saints Caliber, well this is it!” 

			Hadraniel felt like a terrified little boy, to impotent to react to the anger and hatred that surrounded him. He stood by the hole, listening as the screams of children and women echoed from the darkness below, while Nuriel bulled and roared at Karinael. Then he saw movement and chanced a glance over. Gabidar emerged from the hold, carrying two children with him. Their eyes met briefly and Hadraniel mouthed the word, “Run”. 

			Gabidar struggled up the ladder with the children and then quickly reached down, grabbing up child after child as Nuriel screamed and pushed Karinael around, oblivious to what was taking place. Hadraniel watched as the man pulled up a few more children, but as he reached down for another Hadraniel grabbed his shoulder. “You have to go. Now.”

			Gabidar looked at him. He nodded solemnly. “Thank you,” he whispered. He gathered the children he had pulled out and turned to leave when Hadraniel grabbed his shoulder again. 

			“There’s two more of us out there.” he said.

			Gabidar made a quick nod and ushered about seven children out the back where a large crack in the wall led out into the streets. 

			“Nuriel, stop it!” screamed Karinael as Nuriel pushed her hard on the chest again. “If you’d just listen—”

			“Shut-up, Karin! I can’t help you anymore!” screamed Nuriel. “I gave up everything for you and all you’re doing is throwing it away! How long did you think you could keep this up? How long! Did you think I was going to help you? Did you!?” She pushed her.

			Karinael stumbled and fell onto her butt. She flinched as Nuriel came at her again. “I don’t like it when you’re on Ev!” she wailed.

			Nuriel paused. Hadraniel could really see the darkness fall upon Nuriel now and he cringed even as he stood.

			“Oh, you don’t?” said Nuriel in one of the most cold, callous voices he had ever heard.

			“You take too much.” said Karinael meekly, scrunching her knees up to her chest. “You’re not yourself.”

			Nuriel snarled and grabbed Karinael around her breastplate and dragged her to her feet. “You’re going to finish this job.” she said, ice in her voice. 

			“Nuriel, no! Wait!” screamed Karinael as Nuriel dragged her across the floor, toward the hold. She threw her down at the foot of the hole. “Finish the job!”

			The women and children screamed from below. The men began to recite prayers to Aeoria. “Nuriel, please!” begged Karinael, tears forming in her eyes. “Stop it!”

			“Finish it!”

			“No!” cried Karinael. “We don’t have to do this! We don’t! If you’d just—”

			Nuriel slapped her hard across the face, nearly spinning her. Karinael recoiled as she looked up at Nuriel, a blot of blood forming at her nose. Nuriel’s fists clenched tightly and she seemed to tremble as she stood. She turned, and in that brief moment Hadraniel saw her face. Her eyes blazed with blind anger. Her face was shadowed in rage. She grabbed the claymore from her back.

			“Nuriel, don’t!” begged Karinael. 

			Nuriel dropped down into the hold. Hadraniel looked away and Karinael wept as the uproar of screams was quickly silenced, one-by-one. Nuriel climbed up the ladder, her face and hair dripping with crimson. 

			Karinael lay upon the floor weeping; defeated. “I can’t be with you anymore,” she cried. “I can’t be with you anymore.”

			Nuriel didn’t say anything as she stood there, dripping with blood, her chest heaving with every gulp of air. She turned to Hadraniel, her eyes like molten beads of gold against a sea of red. “She’s yours now. I assign her to you.”

			Hadraniel gulped. He tried to look at her but his eyes turned down. “But… only Holy Father or the Oracles can assign constellations…”

			“I am Holy Father’s Saint!” her growl sounded more demonic than anything. 

			Hadraniel gulped again. He nodded. He felt her grab the collar of his breastplate and bring him to her face. “Nothing happens to her.” she said with such cold authority that it gave him a chill. “If she dies under your guard, I will find you.”

			Hadraniel nodded.

			She turned to Karinael and strode over to her, leaving bloody footprints in her wake. Karinael lay upon her side, weeping, as Nuriel crouched by her ear. She leaned down and Hadraniel saw her whisper something into Karinael’s ear. Karinael’s weeping intensified. Nuriel stood. She turned her head and took one last look at Hadraniel, then turned and walked to the door just as Adonael and Cirial entered. They both stopped short as they looked upon her. 

			“What happened?” asked Adonael, looking around, his eyes finding Karinael crying upon the floor. 

			“Let’s go. Both of you.” said Nuriel. “We report back to Gatima that this city is cleared. Then I’m returning to Sanctuary.”

			They both looked at Hadraniel. “What about him?” asked Adonael. “Hadraniel is part of my constellation. I would—” 

			“Not anymore.” said Nuriel. “He and Karinael can stay and clean this up.”

			Adonael took one last look at Hadraniel and then nodded at Nuriel. “As you say.” Then he and Cirial escorted Nuriel out the door, leaving Hadraniel and Karinael alone in that terrible place…

			“Well, what?” asked Karinael, and Hadraniel shook himself from his reverie. He swore he could still see Nuriel’s bloody footprints. “What did you want to ask me?”

			Hadraniel shook his head and had to look around to make sure he wasn’t still in that warehouse. Those memories still seemed so real and vivid. His eyes found hers and she stroked her hand down his cheek.

			“What’s wrong?” she asked.

			The fear of what Gatima might want with them played upon his heart again and he looked into Karinael’s eyes. “That first day we met,” said Hadraniel. “Nuriel whispered something into your ear and it frightened you. What did she say?”

			Karinael smiled, but Hadraniel knew her too well. It was a forced smile, and the question had unnerved her. “It was nothing. Don’t worry about it.” she said, trying to sound chipper. “Besides, no time to worry about that right now. We have to see what Gatima wants.” One of the things Hadraniel knew about Karin was that she would ramble and talk and try to dismiss everything with jokes if she got nervous or upset. She was doing it now, he knew. “I’m sure he just wants us to do one of his usual tasks,” she continued. “HOW DARE THOSE PEOPLE GROW CORN WITHOUT ME KNOWING!” she boomed slowly and steadily, using her best King Gatima-mocking voice as she lumbered in a circle around Hadraniel, her chest puffed out and her arms bent at her sides. “HOW DARE THEY USE MY STONES TO MAKE A HOUSE! HOW DAR—”

			“Shh!” hissed Hadraniel, trying but failing not to laugh as he grabbed her around the shoulders and stopped her in mid-step. He glanced up at the towers that loomed high above, but didn’t immediately see any guards watching them. 

			Karinael’s big smile brightened her face and she tapped Hadraniel on his forehead. “Stop worrying so much. We’ll just do what we always do when he sends us out on one of his assignments.”

			Hadraniel’s smile faded to a frown as Karin strode past him. ‘Doing what they always do’ was what was starting to worry him. He knew that Nuriel was onto them. He could tell. He had seen it in her eyes the last time they met. He wondered if they had been called to the castle because King Gatima had now somehow found out; if perhaps even Nuriel had told him. If Gatima did know, they’d never be leaving that monstrous castle alive. 

			“Come on,” she waved her hand. “Let’s get this over with.”

			Hadraniel sighed. He shook his head and cursed her unwavering, infectious optimism and hurried to catch up to her. 

			As they strode past the walls and menacing towers, the sprawl of the city opened up to them. Here, at the outskirts of Gatimaria, the houses were little more than ramshackle dens cobbled together of rotten timbers, junk and mud. They couldn’t even rightly be called houses. Most had nothing more than a curtain of fabric for a door. Deeper into the city the homes had more structure to them, but certainly nobody outside of the castle lived in anything more than abundant poverty. 

			For such a large, sprawling city, it was eerily quiet but for the subdued cries of babies that floated through the air. There was no smoke from any of the chimneys. There were no aromas of food cooking, not even the scent of livestock and the manure that comes with them. There were no children playing in the streets or merchants going about business. There were no shops or stores; no taverns or inns. There were only quiet streets lined with dilapidated homes long plundered of even their glass windows. 

			And through it all there was a terrible odor that haunted the air, and Hadraniel thought it was a cruel, twisted joke. The miasma that hung over the city was not from filth or waste or even excrement. The terrible odor emanated from silos and great chambers locked within the city’s walls where tons of grains, fruits and vegetables sat and rotted. Even from here Hadraniel could see black clouds of flies swirling around certain sections of the wall, their buzzing distant but terrible. Upon one tower so many maggots crawled upon a silo window that it looked like white fungus all up and down the stones. Some frail men and women padded like dogs in the dirt beneath it, their hands hungrily pecking at all that fell.

			Hadraniel felt Karinael’s soft hand slip into his own. He squeezed it tightly and then broke their grasp, lest spying eyes were to see. 

			As they walked the dirt road, the city around them seemed to slowly wake up. Women and men dressed in threadbare rags began poking their heads from broken windows and doorways, their lifeless eyes dull even in the sun. From some of the doorways little children began to appear. Their skin was dirty, and their skeletal arms hung limply from their raggedy clothes. Their hair was thin and their large eyes peered at them from sunken pits.

			Hadraniel had been stationed in Jerusa for more than ten years. When he was taking Evanescence regularly it had helped numb him to the sight of starving people, and the terrible things he had done to them. Without the Ev flowing through his blood the faces of these children were too much to bear, and he had to close his eyes for a moment. Without the Ev, there was no numbing this; no deadening the heartbreak; no denying that for years he had helped precipitate their suffering. Karinael had forgiven him his past deeds. She had helped him confront his past and shown him that not all roads led to the same future. He hoped that one day he might forgive himself as well, and hoped that when the time came, the Goddess, Aeoria, would forgive him too. 

			The children began to whisper to each other, speculating among themselves if they were truly in the presence of Saints Karinael and Hadraniel, the Saints of the Generous Hand. Their faces began to light up at the notion. But it was not a pleasing light. It was the light of a distant hope; a hope that even if were real, would be too faint and fleeting to matter. Hadraniel found the tragedy in how their skeletal faces could never truly emote any joy. He chewed his bottom lip as he watched the children and their parents cautiously make their way into the street.

			He and Karin had both unofficially earned the honorific of Generous Hand throughout the kingdom of Jerusa. Although Karinael was quite taken by the honor, Hadraniel didn’t like it one bit. Already some of the other Saints Caliber within Jerusa had taken notice of it, and it did not bode well. Gatima’s Saints were supposed to be pressing his brand of law and order, and that absolutely did not include any part of a generous hand. 

			Upon both Karinael’s and Hadraniel’s left hip hung their star-metal swords in scabbards as black as their armor. However, on their right, they both carried large, leather sacks. Karinael drew the string and opened hers and immediately the children swarmed forward like zombies, too weak to run, followed by the parents, who moved even more slowly. 

			Hadraniel put a hand on Karin’s shoulder and whispered into the back of her ear as he watched the people approach them. “Do you think it’s a good idea to do this here?” He chanced a glance back at the wall, where the two high towers stood like cruel sentinels. 

			“Sure, why not?” said Karinael, pulling out a loaf of bread. She smiled at the children. Their bare feet scuffed the dirt road as they piled forward, their lips trembling at the idea of food. Few, if any of them, had ever seen a whole loaf of bread before. The entire thing might be more than any of them had eaten in an entire week. 

			“Bless you!” cried a woman, tears streaking her face with dirt. “Aeoria knows mercy! Aeoria bless you! Aeoria bless the Saints of the Generous Hand!”

			Hands, both old and young, reached to Karinael, but none of the people had the energy or strength to do it with any excitement. Karin began breaking chunks and handing them out and the children stuffed them into their mouths as quickly as it came to their hands. Hadraniel opened his sack and pulled out a handful of dried fruits and meats and passed them around as well. From down the road Hadraniel began to notice more and more people stepping from their homes. His lips pursed into a frown. He and Karin just didn’t have enough to go around. Not even enough to save a single family. He hoped what they brought was at least enough to give some of them hope, but deep down feared the paltry sum might only breed contempt. 

			As Hadraniel and Karinael passed the last of their rations the people began to scatter like mice who sensed the unheard footfalls of an approaching cat. Hadraniel looked down the road as the people broke away and ducked back into their hovels. The unmistakable blackness of star-metal gleamed in the sunlight. Hadraniel nudged Karinael and she looked up. Coming down the road was Saint Ovid of the Nine Days.  

			Hadraniel knew Saint Ovid all too well. He had fought by his side many times prior to his teaming up with Karinael. He had even fought beside him the day he watched Nuriel single-handedly take out Behemoth Kraken. Ovid had suffered some dreadful wounds that day, and at the base of his neck he still bore a terrible scar from where a young boy’s dagger pierced him. Ovid’s hair and eyes were both the color of obsidian pulled from the depths of the ocean, and his voice was just as deep and cold. A child who clutched a handful of dried fruits tried to slink past him but Ovid’s gauntleted hand grabbed the boy by the wrist. The child whimpered as Ovid dragged him along as he approached Karinael and Hadraniel.

			A skeletal woman in a gown of filthy rags stumbled from her home and up to Ovid. Stringy, red-brown hair draped down her balding scalp. “Please,” she begged, tears forming in the sunken pits of her dull, brown eyes. “Please. Have mercy on my child. He’s just hungry. Mercy!” She clutched at Ovid but did not have the strength to pursue him with any speed. 

			Her husband came forward as well, brandishing a stone in his hand. Like the woman, he was no older than thirty but starvation had withered and aged his body into a macabre form as dilapidated as his home. “Let him go, damn you! Let him go!” He extended a bony finger toward Karinael and Hadraniel. “You’re the ones of the Generous Hands! Please, I beg you, bring us back our son!”

			Ovid’s black eyes looked upon Hadraniel and he was certain he saw Ovid’s lips curl into a cruel smile. “Saint Hadraniel,” said Ovid as he came up to him, giving a slight bow of his head. His dark eyes focused past him to Karinael. “Saint Karinael.” 

			“Let the kid go.” said Karinael. 

			Ovid looked down at the whimpering bag of bones he held by the wrist. The child still clutched the fruits to his chest. Ovid shook him like a rag doll. “Looks to me like he’s stealing from his King.” He looked up briefly toward the high walls surrounding the city that buzzed with clouds of flies. Then his eyes found Karinael’s. “Don’t you know there is a food shortage?” He smiled.

			“Ovid, let him go. He’s just a little boy.” said Karinael.

			Ovid ripped the fruits from the boy’s hands and shoved him away. He popped a few in his mouth. “I heard you two were summoned before the King.”

			Hadraniel could see Karin’s amber eyes burning into Ovid’s. He watched as the mother hobbled up and grabbed her child and took him away. The father still stormed forward with all the energy his frail body could muster. He clutched the stone in his hand and raised it at Ovid.

			Like a lightning strike Saint Ovid drew the star-metal broadsword from his side, flourished it, and then returned it to his scabbard. The man’s hand, still gripping the stone, flew across the road, leaving a trail of crimson beads. The man fell to his knees, clutching the bloody stump to his chest. Ovid reached down and grabbed a handful of the man’s scraggly hair. Then he brought his star-armored knee up into the man’s face and tossed him aside. The man lay upon his back in the middle of the road, his face a hideous, ruined mask of flesh, bone and blood. 

			Karinael strode forward but Hadraniel grabbed her around the shoulders. “Not here,” he hissed into her ear. Then more quietly said, “You can’t help anybody if you’re dead.” 

			She cast Ovid a fiery gaze, her lips furled in disgust at him. 

			Ovid smiled at her and popped another one of the fruits into his mouth. “Sorry, but it’s King Gatima’s orders.” He chewed and then swallowed the fruit. Behind him, the man’s wife screamed, but Ovid was unfazed. Something in his face even seemed to delight in it. “Theft is punishable by death. So is raising a weapon to a Saint.”

			“You’re a monster.” Karinael’s voice was oozing with disgust. 

			Now Ovid’s pale face took on a more serious cast as he looked her in her eyes. “We of the Saints Caliber are out here in the field to serve the will of Sanctuary and Holy Father. And that will is that we serve the King to whom we’re assigned.” Ovid’s eyes narrowed as they pierced into Karinael’s. “But it seems to me you two haven’t been very concerned about serving the will of your King these days.” He walked forward slowly, his star-metal boots clomping loudly on the dirt road. Karinael’s eyes traced him as he walked around her. His cold finger, armored in star-metal, lifted her long, amber hair and grazed the back of her neck where her stellaglyph was permanently scarred in silver ink. “I wonder why that is…”

			Karinael tore herself from Hadraniel’s grasp and confronted Ovid. “Why do you have to be so cruel? Why can’t you just leave people alone?”

			Ovid stood his ground before her, his cold, abyssal eyes never wavering. “We’re Saints Caliber. We do as our King tells us. Nothing more, nothing less. Perhaps you should try delighting in your service.” He looked down at his boots. The dirt road was turning to mud beneath him, as if water were trickling up from the surface. 

			Hadraniel looked away.

			Ovid looked back at Karinael. His lips curled into a wicked smile as the color left her face. “And Leviathan Hydra sees all. Her seven heads are everywhere.” He pushed past Karinael and strode past Hadraniel, leaving a trail of muddy prints. A slick of water followed him, dampening his path. “You two would do best to accompany me back to Castle Gatima. Let’s hope Hydra didn’t see your little display, Karinael of the Generous Hand.”

			♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦

			Karinael stayed at Hadraniel’s side as they strode down the lavish but cavernous hall of Castle Gatima, Ovid leading the way. There were many great halls within the castle, but of them all this was the most spectacular. The vaulted ceiling was no less than 75-feet above their heads, hung with enormous chandeliers of solid gold, each blazing with gaslight to illuminate the priceless art and décor that festooned the walls. There was so much to take in that even the most magnificent treasures were lost within the excessive extravagance. 

			Their star-metal boots clomped loudly upon the opulent marble as they went. Hadraniel could see the fires of contempt still smoldering in Karinael’s eyes as she gazed ahead at the black-haired Saint, but more than that, he could feel her anger within his own Caliber. It was strange, but ever since that first day he had met her, he felt she had become a part of him, and he a part of her. Saints could always feel the emotions of a fellow Saint if close enough, but with Karin it was different. It wasn’t so much that he could feel her emotions from her Caliber, but that he could feel her emotions in his own Caliber. Maybe it was love? Maybe this was the way it was between Saints who loved each other? Hadraniel often wondered. 

			He also wondered if maybe it was simply a product of how weak her Caliber was. If it ever came to a fight, Karinael wouldn’t stand a chance against Ovid. Karinael wouldn’t stand a chance against any within the Order of the Saints Caliber. Hadraniel only vaguely knew the circumstances surrounding why she was even given her Call to Guard. It had something to do with Nuriel, but exactly what he did not know. Not even Karinael really knew the entire reason for her getting her Call to Guard. Karinael believed it was because Nuriel recommended her, and she was content to believe so. Hadraniel, however, knew there was more to it. Saints like Karin did not possess a strong enough Caliber to become one of the elite Saints Caliber. And more than that, she did not have the correct psychological profile. It was the Saints like Ovid that received their Call to Guard. 

			On one hand, Hadraniel was thankful for Karin becoming a Saints Caliber. She was kind and sweet, warm and caring. She had shown him that this world did not have to be the dismal place that it was. However, on the other hand, he cursed it. Not because he did not like being her partner—quite the opposite—but because he knew that her safety rested entirely on his shoulders. And he wasn’t exactly the most powerful Saint either. If something were to ever happen to her, he didn’t know if he could bear it. Over the last several years her Caliber had very much become a part of his, and the thought of losing that warmth terrified him. Her warmth had replaced the Evanescence he used to take. He didn’t know if he could go back to his old life, the one before she came along, where he tormented the people of Jerusa and was happy to do so, so long as the Ev flowed freely.

			“You don’t have to be so cruel.” said Karinael, and Hadraniel cringed. In this hall where every inch of every wall was hung with ornate tapestries, paintings or set with shelves of vases and other fine art, her voice seemed dangerously loud.

			Ovid did not answer. He just led them down the hall. 

			“There are other ways, you know.” she persisted. 

			“Karin…” warned Hadraniel into her ear, but she simply walked faster away from him.

			“You can help, you know.” she said. “You can help people.”

			Ovid stopped in his tracks. He turned to face her, his black eyes cold. He looked down at his feet. A puddle came up from the marble floor, surrounding him. He looked back at her. “We’ll see how helpful you remain when Leviathan Hydra is watching you.” He turned and continued down the hall, leaving wet boot-prints as he went. 

			Hadraniel saw Karinael’s nose crinkle and he himself almost recoiled as a pungent odor began to assault him. At first it was faint, just playing at his nose, but as they approached the enormous golden doors ahead it began to hang thick in the air. It almost had an atmosphere to it; a tangible substance. Hadraniel had been near pig farms, but those were nothing to this. No matter how many times he had come before Gatima, he could never prepare himself for the odor. It was like a stinking, sweaty corpse left to rot in the sun. It was an oily odor and it clung to everything. He swore he could even see it fogging up the glassy black surface of their Star-Armor. He turned his head and buried his nose and mouth in his shoulder as he walked, but it was a useless gesture. There was no escaping it. Hadraniel thought to breathe through his mouth but then he was certain he could taste it. 

			Ovid chuckled. “You never get used to it.”

			Ahead, the enormous golden doors stood before them. Hadraniel knew they were not just painted gold, or even iron plated in gold. These monstrosities were pure, solid gold, two-feet thick. Each was no less than fifty-feet tall and nearly as wide. Upon the pair was engraved the crest of Jerusa, a great, raging bull. Its eyes were set with rubies, giving it a terrible, angry demeanor. Trimming the door were geometric patterns of diamonds, emeralds, rubies and other precious gems, each the size of a fist. They all sparkled in the light of an enormous, golden chandelier that radiated with a hundred or more gaslights. They were marvelous and spectacular in the most hideously gaudy way imaginable. 

			Standing before each door was a Saint in his white bodysuit and black Star-Armor. The one on the left with eyes and hair like magnificent rubies and a rare axe of star-metal upon his back was Saint Savitar of the Pits. Savitar had earned his honorific providing sacrifices to the Womb of the World. Hadraniel had never been there, but it was said that it was a forbidden place; a bottomless pit that reached to the very roots of Apollyon’s Hell. For as long as any could remember, King Gatima had it mined for precious gems, and Saint Savitar had made sure it blessed Gatima with its riches. Savitar was said to have thrown countless men, women and children into its depths as offerings to whatever abominable thing might lurk in its belly. 

			The Saint on the right with eyes and hair like polished sapphires was Saint Ithuriel of the Violet Fires. Nobody, except maybe King Gatima, knew what his honorific meant. In fact, nobody really knew what Saint Ithuriel did other than guard the doors to Gatima’s throne room. He was said to have once belonged to Saint Mephistasis of the Red Path, the only Saint to ever be Exalted by his King. Mephistasis and Ithuriel were said to have purged Penatallia of all blasphemous Saints. But here in Jerusa, for as long as anybody could remember, Saint Ithuriel stood sentinel before these doors, his two eight-foot pikes of star-metal always in his hands.

			 Saint Ovid came to a stop before the doors and bowed his head slightly to each, “Saint Savitar of the Pits. Saint Ithuriel of the Violet Fires.” 

			Hadraniel and Karinael did the same. Hadraniel couldn’t help but notice the way Ithuriel’s sapphire eyes were focused on him and Karinael, and something about that gaze filled him with dread. 

			Upon each door was a giant, golden rung and in unison Savitar and Ithuriel pulled the doors open. Hadraniel could see their Caliber light shining brightly as they struggled at first to move the titanic doors, though they made very little sound as they opened. Billows of foul air poured forth as the doors spread and Hadraniel coughed and his eyes teared up as the sticky, hot warmth washed over him and Karinael. Ovid chuckled and strode forth into the throne room.

			Beyond the doors was the single largest room Hadraniel had ever seen. The chamber’s ceiling was hundreds of feet high, but brightly illuminated by countless chandeliers of gold. The marble walls were hung with enormous tapestries and paintings, as well as plush curtains. Upon the back wall was a single, round window of stained glass at least one-hundred feet in diameter depicting the raging bull of Jerusa. And seated before it, on a raised, golden throne so immense that Hadraniel’s mind failed to hazard a guess at its size, sat King Gatima. Hadraniel and Karinael had to crane their necks up just to see his full stature. There was no man or beast so large as he. Hadraniel had seen the titan known as Behemoth Kraken, a ten-foot tall monstrosity of a man who cracked the stones he stepped on. But even that infernal creature was but a dwarf to Gatima.  

			He was grotesque. Fat beyond words. Hideous in exorbitance. A mountain of flesh fifty-feet tall. Red and green gowns embellished with gems and baubles blanketed him like snow might a mountain. His face must have been four-feet around and it sagged beneath the weight of his own cheeks and chins. His hair was dark and curly and upon it rested a crown as engorged and bloated as the man who wore it. Its golden spires, each many feet high, were burdened by gems so large that the entire thing looked as if it threatened to sink into the fat of his scalp. His arms—impossible to gauge their size beneath the billowing, draping gowns—sat high upon his sides, dozens of feet apart. His hands were like hams, each finger a sausage heavy with rings of gold half-swallowed by rolls of fat. In his right hand he held a golden scepter so laden with gems that any beauty it might contain was lost in its terrible excess. His dark eyes looked down upon them with lazy arrogance. 

			The blankets of his gown rolled down his bulk and off the throne, dozens of feet to its base where a council of twelve pale, skeletal men sat before a golden table fifty-feet long. The councilmen all wore robes of their own, the backs of them sewn into the ends of the King’s so that they were as one; as if they were his toes poking from his robe. Despite the size and heft of the table the council sat before, it was so laden with food that it seemed it might collapse. Whole turkeys and hams gently steamed upon jewel-encrusted platters; There were wheels of cheese and plates of crackers; Golden decanters of wine were set here and there; Baskets of breads and fruits where everywhere; Jars of butters and jellies added spots of bright color amid the flickering candles. But no amount of food could deter the terrible odors that emanated from the creature upon that throne.

			Before each councilman was a plate stacked with food. They ate ravenously, but yet they were skeletal. Wisps of gray hair lay flat upon their liver-spotted scalps and their dark, sunken eyes stared down at their plates. They gripped golden forks and knives in their bony hands as they shoveled food past thin lips with such fervent hunger that the attending staff, all dressed in fine robes, had to constantly carve more meat or cheese or refill their glasses as they ate. 

			Hadraniel’s lips turned up in disgust as he watched them consume their food. And then his belly burned as a terrible horror struck him. With every feverish mouthful they gulped, a subtle but distinct undulation moved from their robes and up Gatima’s, all the way to his belly where it quivered ever so slightly beneath his gowns. His eyes fixed on the terrible sight, hoping his fear would not be confirmed. But it was unmistakable. What they ate somehow fed into Gatima. What abominable horror chained them to Gatima the robes thankfully hid, but Hadraniel’s mind was flooded with horrific ideas. 

			Nausea hit him hard. He felt as if he might vomit and his Caliber desperately sought Karinael’s. But all he could feel from her was her own fear and disgust and it was all he could do to turn to the side and lose his lunch. No sooner than it had splattered upon the floor, along came a hasty maid servant. She was as starved and skeletal as the councilmen beneath her gown and apron, and she used her bony hands to scoop the vomit into a small bucket. Hadraniel watched in horror as she brought it to the table and set it on the floor beneath it. From beneath Gatima’s robes came a pack of starved dogs who ravenously growled and fought for ownership of it. 

			“WASTE NOT,” the King sucked in a huge breath, “WANT NOT.” King Gatima’s voice was rich and full in a most unnatural way and it consumed the entire chamber with its sluggish indolence. He chuckled a lazy, arrogant chuckle, and his entire bulk bounced. Hadraniel swore he could feel the very room shudder. The council at the table did not pause in their eating.

			Ovid bowed and then stepped to the side. Hadraniel stepped forward, Karinael at his side, and they both bowed deeply. “Most Exalted King Gatima,” said Hadraniel softly. “We have received your summons and are here to serve.”

			“GOOD. GOOD.” said Gatima, his voice huge and slow. His council continued to eat beneath him as the servants went about restocking their plates. He sucked in a huge breath. “LOYALTY IS A VIRTUE ABOVE ALL OTHERS.” He chuckled lazily. 

			“How may we be of service to you, my King?” asked Karinael. 

			Gatima paused and began smacking his enormous, fat lips. An engorged, pink tongue slithered out and licked at the sides of his mouth. A couple servants ran up the steep flight of golden steps at either side of his throne and stood upon small platforms next to his head. One carried a large pitcher in his hands and the other a plush towel. Next to Gatima’s face, the servants looked like midgets. The servant with the pitcher began to pour the contents into Gatima’s mouth as the other gently dabbed at his chins with the towel. When they had finished they both scampered down the steps and went back to attending the councilmen.

			“WHY DO MY PEOPLE NOT HEED MY WORDS?” Gatima’s voice filled the room with a terrible heaviness. “LOOK. LOOK.” his enormous hands flapped, trying to gesture at the table beneath him. “DO THEY NOT SEE THE BOUNTY I PROVIDE?” he sucked in a huge breath. “WHY, MY CASTLE BURSTS WITH THE BOUNTY OF MY LANDS. IT BURSTS. IT BURSTS.” 

			Hadraniel cast his silver eyes down. He could see Karinael chewing on her lip. He really hoped she wouldn’t say what he knew she wanted to.

			“WHY DO THEY NOT HEED MY WORDS? WHY? WHY?”

			“I… I do not know, my King.” said Karinael.

			“HADRANIEL, MY SAINT. WHY DO THEY NOT HEED MY WORDS? WHY?”

			“I do not know,” said Hadraniel softly. “But I know they love you and adore you, my King.”

			“AS THEY SHOULD. AS THEY SHOULD. I AM THE GREAT PROVIDER. LOOK AT THE BOUNTY. LOOK. LOOK.”

			Hadraniel swallowed hard and made a show of looking about the room. Somehow, his eyes were still drawn to the councilmen at the table and their constant eating; and that ever-so-subtle undulation that followed up Gatima’s robes every time they swallowed. 

			“BOUNTY. SUCH BOUNTY.”

			Karinael licked her lips. “My King, what service might we provide you?”

			“MY CITY OF GATIPA.” said Gatima. He sucked in a huge breath. “THEY SETTLE TOO FAR FROM ME. MUCH TOO FAR.”

			“Two-hundred-and-three-miles.” said one of the councilmen at the table so quickly and abruptly that Hadraniel was scarcely sure he caught a glimpse of the one who said it before he resumed shoveling food into his mouth. 

			“TWO HUNDRED AND THREE.” said Gatima. “TOO FAR. MUCH, MUCH TOO FAR. THEY MUST BE CLOSER. MUST BE CLOSER TO ME. THINGS MUST BE CLOSE TO MY HANDS.” Gatima paused and began smacking his lips again. His attendants ran up to him once more, pouring more liquid down his massive throat and dabbing at his rolling chins. “BUT THERE IS MORE. MUCH MORE.”

			“Food-shipments.-Stealing.” blurted one of the councilmen, hardly even pausing his eating.

			“THEY STEAL.” said Gatima. “THEY STEAL MY BOUNTY. WHY? WHY DO THEY STEAL FROM ME? WHY WHEN I PROVIDE SUCH BOUNTY MUST THEY STEAL?”

			“I don’t know, my King.” said Hadraniel. He could detect an anger brewing deep within Gatima’s voice. It was an undertone in the very atmosphere that was at once terrible and frightening. It made the air thicker, heavier, harder to bear. 

			“MINE. IT’S MINE. MY BOUNTY. MINE. IT’S MINE.” Gatima’s voice was still sluggish but was becoming more and more terrible and more and more consuming of the room. 

			“Yes, my King.” said Hadraniel. “Of course, my King.”

			“YET THERE IS MORE. MUCH MORE.”

			“Someone-is-helping-them.” blurted a councilman. “Helping-them-get-shipments-of-food.” 

			“HELP. WHAT HELP BUT MINE DO THEY NEED? I PROVIDE. I AM THE PROVIDER! I PROVIDE AND THEY ARE TAKING IT. IT’S MINE! MINE! IT IS ALL MINE!” the chamber began to rattle beneath the weight of Gatima’s voice. “WHO’S TAKING?! WHO IS TAKING?! MINE! MY BOUNTY! IT’S MINE! HOW DARE THEY? HOW DARE THEY TAKE AND TAKE FROM ME? HOW DARE THEY? TELL ME! TELL ME! WHO IS HELPING?! WHO IS HELPING?!”

			Hadraniel swallowed hard as Gatima’s attendants ran up the stairs and began toweling his face. The King’s breaths were loud and seemed to consume all the air in the room. Hadraniel himself found he was having a hard time breathing, though he couldn’t be sure it wasn’t panic. He and Karinael were the ones helping. Did Gatima know? Did his council know? He swallowed hard again. 

			He chanced a glance at Karinael. She stood silently at his side, her eyes cast down as well. Then he felt her foot gently tap his. He looked at her and she softly gestured with her head to the side. He looked. A thin layer of water began trickling across the floor from around the King’s throne. It raced across the marble and began to pool at Ovid’s star-metal boots. Then it spread out, flowing across the floor in a sheet, swirling around their own feet, and Hadraniel and Karinael both stepped back. Water from nowhere was the herald of Leviathan Hydra.

			From around Gatima’s throne came seven unnaturally tall women. There was a strange light about them, as if yellow-green gaslight was cast upon them through a thick fog across an unseen sea. There was a sickly, yellow cast to their flesh, and their long, blonde hair seemed tinged with the same green that colored their serpentine eyes. They walked with a slight hunch, their hands limp before them, their fingers hung with yellowed claws. There was a wetness about them; a dampness that matted their hair and made their yellow-green gowns cling to their tall, slinky forms. It beaded on their skin, and dripped from their nails. Their bare feet padded across the floor, lost in the puddles of water beneath them. Their seven sets of terrible eyes found Karinael and Hadraniel and their vertical pupils narrowed into angry slits. Their lips—blue like a corpse’s found floating in a lake—furled, revealing mouthfuls of needle-sharp teeth, like one might find on a barracuda. 

			“Treachery, treachery, treachery,” they hissed, their voices in an eerie, haunting unison that seemed to come from everywhere. Together, their voices were like a ghost whispering upon a stormy sea. “Such treachery is afoot.” 

			Hadraniel and Karinael squirmed on their feet as the seven women approached them, their wet gowns dragging in the dark, abyssal waters at their feet, and it followed them as they came. Hadraniel could see the water rising and sloshing over his and Karinael’s star-metal boots as they neared. Where once the waters ran clear, they were now dark, as if they had come from the bottom of some angry ocean. Though only a couple inches deep, Hadraniel’s heart raced, feeling as if he might sink into some unimaginable depth. 

			Like a singular snake, the seven moved forward, circling them. Their claws were dripping with water, and past their needle-like teeth Hadraniel was certain he could see forked tongues. “What’s this? What have we? What are they?”

			Hadraniel shifted on his feet. The women were all a good two-feet taller than he, even with their hunched gait.  

			“Send them. Send them, our King. Send these for your bidding.”

			“YES. YES.” the King’s voice was as deep as the depths from wherever Leviathan Hydra’s waters came. “GO TO GATIPA. TAKE BACK WHAT IS MINE. TAKE IT. BRING IT TO ME. BRING ME WHAT IS MINE. I WANT IT. I SHALL HAVE IT. BRING IT TO ME.”

			Hadraniel and Karinael each made a slight bow. “Yes, my King.” said Hadraniel. “Your will shall be done.”

			“DO NOT FAIL. NEVER FAIL. IT SHOULD ALL BE MINE. NEVER FORGET. NEVER FORGET!”

			“Yes, my King.” said Hadraniel. He made another slight bow. He and Karinael both turned to leave, the waters stirring at their feet.

			“WAIT. THERE IS MORE. MUCH MORE.”

			Karinael and Hadraniel both stopped but did not turn back around.

			“KILL THEM. KILL THEM ALL. KILL THE THIEVES. LIFE AND DEATH BELONG TO ME. KILL THEM AND MAKE THEIR DEATHS MINE.”

			“Yes, my King.” said Hadraniel. He and Karinael strode forth, their boots rippling the waters beneath their feet until the puddles ended and they were out the doors.

			“THERE IS MORE. MUCH MORE.” said Gatima once the two had gone. “THERE IS TREACHERY. TREACHERY AMONG MY NUMBERS.”

			“Much treachery. Treachery everywhere. We saw it. The shadows crept over your throne.”

			“I shall follow them.” said Ovid. His black eyes turned up to look upon Gatima. “I shall root out the treachery.”

			“GOOD. GOOD.” said the King. “FOLLOW THEM, MY OVID. FOLLOW THEM AND WATCH THEM. MAKE TREACHERY PUNISHABLE BY DEATH.”

			Ovid’s lips curled into a wicked smile. He bowed, then turned and took his leave.

			As the golden doors of the throne room closed with a thunderous rumble behind Ovid, Gatima’s eyes turned into dark beads. He cast them down upon the seven women. “YET THERE IS MORE. MUCH MORE.”

		

	
		
			— 5 —

			The Dragon Forge 

			[image: ] 

			Mount Yotun was the tallest and most imposing peak in the entire Yotun mountain range. It sat lonesomely at the southeastern edge of Duroton, surrounded by vast tracts of pine forests. It was a stony, craggy, arthritic looking thing that had not aged as gracefully as the lands that surrounded it. Its sharp peak was lost among the clouds and the snows tried to blanket its body but could not cover all the oddly angled precipices, giving it a restless demeanor. For ages it had been mined of gems and rare metals, and thousands of tunnels ran like veins throughout it. Many parts were still rich and mining operations never ceased. 

			But Lord Tarquin commanded the mountain’s underworld where few knew what was taking place. Tarquin’s domain was accessed by the largest and oldest of all the mountain’s tunnels. It began as a gaping maw at the foot of Mount Yotun, an opening two-hundred feet in height and more than that in width. For hundreds of years miners had toiled in never-ending shifts to rob this richest of veins of all its metals, and the throaty tunnel never narrowed, only lengthened. It descended two-miles into the earth where the mountain’s very belly had been emptied. It was in this vast chamber, hundreds of yards in width and height, where the greatest artifact ever found had been hidden away, and Lord Tarquin considered it all his own.

			The skull of the fire dragon was something terrifying to behold. No man, not even Dagrir Thorodin, the King of Duroton, had ever gazed upon it without equal amounts of fear and awe. It was giant without comparison. Before it, men stood like ants against stony fangs that rose a hundred feet high. It was set against the chamber’s farthest wall, in something of a pit that had been dug to keep the lower jaw-bone flush with the rocky floor. High above, the upper jaw protruded outward, its enormous fangs curling down like stalactites born in the most primordial age. From this yawning cavern of bone and teeth was breathed a fiery light like those birthed in the heart of a volcano. It lit the entire chamber in flickering oranges and yellows. Within the lower jaw was a sea of molten slag that flowed without cooling, filling the chamber with sulfurous fumes. It erupted in plumes deep within the throat, tossing magma so high that it clung to the upper jaw before raining down in fiery chunks, or oozing off the high fangs like glowing blood. 

			The heat and fumes which exuded from this titanic skull made the entire chamber a sweltering, hellish place to work. The ceiling, some six-hundred feet above, was a catwalk of rusty ductwork fed by enormous fans that struggled to keep up with the job. They ran without end, their constant rattle and chugging echoing throughout, but often lost among the screeching gears and thunderous banging of beastly machines used to smelt and refine ore of every type. Ramps and tunnels and steel tracks created a maze of paths which all led to and from this frightening, iron equipment where laborers toiled. And it was all bathed in the unrelenting heat and light exuded from the skull’s maw.

			But for all its light and fire, the skull’s eye sockets were dark chambers lit only by pinholes of fiery red. It gave it a malicious gaze; a hateful stare; a look of contempt over what it had become. And Lord Tarquin’s throne was little more than an insulting crown atop its head; an abject jewel that could not satisfy the creature’s terrible magnificence. It was a plain but menacing seat that had been cast in solid iron, and the cold thing’s surface was all pitted and pocked. It had a dull red about it, but not from rust or paint, and it sat within the deep recess between the skull’s eye sockets. 

			From this high perch Tarquin could gaze as contemptuously as the skull itself upon all those who toiled for him here, or look down and glimpse the very fires of Hell through a pair of openings near the foot of his throne. Even now Tarquin sneered as he watched a great, iron crane swing into position over a number of muscular men whose naked torsos were wet with sweat and streaked with oil and grime. The crane was a simple and rugged looking thing, powered by steam that billowed from tall pipes on its back. It was built upon the outside of one of the skull’s large, frontal fangs and a rickety network of steel scaffolding led up to it. There was another crane upon the opposite fang as well, but that one had broken down again yesterday. So close to the heat of the skull’s mouth it was impossible to keep paint on the rusty things and the continual baking wreaked havoc on the internal gears and hydraulics.

			A set of oxidized tracks ran up to the front of the skull and a pair of horses—muscular, Icelandic Great-Hoofs—struggled to pull a steel, flatbed cart along them. Behind the cart, two of Tarquin’s soldiers helped push, heaving with all their might. These soldiers were once Dark Star Knights like Tarquin himself, but had now become known as Guardians of the Dragon Forge, a more elite order of Dark Star Knights under Tarquin’s command. Instead of the black armor and shrouds worn by Dark Star Knights, the Guardians’ armor was stylized to give them a dragonesque visage. It was all enameled in a dull, metallic orange and they wore crimson capes whose edges were cut like the ragged fingers of fire. Their helmets were sculpted like the head of a dragon; their bodies, arms and legs all had sculpted scales and fin-like flourishes. Tarquin’s own armor was very similar, although his enjoyed a more regal paint, colored in reds with yellow and orange highlights. His cape was black and upon it in red was the emblem of the Order of the Dragon Forge, a symbol like flames and fangs. 

			 The Guardians of the Dragon Forge still carried the same crystallic swords upon their sides as when they were Dark Star Knights, and they still painted the arms of their armor in the power they associated themselves with. For Tarquin, his arms were painted with gray spirals to match the gray crystal of his sword, Whisper. For the two soldiers below, it was flames that were painted in brilliant reds and yellows up their arms. They still, of course, possessed their Dark Star Knight powers, and dust from the stone floor swirled in a disc around their waists as they used this power to lower the gravity around them. Even still, they struggled to push the cart along the tracks as the horses tugged the chains taught.  

			For all their efforts, the only thing upon the steel bed of the cart was a single ingot of star-metal. The glassy-black bar was about two-feet long and no more than an inch thick, yet still it was impossibly heavy. This bar had once been part of a Saint’s Star-Armor. Who that Saint had been was anybody’s guess. It had been acquired with the skull, brought by Celacia before Tarquin disposed of her. Tarquin reveled in the fact that Celacia was already just a memory. In time, she would be just as forgotten as the Saint whose armor provided the star-metal ingot.

			At last Tarquin watched his men get the cart beneath the pincer-arm of the crane. Tarquin’s newest blacksmith, a man named Tabar Torstein, came over to inspect it. Tabar was a giant of a man, a good hand taller than any other in the chamber. He was muscular of build and wore heavy, leather armor and a thick apron to protect him from the heat. Upon his face was a leather mask with dark, tinted goggles, beneath which his gray beard hung in tight plaits. Tabar had come highly recommended from Lord Kanen of Graystone. There, Tabar was a master armorer but here he had yet to be successful in working with star-metal. 

			The Dragon Forge—the skull of the fire dragon—was the only thing in the world capable of melting star-metal. The hope was that Tarquin would be successful in forging it into a metal light enough to be worn by soldiers or used by the Jinn, yet still maintain its indestructible properties. After having gone through nearly thirty of Duroton’s best blacksmiths, all Tarquin had accomplished was the successful melting and forming of it. No matter what any smith had tried, they could not get star-metal to accept any other metal or element. Tarquin was no closer to achieving the goal of light star-metal than when he started, and he had long ago lost his patience.

			Still, he had some hope for Tabar. In Graystone he was renowned for his incredibly light and durable armor and had even made a number of suits for Dark Star Knights. Last week Tabar had formulated a bluish, metallic compound of rare metals and elements and today he hoped to fold it into the star-metal, making it lighter. They had already tried melting the metals together, but molten star-metal was nearly impossible to work with and it always rejected foreign metals once hardened. Tabar was convinced that folding and pounding the metals together held the best chance for success. 

			As Tabar inspected the star-metal ingot, a number of laborers signaled to the crane operator and helped to guide its pincer-arm down to the cart. Tarquin’s mechanical left arm whirred as he pulled himself forward in his throne, watching expectantly as Tabar secured the crane’s pincer to the ingot. Tarquin had lost the arm ten years ago to Celacia, and the left side of his face still bore patches of sickly gray and yellow skin which made his long, blonde hair seem even more tarnished. With his other hand he stroked his beard, which fell in two thick braids from his chin. 

			“This is it,” muttered Tarquin as Tabar whirled his hand around, motioning for the operator to raise the crane. Tarquin turned his smokey, blue eyes to the tall, rigid figure that stood beside his throne. “This is it.”

			The Ghost leaned forward ever so slightly in acknowledgment. 

			The thick, iron chains of the crane creaked as they went taught. Gears moaned and clouds of steam screamed from the pipes as the ingot slowly rose. Gazing out the length of the skull’s snout, Tarquin could peer through the nostril holes and watch as the star-metal was swung around until it was just outside the fiery mouth. The iron pincers didn’t take long to become red-hot even just hanging outside the skull. From the side of the pincers a steel rod pressed against the end of the star-metal ingot, slowly pushing it so that it alone moved within the mouth. After a few moments the edges of the star-metal began to glow red and then orange, and after a moment longer, the entire ingot was yellow. Then the edges began to glow a soft violet color. At this crucial moment before total melting, the crane operator quickly swung the arm away from the mouth and began lowering the ingot to the machine known as the Heavy Hammer.

			The Heavy Hammer was a monstrous contraption of huge, steel beams flaking with rust, exposed gears large enough to grind horses into slurry, and shiny, steel pistons. Like most of the equipment here, it had been made by the Jinn and was fueled by power crystals. It sat just far enough beyond the skull’s mouth that the heat was bearable. The work surface was a rotating iron plate where different anvil surfaces could be selected. Currently there was a rounded surface, but Tabar threw a lever and the disc clanked around until a flat, smooth, surface was before him. Tabar quickly squirted oil on the anvil surface and ducked away just as the glowing ingot came down with a tremendous thud. As the crane arm swung out of his way, Tabar laid a small bar of his specially formulated element on the yellow-hot star-metal. 

			Above the work surface were a number of different hammer heads, all upon massive, hydraulic arms. Each head was a good four-feet in diameter and weighed far more than any man could hope to lift. Working quickly, Tabar clanked a lever down and over, selecting the largest, flattest hammer the contraption offered. Gears clattered and the hammer arm moved into position. He held down a brass button and the hammer came down upon his ingots in rapid succession, each blow creating a thunderous echo in the immense chamber. 

			Boom! Boom! Boom! Boom! Blue sparks erupted with every pound, showering Tabar in them and lighting up his goggles. He released the button and leaned in, inspecting the metal.

			Quickly, Tabar threw another lever. A steel rod slid over the work surface, on top of the flattened ingots. Then, from the front of the machine, a steel bar pushed forward, folding the metals over the rod. The bar slid back and the rod pulled out. Tabar hit the brass button and the machine roared to life, pounding down on the metal a few more times. He released the button and the hammering stopped. 

			By this time the star-metal was no longer brilliant with heat and Tabar leaned in, inspecting his work and brushing at it with a gloved hand. From his perch Tarquin could almost see Tabar’s disappointment. Tarquin watched as Tabar threw off his leather mask, shaking his head in frustration.

			Tarquin spat a curse and stood from his throne. There was a steel staircase that led up to the top of the skull, and Tarquin hopped up them and strode toward the back of the skull where a small cavern led into the mountain where Tarquin’s private quarters and other rooms were. This hall wound around the very back of the skull and out to its side, where another steel staircase led down into the forge’s primary chamber. The Ghost followed silently behind Tarquin. It moved rapidly, its waist bent forward at an eerie angle. The shroud of lithe, iron chains flowed like smoke around it as it moved, concealing its arms and legs and making it look as if it were floating. Tarquin made his way toward Tabar, his own cape fluttering behind him. “What happened? What went wrong this time?” he barked. 

			Tabar shook his head and held his hands up. “I don’t know, my Lord.” Tabar looked down at the Heavy Hammer’s work surface, scratching his gray hair. The star-metal was flattened and folded but the blue metal from his element bar was simply sandwiched in it, like meat between bread. Tabar tugged at the blue metal and it began to slide out as a separate entity from the star-metal. He broke off a piece of the brittle metal and shook his head. “I can’t get anything to fuse. I can’t even get anything to fold into it. Star-metal is a confounding metal, my Lord.”

			Tarquin swatted the metal out of Tabar’s hand. “What’s next? Where do we go from here?”

			Tabar sighed. He put his face down to the flattened star-metal, inspecting it. He brushed at it and some blue powder came off. “Nothing. Not a single grain fused.”

			“What do you need?” barked Tarquin. “More chemicals? A new element? What?”

			Tabar stood up and looked at Tarquin. He hiked his shoulders. “I don’t know, my Lord.”

			“What do you mean you don’t know?” spat Tarquin. “You’re supposed to be the best smith in the west of Duroton. What do we try next?”

			Tabar made a troubled sigh. He stared down at the flattened star-metal, shaking his head as he thought quietly to himself. 

			“Commander Tarquin!” came a familiar voice, but not one that Tarquin particularly wanted to hear right now. “You live! Why, we all feared you dead, being that our last three quick-hounds hadn’t been answered.”

			Tarquin turned to see four of his Guardians escorting Balin Yagdril across the vast chamber. The Councilman was dressed in a fine, yellow doublet with elaborate, red stitching in the form of a phoenix upon the breast. He walked briskly beside the Guardians, his polished boots clomping on the stone floor. Behind his well-groomed mustache and sharp beard was a stern face that was quite rare on the Councilman. 

			Tarquin scowled even as he bowed slightly. “Most Exalted Councilman.” he said. But then he noticed another figure, thinner and more frail, behind Balin. It was an old man in red robes. He walked nearly as briskly as Balin, though his back was hunched slightly. Still, he used no cane. Balin had visited sporadically over the last decade, but this was the first time Rankin Parvailes had ever come. 

			Tarquin’s scowl deepened. He cast a glance at the Ghost, and then looked down at his necklace. The old man would figure it out if he saw the Blood Iron. He quickly tucked the necklace under his breastplate. It was a thin, iron chain hung with three fingernails, each cast in the same pocked, bloody-red iron as his throne. A thought occurred to Tarquin that maybe there was nothing for Rankin to figure out. Maybe the old man already knew. Why else would Rankin make such an exhausting journey here? Tarquin silently cursed Saint Isley and his vexing little spies. 

			Tarquin approached the Councilmen. “Exalted Councilman Parvailes, to what do I owe this pleasure?”

			“I thought it time I see this thing with my own eyes.” Rankin’s voice was like two ancient stones sliding over one another. His gray eyes scanned up the height of the dragon skull. They fixed near its eyes. Tarquin watched Rankin’s face for any sign of knowing as the old man’s gaze fell upon the throne. Tarquin couldn’t be sure if the old man could see it, the way he was squinting.

			“I hope your travels were well.” said Tarquin. Behind him, Tabar and his laborers helped lower the crane down to grab the flattened star-metal. As it lifted, all the blue metal crumbled out from the fold. 

			“Funny thing about travels,” said Balin, removing his riding gloves. His deep, brown eyes fixed on Tarquin’s sword, Whisper. “All you have to do is wave that sword of yours around and you can be in front of our Council table.” said Balin. “Yet, here we are, a seven-day ride from the comforts of the castle in this stars-forsaken mountain of yours.”

			“My apologies.” Tarquin bowed slightly, more to conceal his smirk than out of respect. He couldn’t help but notice that Rankin was eyeing the Ghost strangely.

			“Is there a reason our retinue was made to remain outside?” asked Balin, his eyes now catching sight of the spectral figure. “I see you’re fine keeping some new company of your own.”

			“The Dragon Forge is to remain secret.” said Tarquin. “The fewer who know its tunnels and chambers, the—”

			“We’re not in Council. Let’s not blow warm smoke up each others’ asses.” said Balin. “We have sent three quick-hounds asking for progress reports these last twelve months and you have not responded to a single one. King Dagrir sends me to remind you that you, your men, and this forge belong to the Lands of Duroton. Have you forgotten that, Commander Tarquin?”

			“I know where my loyalties lay.” said Tarquin.

			Balin seemed to take notice of the throne atop the skull. “Are you sure, Commander? I wasn’t aware that anybody other than the King sat upon a throne. Though, iron seems to be a poor choice of metals. It’s unbecoming of any ruler.”

			Rankin turned his eyes to Tarquin. “There was one who found iron a worthy seat.” he croaked.

			Tarquin averted his eyes from the old man. “It is merely a place I can sit and observe operations. Hardly a throne.”

			“Good.” said Balin. He made a show of looking around the chamber. “Because what the Exalted Council giveth, the Exalted Council can also taketh away.” Balin turned to one of the Guardians and said, “If I told you that the King or Council had requested you leave this mountain and return to the castle’s direct service, would you obey?”

			The Guardian nodded. “Absolutely, my Lord.”

			“So, you are not sworn to Commander Tarquin?” pressed Balin.

			“I am,” said the man. “But my allegiance to King and Country comes senior to him.”

			“And what of you?” asked Balin of the next Guardian.

			“I am sworn to King and Country above all else.” said the Guardian. “Wherever the Lands call me, that is where I go.”

			“You see,” said Balin, turning to Tarquin, but all Tarquin could think was that this was exactly why he had the Ghost and his other specters, and that perhaps it was time to bolster their ranks. “You were given command of this place, but you are not the master. You are the dog.” Balin fixed Tarquin with his eyes, “Allowing foreign slaves into Duroton has brought a level of prosperity to myself and other nobles these last five years. But it has also taught me a great lesson. There is a certain level of trust that a master must give his dogs. Sometimes those dogs will test their master’s boundaries and a swift correction must be made, lest they do it again. However, some dogs will go so far as to bite the very hand that feeds them. Those dogs have broken a trust that can never be restored and it’s best to put them down. I assume you learned much the same during your days training Great-Hoofs, did you not?”

			“I did.” said Tarquin coolly, but on the inside he was seething.

			“Good.” said Balin. “I’m willing to consider this no more than a test of boundaries. Pray you don’t make it a bite.”

			Tarquin nodded. Behind him, the Forge was swinging back into full gear and Tabar began issuing orders to all the laborers. Aside from working on star-metal, one of the Dragon Forge’s duties was refining the metals mined from the mountain or brought in from elsewhere. Men and horses began wheeling carts up the tracks laden with raw iron, as well as silver and gold ore. Carts full of scrap metal were also being brought in. Around the other side of the dragon skull, huge machines to crush and strip the stone rumbled to life, spewing steam into the chamber. Enormous, iron arms began to work back and forth, spinning towering flywheels that seemed to give the skull a roaring voice. A crane arm lowered, grabbing up a tremendous load of scrap metal. Rusty gears and chains shrieked, as if the skull itself were crying out in hunger for its meal. 

			“I’m glad we have an understanding.” said Balin, watching the steam from all the machines cast their fog over the skull, giving it an eerie, haunted feel. “I have my arenas and brothels to run and a country to serve, so let’s make this quick, then, shall we?” continued Balin, turning back to Tarquin. “King Dagrir would like to know where we are in regard to star-metal?”

			“The reason I have not reported is because I have nothing to report.” said Tarquin. He waved a hand toward Tabar and sneered. The blacksmith was at the Heavy Hammer with a number of his assistants, poring over what looked like pages of formulas. The crane arm dumped the scrap metal into the skull’s mouth. Flames flared outward and in an instant it was part of the molten sea within. “I need a better smith.”

			Balin watched the action for a moment. At the far side of the skull was another machine, like a crane with an iron bucket upon its arm. It swung around, quickly dipping the bucket into the molten interior. It swung back around and began pouring the fiery, liquid contents into another mechanical beast. “Quite an operation you have here. It’s a shame there has been little progress with star-metal.” said the Councilman. He turned to Tarquin, “You used to be a man of ambition, Commander. When we placed you in command of the Dragon Forge and its Guardians, it was because you shared the Council’s desires for more. Yet, here we are, ten-years later, and what do you have to show for all we’ve given you? Make no mistake, Tarquin: If the Council desired a man content with smelting ore to run this place, we would not have given you command. The entire world lies south of us, and last I looked to the sky, there was but one star remaining. If the prophesies are to be believed, that means a new age is nearly upon us. Where is the Lord Tarquin that was so intent on helping the Council make this new age all about Duroton? Where is the Lord Tarquin that desired star-metal armor to lead his armies against the Saints of the southern lands?”

			“I am trying, Councilman,” said Tarquin, stinging from the words. He met Balin’s gaze. “It’s not as if I’ve busied myself by opening brothels and training slaves to fight in arenas.”

			Balin huffed. “I’ll tell you what. Come by one day and see the establishments me and the other Councilmen have put together. You strike me as the type who would appreciate a good bloodsport and you’ll see that gladiatorial fights have become the favorite pastime of the people. Afterward, I’ll let you avail yourself of any of my women. I have a sweetheart from Dimethica who can make you forget all your troubles. Or, if you’re more adventurous, I have an exotic beauty from Escalapius who can bend in ways you’ve never imagined. They might put a little hop back into your step.”

			Tarquin smirked. “I suppose you and the others already had such establishments in mind when you passed the laws opening Duroton to foreign slaves.”

			“What we’ve had in mind, Commander, is to have our armies south. Unfortunately, without star-metal armor of our own, or the Mard Grander reforged—both duties tasked to the Commander of the Dragon Forge, I might add—we have no way to face Sanctuary on an even playing field. But, as Council, we take what we can get and have adjusted our plans accordingly.” said Balin. “The new age is upon us, Tarquin. Pray you do not allow it to pass us by. Duroton will not survive another thousand years of isolation.”

			Tarquin started to speak, but Rankin’s ragged voice interrupted. “Tell me, Lord Tarquin, who is that?” The old man was staring at the Ghost who stood a rigid specter off to the side.

			“I call him the Ghost. One of my three assassins. They’re my insurance against Isley and his rabid minions.” said Tarquin, as if the Saint’s name were poison in his mouth. “I’m ready to put an end to his prodding. Not a week goes by that we don’t catch one of his Wolves poking around the mines.” 

			“Isley won’t stop until he finds Celacia.” said Balin. “He haunts the Council as well. He knows that we know where she is. He knows we all had something to do with her disappearance, and he’s hoping to find something that will lead him to her. He’s quite the thorn in all our sides. Believe me, we’ve tried to have Isley removed. The Dark Star Knights hate him, but unfortunately the people of Durtania love him. Not to worry, though. He’ll never find her, not even with Egret’s help.”

			Tarquin spat at the name ‘Egret’. 

			Balin smirked. “Egret and Isley. Weeds, the both of them.”

			Tarquin frowned. Weeds indeed. The two of them had made a mess of everything. Lord Egret had foiled his plans at every turn, starting with the arrival of Isley ten-years ago when Celacia brought the dragon skull to Duroton. 

			Celacia was something of an enigma. When she first showed up in Duroton the Jinn had thought she was a Saint. However, it quickly became apparent that she was something more. Her very touch was death; wherever she walked her path would wither and die. She had come to Duroton seeking the Mard Grander, the legendary hammer that had been broken six-hundred years ago during the Age of the Great Falling when King Tharick used it to strike down Apollyon. For hundreds of years the broken hammer had remained a sacred artifact within Durtania, but there had been no way to reforge it and reclaim its lost powers. But Celacia changed all that. With the promise of allowing her to reforge the hammer, Celacia brought the ancient skull of the fire dragon to Duroton. The deal was that in exchange for use of the hammer, Celacia would give Duroton their first Saints and that Duroton would one day use the hammer to awaken the sleeping Goddess.

			Tarquin himself was to head the elite order known as the Saints Alliance; an order that would have been above the Dark Star Knights. But those plans all went south almost immediately. In the first of a string of many insults, Lord Egret had kept Saint Isley for his own. Then, when Tarquin led the other Saints against the Icelanders, Saint Nuriel went berserk. She turned on him and killed the other Saints. After that the Council agreed that having Saints in Duroton was not a good idea, but here too Egret worked his will and was allowed to keep Saint Isley as his lieutenant. 

			But things did seem to have a bright side, for it was also determined that Celacia was too dangerous to have around. Not only that, but the Jinn speculated her true intention in obtaining the Mard Grander was to call the ancient, black dragon of destruction, Darkendrog. They believed that she was the herald of the final age; an age of great destruction prophesied to befall the earth once the final star fell from the sky. As such, there was no way they were going to allow her to get her hands on the Mard Grander. To this end, Tarquin himself volunteered to bring Celacia down. In exchange, he would be given command of the Dragon Forge and be placed above the command of any but King and Council. He would use the forge to seek a way to make star-metal armor for Duroton’s armies and use it to reforge the Mard Grander. With all that power, Duroton could march against the corrupt kingdoms of the south and be the herald of the new age. 

			With that promise, Tarquin had done the deed of disposing of Celacia, trapping her in a dungeon of star-metal from which not even she could escape. Tarquin had suffered grievously—he had lost his left arm and his face was still disfigured from where her aura had touched him. But that had been a small price to pay to get command over the Dragon Forge. But here was where Egret and Isley levied their final and most egregious insult against him. They had been placed in charge of the hammer’s safe keeping, but when it came time to give it to Tarquin, they were unable to produce it. They had given it to Brandrir, the King’s displaced son, when he was made King of the Grims. 

			Since that day Isley had haunted him, being on a never-ending quest to find out what happened to Celacia. Tarquin too had his own quest, but getting the Mard Grander back from Brandrir was proving to be more difficult than Tarquin ever anticipated.

			“While we’re on the subject of thorns in our sides,” said Balin, “Might I ask where you are in regard to getting the Mard Grander back? King Dagrir not withstanding, the Council would sleep much better knowing that the hammer is out of the hands of Brandrir, the traitorous, false king.”

			“I’ve had my men infiltrate the Grimwatch.” said Tarquin. “It’s not in the vaults. We can’t find it.”

			Balin sighed. “Yes, he moved it shortly after your failed coup attempt with Lord Ardur. That was nine-years ago.”

			Tarquin scowled. “We’ve looked elsewhere. Not long ago we learned of a secret vault within the Grimwatch, but it wasn’t there either. Not a single piece of it.”

			“Make the Mard Grander a priority.” said Balin, putting his riding gloves back on. “And when next we speak, I expect to have some progress on that star-metal.”

			“I can’t make any progress with the imbeciles I’ve been given.” said Tarquin.

			“In ten years a man could make much progress upon any number of endeavors.” said Rankin, accusation in his grating voice. His gray eyes turned to the chain around Tarquin’s neck. “Tell me, Commander, what endeavors have you truly been setting yourself upon?”

			Tarquin tried to conceal his scowl with a smile. “Like I said, I’ve gotten men inside the Grimwatch. I’ve called upon the greatest blacksmiths in Duroton. Get Isley out of my hair and a blacksmith who knows what he’s doing and maybe things can move forward. And need I remind you both that the Council is to blame for the Mard Grander, not me.”

			“On that subject I take responsibility. Still, I expect some progress on the star-metal.” said Balin. Near the skull a Crusher came to life, rumbling the floor of the chamber as it pounded ore from rock. “We’ll try our best to find a more knowledgeable smith.” said Balin over the tumult. “In the meantime, work with what you have.” He turned to Rankin. “We can still make the bridge at Blue Point by nightfall if we leave now.”

			Rankin nodded, but his eyes were still on Tarquin’s chain. “Yes, let us leave. My old eyes have seen enough.” He fixed Tarquin with his gaze. “It’s loud enough to wake the dead in here.”

			Tarquin huffed as the old man turned and followed Balin, escorted across the chamber by the four Guardians. After they were gone, Tarquin turned, his cape fluttering. He walked back to the steps leading to his throne with the Ghost following silently behind him. 

			Tarquin sat upon the cold, iron seat, brooding over Balin’s words. This was the first time the Council had ever threatened him. He could chalk it up to the fact that Balin had been disgruntled over having to come all the way here, but Tarquin knew the underlying threat was real. What the Council had given him, they could take away. He knew their games, but he had already given an arm to those, and he wasn’t about to give another. He reigned upon the Dragon Throne and he’d be damned if he was going to give it up. Perhaps it was time to clean house, Tarquin thought. Perhaps he had been too idle in letting his enemies get the better of him. But the Council was right about the Mard Grander. That had to become a priority. With that in his hands, it would be impossible to unseat him from this throne. In fact, the throne of Duroton could even be made his own. 

			“Brandrir, Brandrir, Brandrir, where would you hide it?” Tarquin said to himself, reclining upon his throne. He gazed through the opening in the skull near the foot of his seat, staring into the molten slag below. He was alone with his thoughts for some time, the rhythmic clanking and pounding of the equipment below ticking away the hours. At last he was disturbed by armored footfalls coming down the steps to his throne.

			“Commander Tarquin,” a pair of Guardians in their orange, serpentine armor bowed to him. In their hands they each held a captive by the arm. One was obviously a miner from some forlorn part of the mountain. He was a muscular but dirty man whose leather clothing was black with soot. The other was cleaner but far more troubling to Tarquin, and the sight of the man’s white and black robes cemented a scowl upon his face. “We caught these two sneaking around the receiving yard. There were twelve Wolves and a handful of miners with them. They were trying to hide in the mine carts. These are the only two we took alive.”

			Tarquin’s jaw tightened. His right hand balled into a fist as his mechanical left flipped around  into a long, steel dagger. He stood from his throne and approached the stone-faced Wolf of Aeoria who muttered prayers to the Goddess even as he held Tarquin’s gaze. With his right hand Tarquin grabbed the man’s long, blonde hair and dragged him to the fiery opening. Without a word, Tarquin kicked the man and he tumbled into the hole. He screamed, his robes igniting in a flash even before his body splashed into the molten sea below. 

			Tarquin turned to the trembling miner. He placed his dagger-hand to the man’s throat. “Why? Why do you test me? Why do you people continue to aid the Wolves?”

			The man began stuttering, the apple of his throat bobbing against the blade which gleamed in the light of molten metal. 

			“Is it because you adore Saint Isley?” asked Tarquin. “Do you really think he speaks on behalf of the Goddess?” Tarquin pressed the blade upon the man’s neck.

			“M-m-m-my Lord, I—”

			“Do you really think some Saint is a sign of the Goddess, just because he walks our lands?” Tarquin’s voice was growing angrier. “Do you really think some paradise awaits you because you had the foolishness to help the Wolves?”

			“I-I-I’m sorry, my Lord!”

			“I too can do the work of the Goddess.” growled Tarquin. “Let me cleanse you of your sins!” Tarquin’s dagger-hand flipped back around to a steel hand and he grabbed the man by the collar and lifted him up.

			“No! No! Please, my Lord! Have mercy!” cried the man as Tarquin held him above the fiery pit. Tarquin released his grip and the man’s screams were swallowed by flames. 

			Tarquin turned to the two Guardians. “Whose mine was that man from?”

			“I believe he came from the Dives.” said the first of the Guardians. “The jewel mines of Lord Fragrir.”

			Tarquin turned from them. In the corner, near his throne, stood the Ghost as still and rigid as a statue. Tarquin stood silently for a moment. He pulled the necklace of fingernails cast in iron from his breastplate. The morbid things clacked as he flicked at them with his thumb.

			“Commander, what are your orders?” asked one of the Guardians.

			Tarquin looked up, but did not turn around. “Tell me, Lord Kassius, would it be against your vows to bring me Lord Fragrir’s head?”

			“He is a noble, my Lord.” replied the Guardian. “Such an order would have to come from the King or Council.”

			Tarquin rubbed at a pair of the iron fingernails with his thumb. “I see.” He turned around. Behind the two Guardians a pair of dark portals opened. From them stepped tall figures, much like the Ghost. Neither made a sound. Both were dressed in inky-black robes of thin, iron chains; both wore faceless masks of iron that looked like dripping, melted slag. The one on the right had a red X painted across the mask, the other a red hand, like a bloody print, upon it. They were the ones Tarquin respectively called the Shade and the Specter.

			“Commander, your orders?” asked Lord Kassius.

			“To die.” said Tarquin.

			Before Tarquin’s words could even register with the Guardians, the Shade and the Specter came upon them from behind. Obsidian blades flashed across both throats simultaneously, and the Guardians fell to their knees, clutching at their throats and choking. Crimson gushed from between their fingers. One went for his sword, but before he could get it from its sheath, he collapsed upon the bone floor. 

			Tarquin looked at the Shade and Specter. “Bring me Lord Fragrir’s head.” he growled. “And let the word go forth to all the Lords of the Mines that if any of their men are caught aiding the Wolves or poking around my domain that their heads will be next!”

			The two figures bowed in unison. Behind them dark portals opened and they stepped backwards into them, disappearing as the portals vanished.

			Tarquin turned to the Ghost. “And you bring me Saint Isley’s head.”

			The rigid figure bent slightly in a bow. A dark portal opened before it and the Ghost stepped through. 

			Tarquin was silent with his thoughts as he stared out upon the chamber and all his laborers. His gaze fell upon a group of his Guardians as they inspected carts of gold ore being brought in. Then he stepped over to the corpses of the Guardians and knelt. He took off their gauntlets and cast them into the fires below. His left hand flipped around to the dagger and he used it to pry a fingernail from each. He stood, clutching the bloody things in his hand. He looked down at his necklace and smiled.

			 ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦

			The church of Aeoria in Durtania had a glorious and cavernous nave that was brilliantly lit from every wall by brass gaslamps. Fanciful pillars, spiraled with sculptured stars, lined the outer walls, stretching up a hundred feet to a domed ceiling of stained glass where depictions of angels looked down upon the hundreds of people seated in the wooden pews. Between each pillar was an enormous, arched pane of stained glass depicting some scene of the Goddess, Aeoria, and they glowed with the light of evening’s sun. At the head of the chamber stood a raised pulpit with a beautiful altar; a crystal coffin filled with red roses. It was here, before a podium upon which sat a hefty tome—the Holy Book of Aeoria—that Saint Isley stood, preaching out to the people. He wore his Star-Armor, the breastplate cut with sharp corners to match his diamond-shaped pauldrons. His bracers and greaves were similarly sculpted, and the glassy-black armor sparkled brilliantly in the gaslight. He was silhouetted against a towering mural of glass that stretched from the floor to the ceiling. It was a stunning depiction of the Sleeping Goddess. She was young and beautiful and garbed in flowing white robes. Amethyst hair fell down like rivers over her shoulders and in her hands she clasped a brilliant, white, four-pointed star over her chest. Hanging down from either side of the mural were black curtains, speckled with white dots; the constellations that once adorned the night skies.

			“My children of Aeoria, I say to you again that you should harbor no fear when you look upon the nightly heavens. The final star heralds not the end times, but the salvation of us all!” Isley’s silver eyes shown bright and wide as he called out to the people. His long, chrome hair was something of a mess from his animated speech. “I tell you the truth: Keep faith in the Goddess’s love and place it not upon these lands that you all hold so dear, for it will be by Her grace that we are uplifted. And when you are uplifted by Her, all else around you will be uplifted!” 

			Isley picked up the bible and flipped a few pages as he walked around to the front of the podium. “Let me read you a passage so that your hearts may be eased and so that your faith in our coming salvation might be strengthened. This is from Galaliel, 3:15.” Isley held the book up to his face and read out as loudly as he could. “Woe to you of soil and stardust, for the Devil seeks you out because he knows his time is short. Fall you not into his temptations, for it shall be in the hour before the Age’s end, when one star yet shines brightly, that death shall walk the earth to smite the wicked. Those who have understanding will fear no darkness, for they know that night’s reign is brief. And come the dawn, there yet shines the sun.”

			Isley closed the book and stood for a moment, reflecting on the words he had just read. There was silence among the hundreds of parishioners. At last he looked upon them. “There yet shines the sun.” he said softly. “The Goddess is telling us never to fear. She promises that even when the night grows dark, the sun will always shine again for Her people. And I think that is a good promise. I think that is something we should all hold on to.”

			There was a loud “It is so!” that coursed through the pews. People applauded as they began standing from their seats. A number of men and women dressed in black and white gowns stepped up to the altar, swinging censers that perfumed the air. They were Isley’s Wolves—the Wolves of Aeoria—and they had a crimson patch of Isley’s stellaglyph upon their breast and they also had it tattooed in red upon the back of their necks. 

			Father Bellarifon, dressed in his white robes emblazoned with the star of Aeoria, took a stand at the podium. “Tonight Saint Isley shall administer blessings of health from the Goddess to all those in need. One and all are welcomed.”

			Isley came up to Father Bellarifon and spoke with him as the Wolves of Aeoria put down their censers and brought out a plain, wooden chair and placed it before the altar. Isley took a seat in it as a number of men and women, some with small children, formed up a line at the foot of the pulpit. One-by-one, the Wolves brought the people before Isley. Some were ill, others injured. For each, Isley placed his hand, glowing white with Caliber energy, upon their bodies and took away their pain and suffering as he said a short prayer and reminded them that they were loved by the Goddess. 

			More than an hour passed this way until at last there was but one person left. It was a young girl, no more than twelve. She was fair of hair and her skin paler than it should be. At first her mother and father were reluctant to bring her forward, but with some coaxing by one of the Wolves, they relented. The girl walked limply and frailly, and her mother and father had to help carry her up the steps to Isley.

			Isley smiled warmly as they approached. He was exhausted. His Caliber energy all but spent. He took the girl by the hand and the father helped set her upon his lap. “Blessings to you,” said Isley.

			“Blessings to you as well, Saint Isley of the Long Hours.” said the father, his voice grim but hopeful as he ran his hand through his daughter’s hair.

			“Please help, Saint Isley,” said the mother quietly. “She fell ill last month. The Jinn gave her medicine, but it has not helped.”

			“You should have come to me sooner.” said Isley. “Nobody should suffer so long.”

			“We… we are sinners,” admitted the father. “We do not attend the sermons here. And, I bought a slave.”

			“Please,” pleaded the mother. “Please, will you help our daughter? Do not punish her for our misdeeds.”

			Isley took the mother’s hand in his. “None who come to me are turned away, just as none who came to the Goddess were turned away. You can come to me at any hour.”

			“Bless you.” said the mother, a tear falling from her eye. “Bless you.”

			Isley looked at the little girl and stroked a finger down her cheek. It was hot with fever. Sweat dripped from her brow. “Tell me, what is your name, little one?”

			“Avyra.” Her voice was despondent. She swallowed hard. “It hurts.”

			Isley smiled softly at her. “I understand.” He had been healing the people of Duroton for long enough that his Caliber could feel the clutches of death already upon her body. Within his Caliber he did not feel sickness, but rather disease. It infiltrated her organs. Her blood was sour.

			“Can you heal her?” asked the mother, hope and fear squeezing at her voice. 

			“I can only do what the Sleeping Goddess allows.” said Isley. “But my faith is strong, as should be yours, for my hand is Aeoria’s.” He looked down upon the girl and placed his hand upon her chest. A warm, golden light encompassed it. When he spoke to her, he spoke softly. “I offer my Caliber to you freely, just as the Goddess gave it to me freely. Will you accept her love?”

			She nodded. She swallowed hard again, then in a weak voice asked, “Will the Goddess help me, even if she does not know me?”

			“Do you know the story of the hundred suffering sinners?” asked Isley as his Caliber permeated her body. He could feel her organs as surely as if his hands were upon them.

			She shook her head.

			“Upon the hills of Ogalath Aeoria came upon one-hundred suffering sinners.” spoke Isley. “Each was bound and nailed to a four-pointed star. Their backs were flayed from whips. They had not had a drink in days. All were near death. Aeoria spoke loudly and said that each of them should be let down immediately. But when the soldiers who stood guard before them heard that, they said, ‘But they are sinners. They are wretched thieves and murderers. They do not walk in your love, and you do not know them, so why should they be let down?’

			“To this Aeoria replied, ‘The ones who have done this to them do not know me or walk in my love either. Bring them down so that I might take from them their pain.’ 

			“After Aeoria had healed them the sinners gathered around her and they asked her why she had helped them, for they had all done many terrible things. Aeoria looked upon them and said, ‘Because to love against all reasons one should not is the greatest power in this world. And it is a power that each of you possesses. The power to make heaven or hell is within the hands of all men, and the kingdoms of both are always nigh. We all live within the world that we create. Now go upon your ways, and know that I have given you a great wisdom.’” 

			Isley felt the disease break within his Caliber. It was like glass shattering to dust, swept away by the winds. The girl gasped. She sat upright, as if she had just woken from a long sleep. The pallor left her face and color returned to her hands. Her mother and father cried even as they laughed and they hugged her closely, repeating over and over again their thanks to Isley. 

			Isley smiled. “Go forth with your life, Avyra. Walk the path of Aeoria.”

			She smiled and wrapped her arm around Isley’s neck, hugging him. As she did, her finger found the stellaglyph scarred upon the back of his neck. She looked at Isley and asked, “What is this?”

			“That is the name Aeoria gave to me.” said Isley. 

			She sat up and craned around, looking at it. Then she turned back to him, a curious look on her face. “That is Isley?”

			Isley smiled. “No. It is the name of my star and cannot be pronounced in the tongue of mortals, for it represents all that I am, all that I have done, and all that I will ever do.”

			“But, why are there two stars?” she asked.

			“I believe one is for me, and the other is for one whose path I must walk beside.” said Isley. 

			“Whose path is that?”

			“A woman named Celacia.” said Isley.

			The little girl looked at him. “Are you the big star?”

			Isley smiled and shook his head. “No. I am the little one.”

			“Why do your disciples wear your star?”

			“Because they too believe in my path and wish to share it.”

			“Why do they call themselves the Wolves of Aeoria?” she prodded.

			Isley smiled. “I was once known as Isley the Wolf because I hunted for the truth. Like me, they hunt. Together, we are all Aeoria’s pack.”

			“When I’m older, I want to be one of the Wolves of Aeoria with you.”

			Isley stroked his hand down her head. “With the Goddess’s blessing, our hunt will be over by the time you are grown.” he said, to her disappointment. “But even now you can walk the path with us. All you must do is have faith in the Sleeping Goddess, and know that she will be awakened. Love as She loved, and no evil will ever have sway over you.”

			“I will.” she said, smiling.

			Isley said his blessings to the parents and sat alone in his chair for a while, thoroughly exhausted. At last he picked himself up and retired to his private chambers at the top of one of the church’s many spires. They were modest quarters, though cluttered with shelves and cases overloaded with books. Upon the floor were many crates containing loose documents and he had a small desk where other papers were laid out. 

			Isley pressed a small, brass button on the wall, and after a couple of clicks and pops the gaslights came to life. He noticed that on his bed was a new stack of documents and on top was a note from one of his Wolves. Curious, Isley picked up the note and read it. These new documents were all taken from a hidden vault in the castle and the Wolves specifically targeted them because they were in a file dated ten-years ago, the time when Celacia went missing. 

			His interest piqued, Isley opened the small window, letting in a cool, dusk breeze and then set the stack of papers upon his desk. He took a seat and began paging through them. He found a document authorizing forces to invade the Icelanders, and some others about a road-widening project for the Yotun Mines. Feeling he was on to something, he dug further. He came across some drawings of a mechanical arm designed by a Jinn named Diotus. It was rather fanciful, with feather-like etching upon it. The drawings called out to some type of object being used for a primary piston, but Isley set it aside. 

			Behind him, near the open window, a dark portal silently opened.

			Isley pulled out a few more pages and found a rather hastily written document from Councilman Balin and signed by King Dagrir. Isley scanned over it. The document was authorizing the opening of a place called the Dark Holds for inspection, and for all the cells to be locked and sealed in preparation for a prisoner. Isley’s heart beat faster. Could the prisoner in reference be Celacia? He went back to the top of the document to read it more thoroughly. But then he paused. Something stirred in his Caliber. It was a cold and lifeless feeling. Threatening. Maleficent. A dank scent of iron caught in Isley’s nose. 

			“Return to your rest.” said Isley, not turning around. “Know that Aeoria loves you.”

			It stepped closer. Isley heard a stone blade hiss from a scabbard. He stood from his seat and turned around. Before him stood a tall and menacing figure cloaked in black, iron chains diseased with rust. Its face was a disfigured iron mask with a crimson shockwave painted down its center. In a gloved hand it held a long, curved dagger of black, glassy obsidian. 

			Isley stared into its dark eye-slits. “Peace be with you, my brother.”

			The figure lurched, swimming forward like a snake on the water. Its blade flashed at Isley’s throat, but he stepped aside before it struck. The figure turned with ethereal grace, swiping out with its dagger. Isley stepped backward, avoiding the slash.

			“My hand is as Aeoria’s own.” said Isley. He held up his right hand and it glowed with Caliber energy. “I fill it only with love for you, my brother.”

			The figure lurched again, its blade stabbing and slicing with uncanny speed. But Isley flowed with each strike, twisting and moving until he was inside the creature’s space. He grabbed the arm it held the dagger with. Even above its iron cloak Isley could feel it was cold and stiff. The masked being hissed. Smoke billowed from where Isley held it. It twisted away, slipping from Isley’s grip. 

			The figure was taken aback. It flowed backward as Isley approached it. “Is the healing touch of Aeoria so displeasing to you? Come with me, my brother, and I shall lay you upon a peaceful grave and speak to you your rites. The Goddess shall cradle you in her arms and you shall slumber contentedly with her for eternity.”

			The figure bent forward at the waist, fixing Isley with its dark eye slits. It snaked forward again, its dagger whipping back and forth. Isley calmly turned with each until he was backed against his desk.

			“The Goddess’s will protects and directs me, my friend.” said Isley. “Your path can cross mine, but can never block it.” Isley raised a hand glowing with Caliber light. “Behold Her grace, and you will know Her name is Love when I lay my hand upon you.”

			The being slashed with its dagger. Isley moved in quick, grabbing its cold wrist. He twisted around, bringing its arm behind it while grabbing it around the head with his other arm. The creature shrieked in pain as smoke billowed from its cloak and mask. It struggled with supernatural strength, and Isley’s Caliber intensified as he strove to hold it to his breast. 

			“Oh my Goddess, forgive us of our sins, and save us from the fires of Hell. Lead all souls into heaven, especially those most in need of Thy mercy.” Isley’s voice was soft, calm; as caring as a father’s as he held the creature’s back tightly against himself, one hand holding its dagger down, his other wrapped around its forehead. It shrieked and writhed, but Isley continued. “Oh Goddess, do not forsake this soul in his time of distress. I ask You to stand by him with Thy grace, and defend him from all evil, and that You prepare his soul for a happy passage to eternity, where with your Angels and your Saints, he may praise You forever.”

			More smoke came pouring from the figure as Isley’s healing Caliber infiltrated it. He could feel old, tireless bones; muscles cold with rigor and a heart long bereft of any life. Within its lungs putrid air stirred and within its bowels only rot and decay. It hissed and wiggled, its iron cloak slipping in Isley’s grasp. 

			The creature kicked its feet up, pushing against the desk, trying to force Isley off of it. But then it seemed to take notice of one of the papers there. For a moment the thing gave pause, relaxing in Isley’s arms. He thought he had won over the creature when it suddenly twisted with all its strength, tossing Isley back. It lunged, swiping with its dagger and Isley hopped back. Then it turned around and snatched the stack of papers from the desk. Isley raced forward but a dark portal opened and the creature vanished.
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			Brothers and Sisters 

			[image: ] 

			The house that Sierla Venzi kept was modest and neat. The golden sun of a late morning streamed through the open windows of the cottage, falling upon rustic furnishings. Kierza came into the dining room and saw Rook sitting at the long table with Callad, idly chatting about the day’s agenda. From the adjoining kitchen Kierza could hear the crackle of meat frying in a cast iron pan as Sierla, in her green dress with an apron around her waist, gently laid strips of bacon upon it. She was Escalapian and had long, straight black hair and a tawny complexion. Kierza always admired her exotic, almond eyes of fiery brown. A green, silk veil hid the rest of her face. Kierza watched as Sierla opened the wood-burning oven and a warm, summer breeze swept the sweet aroma of bread through the house. 

			Kierza breathed deep, taking in the delicious scents from the kitchen as she strode up behind Rook, her brown, leather pants and jerkin tight around her limber body. She wrapped an arm around Rook’s shoulders and lifted her yellow veil—the same color as the silk shirt beneath her jerkin—as she leaned in to give him a kiss on the cheek. Rook wore his typical black ensemble of leather pants and vest over a black shirt. She noticed he had his boots on as well and thought that he probably intended to get a quick start to his day after breakfast. Rook turned his head, fixing her eyes with his and smiled. He lifted her veil and kissed her on the lips. 

			“Morning, Kierza.” said Callad from his seat at the head of the table. 

			Kierza walked around to him. He was a large, barrel-chested man who always smelled of coal smoke and metal. It was not an unpleasant smell to Kierza, and Rook often smelled the same after a day spent in the smithy. As Kierza came up to him he reached out a thick, sinewy arm covered in coarse hair and slipped a meaty, calloused hand around her back as she lifted her veil and gave him a peck on his bearded cheek.

			“Morning, Pa,” said Kierza. She pulled out a chair next to Rook and slid her hand into his as she sat down. 

			Sierla fluttered into the room carrying a large, silver platter laden with bacon and eggs and a couple loaves of her delicious honey bread. “I see my hungry family awaits,” she said in her rich, exotic voice as she set the platter down on the table. She walked around and sat upon one of Callad’s tree-trunk legs and gently plucked a strip of bacon and held it to his mouth. He smiled at her as he bit into it with a playful growl. 

			“Thanks, Ma.” said Rook as he scooped some food onto his plate. 

			“Mmm,” hummed Kierza. “It smells delicious.” She grabbed a steaming slice of the honey bread. Sierla and Callad Venzi were not her or Rook’s real parents but they treated them as their son and daughter nonetheless. Rook’s last name was Gatimarian and he was a slave brought in from Jerusa some ten-years ago. Kierza knew the story well. Rook had told her how his father and mother had died of starvation, leaving him alone with his baby sister, Ursula. Ursula was taken away from him and he was sold as a slave to Callad and Sierla. But Callad and Sierla had not really been buying a slave that day they brought Rook home. They had been looking for a son after having finally come to terms with the fact that they would never be able to bear a child of their own. Though Rook was legally considered a slave of Narbereth and he bore the brand upon his neck, Sierla and Callad treated him as if he were their boy and never anything less. 

			Kierza herself was a slave and she too bore a scar upon her neck. Kierza, however, had no last name of her own. She had been born into slavery and never really knew her own parents. She and her brother, Chazod, had both been bought by Grandon Faust and therefore had the last name of Fausts, denoting their ownership. After having been won by Rook as a girl and taken into possession by Sierla and Callad she could have changed her last name to Venzis, but she didn’t. Part of her still wanted that connection to her brother, the only real family she had. 

			Around her neck she always wore an old, tarnished heart pendant. It had once belonged to her mother and was all she had to know her by. Chazod, for all the monster he was, had given it to her. He was a few years older than she and had memories of their mother. He said she was beautiful and had the same pale skin, brilliant green eyes and honey-colored hair as her. He gave it to her saying that since he had the memories, she could have it as a token to know her by. If the pendant was any indication of their mother, it showed she was a simple, beautiful and caring person. Kierza was content to believe that.

			“So what are my handsome boys up to today?” asked Sierla as she held her veil above her mouth and nibbled on some bacon. 

			“I’ve got to finish that Everlight sword for Lord Anubeth.” said Rook. 

			Callad looked at Rook. “I thought you finished that?”

			“It was almost done.” said Rook. He took a bite of food and swallowed hard. “But, um, I messed up part of the blade and had to restart. After I eat I have to make a run over to Diotus’s shop for more materials.”

			“Absolutely not.” said Callad. “You heard the word. The Sisters might be coming.”

			“Might.” said Rook, eating quickly. “I have too much to do to worry about ‘mights’.”

			“I hear her carriage and entourage were spotted three days ago near Bealte just south of here.” said Callad. “That means they could stop here in Bellus today as they head back to Narberia.”

			Rook kept eating as he waved a dismissive hand.

			“It’s not a good idea to go out.” said Callad. “I’ve seen the Sisters and what they do. Trust me, son, it’s best not to go out.”

			“My parents were from Escalapius.” said Sierla from Callad’s lap. “They came here seeking a better life and brought many silks to trade and sell to build their life here. They did not know that they take our noses. But that was not the worst. The worst came to us the day the Sisters arrived in town. They heard of my parent’s silks and the dresses my mother made with them. They wanted to see them with their own eyes. My mother greeted them, wearing one of her dresses. I remember the screaming. I remember seeing their nails ripping at her. My father dragged me off then. The next day I watched my father scrubbing the stones in front of the shop. He was weeping. I will never forget how red the water in the bucket was, or that rag he held in his hands. There was blood—so much blood. I never saw her again.”

			Kierza saw the grimace on Rook’s face. They had both heard the story before. “They don’t scare me.” Rook said between bites.

			Callad frowned. “They should.” he said. He sighed. “Plus, I don’t like you hanging around that alchemist.” He took a bite of bread. “There’s something off about him. Why’s he have to hide his face?”

			“He’s a good man, Pa.” said Rook. “Besides, he’s the only one in town who sells what I need to make Everlight. So, like him or not, I have to deal with him.”

			“Eat more slowly.” said Sierla. “Food should be savored, not shoveled like coal into that furnace of yours.”

			“Sorry, Ma.” said Rook. “But I got a lot to do today.”

			Kierza held her veil up over her mouth as she munched some bread. Outside a dog barked.

			Rook immediately stopped eating and sat upright. There was scratching on the door and another bark. “Bones!” shouted Rook as he bolted from his chair and rushed into the other room. 

			Kierza and Callad exchanged a frown as Sierla rubbed at her husband’s shoulders. “He will not stop until she is found.” she said. “Your son is nothing if not persistent.” 

			Kierza watched as Rook opened the front door. Golden sun poured in with the summer breeze and a lanky dog with a shaggy coat of silver-gray fur dashed in. It tore around in circles at Rook’s feet, occasionally pausing to shove its pointy nose into his hands as it made high-pitched whining sounds. Kierza was familiar with Bones. He was Gabidar’s quick-hound. 

			“Down boy! Down!” said Rook. Bones sat in front of him, wagging his tail frantically. His large, pink tongue dangled down to his chest as he made a happy type of panting sound, all the while looking up at Rook with large, gray eyes. Rook bent down and grabbed the dog’s wide, leather collar. Tucked into a pocket was a small parchment and Rook slid it out. Bones followed as Rook walked back into the dining room and began unfolding the paper. He grabbed a piece of bacon and tossed it to Bones who caught it in midair and gulped it down in a single swallow. 

			Kierza watched as Rook’s eyes scanned down the paper. It was full of inky lines and waves she couldn’t decipher. The art of reading and writing was reserved exclusively for nobility and upper members of society. Learning to read and write was forbidden, especially for slaves. Rook, however, had learned the art from Diotus. How Gabidar had learned she had no idea, but being a wealthy merchant he had traveled all the lands. She supposed he might have learned during his time in the other countries.

			“So?” asked Kierza. She saw a tiny smile curl his lips so the news had to be good.

			“He made it to Jerusa with the entire shipment.” said Rook. He crumpled up the paper and tossed it onto the table. “Hopefully it can bring a little relief to the people.”

			“You say that every time.” said Sierla, daintily munching a strip of bacon. “You bring them much relief.”

			The dog padded around the dining room, panting and shaking his tail as he gauged who might toss him some food. Kierza’s brow furled. Moments like this made her feel that it was a cruel joke that not having a nose still allowed her to smell foul odors. The thing stank like… well, she didn’t exactly know what, but it was worse than wet dog. Kierza tossed him a piece of her bread and the dog engulfed it in mid-air.

			“He’s stinky.” said Sierla, waving her hand over her veiled face. 

			“He’s come all the way from Jerusa.” said Rook. “I’ll wash him up and bring him back home.”

			“That’s all it said?” asked Kierza. “No word on your sister?”

			“After delivering the food he’s supposed to go to Escalapius to look for her.” said Rook.

			Callad sighed and snatched the crumpled paper from the table. “You’re going to get us in trouble one day with all these letters. This needs to burn.” He tossed the paper to Rook.

			“It will.” said Rook. “Don’t worry. I’ll take care of it.”

			Callad frowned and grumbled something under his breath as he leaned back in his seat and dug around in his pocket. He pulled out two brass slave bracelets and a number of metal charms and set them on the table. The bracelets each had a number of square links that allowed the charms to be set upon them. The larger bracelet was Rook’s and Kierza watched as Callad rummaged through the charms with a giant finger. “How many crowns are you taking?” he grumbled.

			“Two-hundred.” said Rook. 

			Callad’s eyes turned up to him in a disapproving manner.

			“I need to buy a lot.” said Rook. “That’ll cover what I need.”

			Callad shook his head as he picked at a couple charms before finding one that had a picture of a coin engraved upon it and the number ‘200’. He snapped it into one of the bracelet’s facets. He turned his eyes to Rook. “Just to the Apothecary and Gabidar’s house?” Callad stated this more than he asked, and Rook nodded. Grumbling something about not liking Rook going out today, Callad picked through the charms and snapped two more into the bracelet. One had an engraving of what looked like a boat on it, which Kierza knew denoted the docks where most of the merchants like Gabidar lived. The other had a square engraved upon it, which denoted the town square, close to Diotus’s shop.

			Callad held the bracelet up and looked Rook in the eyes. “You and this Gabidar fellow need to be careful,” he said, shaking the bracelet at Rook. “The wrong people find out what you’re doing son, and it will be more than that quick-hound showing up at our door. I appreciate your heart. I’m sure the people of Jerusa appreciate it more than you’ll ever know. Just… just be careful.”

			“I’ve been doing this since I was twelve, Pa.” said Rook. “You’ve been saying this same thing for like eight years now.”

			“Well today’s a different day with the Sisters coming.” Callad tossed Rook the bracelet and blew out a long breath. He shook his head and took another piece of bacon from the platter. Rook took a piece of bread and gave it to the dog who promptly scarfed it down. Then he took him by the collar and began leading him back to the front door.

			“Where are you going?” asked Kierza.

			“I’m gonna clean this fella up and bring him back home after I stop at Diotus’s.” he said.

			“Son, I’m telling you, going out today is a bad idea.” said Callad. “If the Sisters come…”

			“I’ll be fine.” said Rook. “I’ll see you in a while.”

			“You hear those bells ringing and you come right home. I mean it.” said Callad.

			Kierza watched Rook as he opened the front door, slipping out into the light of the late morning. She frowned. Ever since the dream she and Rook shared, she wasn’t so certain that finding his sister was a good idea. 

			“That boy of yours,” said Sierla, shaking her head. “Stubborn as an Escalapian goat, he is.” She fixed her exotic eyes on Kierza. “And what of my daughter today? You do not look dressed to help me finish those dresses we’ve been working on.”

			“I promised my brother I’d see him today.” said Kierza, bracing for Callad’s rebuttal.

			She saw Callad’s lips purse into a displeased frown. He sighed and shook his head. “You know people have been going missing over in Ragtown these last few days.”

			“I’ll be careful.” promised Kierza. “Besides, it’s a sunny day.”

			Callad shook his head. “If the Sisters come…”

			“I’ll come home right away, I promise.”

			Callad eyed her. “The moment those bells start ringing…” he said, shaking a finger at her.

			“I know.” said Kierza. 

			“You be careful.” said Sierla as her husband affixed a couple charms to the bracelet. “You do not want to cross their path.”

			“I’ll be careful,” Kierza promised. Callad tossed her the bracelet and she looked it over quickly. There was a charm with a picture of a towel on it for Ragtown, the poorest section of the city, as well as one with a picture of a coin and the number ‘10’ on it. Kierza frowned.  “Can I get one for twenty? And one for the Northside Market too?” asked Kierza. “I’d like to—”

			“No.” said Callad firmly. “You go see your brother and come right back home. I don’t want you or Rook out any longer than you have to be today.”

			She sighed and stood from her seat. She hooked the bracelet around her wrist. “I’ll be back soon.”

			 ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦

			The warm summer sun held high in the cloudless, blue sky but few of its rays penetrated the narrow alleys of what people called Ragtown, the easternmost section of Bellus best known for its cheap taverns, pleasure houses and pawn shops. Down the main avenue were a handful of makeshift stands selling last week’s produce and meats of dubious edibility for pennies a pound. Few people strolling the streets here were without slave brands and there was nobody to shovel away the manure left by the horse-drawn wagons that came and went. The high, stone buildings that surrounded Kierza were apartments for the poor or slaves who came of age and had managed to purchase their freedom. From the windows, antiquated clothing hung to dry and the dirt roads were muddy in spots from horse urine and sewage that had backed up from the drains. The plumbing in Ragtown was sketchy at best and heavy rains caused major flooding in the roads. The entire place always stank of trash and sewage. Once again Kierza found herself lamenting that a missing nose didn’t mean a lack of olfactory senses. 

			Kierza turned down a narrow avenue lined on either side by dilapidated buildings of brick and plaster. On her left was a tall structure in better repair than those that surrounded it. Upon the stone steps that led up to its heavy, oaken doors were a number of slender ladies whose veils concealed more than the rest of their clothing. They swayed seductively as men passed by, batting their eyes or dropping a strap from their shoulder. The second and third story windows were opened to let in the summer breeze, but their drawn curtains did little to conceal the moans and pantings coming from within. Kierza frowned in disgust. She hated this part of town.

			Across the street was her brother, Chazod’s, apartment. It was a tall building of old stone marred by sloppy patches of plaster that sealed up the holes and cracks. Upon the steps sat a number of men in dirty outfits. They lazily sipped at their bottles of cheap rum as they watched the ladies across the way. Kierza steeled herself as she came upon them. She knew them all; they lived in the same building as her brother. None of them were slaves, just destitute drunkards. They weren’t usually too bad unless they were a few pints in. Their brown eyes scanned her up and down as she came up the steps of the building. One of the doors had bent hinges and was always hanging open, even in the winter. “Spare a penny?” asked one of the men. He held out a dirty hand. 

			It was far from typical to ask a slave girl for spare change. Firstly, because slaves generally were not given any extra money than what they needed to run their master’s errands. Secondly, because slaves were beaten if they so much as lost a penny. However, Kierza had a far more comfortable life than other slaves. It wasn’t really a secret that she and Rook were known for their generosity, and it had gotten Callad and Sierla in trouble more than once over the years. Slaves were not allowed to earn wages but it was often overlooked because Rook would furnish the city guards with finer swords and armor than they could actually afford. 

			Kierza gave the men a faint smile. She reached in her pocket and dropped a couple silver nickles into each of their hands.

			“Thank you,” said one. “Aeoria bless you,” said the other.

			“Kierza,” called a familiar voice. She turned and saw her brother standing in the darkened alley between his apartment and the next. He beckoned to her with a shake of his head. “Come on.”

			Kierza looked around. She hated strolling these streets. Not only were there thugs, but the city guard were far more suspicious of people here and often stopped every slave to check their bracelets and pat them down for contraband. “Can’t we go upstairs?”

			“Nyal’s there.” he said.

			Kierza frowned. She hated Nyal. Like her brother, he had partially bought his freedom when he turned twenty-one, the legal age in which a slave could do so, provided they had the funds. It was no easy feat, since slaves couldn’t technically earn wages. Usually it had to be done by working odd jobs for other slave owners on the promise that they would eventually pay for your freedom. In Chazod’s and Nyal’s case, they had fought extra matches in the arena. Chazod had earned enough that his master, Grandon Faust, let him live on his own. The bracelet around Chazod’s wrist had a single charm on it, one with an engraving of a house and a circle around it, denoting that he was a ‘free slave’. A few hundred more crowns and her brother could truly be a free man and he would get a charm with a tower on it. Unfortunately, due to the brands given all slaves on their necks, true freedom was never guaranteed. A bracelet with that charm could be just as much a curse and many a man and woman were slain for them.  

			Kierza sighed as she looked at her brother. He was dressed in a dingy suit of well-used leather armor whose steel studs were all red with rust. Upon his left hip hung a sword of respectable quality and on his right hung the dagger Rook had given him all those years ago when he had won her from Grandon Faust. His long, brown hair partially covered his green eyes and the battle scars that stained his face. He gave her a skewed smile. She looked around again. “Is it safe?” she asked. 

			Although it wasn’t uncommon for people to go missing from Ragtown—murder, robbing and rape were all commonplace crimes—it had been happening more regularly these last few days. So much so, in fact, that even the local constable was ordering extra patrols here. 

			“Safe as it can be, I suppose.” said Chazod. “It’s this or deal with a drunken Nyal.”

			With a sigh Kierza came back down the steps and followed Chazod into the narrow alley. “I don’t know why you live here.” she grumbled, wrapping her arms around her body as the shadows of the buildings closed in on her. The alley stank like beer and urine. 

			“Where else am I gonna live?” said Chazod as he kicked a rotten piece of wood from his path. His boot splashed into a stinking puddle of stars-know-what. 

			Kierza frowned. “Rook said you could come live with us.”

			“Rook said,” he mocked. “Fuck your boyfriend.”

			“Then sell that dagger already.” said Kierza as the alley came to an intersection where the buildings from the rear jutted up to the other apartments, creating something of a labyrinth of alleys between the two parallel streets. “Rook said it will bring you a thousand crowns easy. Stop fighting for Grandon and get yourself out of this dump.”

			“Sorry, but unlike you I couldn’t flash my tits to the first kid who came around and fuck my way into a better life.” said Chazod. “Besides, I’m saving this for when I’m free.” He patted the dagger at his waist. “It’s gonna buy me a cottage on the hill like you got, plus a whole lot of fine ass.”

			Kierza rolled her eyes. 

			Chazod turned down one of the long alleys that ran behind the back of the buildings. Shafts of light cast their rays between the tall structures, making the puddles and wet trash glisten. Down the way, set against the cracked bricks of a building, was an old bench. Chazod walked up to it and kicked away the trash and rats before plopping himself down. He patted the rotten wood at his side. “Have a seat. It’s a beautiful day.”

			Kierza looked around. “Can’t we sit out in the sun at least?”

			“I like it here.” he said. “Sometimes I come out here and just sit by myself. It’s nice and quiet. I don’t like people walking around me. Besides, I got a fight this afternoon and I just wanna clear my mind.”

			Kierza sat down next to him. She looked at his face. A deep scar ran along his right cheek and there was another on his left side where part of his earlobe was missing. She frowned. “Just sell it already. I’ll never even understand how you’ve kept it hidden from Grandon all these years. Sell it before he finds out and takes it from you.”

			Chazod smirked. “You know, it’s funny. It’s like he’s blind to it. There were a few times growing up when I thought for sure he’d seen it, but he’d always just glance over it, like it wasn’t even there. That day, after your boyfriend stabbed me with it, I thought the first thing  Grandon was going to do was take it, but he never even asked about it.” Chazod shrugged his shoulders.

			Kierza looked at Chazod and sighed. She ran her finger down the scar upon his cheek. “Sell it. Stop fighting and go live your life.”

			“Nah,” he said, forcing a little smile at her. “I kind of like fighting. Beats working Grandon’s forge. Unlike your boyfriend, I was never that good shaping steel; just fighting with it.” He stroked a calloused finger down her cheek to the base of her neck where he tugged at the silver chain of her necklace, pulling it from beneath her shirt. He grabbed the exposed heart-shaped pendant and rubbed it with his thumb. 

			For such a simple pendant there was an exquisite beauty to it. The value was not in the thin layer of silver that covered the cheap metal it was made from, but in the art. Its form had elegant flourishes, and intricate filigree of brass wire were set into it. It was a simple thing, but the artist who made it had poured his love and talent into its creation.

			“I miss Ma.” said Chazod, staring at the pendant. “Sometimes I think about her, you know? She always wore this. It was the only thing that motherfucker let her keep when they took us away.” He took the thing from around her neck and held it in his hand, staring at it.

			“Do you think she’s still alive?” asked Kierza, taking her brother’s other hand into hers.

			Chazod hiked his shoulders. “I doubt it,” he flipped the pendant around and rubbed the back of it. “I like to think she’s dead. I like to think she’s not one of those used up whores working the pleasure houses. It’d be better that way, for her to be dead.” Chazod was silent for a moment. When at last he spoke his voice was quiet and subdued by memories. “Grandon could have bought her. He could have bought her and Pa when he took us.” He handed Kierza back the pendant and looked at her. He huffed a little laugh. “But I guess he didn’t need another whore in his bedroom or a beat up old man to fight in the arena. Only the best and youngest for Grandon Faust.”

			Kierza put the necklace back on. They sat quietly together for a long while. “I miss you.” said Kierza at last. “Sometimes I wish we still lived together. Like we used to.”

			Chazod frowned. “Why would you wish that? You got it made up there on the hill.”

			“Because you’re my brother.” she said. “And no matter what, family should love each other.”

			Chazod huffed. “Sounds like something Callad would tell you.” He frowned. “You shouldn’t love me. I used to beat you up and whore you out.”

			“It’s in the past.” said Kierza. She stroked the deep, brown hair from his face and looked him in his eyes. “Sell that dagger. Get out of here and be happy.”

			Chazod looked away. “Do you think it can be better for me somewhere else? I’ll always have this slave brand. And no matter how nice the Venzis are to you and your boyfriend, you’ll always have that brand too. And your face will never be whole. You were just a baby, but I have some memories of our home in Dimethica. I remember Ma and Pa always too afraid to leave the house; all the soldiers out in the streets.” He huffed. “In Jerusa they starve you. In Penatallia they torture you. In Dimethica you’re a prisoner in your own home. There is nowhere to be happy. Not for people like us.”

			“There’s always hope.” said Kierza.

			Chazod chuckled, still looking down at the ground. “Remember when Grandon used to let Maybelle take us to church?”

			Kierza made a little smile. Maybelle was one of Grandon’s maidservants who used to tend the children he owned. “I do.”

			“I remember Father Gerold once told us that above the gates of Hell hung a sign that read ‘Abandon all hope ye who enter here’.” He looked at Kierza. “Do you wanna know what I think? I think we live in Hell, and all hope was long lost.” 

			“You shouldn’t say such things,” said Kierza. “There is always hope.”

			“Hoping is like wishing, but without knowing it’s just a dream.” said Chazod. He smiled at her. “Growing up with Grandon Faust doesn’t leave a lot of room for delusion.” 

			Kierza sighed. “There is always hope, Chazod.” she said. “Even for you.”

			Chazod laughed. “Even for me? I don’t—”

			The clamor of bells cut through the air and Chazod and Kierza locked eyes. “The Sisters,” said Kierza. She stood up.

			Chazod remained seated. “So?”

			“We have to go!” urged Kierza.

			“They won’t come by here.” said Chazod. “They’ll stick to the north side of town. Trust me, you’re safer here than at home. They won’t want anything to do with this dump. Come on, sit with me.”

			Kierza shook her head. “I promised I’d come home right away.”

			“Suit yourself,” said Chazod. 

			“Well, aren’t you going back home?”

			“Like I said, they won’t come to this part of town.” said Chazod. “You can come upstairs to my place if you want.”

			Kierza shook her head. “I promised I’d come home.” She didn’t say it, but if Nyal was upstairs she wanted nothing to do with his apartment. All her memories of Nyal were tainted with sickening acts. He was violent and a drunk. And more importantly, he was too big and too strong for even Chazod to handle nowadays. 

			Chazod stood up. “I’ll see you off then. But believe me, you’re safer here than back home.”

			Chazod walked Kierza through the alley. Back in the light of day Kierza couldn’t help but notice the streets quickly emptying. Even the ladies from the brothel across the way had gone inside. 

			Kierza leaned in and kissed her brother on the cheek. “I’ll come by in a couple weeks, okay?”

			Chazod nodded. “See ya, sis.”

			From the shadows of the alley Chazod watched Kierza run off down the road. He smiled. She looked so much like Ma with those honey-brown locks of hers. He breathed deep, contemplating going inside, but even he didn’t feel like dealing with Nyal right now. He had a fight this afternoon and really just wanted some time alone. Plus, he liked sitting on that old bench. 

			He turned back into the alley and saw two men standing there. One was a largish, fatish man with greasy, gray hair and a droopy eye. He wore dirty, travel-worn clothing and Chazod couldn’t help but notice the sap the man held in his plump hand. The wooden baton was painted black but had obviously been well-used based on the amount of chipped paint on it. The other man was more ominous. He was a tall, lanky, pale-faced specter in black leather with hair as dark as the shadows around him. His icy-blue eyes fell upon Chazod, blood-red lips quivering before curling into a frightening smile. For some reason Chazod thought of vampires. 

			Chazod froze in his tracks, his hand falling upon the handle of his sword. He noticed that the tall man in black held a silver dagger in his hand. “I’m a fighter.” said Chazod. “A damn good one, too.”

			The tall man giggled and hopped on his feet. The fat one smacked the sap against his hand a couple times.

			“Suit yourselves, assholes.” The sword hissed from its scabbard as Chazod drew it. 

			“You don’t want to fight us.” spoke the pale, vampiric man. “Wouldn’t it be so much easier to just give up?”

			Chazod’s sword clanged upon the street. He shook his head, suddenly realizing he had dropped it. “What the fuck?” He never dropped his sword. How could he have been so clumsy? He picked it up as quickly as he could, but by the time he looked back up, the brute with the sap was on him. Chazod felt a dull thud atop his skull. Stars flashed. He tried to scream but another, more painful blow landed on the side of his head. Before everything went black Chazod heard the fat man grumble in a slightly slurred voice, “Come on, Rennic, this is enough. We don’t want to get caught.”

			 ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦

			As Rook wove his way through the back alleys, leading Bones on a leash, he adjusted his slave bracelet so that it sat over the black sleeve of his shirt. The more prominently it shone, the less likely one of the city guards would stop to question him. The guards hated seeing bracelets obscured by clothing and Rook liked to make himself appear as innocent as possible, especially because he was carrying far more crowns than his bracelet allowed for. Generally the guards were cordial with him, but there was always the possibility of encountering the guards who truly enjoyed the power and authority their station provided them, and these were the ones Rook always had to be wary of. And carrying as much coin as he had on him now would certainly make an encounter with one of these not-so-friendlies rather dangerous today. 

			Rook didn’t like lying to Callad or Sierla about the amount of money he paid Diotus, and he knew they had their suspicions. After all, it was no secret to them that he knew how to read and write and do math—things they didn’t even know. Still, Rook knew that they really had no idea how incredibly wealthy he had made Diotus over the last few years since he started selling his Everlight weapons and armor. 

			Wanting to get his errands done as quickly as possible, Rook hurried Bones down the back-alleys. Taking the main roads would be less suspicious if he happened upon one of the guardsmen, but there would be a greater chance of getting stopped for idle chat by familiar faces. He took care to skirt around the town square where the golden statues of the Sisters stood, and eventually emerged upon a long, straight road paved with older bricks. Diotus’s apothecary shop was just down the way in a crude part of the city not quite bad enough to be considered part of Ragtown. The road was lined on either side by small but stately buildings of hewn stone. Most were homes to the middle-class, though a few of the more imposing structures were  taverns and brothels. In the distance, from the richer part of town, the gothic spires of the church could be seen poking above the red, tiled roofs around it. 

			Rook kept to the sidewalk, ushering Bones on with the leash. For such a beautiful, warm day, there were few people out in the streets. Rook passed only a couple riders and a handful of townsfolk strolling the avenue. At one intersection he stopped in the shadows of a tall inn and waited for a patrol of three guardsmen to go by. Unfortunately, before Rook could make the final block to Diotus’s shop, he was greeted by a familiar face across the road. 

			“Ho, Rook, my lad!” cried Ralf. The red-haired man was waving a giant hand at him, smiling ear to ear. 

			Rook sighed. He scanned up and down the road but didn’t immediately see any guards or other familiar faces, so he decided to indulge Ralf for a moment. “Come on, boy.” Rook tugged the leash and led Bones across the street.

			Ralf was a pudgy and likable man, if a bit slow. He wasn’t the cleanest looking person on the street in his mismatched outfit, but he was far from the dirtiest. He wasn’t a slave, just a poor man from Ragtown trying to make an honest living. Ralf peddled stale scraps of bread and pastries from the bakery at the Northside Market. He bought the leftovers for pennies and sold them here and in Ragtown for not much more than that. 

			“Rook! Rook!” cried Ralf, his whole body jiggling as he excitedly held high a fragment of brown bread. “Rye today!”

			Rook strode up to Ralf and Bones sidled up next to him, wagging his tail frantically. “Hey Ralf.”

			“Can I feed your puppy?” asked the man excitedly. He reached down and Bones began rubbing his snout up and down his hand and licking his fingers. 

			“Sure. But first let me take that rye off your hands.” Rook smiled and slipped Ralf a gold crown for the stale bread.

			The big man’s eyes went wide as he stared at the coin, and then at Rook.

			Rook laughed and patted Ralf on the shoulder. “Consider it a gift my friend. Buy yourself something nice.”

			Ralf smiled and pocketed the coin. Then Rook handed him back the bread and told him to go ahead and feed it to Bones. He knew he’d get the full value of the gold crown just watching Ralf. Rook smiled with some amusement as the big man broke off chunks and fed them to the dog, giggling as the beast’s tongue lapped at his fingers. Then Rook’s attention was broken as a woman called out to him.

			He turned and saw a lady in an older blue dress and matching veil waving to him from down the road. She had a couple young boys with her and they followed behind as she rushed over to him. Rook raised a hand and waved to her. “Hello, Val.”

			Val came up to Rook and gave him a quick hug as Ralf continued to feed scraps of bread to Bones. Her two little boys huddled behind her legs, meekly peeking out at Rook before their attention was captured by the dog. 

			Rook smiled at them. “Go on, you can pet him.”

			The two children brightened and crouched next to Bones. They patted his head and rubbed his ribs as the dog continued scarfing down all the bread Ralf had to offer. 

			“I just wanted to thank you for helping my husband.” said Val. “Aeoria bless you.”

			“It was nothing. Really.” said Rook. “How’s his leg doing?”

			“It’s healed already.” said Val. “He’s back to work, but… but we don’t know how to repay you.”

			“Don’t worry about it.” said Rook. 

			“But, you’re just a slave. And to help us the way you did…”

			He took her hand in his and looked her in the eyes. “We’re all together in this world. We all need to look out for each other. Slaves or not.”

			“I know,” said the woman. “But if you hadn’t been there… or bought us the medicine…”

			A few weeks ago Rook was out running errands. There had been an accident with a wagon and Val’s husband’s leg got caught beneath it. Rook helped get the man up and brought him to Diotus for medicine and care. Like much of the middle-class here in Bellus, they had a decent home and a decent life, but extra money was nonexistent. Rook gave her a warm smile. “I’ll tell you what. Come by next week with your husband and I’ll have him help me polish up some armor and you can teach my girlfriend how to bake a proper cookie.”

			Despite the veil Rook was sure he could see her smile. “We will,” she said. “And, Aeoria bless you. Rook, you really are—”

			 “You there!” called a voice that even gave Ralf pause. The big man’s knees cracked and popped as he stood. Val’s little boys tucked themselves behind her dress and Rook turned around.

			It was one of the city guards. More importantly, it was one of the not-so-friendly city guards. He was in a suit of steel armor too old and scratched to be properly shined. He had no helmet and his brown eyes were locked on Rook. On his left breast was painted the city crest of Bellus and on the right the crest of Narbereth. At his waist hung a sword in a scabbard. Around his shoulder was strapped a rusty bolt-thrower and he held it in one hand as he came up to them. “Bracelet.” he demanded.

			Rook sighed and held out his left arm. Bones began barking and Rook shortened the leash and held it tightly, keeping the dog close. The guard grabbed his wrist and twisted forcefully as he inspected the charms on it. 

			“It’s okay,” said Val. “I was just asking him a question. He wasn’t causing any problems.”

			The guard ignored her and grabbed Bones’ leash and handed it to Ralf. “Get this mutt away from me.” he said, pushing Ralf away.

			“Y-Y-Yes sir. O-O-Okay, I will.” said Ralf, leading the dog a few steps away. 

			“How many crowns do you have on you?” asked the guard as he began patting Rook down.

			“One-hundred-and-ninety-nine.” said Rook, unslinging the leather bag from his shoulder. 

			The guard snatched it from his hand and opened it up. Inside were the gold crowns Rook had told Callad he was bringing, but he really hoped the guard wouldn’t pat him down any further. 

			“It’s okay, really,” said Val. “He wasn’t—”

			“Shut-up.” snapped the Guard, shoving the bag back into Rook’s hands. “Whose quick-hound is that? It’s not declared on your bracelet.”

			Rook sighed. A dog didn’t have to be declared on a bracelet. This guy was just in the mood to harass him. “I was bringing him back to Gabidar Notaro. He’s a wealthy merchant over in the warehouse district. It’s his dog. He won’t be too happy if you—”

			The guard grabbed Rook’s arm forcefully and began leading him across the sidewalk.

			“Come on,” said Rook. “I’m just trying—“

			The guard slammed him against the brick wall of a building and began patting him down again. This time his hand began squeezing at his right pocket. “What’s this?”

			Rook swallowed. It was the Golothic. He brought it with him everywhere. “It’s nothing. It’s just a—”

			“Hey, Dontis! Leave him alone!”

			With his face pressed forcefully against the wall it was all Rook could do to strain his eyes over to see Blake jogging up. Blake was one of the more cordial guardsmen and was in a rather nice suit of steel armor that Rook had made him a while back. Like the other guard’s armor, it had the two official crests on it, but on the right pauldron was stamped Rook’s mark: the raven and the Golothic, though most people just thought it was a raven and a hand. It was a mark he put on everything he made, even the broadsword that Blake carried.

			Dontis let up on Rook and turned to face Blake. “You know him? He’s carrying undeclared items. I say we take him in.”

			Blake came up and put his hand on Dontis’s shoulder and made something of a show for Rook by whispering loudly into his ear, “Yes, I know who this is. More importantly, don’t you?”

			The guard’s face sagged with anxiety as he looked at Blake. “Am… am I supposed to?”

			“I know you’re new here, but come on, this here is Rook Gatimarian!” said Blake. 

			Dontis looked at Rook. “He’s just a slave.”

			Blake winked at Rook and then cleared his throat and whispered more loudly into Dontis’s ear, “Rook Gatimarian. The one who makes all those Everlight weapons and armor for the nobles.”

			“Oh,” the guard looked at Rook and suddenly the lights seemed to flicker on in his mind.

			Blake put his hand to his mouth and said right into Dontis’s ear, “Don’t go messing with the blacksmith all the nobles are talking about. You’ll get on their bad-side.”

			“Oh, well, in that case…”

			“I’m actually in the process of making a sword for Lord Anubeth of Voluptas.” said Rook, brushing himself off. “He’s already paid the ten-thousand crown price in full. I was on my way to get some materials. It’s a good thing for you that Blake came by. I don’t think Lord Anubeth would have appreciated not getting his sword on time because of an over zealous guard.”

			“Oh, um, I’m sorry to have—”

			“Don’t worry about it.” said Rook. He looked at the guard and smiled. “Just be nicer to people in the future. You never know who you’re dealing with.”

			Dontis nodded. “I’m very sorry.”

			“Hey,” said Rook. “You look like you could use some new armor. How about you come by in a couple weeks and I’ll fit you for a new suit. Promise to lay off us lowly slaves and I’ll make it for you for free.”

			Dontis’s mouth began flapping but no words came out.

			Blake slapped the man on the back. “See, I told you Rook was okay.” He gave Rook another wink. “Come on, Dontis, we got preparations to make for the Sisters’ arrival.”

			“Are they coming for certain?” asked Rook.

			Dontis nodded. “Supposed to be here sometime this morning yet.” He cleared his throat. “I’m… I’m really sorry. It’s just, we’re supposed to have all the streets in order for their arrival. Did… did you really mean it about the armor?”

			Rook stepped up to him and looked him up and down. “Yeah, I think I can get you into something much nicer.” He looked the man in the eyes. “But I mean it. Treat people with more respect. We’re all just trying to make it in this world, right?”

			Dontis nodded.

			Blake slapped Dontis on the back again. “Come on, let’s get back. I hear we’re all supposed to be at the front gate before the hour is over.”

			Rook sighed and slung his leather pack over his shoulder as he watched the two guards head off down the road.

			Rook felt a soft hand fall on his shoulder. He turned. “Thanks again,” said Val. She smiled softly. “I’m glad that ended well for you. I was about to go get my husband and his friends.”

			Rook returned her soft smile. “Thank you. But don’t risk yourself for me.”

			Val nodded. “It’s just, many of us don’t know what we’d do without you and your family around. You’re good people, Rook. You’re a bright spot in this world.”

			“Thank you.” said Rook. “Come by with your husband like we spoke about, okay?”

			Val promised she would and they said their goodbyes. Rook thanked Ralf for seeing to Bones during the incident and told the large man to get home before the Sisters came. Then he headed up the road to Diotus’s shop. It was a humble building of old brick that sat between two larger buildings. Upon an iron rod hung a wooden sign with a picture of a medicine bottle on it. The windows were always shut with green curtains pulled over them because Diotus claimed the sunlight could harm the potency of some of his potions and tinctures. Rook tugged on Bones’ leash and hopped up the stone steps. 

			A tiny bell above the door chimed as he walked in. It was a dark and cluttered store that was permeated by the pleasing odor of strange herbs that somehow mingled into what smelled like a woody, flowery incense. What little light filtered through the green curtains was bolstered by a couple gaslamps upon the stone walls, illuminating shelves and cases full of potions, tinctures, balms and strange artifacts.  

			At the front counter stood Diotus. He was an old man dressed in a brown robe, though he was not frail. He stood straight and tall without aid of any cane or staff; too proud to let his seventy-years of age wither him. Only the liver spots on his hands and the gray hair that peeked from his hood gave any hint to his age. His face was partially concealed by the edges of his hood that wrapped over each of his eyes. Where his eyes would be were thin, black circles of fabric which he could see through. Rook alone knew why Diotus concealed his eyes. 

			“Ah, Rook.” said Diotus, his voice sharp and hoarse. “I figured you’d be by today.” He seemed to eye the dog a bit disapprovingly.

			“Bones.” said Rook. “Gabidar’s quick-hound. I’m bringing him home.”

			Diotus nodded slightly. “Lock the door.”

			Rook turned the bolt closed on the door and then slid the chain lock over. He tied Bones’ leash to the doorknob and followed Diotus as he came around the counter and went toward the end of the shop where a tall shelf of herbs and bottles was set against the wall. Diotus slid it across the floor and then knelt down and pulled open the secret hatch, revealing the stone steps that led into his laboratory.  Rook followed him down the stairs.

			The basement was lit by a number of gaslamps set upon the walls. Despite the light, the gray stones of the chamber gave the place a dingy, dungeon-like quality. There were some shelves and tables in the room, all containing various chemicals and gadgets. A couple of half-assembled bolt-throwers that Rook had been helping Diotus with were on one table. But most prominent was the suit of black plate armor and broadsword set in the corner, bathed in the yellow-green light of the lamps. The armor stood upon a mannequin frame with its gauntleted hands resting upon the sword’s pommel. Elegant, wavy lines—sound waves, Rook knew—were painted up both arms of the armor and in the gaslight they seemed to glow with electricity. The sword, although a masterwork, was very obviously missing the crystal that was once embedded in its pommel. At the other side of the room, upon another mannequin frame, was a black robe with a tall, pointed hood. From its face a pair of emerald-lensed goggles stared out lifelessly. 

			Diotus walked to the far end of the room where a large, metal chest rested on the stone floor. As he bent over to unlock it Rook couldn’t help staring at that armor. Diotus had, long ago, been one of Duroton’s Jinn. He had made Dark Star Knights, and that armor and sword had once belonged to a warrior named Lord Ardur. Rook had purchased the black power crystal from the sword a couple years back. He still, however, pined for the armor. He knew it was just regular armor; there was nothing special about it other than the fancy sonic lines painted upon the arms. Still, he wanted it. More than that, actually. He wanted Diotus to mark him and make him one of the Dark Star Knights. Unfortunately, Diotus refused to sell him the armor or mark him, never having given him a satisfactory answer as to why he wouldn’t. 

			“How much do you need?” asked Diotus, hunching over the chest.

			“The usual. Plus a bar of gold and two silver and some silicon.” said Rook. “And I’ll need more phoenix beak.” 

			Rook could hear the metal bars and glass bottles clanging as Diotus collected them from the chest and placed them in a basket. Diotus walked back to him, carrying the heavy load. He set the basket down on the table next to Rook, and Rook briefly inspected everything as he carefully placed them into his leather bag. He could get the gold and silver elsewhere if he wanted (and slightly cheaper), but Diotus was the only man in town with silicon and the other element bars and chemicals he needed. They were all very rare and expensive, and Diotus had most of it smuggled in from Duroton using the connections he still held there. It all cost a small fortune. 

			In the basket was a small, wooden box and Rook opened it. Inside were a few ounces of black powder. It was the ground beak and talons of a phoenix, a bird only found in the forbidden lands of Duroton beyond the high mountains of Narbereth. Without the beak there was no way to get the fires of the forge hot enough to transform his special element mixture into Everlight. 

			“A thousand crowns.” said Diotus. 

			Rook placed a couple large, bejeweled coins in the old man’s hand. Diotus looked at them for a moment and nodded before slipping them into the inner pocket of his robe. 

			“Tell me how you make Everlight and I’ll give you half back.” said Diotus.

			Rook smiled. They shared this exact same conversation each time they met. “Make me a Dark Star Knight and I’ll give you another ten-thousand.”

			“I can’t.” said Diotus. 

			Rook looked at the armor and frowned, once again denied his ultimate dream. Dark Star Knights were fast and powerful. He had learned all they could do from Diotus. They could match a Saint in combat, and possibly more. Rook bit his lip. What he could do if he had such power…

			“Is the beak part of the metal, or part of the process?” asked Diotus. 

			Rook looked back at Diotus and smiled again. “It’s not really a metal. And it’s all process.”

			Diotus waved a dismissive hand and grumbled something. “That’s all you ever tell me.”

			Rook laughed. “You know the deal.”

			Diotus shook his head. “It’s not that I don’t want to. It’s that I can’t. I just can’t.”

			“But why?” appealed Rook. “You’ve done it in Duroton. If it’s equipment or resources you need, I can get it. I’ll pay for everything. Or better yet, take me to Duroton. I’d love to go to Duroton. The Jinn there could certainly do it.”

			Diotus regarded Rook through those fabric lenses that covered half his face. “Even if I could get the proper power crystal—even if you had all the resources in the world—I still couldn’t.” 

			“But why?” asked Rook again, a little annoyed. ‘I can’t’ was all Diotus would ever tell him. The man had shared all his secrets with Rook; all his knowledge. He had taught him how to read and write; had taught him and showed him how mechanics work and all the magic of mathematics. As a boy, Diotus had showed him the miraculous properties of the phoenix beak and the transmuting properties of certain chemicals. It was through Diotus’s teachings that he had figured out how to recreate the metal of that dagger he stole from Karver all those years ago; a dagger that had once belonged to one of his forefathers; the dagger that now belonged to Chazod. But this one thing Diotus kept to himself. It was beyond frustrating. All Rook could think was that if he had such power as a Dark Star Knight, how different this world would be; how different he could make it. No noble or Exalted, no Saint or King would ever get away with their crimes in his presence.

			Diotus sighed. “Rook, please let it be. Some answers should not be sought. I will tell you this only: To be a Dark Star Knight one must be marked, and upon you I cannot make that mark.”

			Rook shook his head. “You’ve already told me that. I’d just like to know why.”

			Before Diotus could say anything, Bones began barking upstairs. Rook apologized and shouted, “Quiet, you!” and the dog ceased its barking.

			“Are you going to stay and finish those bolt-throwers today?” asked Diotus. “I finally finished making the power crystals for them.”

			“Wish I could,” said Rook. “Maybe tomorrow.”

			Diotus nodded. “Then what of your training? We’re supposed to train tomorrow.”

			Rook sighed. For the last few years Diotus had been training him in the swordsmanship used by the Dark Star Knights. Diotus was a surprisingly skilled teacher in the martial arts of Duroton, but now it was beginning to become one more frustration as to why he wouldn’t mark him as a true Dark Star Knight. 

			Diotus walked over to the armor and took down the sword with the missing power crystal. He tossed it to Rook. “Stay and train some now. Your forms are all perfect but I’d like to see some more speed.”

			Rook flourished the sword lazily. “I can’t. I have to take Bones back to—”

			From Diotus’s billowy sleeves a dagger slid down into each of his hands. With uncanny speed the old man flung them forward. Rook raised the sword, spinning on his feet, and both daggers chimed against the blade as they were cast aside. One stuck into the far wall and the other skipped off a table before clanging upon the floor.

			“What the heck was that about!” exclaimed Rook, looking at the old man.

			Diotus’s lips curled into a smile and he laughed hoarsely. “Lord Ardur was about your age when I tried that trick on him. I stuck him in one arm, but I was faster back then.”

			Rook laughed and set the sword down on the table. “And what if you had managed to stick me just now?”

			“Then you’d have to stay and work on your medical skills.” said Diotus, still chuckling. Upstairs Bones began barking again.

			Rook shook his head. “I wish I could stay, really. But I have to take Bones back home and check in on Gabidar’s family. His wife is still mad that I sent him off to Escalapius. I figure if I stop by often and offer her help I’ll get back in her good graces.”

			Diotus nodded his head and his composure became more stern as he regarded Rook through those fabric eyes that concealed his face. “Do you truly believe he will find your sister? He has been to the ends of the earth for you.”

			“She’s out there somewhere.” said Rook. He cast his eyes up, wondering what the dog was still barking about, and began absentmindedly fondling the Golothic in his pocket. His finger caressed over the warm, sandy stone of it. “She’s out there. I know it.”

			Rook noticed the old man was peering at his hand. Rook looked down and realized he had taken the Golothic from his pocket. He quickly slipped it back into his pants and picked up his leather sack full of goods. He looked at Diotus, suddenly feeling a bit cheated in life. “I’d stop, you know,” he said.

			Diotus peered at him through his strange hood. 

			“I’d stop making Everlight.” said Rook, shaking the bag. “I’d Stop making weapons to sell to the nobles and their men.” said Rook. “I hate them all. I hate the Saints. I hate the Kings. I hate the Exalted. I hate the nobles. I hate making weapons for them; weapons they use against their own people. Mark me as a Dark Star Knight, Diotus. Give me the power to change this world.”

			Diotus regarded him for a moment. “You are changing the world. More than you would if you were out there with a sword. You’re ready, if it came to it. You could face down a Saint, or at least give him a good run. But purpose is stronger than steel. Stronger than even your Everlight. The battle of purpose cannot be won with a blade alone. Here you are already fighting that battle and winning.”

			Diotus stepped closer to Rook. “But hate is never the way. The people here who adore you, all the city guard who call you a friend, that was not accomplished with hate.”

			“I know,” said Rook, his anger melting away. He sighed and rubbed at the slave brand scarred upon his neck. “I know. I just wish I could be free. If I were a Dark Star Knight, I’d have the power to be free, and help others be free.” He looked at Diotus. “Take me and my family to Duroton. You could get us there. You’ve told me so much about that kingdom, how the people there are free.”

			“You told me once of how you grew up believing that Narbereth lay across vast tracks of perilous desert, guarded by monstrous beings and towering walls of impassable mountains; that no person in Jerusa dared flee to Narbereth because the journey was impossible.” said Diotus. “Then, when the slaver, Garrot, brought you across the boarder, you were surprised that there had been nothing barring the way. You were surprised that not so much as a wall had kept you in Jerusa your whole life.”

			“What’s that got to do with anything?” asked Rook, a little miffed about the memories it stirred. 

			“The chains that bind us are often just illusions.” said Diotus. “Walls nothing more than ideas. Change your perspective and chains break like glass!” said Diotus, snapping his fingers. “Give a wall no heed. Pay attention to only what you can actually see.”

			Rook frowned. “I can actually see my slave brand,” he mumbled.  

			“Lord Ardur over there liked to put up walls.” said Diotus, pointing to the armor. “The funny thing about walls is that they cast shadows. Put up enough walls and you are surrounded by them; circled in darkness. And you end up living your life in them.”

			Rook nodded softly. He looked at that suit of armor, wondering what wall of his own imagination prevented him from becoming a Dark Star Knight.

			“You have a debt to pay.” said Diotus.

			Rook turned and looked at the old man. “What?”

			Diotus regarded him steadily. “I said you have a debt to pay. Pay it off.”

			Rook started. “W-What?” His hand clenched over the pocket where the Golothic was hidden.

			“Debts, like walls, make slaves of men.” said Diotus. “Debts are chains. Pay off your debt and you’ll be free.”

			“But… how do you know…”

			“I had a debt once.” said Diotus, pointing at the suit of armor. “I paid it off in full. Then I came here to be free.” He looked back at Rook. “Pay that debt. Then we can talk.” Rook was about to say something when Diotus excused himself. “Let me go see what that dog of yours is making a ruckus about.” He walked up the stairs.

			Rook stood there a moment alone, staring at the armor. Then his attention turned to the Jinn outfit and those green goggles it wore. They were similar to those worn by Sin Eaters and Rook often wondered what type of vision they gave. The goggles were one other secret Diotus would never let him explore. He bit his lip and looked up the stairs. Then he hurried over to the mannequin. He looked up at those goggles. The emerald lenses sparkled in the gaslight. He touched them. Around the inside edges he could see sharp, silver teeth and some ends of gold wire. As a Jinn the goggles had been surgically implanted in Diotus’s eyes, leaving the mangled, disfigured sockets the man now hid from the world. But Diotus had once told him that the goggles still held power, even without being permanently implanted, and Rook wondered what he might see if he were to put them on. Would he see why Diotus would not make him a Dark Star Knight? Rook wondered. He was about to grab them off the mannequin when he heard Diotus coming down the stairs. 

			“The bells.” said Diotus as he stepped down into the basement. “The bells are sounding.”

			Rook’s eyes went wide. “I have to go!” Rook grabbed his bag and was about to shoot up the stairs when Diotus grabbed his arm.

			“Sometimes, before a debt can be paid, others should be collected. A debt owed you, gives you power.”

			Rook nodded. Diotus released him and Rook shot up the stairs. No sense going to check on Gabidar’s family now. He took Bones off his leash and held his head in his hands. “Home!” said Rook. “Go!” He opened the door and the dog raced away. 

			Rook looked up and down the streets. They were already emptying of people and many of the buildings were shuttering up. Even Ralf had gone. Rook heard the trumpets playing from the distant city gate and took off down the road as fast as he could.

			 ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦

			Kierza ran down the street. Off to the north, near the city’s main gate, she could hear marching and trumpets. She’d have to go that way to get home. The Venzi’s cottage was set atop a hill that overlooked most of the city proper, near a number of other lavish cottages owned by nobles and wealthy merchants. Neither Callad nor Sierla were nobility, but Rook’s skill with the forge had won them favor among the ranks of nobles and they were well-respected. Most nobles and wealthy men were in a long line to get one of Rook’s remarkable Everlight weapons.

			Kierza slipped down a side street and made a few twists and turns. The sound of trumpets was getting louder as she neared the north end of the city. She came to an alley between a pair of high, stone buildings and noticed a number of people gathered in the shadows there. They were hunched close to the wall, peering out toward the city gate. Curious onlookers, no doubt. Kierza couldn’t deny her own curiosity. She had heard a lot about the Sisters but had never seen them herself. They were the daughters of King Dahnzeg and Queen Lustille; their princesses. The golden statues of the two sisters stood prominently at the city square and she had seen them many times. Still, it was said that even their likenesses in gold could not outshine their true beauty. They were said to be the most gorgeous women in all the world. And, they had their noses. They never wore veils. In fact, it was said that the ritual of cutting the noses from all girls in Narbereth began because the Sisters would not abide any who could match their beauty. If the rumor was true, Kierza guessed that it would make the Sisters at least a hundred years old, since that was about when the ritual began. Of course, neither the King nor his daughters would look that old. Like all Kings and their Exalted kin, they seemed to have unnaturally long lives. 

			Kierza couldn’t help herself. She turned into the alley and came up behind the other onlookers. Ahead she could see the wall of the city, a high stone structure with a polished, steel portcullis. The main road led out from it; a wide avenue of smooth flagstone that wound its way through all the most lavish sections of the city. Standing in lines down either side were a number of the city knights, their armor burnished and gleaming in the sun. A group of men hastily tossed rose petals upon the road, scooping handfuls from wooden buckets they carried. The Lord of the city was there too. Lord Hanzaam was a fat man in lavish clothing surrounded by a number of knights in silver armor. He stood there with a pair of large, perfect, red roses in his hand, waiting to greet the Sisters as their giant carriage lumbered up to the gates. 

			The trumpets sounded again and the portcullis was raised. The royal carriage was pulled by four giant horses, all of them the purest white. The carriage itself was a massive thing, nearly too wide for the road. It was more like a palace on wheels, crafted of fine wood sculpted to have towers and high spires, all painted in ornate fashion in white, silver and gold. Atop the thing flew the banner of Narbereth: an eagle upon a field of yellow. 

			The carriage came to a halt just inside the city’s gate. Lord Hanzaam approached as doors upon either side of the carriage swung open. From each stepped a pair of Saints, two males and two females, their glassy-black Star-Armor sparkling in the bright sun. The female Saints both wore black veils of chainmail over their faces. One had hair and eyes like the finest gold, the other with hair and eyes of opalescent white. Of the males, one had hair and eyes like polished silver and the other the color of magnificent ruby. They held their respective doors open and there was a collective gasp from the people in the alley as the Sisters came out. 

			They were beautiful. Both in red, silk dresses trimmed in gold and silver lace. Upon the front of each was embroidered the eagle of Narbereth. They wore diamonds—Kierza knew they must be by the way they twinkled from their bracelets, rings and necklaces. They sparkled like stars in the very light of day. Kierza had never seen diamonds before. Only the Sisters were allowed to have them. Their hair was long and blonde, brushed straight and as silky as their gowns. Their eyes were blue like the summer sky. Their faces were smooth and fair, and their lips were red and full and spread into tender smiles as they came out. But there was something else about them; something that foretold a dire warning to all that they were not to be dealt with lightly. Perhaps it was their height. To Kierza they seemed unnaturally tall. Taller than the Saints who helped them down from the carriage. They were perhaps six-and-a-half, maybe seven feet tall she guessed, though they walked with a grace and softness that belied it. 

			As the Sisters came around to the front of the carriage, escorted by their Saints, another figure, far more imposing, stepped from it. It was King Dhanzeg. Like his daughters he was unnaturally tall, easily seven or eight feet. He wore golden-yellow robes trimmed in silver and upon his chest was embroidered the eagle of Narbereth. Upon his head was a golden crown that sparkled with diamonds. His hair was silver-gray, as was his beard and mustache, though his face seemed youthful and fair. In his hand he held a scepter crowned with a golden eagle with diamonds for eyes. 

			Lord Hanzaam approached the Sisters, bowing deeply before kissing their hands and placing one of his giant roses in each of them. Kierza watched as smiles and nods were exchanged between the Lord and the King. The Sisters greeted and had their hands kissed by some of the attending nobles. Kierza could hardly hear the words being spoken—mostly introductions and chat about their travels—but eventually fingers began to point and her heart quickened. They were pointing further north, toward the hill. Toward the hill where she lived with Callad and Sierla and Rook. Then she heard the Lord say something about Everlight being the most remarkable metal in the world.

			Kierza turned to run but found herself blocked by a man in black leather. Her eyes scanned up and she saw Rook looking down at her. “What’s going on?” he asked. He peered down the alley. “Is… Are those the Sisters?”

			“We have to go!” hissed Kierza. She looked over her shoulder to see the Lord leading them away from the road, northward.

			Rook tried to press himself around her to get a look past the others huddled in the alley. 

			She grabbed his chest and forced him to look down at her. “They’re going to our house!”

		

	
		
			— 7 —

			Penance 

			[image: ] 

			As a general in the Valdarian army, Sir Erich Spengle’s private barracks quarters were spacious compared to those of his subordinates’ and offered an air of solitude. A window on the southern wall gave a view of the vastness and serenity of the Graymere Lake whose mirror-like surface reflected the roiling, black clouds in the heavens and flashed with their lightning. It had been a long and wearing day escorting the Princess as she strolled the park with Saint Ophelia, and Sir Spengle wanted nothing more than to forget the blood and screams of the children. Still, there was one more horror he had to endure before he could retire for the evening. It was a horror he subjected himself to willingly; a penance he placed upon himself for the day he let his wife die and his son be taken by the very Saint he often served. Serving her was a penance too, he supposed, but it was not one he enjoyed. It was a humiliation, and a reminder of just how utterly powerless he was despite his station in the army. 

			Sir Spengle removed the black helmet from his head. Its crest of raven feathers were slightly matted from the day’s storms and he brushed them out with his hand before tossing it upon his bed, along with his sword. At the far wall was mounted a wooden rack, and upon it he placed his bolt-thrower. His black, steel boots clanked upon the stone floor as he walked to his open closet and knelt before it. With gauntleted hands he removed a heavy slab, revealing a secret compartment beneath. In the darkness of the hold was a large, fragile object wrapped in a baby-blue blanket with the name ‘Marlon’ embroidered in white.

			Taking the wrapped object, Sir Spengle sat at his chair and placed it upon his desk. He unwound the blanket as a surgeon might the bandages from the face of a burn victim, to reveal a large masonry jar. In it was the skeleton of a baby, its bones held together by strands of mummified tendon and flesh. At the bottom of the jar were the rotten remnants of a white blanket, as well as some black soil. 

			Spengle rubbed his finger over the glass where the skeleton’s head rested, as if doing so might somehow comfort the thing. He smiled at it. “Marlon.” he whispered. His son would be fifteen now. He’d be nearly a man. Spengle often wondered what might have become of Marlon, had Saint Ophelia of the Many Tears not come for him that day. Would he be a thatcher like his grandfather? A soldier like his father? Perhaps something more; something greater. Perhaps he would have been a hero. But then, what hope of being a hero was there? And a hero to whom? A hero for the King and Queen was nothing more than a villain in disguise. A hero to the people? There had not been a hero for the people in fifty years. No, Marlon would have been like everybody else, no matter he a thatcher or a soldier. He would have lived to see his first child taken to wither and die upon the breast of the Dire Mother and spend the rest of his days living in fear that the Vampire would come for the rest. 

			A tear fell from Sir Spengle’s eye. Guilt wracked him and he held his head in his hands. “Oh Marlon,” he sobbed. “I’m sorry.” How many other children were in jars just like this, because he himself was a knight in the Withered King’s army? Truly, what hope would Marlon have had when his own father helped perpetuate the crimes of the kingdom?

			Through his tears Sir Spengle forced himself to gaze upon his son. He stared until the horror of its empty eyes became real again; he stared until he remembered that in the bottom was not black soil, but the flesh that had once covered the bones of his boy. He stared until the screams of baby Marlon echoed in his mind as Saint Ophelia tore him from his mother’s hands. He stared until he remembered his wife’s eyes as Saint Ophelia tossed her the sack of coins as payment for providing her duty to the kingdom. And he stared until he remembered how weak and small he was to let his wife attack the Saint; how pathetic he was to stand in the corner as Ophelia cut her arms off, and then her legs. 

			As a final insult, he let himself remember that he had once had the chance to end it all when that man from Narbereth—Gabidar Notaro—came through a few years ago. Gabidar had taken an interest in the young Princess, the Vampire of Valdasia. He said he had found out from one of the locals who she really was, and that she was originally from Jerusa with a brother living in Narbereth. Gabidar had told him that the brother wanted his sister back, and that he was willing to help steal her away. 

			As a Knights General, Sir Spengle had access to the castle; he was able to get them close to the child. All they had to do was take the monstrous thing from her crib. But after they had snuck into the child’s room, Gabidar took one look at the thing with her fangs dripping with blood and her gown stained crimson, and ran. And all he himself had the courage to do was snatch his own boy from the Dire Mother’s shelves. 

			He was a coward, he knew. He had risen to the rank of a knight not because he wanted to be a hero or a fighter, but because he had hoped to avoid the horror that all other parents in Valdasia endured. But his rank secured him nothing. And he hadn’t helped Gabidar get into the Princess’s room to help steal the child away. He had done it to get his own boy back, and to use Gabidar as a scapegoat should they get caught. He would have said that he had found an intruder in the Princess’s room and taken all the credit and glory for saving her. 

			Sir Spengle hated himself. These thoughts and memories were his penance.

			At length, after his eyes had no more tears and his heart and mind were numb and once again nothing meant anything to him, Sir Spengle wrapped the jar back up and placed it in its dark grave. As he moved the stone back to cover it, there was a heavy knock upon his chamber door. 

			Stone-faced, Sir Spengle answered it to find Saint Tiffany of the Graves standing there. She was in a black cloak, soaked with rain, with its hood pulled up over her head. Round eyes, like rich honey, stared at him from a pale, youthful face, smudged with dirt. From the sides of her hood, hair like crystalline amber poured. The front of her cloak was open slightly, giving just a hint of her Star-Armor. Her leather bodysuit was dirty and scuffed, and wet soil was stuck in all the stitching. Her gloved hand was worn and grimy, and in it she held a tall, iron pole upon which a lantern swayed in the storm winds, its soft light diffusing into a glowing orb in the rain.

			“Will you ferry them for me?” asked Saint Tiffany. Her voice was so hoarse that she mostly just breathed the words. She pointed her finger and Sir Spengle turned to see a wooden cart laden with bodies. One was a naked, young man, stiff as a board. His chest and abdomen had been carved open and all his organs removed. Beneath that was a plump, teen-aged boy and a fat little girl. Both of them were clothed but white as ghosts. Where their wrists poked from their shirts Spengle could see torn flesh and dangling, blue arteries long bereft of any blood. 

			Sir Spengle turned his eyes back to the Saint. She placed a heavy, gold coin in his hand. He nodded and grabbed his own cloak from the hook on his wall. He threw it over his head and stepped out into the rain.

			The barracks and their stables sat beneath the foreboding castle of Valdaria, and it was a dark, black, cold thing. It loomed like a watching specter high overhead, haunting the countryside atop a steep hill that was home to an eldritch forest. Black storm clouds dogged its crooked towers and rain danced off the structure’s ivy-covered stones. Lightning flashed, illuminating its rusty, barred windows, all of them devoid of light. To the south, Graymere Lake spread like an ocean. Its shores were always strangely placid, even in the worst storms. Gentle waves lapped at the docks where huge galleons and warships creaked and swayed with the blowing winds. Out toward the stony breakers a lighthouse cast a beam of eerie, yellow-green light through the rain. 

			Eastward from the barracks was a lonesome path that disappeared into the woods beyond. It was heavily trodden by wagons and carts, perpetually muddy and pocked with puddles from the unending storms that plagued the city of Valdaria. It was a path that Sir Spengle knew well, for another penance he willingly subjected himself to was helping Saint Tiffany ferry the dead to their final resting place, a necropolis that his cowardice helped populate.

			Sir Spengle grabbed the handles of the cart and pulled it down the muddy path as Saint Tiffany of the Graves led the way by lantern light, singing solemn elegies as she went. Her voice would often give out, causing her to breathe the melodies more than she was singing them. Here and there she would stop her tunes to rub at her sore throat, only to start swatting at unseen things around her head. “I’ll sing! I’ll sing!” she’d crack, and then start back in on her ragged songs.

			Ahead, the forest gave way to a high, stone wall covered in dark-green ivy. Thunder rumbled the angry heavens above and lightning flashed, casting light on the rusty, iron gate of the Great Necropolis of Valdaria. The scent of fresh, wet earth was strong here and there was something pleasing about it to Sir Spengle. Saint Tiffany breathed her songs as she swung open the gate, and a pair of stately ravens gave a cry as rusty as the hinges. 

			Within the cemetery grounds countless tombstones and mausoleums stood in disarrangement, as if the hand of a god scattered seeds and they sprouted where they would. They went on in all directions, as far as the eye could see. Many were ancient things, the headstones leaning like crooked teeth, the stone bleached white and their epitaphs all but weathered away. Here and there a neglected mausoleum stood tall, and sagging willows sat like hunched maidens mourning at the graves.

			From the gate a muddy trail meandered its way through the tombstones and Sir Spengle pulled the cart as he followed Saint Tiffany. A mile passed beneath their feet, and then two, until at last Tiffany came to stop near a clutch of mausoleums where three fresh graves had been dug. Aside each was a mound of black earth and a polished headstone ready to receive its epitaph. A lone shovel stuck out from one of the mounds of freshly dug earth. Spengle brought the cart up to the graves as Tiffany planted her lantern nearby. 

			“The man first.” breathed Tiffany. She pulled a star-metal dagger from her side and knelt beside the first headstone.

			Sir Spengle slung the naked, gutted corpse over his shoulder. It was so light that it was little trouble to walk it over and toss right into the empty grave. He watched for a moment as Tiffany used her dagger to scratch the epitaph into the stone as she sung her ragged tune. Then he grabbed the shovel and began dumping the wet soil over the corpse. 

			Tiffany was something of an oddity among the Saints and was the only one Spengle knew of who could read and write. Aside from the nobility and a select few such as himself, nobody in Valdasia could. All the other Saints in Valdaria held high stations or acted as bodyguards for the nobility. What, if anything, Tiffany had done to earn her lowly station tending graves nobody knew. Of the matter, the only thing Spengle knew was that long ago the King and Queen had her learn enough of the language so that she could carve names into the monuments. 

			By the time he had filled the grave Tiffany had finished the epitaph. In the glow of the lantern he could see that it simply read, Petre, aged 28, followed by a crude four-pointed star of Aeoria. Spengle helped Tiffany lift up the stone and plant it in a more-or-less upright position at the grave.

			“The—” Tiffany’s voice cracked and gave out. She tried to clear her throat, holding her neck with one hand. Her lips moved, but no sound came out, not even the hoarse breathing she had been singing her songs with. She rubbed at her throat some more and then mouthed the words,  ‘the boy next’. 

			Sir Spengle dragged the boy from the cart by one arm and then across the grass and pushed him into the grave. Again, he filled the grave as Tiffany carved out the epitaph, but she could sing no more. Her voice was gone. Her mouth would move but not even a whisper passed her lips. She’d often set the dagger down to start swatting around at the air. Eventually she became so frustrated that tears began rolling from her eyes. At length she stopped what she was doing and curled her knees up to her chest and began rocking back and forth with her arms wrapped around her head. 

			By this point Sir Spengle had already finished filling the grave. He stepped over to Tiffany and moved her arms down from her face. “I’ll sing for you.” he said. He began to hum one of the tunes that he had often heard Tiffany sing. She smiled at him and mouthed the words, ‘thank you’. Spengle leaned against one of the mausoleums and sang while Tiffany carved out the epitaph. Eventually she finished and he went over to help her set the headstone.

			As he tilted it upright he read what she had carved: Marlon, aged 15

			“Marlon…” Spengle stopped singing and fell to his knees. “Marlon. Marlon would be fifteen. Even had he lived, this would be my boy. He would never be a thatcher. He would never be a soldier. He would never be a hero. All he would ever have been is a corpse.” 

			Tiffany tapped him on the shoulder and motioned at his mouth, urging him to sing, but he couldn’t. He looked back at the tombstone. His eyes filled with tears. “Marlon. My boy Marlon. They took you as a baby, and now they take you as a boy. Will they take you again as a man? Will there ever be peace for you, Marlon?” Tiffany tapped him on the shoulder but Spengle ignored her. “Marlon. All you would ever have been is a corpse. There had never been any hope for you. The children are born, and the children die. And all the while I stand and watch, stand and help. Aeoria forgive me.” He looked up to the stormy heavens, rain splashing on his face. “Aeoria forgive me!” he screamed, and then he was broken by guilt and collapsed upon the grave, sobbing. 

			Some time past before Spengle had the strength of will to stand up from the grave. When he did, he found Tiffany huddled in the corner of a mausoleum, curled into a ball. He ran to her and grabbed her by the arm. “Tiffany,” he said. “Are you all right?”

			She looked at him. Her eyes were red and swollen from tears, but frantic. She tried to speak but no sound came from her lips. Still, Spengle could make out what she was trying to say. “I sing and I sing but the dead are never content! Why do they haunt me! I long for the grave so that I might know peace!”

			“I am haunted by the dead too.” said Spengle, taking her hands in his. “By my son Marlon, taken from me these fifteen years.”

			“Peace!” mouthed Tiffany. “All I want is peace!”

			“Those like us shall know no peace until the dead know their peace.” said Spengle.

			“How do we give them peace?” mouthed Tiffany, as if begging for the answer. She pushed Spengle away and began swatting at the air, and then curled back up into a ball, wrapping her head in her arms.

			Spengle thought for a moment. He had never dared consider how to bring peace to the dead. Thunder rumbled. He looked out to the hill where the castle stood, its haunting form silhouetted against the angry heavens that flashed with lightning. He licked his lips. Anxiety burned his stomach. He closed his eyes and trembled, but tried to steel himself. Then he reached out to Tiffany. “There is only one way to give the dead peace,” he said with some trepidation. 

			She looked at him. “Anything!” she breathed. “Anything!” She sat up on her knees. “Anything!”

			Spengle stared into her amber eyes. “You have to do exactly as I tell you.”

			“Yes!” she mouthed, swatting around frantically. “Anything!”

			 ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦

			It was late when Sir Spengle found himself in the narrow, torch-lit halls of Castle Valdaria’s dungeons, escorted by a handful of his most trusted knights. At this hour there were very few guards down here, and the ones he did encounter he dismissed for the night. He made his way to the lowest level where the ones awaiting execution spent their time. The rats squeaked as loudly as the door when Spengle and his men entered into a dismal chamber, lit by a lone torch on the wall. Inside was a single, large cell with rusty bars and thirty ragged looking men being kept little better than feral dogs.

			“Up, all of you!” barked Spengle.

			They all sat up from the rotten hay they laid upon, their ankles shackled and chained to the wall behind them. “What’s this about?” asked one of the men, cautiously.

			“My penance.” said Sir Spengle.

			The captives all looked at each other, confused.

			“All of you are sentenced to hang.” said Spengle. “But for what? You there, what was your crime?”

			The man stood up and hobbled as best he could with chained feet over to the bars. “I tried to hide my firstborn son, Jackson, from Ophelia when she came to collect our duty to the kingdom.”

			“And you, what was your crime?” asked Spengle. 

			The man stood up. “The same. But it was my daughter I tried to hide.”

			“And you?”

			“I cursed the name of the Dire Mother.” said the man. He stood up with the rest of the captives and they all came toward the bars. “We have all done nearly the same crimes.”

			“If you were given the chance, would any of you stand against the Dire Mother and Withered King?”

			The men all turned their eyes down.

			“This is no trick.” said Spengle. “I said I am here for my penance, and I hold true to that. I spit upon the Dire Mother. I curse the name of King Verami and I swear to you all I would see the Vampire of Valdasia burned.”

			One of the men looked up. “I would light the torch and put it to her myself.”

			The other men all started looking up. 

			“I offer you a chance to strike down the Dire Mother.” said Spengle. He turned to the knights with him. “We who seek revenge are many. Come tomorrow, more shall have joined our ranks. Even now my men whisper the words of revolt to the townspeople.”

			“Why do you come to us?” asked one of the prisoners. “Why do you ask us to strike down the Dire Mother?”

			“Because you have nothing to lose.” said Spengle.

			“It’s impossible.” said one of the men, shaking his head. “We have no weapons, and even if we did, no one can face her. And what of the King? What of the Vampire?”

			“Verami will be taken care of.” said Spengle. “And I myself will deal with the Vampire. I will see to it that you are all armed when the time comes.”

			“But how? How can we face the Dire Mother?”

			Spengle looked at the man and held out his hand. The man looked down. Laying upon Spengle’s palm was a long knitting needle. The man looked back at Spengle. “No!”

			“How many of you still have sons and daughters?” asked Spengle. “How long will it be before they are taken?”

			“But, to do what you ask…”

			“You are all sentenced to hang within a week.” said Spengle. “You have nothing to lose. This is your chance at revenge. Your only chance to save the rest of your sons and daughters from what might become of them.”

			The men all stared at the needle.

			“Today I helped Tiffany of the Graves bury a fifteen-year-old boy named Marlon and a twelve-year-old girl named Catherine.” said Spengle. “Tomorrow there will be others. The day after there will be others. And it will never end.”

			One of the men grabbed the needle from Spengle’s hand. He fixed Spengle with his eyes and drove the needle deep into his own ear, screaming.

		

	
		
			— 8 —

			Debts 

			[image: ] 

			It was late—well into the night—and Rankin Parvailes was tired from the road. The week-long journey back from Mount Yotun had taken a lot out of his old bones and he had hardly slept in the carriage at all. His mind had been restless, troubled by what he had seen in Tarquin’s fiery cave. Now back at the castle in Durtania, he had to know. He had to see if it was gone. Rankin wasted no time excusing himself from the caravan, explaining to Balin that he was ill. Moving as quickly as his rickety body would allow, he soon found himself in the bowels of the castle, in buried halls used to hide away secrets best forgotten. In the pocket of his red robe he had a ring of keys, and using his oil lamp, he fumbled to find the one that unlocked the seldom-visited chamber he stood before. 

			“Councilman, may I assist you?” asked a knight who stood a lonesome watch in the hall. 

			Rankin grumbled something and handed the knight the lamp. He tried key after key until finally the steel door clicked opened. Rankin stepped into the room and pressed a brass button on the wall. The gaslamps made some pops and clicks, but after several moments only one lamp flared to life, casting the room in shadows that wavered in its eerie, yellow-green glow. 

			“Shall I—”

			Rankin took back his oil lamp and then slammed the door shut on the knight. The Councilman found himself alone among shelves of ancient documents and stacks of artifacts hidden away in crates. There was a musty but pleasing odor of antiquated books upon the air. Rankin looked to the far corner. It was dark, the light of the gaslamp unable to reach it. He pursed his thin lips and walked forward. The light of his oil lamp made the shadows of the high shelves tilt and sway as he went. As he neared the corner, the dreadful odor of blood iron hit his nose. Rankin felt himself tremble, but that stench of wet rust gave him hope. Perhaps he had been mistaken; perhaps it was still here. 

			Upon the floor was a large chest. Above it was a small shelf with books and papers. Rankin took a deep breath and pulled out a journal bound in red leather. Upon its spine was embossed a terrible mask. He opened it, and his heart sank. Many pages had been torn from it. Rankin frowned as he placed the book back in its place. He looked down at the chest. His heart began beating faster. He breathed deeply again, trying to steel himself. His brittle knees popped as he knelt before the wooden box. There was a brass lock on the front of it, but something told him that he didn’t need to bother with the keys. His bony fingers shook as he placed them on the lid. He closed his eyes and lifted up, rusty hinges groaning. More of that dreadful odor poured out. 

			Rankin opened his eyes. It was empty.

			He collapsed onto the floor, clasping his hands over his face. He sobbed alone for a long while until at last he regained his composure. He struggled back up to his feet and walked to the door of the chamber and opened it a crack. The knight was standing there and Rankin said, “Summon the Jinn, Ganomir. Quickly, please.”

			 ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦

			Isley was poring over a number of different bibles on his desk when there was a knock at his chamber door. He finished the note he was writing in his journal and set his pen down next to the inkwell. “Come in.” he said.

			The door squeaked open a crack and a young woman in black and white robes popped her head in. “Saint Isley, Lord Egret is here to see you.”

			Isley stood up from his desk. “Thank you, Mysandra.” he said. “Please, have him come in.”

			The door opened wider and Lord Egret, Commander of the Durotonian Guard, stepped through. He was a tall man with hair as yellow as autumn straw that draped over his shoulders and onto the black shroud he wore. At his side hung his sword, Thundercracker, in a black scabbard. The yellow crystal in its pommel gleamed as if lit from within. “Saint Isley, you sent your Wolves for me?”

			“I did.” said Isley. He bowed politely and then came up to the Commander. Beneath the shroud, Egret wore a full suit of black, plate armor. The brilliant, yellow lightning bolts painted up his arms were revealed as he and Isley clasped hands around their forearms. Isley looked him in his icy-blue eyes. “Please forgive me for summoning you here. I know it is not entirely proper for a subordinate to request the presence of his commander, but I needed to speak with you in private and there are far too many eyes and ears at the castle.”

			“Agreed.” said Lord Egret. “But, as you are aware, the Council has it out for you. And my Dark Star Knights think you steal the hearts and minds of the people away from them. Their allegiance to me hangs by a thread, and you sending your Wolves to me is seen as an insult by them. A private visit here isn’t the easiest thing for me.”

			“I am sorry. I would not have asked you to come here if it were not of great importance.” Isley shut the door behind Egret. “Please, come in. Make yourself comfortable.”

			Egret looked around the room and the clutter of books and documents. He had never been to Isley’s private chamber before. He turned his gaze to the desk and all the different bibles. He stepped over to them and picked one up. He looked down at the others. “These are all opened to the same passages.”

			“Ah, but that’s the thing.” said Isley, brightening up. “They’re not the same.” He picked up the largest of the tomes. “This is the bible as recorded here in Duroton. The one you hold in your hand comes from Penatallia, and the others are from Narbereth, Jerusa, Escalapius, Valdasia and Dimethica. All the kingdoms are represented here in these bibles. The passages are all very similar, but the wordings from the Durotonian bible create vastly different meanings from the ones found in the other countries.”

			Egret set the bible back on the desk. “The texts from the Durotonian bible have been passed down from the Jinn for ages. Our bible contains the exact texts as written by the Saints of the First Age. Sanctuary’s Oracles adulterated the texts used in the bibles of the other kingdoms. That is well known here in Duroton.”

			“Yes, but the interesting thing is, that even among the kingdoms of Sanctuary the texts are different.” said Isley excitedly. “Look, here in Jerusa, the passage reads, ‘And offerings of bread and wine were given by the people to their King, for he alone held their salvation now that the Goddess slept.’ But here in Penatallia the passage reads, ‘And offerings of blood were given by the people to their King, for he alone held their salvation now that the Goddess slept, and the people were to atone for their sins.’”

			Egret shrugged his shoulders.

			“Now look at how it is written in Duroton.” said Isley. He read the passage, “And sacraments were given to the people by the Saints so that they might hold the name of Aeoria sacred while she slumbered, for within the hands of the people laid their own salvation.” Isley looked up to Egret. “Vastly different meanings. In Duroton, everything is written of the Goddess’s love for the people. In the other kingdoms, it is all skewed so that the people should hold their kings sacred. I am cataloging every change from the Durotonian bible.”

			“Sounds like fun.” said Egret. He smiled at Isley. “Aren’t you glad I made you learn how to read and write.”

			“I am forever grateful and in your debt for that.” said Isley with a bow. “I know that me and you have not always seen eye-to-eye in regard to Celacia. However, the more I read, the more I am convinced that you are right in that she is the herald of the end times. However, I am equally convinced that she is also the salvation of the world.”

			“And how goes your quest to find Celacia?” asked Egret, genuinely interested. They had not spoken of Celacia for a very long time. Egret knew that Isley still sought what happened to her, but he had stayed away from the subject as much as he could. Celacia had become something of a taboo subject at the castle. The Council did all they could to strike her name from all records.

			“That is why I summoned you here.” said Isley. “I think I found something.”

			Egret looked at Isley curiously.

			“The other night I stumbled upon a number of documents dated ten-years ago.” said Isley. “One of them contained a reference to a place known as the Dark Holds and it said that they should be prepared to accept a prisoner.”

			“Are you certain it read ‘Dark Holds’?” asked Egret. “There is a dungeon deep within the castle known as the Black Cells. They are for containment of Dark Star Knights, should one ever be arrested. They are seldom used. The last time they were, to my knowledge, was to contain Lord Etheil and his wolf, Solastron. That was ten-years ago. But I have never heard of the Dark Holds.”

			“No.” said Isley. “I am certain it read ‘Dark Holds’.”

			“May I see the documents?”

			Isley looked at Egret. “And here we come to the next order of business. As I was reading the document I was attacked by a shade shrouded and masked in iron. He stole them all.”

			“A Dark Star Knight?” asked Egret. “I know tensions with them over you are high, but I don’t think any of my men would come to assassinate you. However, I wouldn’t put it past the Council to send an assassin for you. You and your Wolves might be loved by the people, but you have many enemies among the nobility who think you sow dissent and take the peoples’ faith from the Lands.”

			“I restore faith in the Goddess, nothing more and nothing less.” said Isley, fixing Egret with his silver eyes. “But I tell you, it was not a man that came for me. It was a shade. A wraith. One of the dead. It smelled of wet iron. Rust.”

			Egret raised an eyebrow. “Dark Holds and ghosts? I thought you didn’t use Ev.”

			Egret could tell Isley hadn’t taken kindly to the comment. “I tell you the truth.” said Isley. “The one who attacked me was neither of life nor death. It came and went through a gateway not of this earth.”

			“Lord Tarquin, then.” grumbled Egret. “His sword, Whisper, has the ability of teleportation.”

			Isley shook his head, becoming annoyed with his Commander. “No. It was not Lord Tarquin. I am telling you, it was a shade. I grabbed its arm and my Caliber was anathema to it. Beneath its shroud I felt death and decay.”

			Egret didn’t know exactly what to say. He didn’t doubt that Isley had been attacked, but he wasn’t quite ready to believe it had been by a ghoul. At last he looked at Isley and smiled. “Ghosts and apparitions are the domain of the church. If you’re truly being haunted, perhaps one of those bibles contains a prayer?”

			Isley laughed. “I can handle the shade on my own, I think. But, friend to friend, will you find out what the Dark Holds are?” asked Isley. “I know that is the place the document mentioned. It was signed by King Dagrir and authorized by the Council.”

			“King Dagrir? It was his father, King Garidrir, who had Etheil placed in the Black Cells.”

			“Like I said,” said Isley. “It did not reference the Black Cells, but rather a place called the Dark Holds.”

			Egret nodded. “I’ll look into it. But, friend to friend, are you so certain that finding Celacia is a good idea? If she is the herald of the final age, perhaps it is best she remains forgotten.”

			“From death comes creation.” said Isley. “I am more certain than ever that Celacia must be found. It is her path I must walk beside. The day she left she came to me in this very church and made me promise that if she did not return a few years hence, that I would try to find her. Place aside all you might fear of her, Egret. Celacia is a friend and has done nothing to make me think otherwise. I believe she is in trouble and that Lord Tarquin, the Council, and even King Dagrir had something to do with her disappearance. Time is short. I must find her before the final star falls.”

			Egret placed his hand on Isley’s shoulder. “We are friends and I will help you in any way I can. Beneath the Duroton sky, if there is a place known as the Dark Holds, I will find it.”

			Isley smiled. “I am ever in your debt, Lord Egret.”

			 ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦

			“Thank you for coming, Ganomir.” said Rankin. He led the Jinn toward the back of the room. He showed Ganomir the empty chest.

			“The artifacts of the Iron Witch are gone.” said Ganomir.

			Rankin turned to face him. Ganomir was in a black robe, his face concealed behind a mask of black fabric and goggles whose green lenses seemed to radiate in the dim gaslight. “Your Dark Star Knight, Lord Tarquin, took them. He has taken the Iron Witch’s mask and used its blood iron to raise revenants. He usurps more power than he is due.”

			“Are you certain of this?” asked Ganomir.

			“I have seen it with my own eyes.” said Rankin. “Atop the skull of the fire dragon he sits upon the very throne of the Iron Witch. Upon his neck is a chain of blood iron. In his service is at least one revenant, but that number will grow if it has not already.”

			“Impossible.” said Ganomir. “The Iron Witch’s throne was lost when King Garidrir had the tower destroyed.”

			“Then see it with your own eyes.” said Rankin. “Go to the Dragon Forge and you will see that he has found it. He tampers in dark arts of which even your order is forbidden.”

			“I will go.” said Ganomir. “I would see this throne he sits on with my own eyes.”

			“Very good,” said Rankin, stepping up to him. “And after you see it, there is a duty you must fulfill.” He took the Jinn’s gloved hand and placed something heavy into it.

			The Jinn looked down. In his hand was a large, golden coin. Upon its center was a gray crystal etched with the symbol of the Dark Star Knights. Around the top of the coin was written, Lord Tarquin Belemort. Around the bottom was written, In service to the Lands, a debt comes due; In defiance, a debt is owed. Ganomir flipped the coin around. There it was written, Lord Tarquin Belemort is hereby confirmed a Knight in the Order of the Dark Stars. Oaths and Measures given by Ganomir, 623rd Order of the Jinn. 

			Rankin fixed the Jinn with his eyes. “By his deeds, Lord Tarquin Belemort makes debts of blood upon our Lands. Beneath the Duroton sky, and by order of the Council, I pay his past to you. Go forth and collect for the Lands their due.”

			Ganomir looked at Rankin. “Has this been formally authorized? To send a Jinn to collect a debt of blood for the Lands, especially against one as decorated as Lord Tarquin, would need full approval of the Council.”

			“Tell me, Ganomir, do you remember the horrors of the Iron Witch?”

			Ganomir tilted his head. “I do.”

			“Then you know how deep Lord Tarquin’s debt is.” said Rankin. “You must do this. It is the duty of the Jinn to collect any debts to the Lands made by their Dark Star Knights. For bringing back the scourge of blood iron, the Lands are owed his blood.”

			“Has Lord Tarquin not served the will of the Council faithfully?” asked the Jinn, testing Rankin’s resolve. “Your own hand has penned away the lives of innocent Icelanders. You and the Council have sent Lord Tarquin to do your bloodwork. Has he not served faithfully? Does not the Council owe a debt of blood themselves to the Lands?”

			Rankin’s frail body seemed to crumple under the weight of Ganomir’s words. He nodded his head, his eyes turned down to the floor. “My debt comes due soon enough,” he said, his voice as heavy as if he were admitting a lifetime of sins to a priest. He looked back at Ganomir. “I was never worthy of the titles they gave me. I wasn’t born a noble. I was never fit to sit upon the Council. I used it as a place to hide from the praise of the people. They called me a hero; said I brought the hope of courage to the lowborn. But I did nothing for them. I cast down the Iron Witch because she took from me my family and I wanted vengeance. Yes, Ganomir, I’ve made plenty of mistakes, driven by my disdain for all those who were too cowardly to confront the evils I and my family had to bear witness to.”

			Rankin breathed deeply. He looked back to Ganomir. “I know better than any the horrors the Iron Witch cast upon these Lands. I will not see another lich’s reign come to pass.” He stepped up closely to Ganomir, taking the Jinn’s robes in his bony clutches. “I do owe debts of blood to the Lands. But I beg you, let Tarquin’s debt go no deeper.”

			Ganomir was silent for a moment. At last he bowed to Rankin. “Beneath the Duroton sky, I accept Lord Tarquin’s debt as my own and shall see it paid back in blood. Such is the way. Such is my lot.”

			Rankin exhaled his relief. “Thank you, Ganomir. Perhaps in this, some small salvation can be had for me.” He looked into the Jinn’s emerald lenses. “Speak not of this to anybody else, to nobody on the Council.”

			Ganomir bowed. He turned and strode from the room.
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			The Throne of Bulifer 

			[image: ] 

			An unnaturally cold wind swept the mountainous valley, pressing against the rime-covered steel wall of the Grimwatch’s northern side and rushing up its enormous height where it caused Brandrir’s long, auburn hair to whip the sides of his bearded face. His storm-cloud eyes focused on the sunken basin at the foot of the wall, nearly two-thousand feet below, where a sea of cobalt-blue demons began to gather. For as far as the eyes could see, the high, sheer cliffs of the mountains stretched the length of the valley, funneling the Kald right to the wall of the Grimwatch. This wall was the only way beyond, into the lands of Duroton. There was no gate; no portcullis to open. Just a two-hundred-yard-wide wall of steel that reached up to the very peaks of the mountains on either side of it. From this height Brandrir’s ears couldn’t hear their hisses and battle cries, but his imagination provided them nonetheless. His eyes turned up, and in the distance came a dark cloud of winged Kald. 

			Brandrir’s breath smoked in the cold as he took off his helmet. It was sculpted to look reminiscent of a phoenix’s head, where the upper and lower beak protruded at the front and allowed him to see—albeit a bit poorly—through the thing’s nostrils. Like the rest of his armor it was enameled in reds and oranges. The rest of his armor was also sculpted so that the entire thing had subtle flourishes like feathers, with a great pair of wings etched into the very steel upon the back. His boots and the gauntlet that covered his right hand were sculpted to look something like the talons of the mighty bird. His left arm—the mechanical one—clashed slightly with his armor, but there was little he could do about that. It was made of steel, painted red. Although the Jinn had etched feather patterns into it, it still did not exactly match. It did, however, make him look more imposing.

			From behind Brandrir the metallic baritone voice of Braken rattled the chill air. “A rather large lot this time.” His heavy, gauntleted hand thumped Brandrir’s shoulder a couple times. 

			Brandrir stared down at the writhing pool of cobalt demons below and nodded.

			“You think they’ve come to call you out again, my Liege?” asked Aries against the howling winds. She stood beside Brandrir, her long, straw-blonde hair slapping at her rosy cheeks, even from the confines of her black hood. Above her head, flying high upon a pole, the flag of the Grimwatch flapped violently. Like the skies of the far north, it was a field of bleak gray and in its center was a red phoenix consumed in golden flames. She leaned against the rusty, steel wall, her two enormous, mechanical hands gripping at the frosty ramparts on either side of her. The black steel that covered her fingertips dug into the ice that coated the wall, causing it to crack. “There’s a lot of them, but it doesn’t seem like they’ve brought enough to wage a siege against us.”

			“As usual, there’s enough of them to be a hassle.” said Braken. His metallic voice now took on more gravity, “Enough to whittle away at our supplies.”

			Brandrir puffed out a smokey breath that was quickly carried away by the harsh winds. He regarded the numbers of Kald below as they gathered at the foot of the wall but did not attack. They were a surly and vicious lot to be sure, but like most of the demons of the far north, they wore little to no armor. Their serpentine bodies were covered with sleek, cobalt-blue scales caked with frost and ice. Their abominable faces were a tortured union of serpent, beast and man. They snarled and hissed through blunt maws filled with needle-sharp teeth. And even from this height Brandrir could see their terrible eyes glowing with unnatural, yellow light. Many carried swords or axes, but he saw no rams or machines of war with them. They seemed to be holding back. 

			His eyes turned back up to the cloud of flying demons far in the distance. There were at least a hundred, he guessed. Beneath them, marching through the valley cast in shadows by the high cliffs to either side, he could see a small contingent of larger, heavily armored Kald. They were emissaries, he knew; the ones permitted to speak on behalf of whatever terrible creature they bowed to. For the last year the Kald had been making monthly incursions upon the wall. Each time they brought a small force and sought to call him out for talks. But Brandrir really had no interest in anything they had to say. His face still bore pink scars of frostbite from where their blood had sprayed him as a boy. The auburn beard that covered his face concealed those scars, but what they had done to his left arm was always in full view. The tank on Brandrir’s back hissed as he squeezed his left hand into a fist. His steel fingers clicked together, and the gears of his elbow and shoulder whined.

			Aries turned to face him. She was far shorter than he, standing only about four-and-a-half feet tall, and she had two mechanical arms. Where Brandrir had lost his to a Kald as a boy, Aries—like most of the men and women of the Grimwatch—had been born with physical deformities. In Aries’s case, she had been born with two withered arms. But Duroton was not a land to forsake its own. Nor was it a land to let its people forsake it. The Jinn of the Grimwatch were masters of making the sons and daughters of Duroton whole by way of their magic and expertise with mechanics. In many parts of Duroton, being born lame was seen as something of an honor. It secured you a place at the Grimwatch, and it secured you the gifts of the Jinn.

			Unlike Brandrir, whose arm was crafted to the proportions of his body, Aries’s arms were narrow pistons from the shoulder to the elbow. From there they became hulking things whose fists where easily two-feet in diameter. They were glossy and black with the sparkle of silver wherever hydraulic pistons were exposed. They matched the black leather armor with silver buckles she wore, although her hooded cloak concealed most of it. Like Brandrir’s arm, hers were powered by a small, brass tank upon her back and it hissed and spat steam with each movement of her arms. She turned her gray eyes up to Brandrir. “So, what do you think? You going to hear what they have to say this time?”

			“No,” he said, though inwardly he had to admit that the Kald’s persistence was starting to pique his curiosity. A little voice in the back of his mind also tried to warn him that the Grimwatch’s supplies were getting low, but it was a voice he tried to push aside, especially because he hadn’t looked at the books in a while and was afraid of just how low they might be. 

			Aries’s fists clanked loudly as she bashed them together, her pink lips turning up into a little smile. “Shall I unleash the artillery on them?”

			Uhg. The word ‘artillery’ caused that little voice to start screaming something about only having the last reserve locker of shells left. “Not yet,” said Brandrir. 

			“Aw, come on!” protested Aries. She puffed her little lips out and her gray eyes shown large and sad. “Please…”

			Brandrir rubbed his face in his hands. Apollyon below, he hated when she used that look on him. 

			 “I can end it all with a couple booms.” she sang out with an enticingly hopeful voice.

			He smiled and puffed out a smoking breath. He didn’t have the heart to tell her that they were almost out of artillery and that her days of making things go ‘boom’ might be numbered. That is, unless he took Etheil’s advice and made an appeal to his brother Dagrir, the King of Duroton, for some supplies. But that thought made him cringe. He hadn’t spoken to his brother in nearly five years and he wasn’t exactly on the Council’s good side. 

			Ten years ago, after the phoenix failed to rise for him, denying him the crown of Duroton, he had come back here to the Grimwatch. He still remembered riding up to the wall and seeing those gray banners with the phoenix consumed in flames flying and the thunderous roar of the men chanting, “King of the Grims!” to him. He had been honored, of course, but naming him King of the Grims was treason against Duroton in the eyes of the country’s Council and it had strained his relationship with his brother. Still, the Grimwatch, more than any other place in Duroton, had been Brandrir’s home his entire life. Being named its King felt gratifying and validating, especially after having endured the humiliation of the phoenix failing to rise in his name. But as King of the Grims could he really beseech his brother—beseech Duroton, the lands that denied him the crown—for help? Brandrir sighed. It would be humiliating, especially without good cause. 

			Aries screwed her lips up as she came to terms with the fact that Brandrir wasn’t going to let her unleash the artillery. “So, you’re actually going to go see what they want this time?”

			Brandrir thought a moment. Maybe he could seek his brother’s help if there were good enough cause? If there were, such as a gathering army hell-bent on Duroton’s destruction like there had been when he was just a boy, then seeking out aid would not be quite as humiliating. After all, it would be in Duroton’s best interest to aid him. If the Kald were to get past the Grimwatch then nobody in Duroton was safe. But having an open talk with the Kald, the very demons who took his mother’s life and very nearly his own and his brother’s; the monsters that took his arm; the creatures who for ages sought to destroy Duroton? No way, no how. He had nothing to say to them.

			“Well?” prodded Aries.

			Brandrir looked at her. “You and Braken are going to create a diversion, and then I’m going to take Etheil and Syrus with me and we’re going to go see what they’re up to.”

			“A diversion? Wait, you’re actually going to speak with them?” asked Aries.

			“No.” said Brandrir. “I’m going to sneak into the Shardgrims. Before I have any talks with the Kald, I want to actually see what they’re up to. They won’t expect me to do it, and it will give me an upper hand in any talks I might later entertain with them. Or my brother.”

			Aries raised an eyebrow. “You sure about this? That sounds a little risky. We have no idea what lies north beyond this valley. For all we know they have an entire army waiting.”

			“That’s exactly why I want to do this.” said Brandrir. “This has been going on for a year now. They must have something planned; something waiting for us. I want to go see what it is.”

			“You want me to come?” asked Aries, her eyes hopeful. She punched her fists together a couple times, the loud clanks echoing off the frozen wall. “I could bash some heads for you.”

			“No,” said Brandrir. “I want you to stay and lead the diversion. Just something so I can sneak by undetected.” Here Brandrir turned to his right to address his more reserved lieutenant. “Braken, I’ll need the fliers out of the way.” He pointed to the cloud of Kald in the distance. “Think you can handle them?”

			Braken was something like the living embodiment of the Grimwatch’s ramparts. He was tall, muscular and imposing, and doubly so in his black armor which was dusted with snow and frost. Like Aries, he was one of Brandrir’s most trusted lieutenants and he too was born with physical deformities. Braken had been born blind and with a disfigured mandible. The Jinn had implanted a pair of ruby-lensed goggles upon his face, and staring out from behind the helmet that masked his mouth, he looked downright otherworldly. The goggles couldn’t be removed, but he could see things regular eyes could not. They also made him perfectly accurate with any type of firearm. 

			“I’ll get some archers up here.” said Braken, his voice reverberating through the angled mask that concealed his mouth. 

			Brandrir looked at the mass of fliers out on the horizon. They were like a gathering storm cloud. “Bolt-throwers have more range.”

			Braken nodded. “They do, my Liege, but might I suggest that arrows are cheap and we have many.”

			Brandrir sucked his bottom lip as he looked at the coming Kald and wondered if the Grimwatch’s supply situation was really that obvious now. A little voice in the back of his head chided him for not having studied more on the intricacies of running a castle as a child. “No,” he said at last. “I need to be sure they are taken care of. I can’t get stuck out in the Shardgrims and have their eyes spot me. Get some bolt-throwers up here and make sure none escape.”

			“Let me go in your stead, Brandrir.” said Braken. “The Grimwatch needs its King, and Captain Etheil can lead us upon the Shardgrims.” 

			Brandrir puffed out a smoking breath. Braken was right, he knew. Part of him was almost ready to admit that it might even be a little irresponsible for him to go and also take the Captain of the Grimwatch with him. But, if he was going to appeal to his brother for aid he had to see what the Kald were up to with his own eyes. And if he was going out there he would need Etheil and Solastron with him. Solastron the wolf was as swift as the wind and his nose would prove invaluable. And Captain Etheil was worth ten men himself.

			Etheil was the Grimwatch’s only remaining Dark Star Knight. After having been named King of the Grims, most of the Dark Star Knights—and the Jinn—left the Grimwatch and returned to Durtania to serve King Dagrir. They were sworn to Duroton and its King, not the Grimwatch, and so could not rightfully serve Brandrir. Etheil, however, was a slightly different story. He and Brandrir had been friends since childhood. Though Etheil was a Dark Star Knight, he had essentially been banished from the Lands by Brandrir’s late father, King Garidrir. Since then, Etheil had sworn himself to Brandrir rather than the Lands.

			Etheil aside, it was quickly revealed that the few Dark Star Knights who remained hadn’t done so out of loyalty to the Grimwatch. Lord Ardur led a coup and nearly succeeded in having Brandrir deposed from his new-found throne. In fact, had it not been for Etheil, Lord Ardur might very well have been successful. Even after the failed coup, Lord Ardur and a few of the Dark Star Knights made assassination attempts upon Brandrir’s and Etheil’s lives. The attempts only ceased after Etheil sent a quick-hound to King Dagrir, telling him of the coup and assassination plots. Dagrir named a blood-debt against Ardur and his men, and Jinn were sent to collect upon it. 

			Today, only Etheil remained of the Grimwatch’s once fifty Dark Star Knights. Of the two dozen Jinn who once worked designing weapons, repairing the wall’s many apparatuses, and creating and maintaining the mechanics of all the men, only Mordikir remained. Mordikir was an old Jinn. He had been stationed at the Grimwatch before Brandrir was even born. But Brandrir knew that Mordikir only remained out of his love for the men of the Grimwatch and not his loyalty to Brandrir. Brandrir was thankful nonetheless. If not for Mordikir, Brandrir didn’t know what would become of this wall. Even still, Mordikir was overwhelmed with upkeep of the Grimwatch’s inner mechanics and the constant repairs the men needed. The Grimwatch couldn’t even accept new recruits any longer, as Mordikir just couldn’t keep up. 

			“At least let me go with you.” said Braken. “The night’s hours are long in the Shardgrims. Our enemies abound. Let me come and my sword shall be your right hand and my voice your very battle cry.”

			Brandrir placed a hand on the tall man’s shoulder and peered up into his ruby-lensed eyes. “I need you here. I need your strength upon this wall.”

			Braken bowed deeply to Brandrir. “I shall see victory in your name, Brandrir Thorodin, King of the Grims.” He turned, his red cape fluttering in the wind, and he strode away down the wall. 

			Brandrir turned to Aries. “I’ll take the Grimwalk to get past the valley, but after that any fliers will be able to spot me. Have Braken and his men take them out first. Then toy with the ones down there for a while, but don’t let them retreat back up the valley toward us. Just pelt them with arrows for a while.”

			With a giant, metal hand Aries took down her black hood, letting her hair fall over her narrow shoulders. “No heavy artillery? For real?”

			Brandrir hated to disappoint his lieutenant. He always saw her as the daughter he never had. He was thirty-five and she was in her early twenties, but for some reason he felt a fatherly type of fondness for her. Still, he didn’t tell her everything. Many of the men of the Grimwatch were like family to him—Braken was like an overprotective big-brother; Syrus like a crazy cousin—but all families had their secrets. And Brandrir had been hiding his fair share, though he knew some, like Braken, had come to suspect certain things. Etheil alone knew exactly how dire things had become, and that was mostly because Brandrir made Etheil keep track of all the records.  

			Brandrir peered over the ramparts. There were probably two-hundred Kald amassed in the deep bowl at the foot of the wall. It was a well-known deathtrap and it never ceased to amaze him that the demons continuously disregarded it. “Maybe turn on the fire first. We haven’t used that in a while. Get their hackles up. Keep them occupied as long as possible.”

			“Then the artillery?” She banged her giant fists together.

			Brandrir turned around and looked at her. Who was he to deny such a cute, little face? He smiled. “Sure, Aries. Then the artillery.”

			 ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦

			The Grimwalk had not been accessed for over a decade and it showed. The narrow passageway that burrowed through the mountain was cut at a subtle, downward slope and its walls were dripping with cold water and marbled with strange fungus. The floor was not stone but was instead made of rusty, grated-steel, beneath which was darkness. The floor rattled and bowed more than Brandrir liked as he and his men made their way, giving the feeling that it might collapse and plunge them into the trench beneath. Although there were gaslamps on the wall every fifty-feet or so, most of them were not operational and the ones that did work had glass so fogged with dust and grime that they provided only soft spots of light to trace the way. 

			The passage was too narrow for men to walk even two abreast, so Brandrir alone headed his line of soldiers. Captain Etheil followed close behind with Solastron, his giant, sapphire-blue wolf, on his heels. Solastron’s shoulders were waist-high even on the tallest of men. Amethyst stripes decorated his coat and his aquamarine eyes gleamed through the darkness. Lieutenant Syrus kept a swift pace with the big wolf, trying to engage it in impossible conversations as he was wont to do, and twenty good soldiers jogged in tow, their steel boots echoing as one through the dank corridor.

			“Solastron,” said Syrus, addressing the wolf who padded ahead of him, its hot breath smoking in the chilly tunnel. Syrus’s voice was metallic and made a strange buzzing sound through the steel mask that was his face. “I’m going to kill four Kald with a single stroke of my sword today. What say you to that?”

			Solastron took no heed of the man’s words and continued padding and panting along behind Etheil. 

			“Come on,” urged Syrus above the clatter of boots on the grated floor. “I know you talk. Speak with me, we’re practically brothers, you and I!”

			The wolf quickened its pace until it was loping along beside Etheil. 

			“Oh come on!” cried Syrus. “Speak to me my friend! Tell me how many Kald you shall kill with one stroke today!”

			Etheil reached out a gauntleted hand as he jogged behind Brandrir and ruffled the thick, blue fur on top of the wolf’s head. “I know, he’s crazy. He thinks you can talk.” As was customary for Knights of the Dark Star, Etheil wore a black shroud over his full-plate armor. Upon his side hung his sword, Firebrand, and the ruby crystal in its pommel shown brilliantly even in the dim light. Beneath the shroud Etheil typically wore black armor with flames painted up each arm. However, at Brandrir’s request, he had changed into his secondary suit which was more befitting of the icefields they were heading towards. It was white with dapples of gray and black. “Pay Syrus no heed, boy.”

			Solastron barked loudly.

			“Ha! See, he speaks! But I know he has more tongues than that! I know he talks!” said Syrus, shaking a black, steel finger toward them. “I know you know how to talk! One day you will speak with me. I know it!”

			Syrus was Brandrir’s most vicious warrior in combat, and was also his lieutenant in charge of the Grimwatch’s infantry. He was affectionately known as the Dog of War among the men, and was quite an imposing figure. Syrus, more than any other at the Grimwatch, had been born with terrible disfigurements. He was the son of a nobleman from Graystone, his mother a maidservant from the country of Escalapius (which never sat quite right with the nobleman’s wife). Syrus would likely have died upon birth if not for his father’s skilled, attending physicians, one of which was a Jinn. Syrus had been born without legs and his arms had been withered, useless, masses of flesh. His face too was said to have been monstrously malformed, and his heart, lungs and internal organs a failing mess. To the attending Jinn, however, baby Syrus was nothing short of a grand challenge; something that would become his pinnacle of design. 

			And so it was that Syrus was more machine than man. Nobody, save for maybe Syrus himself, knew exactly how much of his flesh was left beneath his metal skin. Other than his chestnut eyes and some chocolate skin around them, no part of his body shown that was not made of black steel. His head was very much like a wolf’s with sharp, pointed ears atop his crown through which he could hear. The mask that covered his face was long and made to look like the muzzle of a canine, and although its jaw did not open, the silver fangs lining it would make the bravest man hesitate to put a hand before him. Through steel nostrils and narrow grates between sculpted fangs, he breathed. It was cold, rhythmic and mechanical; terrifying to those who did not know the man within the shell. 

			His body was all black steel; thin, tall and nimble. The joints whirred and purred as he jogged down the corridor, his clawed feet clacking on the grated floor. The tank on his back was larger than Brandrir’s own and constantly hissed with steam. His fingers were slightly longer than normal, and each ended in a silver claw that was razor sharp. Upon each of his thighs was buckled a leather harness that housed six daggers in a neat line. Across his chest was a bandoleer that was home to another set of knives. Upon his back he carried two wickedly-curved sabers, strapped side-by-side to his tank, and their long, black handles poked over his shoulders. To provide a modicum of camouflage he wore a white cape with the same gray and black dapples as Etheil’s armor. 

			“Brandrir Thorodin, my King!” said Syrus. “Tell Solastron to come speak with me! Tell him we are brothers, for I too am a wolf!”

			“Dog.” corrected Etheil. “You’re the Dog of War.”

			“Dah! Dog, wolf, we’re both the same!”

			Solastron let loose a low, rumbling growl.

			“Not the same.” said Etheil.

			“Maybe not quite the same.” admitted Syrus. “Dogs are more friendly. Brandrir, tell Solastron to speak with me!”

			 Brandrir couldn’t help but smile a little, though he did not slow his pace. They had many miles of corridor to go before they would exit out upon the Shardgrims. “If I could command the beasts of the wild to speak our tongue, I should think I’d make a better druid than king.” said Brandrir between smoking breaths. He led them about another hundred yards when Solastron began barking, his menacing notes echoing down the corridor. 

			The wolf slowly padded to a halt.

			“What is it, boy?” asked Etheil, stopping next to him. Solastron barked again. The gaslamps that lined the corridor all began to dim until they only burned with tiny, blue points. Some of them even flickered out. 

			Syrus looked up and down the corridor. “Why they cut the lights on us?”

			Brandrir held up a hand, signaling everybody to stop and remain silent. He listened for a moment and then a smile curled his lips.

			Etheil hunched over, resting his arms on his knees as he panted. He puffed his long, golden hair from his blue eyes and looked at Brandrir. “What is it?” he asked.

			“I’ll bet Aries just turned the heat up on the Kald.” said Brandrir. He walked over to the nearest gaslamp and placed his ear to the glass, listening. The little blue flame it held wavered, threatening to go out at any moment. The steady hiss of gas flowing through the pipes beyond the walls was nearly nonexistent. Brandrir tapped the glass with a metallic finger. He had swapped out the red plates on his mechanical arm for ones colored white. He had many variations of his phoenix armor, and being that red would stick out like a fire in the darkness upon the Shardgrims, he had changed into one that was painted with patterns of white, gray and black. Upon his side, in a black scabbard, hung his sword, Raze. Even in the darkness of the cavern the obsidian power crystal in its pommel gleamed. 

			Brandrir looked back at his men. Etheil, Solastron and Syrus aside, there were twenty other soldiers with them, all wearing plate armor with winterland camouflage and matching cloaks around their shoulders. They were both men and women, all with varying degrees of mechanical parts, mostly hands or arms or the occasional leg. “Aries and Braken have started the offensive. Let’s move quickly. We still have at least five-miles to go.”

			After about ten minutes of jogging down the corridor the lights began to come back to life. Shortly thereafter they could all hear the muted thunder of Aries’s artillery being fired. With each boom Brandrir could see the storerooms emptying. Luckily he counted only two. He wondered how many more incursions it would take before they were out of munitions completely. He hoped that whatever they found out in the Shardgrims might prove useful; might allow him to make an appeal to his brother, or better yet, allow him to finally end the battles for a while. 

			Brandrir puffed out a long breath as he jogged. Hopefully Braken would take out all the fliers and Aries wouldn’t let any Kald escape in a retreat. He didn’t want any company once they got out onto the icefields. He had no idea what might lay beyond the confines of the Grimwalk. For all he knew there could be an entire army of Kald waiting. Even if there wasn’t, traversing and scouting the Shardgrims was going to be difficult enough without Kald retreaters spotting them. 

			 ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦

			Aries poked her head out of one of the wall’s steel crenelations and peered down the dizzying length of the wall. In the basin below some two-hundred Kald had formed up into lines as their emissaries approached, heralded by the cloud of flying Kald above them. “Two more minutes,” she said, turning around. She looked at Braken and his thirty soldiers as they ducked behind the ramparts with bolt-throwers in their hands. The heavy guns were all outfitted with longer barrels and were meant for accuracy over great distances. “You ready?”

			Braken nodded. “Tell us when.”

			The top of the wall was a good sixty-feet across and upon the south-facing side were various alcoves stocked with supplies and weapons, as well as buildings that led down into the guts of the wall that was the Grimwatch itself. One particular alcove, the control center, was very large and contained a number of rusty, steel levers, wheels and cranks. Three soldiers, all in black, steel armor save for their various mechanical limbs, stood there awaiting orders. One of them, Aries’s sergeant, had a red pauldron over his right arm. 

			“Sergeant,” called Aries. “Raise the pipes.”

			The man with the red pauldron raised his right arm, much of it brass-plated steel. “Raise the pipes!” he ordered in a booming voice. 

			The two soldiers—one with a mechanical left leg and the other with a mechanical right shoulder and hip—ran to the back of the alcove where a large, rusty wheel with a number of handles stood. Behind it was a huge, iron gear at least twenty-feet in diameter with an equally large chain wrapped over it. They each took a side of the wheel and strained as they began turning it around, the man on the left pushing up on it as the man on the right pulled down. With a squeal and metallic clamor the giant gear and its chain began to move.   

			Aries looked down the wall. The Kald began breaking their tidy formations as randomly placed pipes broke up through the snowpack at their feet. Each was about two-feet in diameter with a steel, pyramid-shaped cap to break through the snow and ice. Beneath that were four brass nozzles bent and pointed horizontally. The pipes rose to about three-feet and the Kald began frantically bashing at them with their weapons. 

			“Gas!” ordered Aries, and the sergeant bellowed the same command to his men.

			The two soldiers ran from the giant wheel to a pair of steel cranks. They began spinning them.

			Below, within the sunken basin, Aries could hear the hiss of gas starting and the Kald began panicking. “Light ‘em up!” she ordered.

			The sergeant slammed his mechanical fist down on a large, brass button. Although from this height Aries couldn’t hear the pops and clicks of the igniters within each of the pipes going off, she did hear the rush as some four-hundred nozzles roared to life, spraying fire out in all directions. The Kald began to scream and hiss as their bodies were seared. Others moved in quickly, bashing at the nozzles, trying to bend them or break them to prevent their fiery breath from wreaking more havoc. Aries raised one of her giant, black-steel fists into the air. “Shooters, take aim!”

			Braken and his thirty men all turned, revealing themselves between the crenelations. Bolt-throwers were raised and Aries could hear the clicks and clacks as safety switches were disengaged. 

			“Fire!” she screamed as she brought her fist down. She ducked behind her rampart and placed her enormous hands over her ears.

			In unison the men fired. JINK! The sound of so many bolt-throwers going off at once shook the wall. There were some distant screams as Kald fell from the air. Then the shots became more erratic as the soldiers took aim and began firing at their own paces. Aries spun and took a quick peek over the wall. By now many of the pipes had been broken or damaged and only a few fires here and there posed threats. The surviving Kald were now in a frenzy and they began to move in on the wall, howling and screaming their rage.

			Aries looked at her sergeant. “Lower the pipes!” As the men began cranking at the giant wheel Aries popped herself through the crenelation and pounded on the steel wall with a massive fist. Boom! Boom! it sounded on the wall. “Archers!” she yelled. 

			About ten feet below her were a number of narrow slits. Thick arrows with broad, razor-sharp tips began to poke through them. Due to the sheer height of the wall, the bows and arrows used by the archers had to be powerful. Their weapons were known as grimbows and they were metal, spring-assisted contraptions with flexible steel wire instead of string. Only the strongest men could draw them, or more typically, those with powerful, mechanical arms. Like the grimbows, the arrows they fired were large, made of thick shafts of wood. Their nasty-looking tips all began tilting downward as the archers within the wall took aim. Then, with the sharp, metallic zipping sound that only grimbows made, they all loosed their deadly payload upon the Kald clambering up the wall. 

			Aries looked out into the distance as Braken and his men kept taking shots at the fliers. With their numbers so dwindled many began to retreat back down the valley and she saw the armored emissaries running as well. She cursed. The Kald, like swarming insects, tended to disregard their own numbers and press attacks even when all hope had failed. Rarely did they retreat. But of course they would retreat during the one battle that she couldn’t allow them to. Grimluck, she thought. Always the damned grimluck. 

			“Braken, take out the runners!” she yelled.

			There were a few sporadic JINKs as bolts were fired but many of the weapons were now out of ammunition. Bolt-throwers didn’t tend to hold very many of the heavy, devastating rounds they fired. 

			Braken turned and yelled at his men. “Bows out!” and the men began tossing their rifles and taking the grimbows from their backs.

			Bows? thought Aries. She turned to Braken, “Why aren’t you reloading?”

			Braken’s red goggles looked upon her. “We’re out.” 

			“I know you’re out. Reload!”

			Braken shook his head. “No, I mean, we’re out.”

			Aries was confused.

			“The storerooms.” said Braken. “There wasn’t but two-hundred bolts left. We each took six. We’re out.”

			“Oh, you mean out-out.” she said. Her little pink lips screwed up as she silently cursed. She looked across the way to her sergeant. “Artillery!”

			Within the alcove, at the side of the wall, was a small brass box. The sergeant depressed a button and shouted into it, “Artillery!”

			Aries popped her head out of the crenelation and took a quick survey of the situation. Between Braken’s men and the archers within the wall, almost all of the Kald below were already dead. However, the retreating emissaries and fliers proved to be problematic. Grimbows were too slow and they’d be out of range before they got them all. “Sergeant,” yelled Aries, not taking her eyes off the retreaters. “Quickly!”

			Aries could feel the steel wall vibrating beneath her. At either end of the wall massive towers were built into the very sides of the mountain where enormous hangar doors painted with orange rust stood. They creaked and squealed as they spread opened, snow and ice breaking away and tumbling down the mountainside. From each tower bay, giant, steel tracks rumbled out, protruding a good hundred or so feet out of the towers. Then, emerging from the titanic doors, rolled enormous cannons, each mounted on a steel platform with a contraption of man-sized gears and chains that allowed it to turn and swivel in all directions, including straight down should the need ever arise. Each cannon was a good thirty-feet long with a barrel ten-feet in diameter. These were bolt-throwers built to an enormous scale.

			“Left-side, take out the fliers!” yelled Aries as the sergeant repeated her commands into the box. “Right side, take out the ground units! Quickly!” Normally Aries would not concern herself with retreaters, but Brandrir had made it clear that he didn’t want any escaping. Any that did would end up flanking him and his men once they came out of the Grimwalk. Worse, they might see them come out of the Grimwalk and then the secret would be out. They would have to flood the corridor with molten steel, sealing it forever. 

			On Aries’s left the giant cannon rumbled out to the ends of the tracks. They seemed to bend slightly under the weight and she had to admit it looked rather precarious. However, she herself had fired the monsters a few times and knew that the Jinns’ engineering was perfectly sound. The gears on the cannon’s platform screamed as it slowly turned and twisted, the barrel raising slightly as it took aim. On her right the other cannon did much the same, only its barrel pointed slightly downward. “Fire when ready!”

			Aries watched in anticipation. The seconds ticked away like minutes as she watched the retreaters getting ever farther away. “Fire already!” 

			KA-BOOM! went the left cannon. There was a flash of bright red and yellow light and a plume of fire from the cannon’s mouth. The wall shook violently and Aries was sure she could feel her brain rattle in her skull as a wave of heat washed over her. KA-BOOM! went the right cannon.

			Aries punched her fists together excitedly as she watched the cloud of fliers in the distance practically explode in the air. “Yes!” she whooped. That was the longest shot she had ever seen the cannons make. The giant, steel projectile kept on sailing and a moment later it impacted the side of the canyon a few miles off. Giant fragments of stone and ice crumbled and fell. Unfortunately, there were at least a couple dozen fliers still in the air. She cursed. 

			Below the fliers she saw the earth burst into fragments as the second projectile hit, tossing tons of snow and dirt into the air. She could see the distant, running emissaries all skid to a halt. The shot missed. The explosion had happened at least a half-mile ahead of them. She cursed again. “Reload! Reload!” she screamed. She turned to Braken. “Can you take them out?”

			The big man shook his head. “They’re way too far out of range. Even for a bolt-thrower.”

			“Fuck!” she spat. She turned to her sergeant across the way. “I said reload! Hurry!”

			Aries could see her sergeant take a hard swallow as he looked at her. “They’re out, milady.”

			“What do you mean, out?”

			He swallowed hard again.

			Out-out, of course, she thought, rolling her eyes. She dashed off down the wall toward the left cannon, her giant fists swinging as she ran. At the end of the wall was a steel door set into the very side of the mountain. She didn’t bother to open it, and instead smashed through it with one hit from her right fist. Her feet slipped and stumbled on the fallen sheet of steel and she scrambled up the steps toward the tower. 

			The tower was more like a hangar bay and was downright cavernous. Through the open doors the chill winds swept and blew Aries’s hair against her face as she stood in the shadow of the cannon, screaming at one of the sergeants. “Are you sure you’re out? Did you check all the stores?”

			“I’m… I’m sorry, milady.” he said. “But—”

			Aries pushed him aside and scrambled toward the center of the hangar where a smaller set of steel tracks came up out of the floor and followed a path out the bay doors and to the cannon. These tracks were the ones that carried the giant shells that the cannon fired. It should have at least a couple on it ready to go, but it was empty. Where the tracks disappeared into the floor was a large hole with a steel ladder leading down, but Aries simply jumped down the twenty feet. She landed on her two fists which pounded the floor with a boom, but saved her legs the trauma. Here there were some more soldiers standing about, all with startled faces from her unexpected entry. The tracks led to a large, empty chamber. 

			“There’s no more,” said one of the men, pointing. 

			Aries ran across the room to a giant, steel crank set into the floor. She was short, so turning the thing was difficult even with her gigantic hands. As she spun the crank, the warehouse began to spin away from the tracks as another empty room made its way around. “Fuck!” screamed Aries. She spun faster. The second room turned away, bringing into view a third, just as empty, and finally a fourth room. This warehouse, however, had a steel door in front of it. Aries spun the crank until the room was locked into place and then she scrambled over to it. She heaved up at the door and it lifted about an inch before making a loud clank and stopping. Aries heaved with all her might, the hydraulics of her arms hissing and buzzing and the tank on her back screaming as it spewed billows of steam. 

			“It’s locked, milady,” said one of the men. “Only Brandrir himself has the key to unlock that one.”

			Aries spat a curse and looked around. The door’s locking mechanism was beneath the floor. The key slot was on the wall beside it, so there was no visible lock for her to actually smash. “Apollyon below!” she screamed. 

			Aries lifted at the door again, straining to break the mechanism that locked it beneath the floor. “Lift!” she screamed, and a number of the men rushed over and began heaving up at the door.

			“It’s no use!”

			“Lift!” she ordered. Her face was turning bright red as she strained. The gears and hydraulics of her arms groaned. She could feel something starting to give. “Lift damn it!” she grunted. She felt something bend, and then there was the terrible sound of metal crunching and gears shredding. Aries yelped as her right arm at the elbow suddenly bent backward, then fell limp.

			She stumbled, falling on her back. She struggled to get up, her right arm spitting fluids and making terrible grinding noises at the elbow, but never actually moving. With her left arm she pushed herself to her feet.

			“Milady…”

			Aries scrambled back to the ladder and grabbed hold with her left hand, its giant grip denting the metal. She heaved with her legs and her only working arm until she was up and back into the hangar above. She tore across the room and back down the stairs and past the door she had bashed open, and back out onto the wall. 

			“Horses! Get the horses ready!” yelled Aries, waving her left fist at the sergeant as her right dangled uselessly at her side. He immediately ran to the small box on the wall and hastily spoke some commands. “Lifts! Get the lifts!”

			“Aries,” began Braken, falling into a run beside her. “What’s wrong with your arm?”

			“We gotta give chase,” she said. “There’s no more shells.”

			A number of soldiers began working in teams to wheel large, steel-framed boxes toward the north-face of the wall. Each were connected by a number of heavy chains that disappeared beneath the floor of the alcoves they were stored.

			“I’m coming with you.” said Braken. 

			“Hurry with those horses!” yelled Aries.

			The soldiers slammed the metal frames against the north-face of the wall and then began working on securing them to the crenelations with heavy chains. From the opposite side of the wall ten horses were led up and out from one of the larger barracks. They were Icelandic Great-Hoofs. They were big and stark-white but for the black markings beneath their eyes and the black stripes at their ankles. A number of men worked frantically to saddle them up.

			“Is that it?” asked Aries. “Ten?”

			“I can get more, milady,” said the sergeant. “But they’ll have to be prepped and brought all the way up. These ten are the only ones on standby.”

			Aries growled some expletives under her breath. 

			“I need eight good men!” yelled Braken to his soldiers. 

			All thirty stepped forward. 

			Braken would have smiled if the metal grill of his mouth allowed it. “Give me the eight strongest and best equipped among you.”

			Aries ran over to one of the lifts the men had installed at the side of the wall. A soldier handed her the reins to a horse and she led it inside, followed by Braken and his horse. Eight soldiers quickly grabbed their horses and started loading into the other lifts. With a groan of steel, the men pushed the lift forward until Aries and Braken were hanging over the edge of the wall. Then, to the slow clinking of chains, the entire cage began to make a jerky descent. 

			Aries peered out upon the mountain valley as they lowered. Already the fliers were out of sight. The emissaries could be seen, but they were far and only getting further. She growled and inwardly cursed there being no other way down into the north. The wall was impenetrable. There was no way in, and no way out. The mountains closed off the east and west, and the wall blocked the north and south. One could sail around the land-bridge that the wall protected, but the Kald were not sailors or ship-builders. They could try to fly over the wall, but Kald fliers were few in numbers and even fewer ever made it past the defenses. No, the only way past the wall was to go through the wall, and since Aries was not ethereal, being lowered down was her only option. Normally the slow descent was welcome. Getting to the bottom usually just meant a bunch of nasty cleanup work after a battle. Unfortunately, at this moment, cleanup was not on the agenda and time was of the essence. 

			“Hurry!” screamed Aries. She banged her working fist against the thick, steel bars of the cage. “Faster!”

			 ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦

			“What is it, boy?” asked Etheil as Solastron’s pace came to a slow padding down the dimly lit corridor. His black nose was held high and his nostrils flared as he engulfed the air. His aquamarine eyes looked up at Etheil and he made a number of high-pitched whines. 

			“He is sad.” said Syrus. “You are sad, right?”

			Solastron paid the warrior no attention and lurched his head down the tunnel, sniffing. Then suddenly he erupted into ferocious barking and tore off down the corridor.

			Brandrir scrambled after the wolf, followed by Etheil, Syrus and the other twenty soldiers, their boots all rattling the grated floor. “What’s wrong with him?” asked Brandrir between smoking breaths.

			“Not sure.” said Etheil. “He must have smelled trouble.”

			Solastron kept the others in a breakneck pace for about three-hundred yards until they came to the end of the tunnel. It was blocked by a wall of raw stone and Solastron bounded up, slashing with his obsidian claws, scraping chunks off with every growl. On the left side of the wall was an old, rusty lever and Brandrir quickly threw it down. From somewhere deep beneath them came the loud clunk and clank of steel mechanisms working and the wall slowly began to sink into the floor, flooding the tunnel with bleak, gray light. Solastron did not wait for the wall to fully open. He bounded up, his hind legs kicking as he squeezed himself through the hole and dashed away. 

			Seconds seemed to spread out into eternity as Brandrir and his men waited for the wall to open enough for them to get out. From beyond, Brandrir could hear the screams of men and the clash of steel. He could hear Solastron in an angry frenzy. The unmistakable hiss and screech of Kald floated among the commotion. 

			As the door sunk ever further Brandrir tore Raze from its sheath at his side. He swiped his right thumb over the activation rune on the hilt and the silver blade immediately turned into a smear of humming steel that resonated with a deadly purpose. He tapped the bottom of his mechanical left arm with his right wrist and the tunnel filled with the smell of ozone as a disc of yellow energy spread out, creating a crackling shield upon his forearm. Brandrir felt heat pour over him as Etheil ignited his Crystallic Sword, Firebrand. The tunnel glowed and flickered with the sword’s fiery light.

			Syrus drew his sabers from his back and the rest of the soldiers all drew their swords. Crystallic weapons were a rare commodity reserved only for Knights of the Dark Stars like Captain Etheil. However, being the former King of Duroton’s son, Brandrir was lucky enough to have his own Crystallic Sword. The same type of power crystal that fueled Raze and Firebrand was also installed in Brandrir’s arm to give it the energy shield. It also helped power his mechanical arm, giving it extraordinary strength, even amongst the others with mechanical arms.

			Outside, Brandrir could hear the clash of swords upon swords. He could hear Solastron’s savage snarls as he tore something apart. Brandrir was about to leap up and squeeze himself through the partially opened wall when his nose caught a familiar scent. He had smelled it just a few nights ago. Wet rust. It was pungent and distinct, even over the ozone produced by his shield. 

			The stone finally sank enough and Etheil jumped up onto it and leapt out onto the icefields, quickly followed by Syrus. Brandrir gazed down into the darkness of the corridor as he ushered the other twenty soldiers out. He was looking for it. Whatever that iron-clad being was that had attacked him some ten-nights ago was here. He knew it, though he couldn’t see it. Was it an assassin sent by the Council? Was there another coup planned against him? Perhaps it was Tarquin and his men trying once again to find the Mard Grander? Etheil, for some reason, seemed to think the being was a revenant—a creature not of life and not of death. Brandrir had no idea how his Captain had come to that conclusion, but part of him felt that he was right.

			As the last soldier exited, roaring out a battle cry, Brandrir pointed Raze down the corridor and bowed his head slightly. He couldn’t see the being, but he knew it was there and he wanted it to know he’d be back. He turned and dashed out onto the snowfields. 

			The corridor exited out of a jagged cliff-face that rose thousands of feet to the tops of the mountains whose peaks were lost within the gray clouds that blanketed the sky. At the other end of the valley, a good two-miles off, spread a line of rugged mountains heading south. But here, upon the flat icefields at the end of the valley, red blood stained the snow everywhere. Men in black armor lay strewn about with their fallen horses, being slowly covered by the wind-driven snows. 

			A flash of cobalt dropped from the sky in front of Brandrir and he was confronted by one of the demons. The air around him grew colder, the snow tinkled as ice spread out from the thing’s bestial feet. Its great wings, like those of a bat, spread wide as it opened its blunt maw, revealing needle-like teeth crusted with frozen blood. It let loose a long, smoking hiss. Its body was slender and serpentine, covered with cobalt scales that shone like lacquered steel dusted with frost. Its yellow, piercing eyes glowed with unnatural light as they found Brandrir. Its clawed hand had slender blue fingers stained with slushy clumps of blood and it gripped a wicked, curved sword that was thick with an opaque layer of rime.

			The thing lashed out with its blade and it cracked against Brandrir’s energy shield. He spun in, Raze thrumming through the air. Steel shattered; bone cracked. Brandrir spun back with his shield raised as black-red demon blood, as cold as liquid nitrogen, spat and crackled against it. Before him, two halves of the demon lay crumpled in the snow. 

			Brandrir shot forward to a pair of wingless Kald. Before they even had the chance to face him Raze had cleanly severed their necks from their torsos. He felt the heat of Firebrand somewhere to his left; he could hear it rush and roar as Etheil swept it about the battlefield, scorching the enemies before him. The Knights of the Dark Star had power over gravity. In combat their auras swept up debris. Brandrir watched as snow and ice swirled in an eerie, waist-high disc around his Captain who danced and moved about the field, falling the Kald around him. 

			Seven more Kald swooped from the sky, their feet crunching into the snow, sending webs of ice out as they circled Brandrir. He moved in on them, his sword a flurry of resonating steel. He could feel their auras engulfing him; could smell the frostbitten air all around him. Cold penetrated his armor and flesh, chilling him to the very bone. His movements slowed as he turned aside sword after sword, the demon steel sundering from his invincible blade. A Kald kicked out with its foot and Brandrir swept his sword up, lopping the appendage off at the knee. Demon blood sprayed his armor, instantly coagulating on its surface in gruesome clumps of ice. He turned and one of the Kald he had disarmed was upon him. It reached out with its clawed hands and Brandrir tried to get his sword up but the thing was too quick. He felt its icy hands wrap around his neck. He screamed out as its arctic fingers bit his flesh as surely as ice itself. 

			And then rage took him. It coursed through his veins like fire, burning away the icy aura that engulfed him. That night the Kald attacked Durtania swept through his mind; a vision of his little brother Dagrir upon the bed as the demons wrapped their fingers around his throat; Dagrir’s horrific, pinched scream as they tried to choke the life from him; his mother’s wails as they tore at her dress and scarred her flesh with their arctic claws; and the demon blade that cracked against his own skull as he tried to stand his ground. 

			Brandrir growled as he brought his mechanical arm up and wrapped its inhumanly strong grip around the thing’s wrists. The creature howled as he twisted, bones cracking. And then his sword plunged into the thing’s belly, tearing it wide open. Its arctic blood rushed out, pouring over his armor, crusting it with crimson rime.

			And then there was an impact to his right side, his armor making a distinct crunching sound as a Kald sword tried to bite its way through his armor, fracturing the gory ice that had gathered upon it. He turned, but an icy hand wrapped around his wrist, though in his rage he felt no burning chill. He saw it’s other arm raise, its wicked blade glinting in the faint sun that filtered through gray clouds overhead. And then the demon was thrown to the ground in a burst of sapphire-blue and amethyst. 

			Solastron growled ferociously as his maw tore into the beast’s neck, spraying its black-red blood everywhere. Its cobalt skin was torn open by obsidian claws, limbs were ripped from sockets, and then the great wolf bounded off for its next victim.  

			Solastron alone was immune to the Kalds’ icy auras and burning-cold blood. Brandrir had seen the wolf fight the demons many times before, their touch never so much as frosting his fur. It was said that Solastron was the spirit of the Blue Wilds; that the wolf was the very avatar of the North. No one but Etheil really knew the truth. The wolf had saved him as a child from the clutches of the forbidden woods and had remained his constant companion ever since. As a child, Etheil had been sentenced to spend a long night in the Blue Wilds by Brandrir’s own father, the King. To spend a long night in the Blue Wilds was a death sentence. It was used as punishment against those who betrayed the lands of Duroton. It was a way that the Lands might take their justice. For Etheil, it was punishment for his father’s treachery; his father’s bargains with the Kald and his nearly successful plan to destroy the Thorodin bloodline. But Etheil had lived. He had been carried out of the Blue Wilds by Solastron, and it was therefore decided that the Lands had spared him. 

			But Brandrir had no time to reminisce or contemplate. He recovered quickly, his sword buzzing as he worked it in a deadly flourish against his next opponent and the next, and they all fell before him. Having cleared all immediate opponents, Brandrir turned and quickly surveyed the field. He saw a soldier upon the back of an Icelandic Great-Hoof, his black armor webbed with frost. A winged Kald hovered above him, brandishing a sword. The knight brought his own blade high, his steel sparking against the demon’s weapon. But then the demon swept its legs forward, gripping the man around the face with its long, clawed toes. The soldier howled in pain as ice crusted his face and frosted his hair. He clutched at the creature’s ankles, and icy tendrils crept up his hands and forearms. There was a sickening crack of bone as the creature’s feet twisted and the man’s neck bent at an impossible angle. He fell from his saddle and the demon descended upon his body, tearing it to pieces as a small gang of other Kald swarmed the horse. 

			And then Syrus was upon them. He was like a black specter of death upon the snowy field with his winterland cloak fluttering behind him. The silver blades of his sabers gleamed as he worked them in a dizzying array of combat prowess. 

			“Lo, there do I see the enemy upon me!” his blades flashed and four Kald fell to the ground, their black-red blood spattering his body, leaving gruesome, icy clumps. “Lo, here do the shadows of death surround me!” he spun in, his swords whirling as three more Kald failed to stop his momentum. “Hark! I hear the cries of my brothers who fought before me,” two Kald dropped from the sky as Syrus pressed in on them. Sparks flew, swords were sundered. Bodies fell. “And they beckon to call this dog of war!” Syrus ducked low as a demon blade sailed over his head. He was back up and his sword strikes came like torrential rain upon his enemies. A final Kald got in close and its clawed hand gripped Syrus’s wrist. Ice spread up his metal arm. The gears and hydraulics labored against the freezing ice that enveloped them. Syrus dropped his left sword and brought his hand up, its silver claws ripping the throat from the beast. Icy blood sprayed him and the thing fell dead at his feet. 

			And then it was over. There was that strange silence that lingered upon a won battlefield. The wind whipped at Brandrir’s face. His breaths heavy and smoking in the cold. He could hear Solastron’s hot panting somewhere behind him and hear the roar of Etheil’s fire-sword as it was blown by the wind. And then he saw her. Aries lay upon the snow, crimson staining the white all around her in gory patches. 

			Syrus saw her too. “Aries!” He rushed to her side, skidding to his knees before her as he scooped her head up into his metal hands. 

			Brandrir saw Braken nearby. He was on his hands and knees, struggling to stand. Blood dripped from his stomach as he held it tightly. “Brandrir!” he managed to shout as he got to his feet. He pointed out to the northern horizon. “Fliers escaped!” 

			Brandrir turned his head. He didn’t see any fliers, but far off, in the dark, gray bleakness of the snow-swept icefields he saw the towering spires of ice known as the Shardgrims. They were like titanic icicles stuck upon the ground by some ancient god; sharp, ever-looming and biting at the very clouds as if they were the teeth of a demon seeking to devour the heavens. Those were the Shardgrims. That was the boundary where men dare not go. That was the home of the Kald. 

			“Some escaped. We tried…” Braken coughed and spat blood from his mouth. “We tried to stop them, but there were too many.”

			Brandrir looked around. Eight fallen soldiers of the Grimwatch in black armor bloodied the snow, and two of his own in winterland armor. Strewn about were ten horses torn to shreds. Braken was injured, to what extent Brandrir did not yet know. And Aries…

			Brandrir watched as Solastron bounded up to her as she lay in Syrus’s arms. The man gently slapped at her rosy cheeks with his black, metal hand. “Aries! Aries!” screamed Syrus. Brandrir ran up and knelt beside them. She had a small tear in the left side of her black, leather armor and one of the silver buckles there was bent and split. The wound was black and purple with frostbite and slushy blood oozed from it. The right side of her head also had icy blood. It clumped in her straw-blonde hair, making it difficult to gauge how bad the gash was. Solastron whined as he sniffed at her wounds.

			“Aries!” screamed Syrus, gently shaking her small, limp body in his arms. “Aries! Aries!” He hugged her to his body. “This bud of love, ripened by Summer’s breath, let not Winter’s cruel hand cast all petals from it! Do not let the sun set on this day! Do not let the moon rise upon an eternal night!”

			Solastron began licking at Aries’s head, lapping the blood from her hair. There was a small gash in her scalp, but as Solastron licked it the bleeding seemed to slow. She stirred in Syrus’s arms.

			“Aries!” said Syrus, almost laughing. He gripped her head in both hands. Her eyes rolled and she let out a low moan. “Oh Aries, the sun yet holds high for you!”

			Solastron began licking at her side. Aries’s eyes cracked open, revealing their glassy, gray color. Her black pupils bobbled and floated into a delicate focus on Syrus. The gears in her broken arm made a terrible grinding sound and then began clicking, but nothing moved. She raised her left arm, her giant hand opening, and stroked at Syrus’s long, metal muzzle with a big, steel finger. “S-Syrus…”

			He scooped her little body up and hugged her close. “Aries!”

			Solastron lapped at her cheek until she began to spit and swat at him. “Uhg! Ack!” 

			Solastron barked a happy-sounding bark.

			“This bud of love, ripened by Summer’s breath?” jabbed Brandrir, smirking at Syrus. Syrus’s romantic rendezvous with Aries were the worst-kept secret at the Grimwatch. “Is there something between you two that I should know?” 

			Syrus started and cleared his throat as he stood up, helping Aries to sit upright. Brandrir was certain the man would have blushed if steel cheeks could. 

			Brandrir chuckled. “The sun yet holds high for you?” 

			Etheil rushed to Aries’s side and began unwrapping a medical kit from a leather pack.

			“What?” said Syrus, hiking his shoulders and holding out his clawed hands. “Nights are long here in the north. Sometimes I read Chaldain. I figure his words are uplifting. They were the first thing that came to me, I swear it!”

			Brandrir raised a skeptical eyebrow.

			“His poems are beautiful! Beautiful I tell you!”

			Brandrir laughed and watched as Etheil began dabbing at the wound on Aries’s head with some gauze. “Here, hold this here,” he told her. Then he began inspecting the gash at her side. He frowned and began taking out a needle and some thread. 

			Aries held the bandage to her head with her left hand. She watched Etheil thread the needle and she groaned. “Stitches again?” she whined. 

			Braken strode up, clutching at his gut. He looked at Syrus as Solastron began lapping at his wound. “At least Winter’s cruel hand has not cast all petals from this flower.”

			“Dah!” spat Syrus, waving a dismissive hand.

			Brandrir looked at Braken, his eyes lowering to the wound that Solastron was licking. “How bad is it?”

			“I’ll live.” said Braken. He shooed the wolf away. Solastron made a slight whine and then padded off toward a snowbank. “For me, the moon has not risen upon an eternal—”

			“Dah!” Syrus threw his arms up and strode over to Solastron who had his leg hiked at a snow drift, peeing. “I told you I would kill four with one stroke!” he boasted as he sidled up next to the wolf. “Ah, my friend,” said Syrus, relieving himself next to the wolf. “It’s good to mark our territory after a battle, is it not? When the scent of victory yet courses through our…”

			Solastron hiked his leg higher and the soft patter of his urine changed to a metallic chime as the warm liquid began dripping down Syrus’s leg. 

			“Oh, come on!” cried Syrus. “We are brothers! Brothers!”

			Solastron walked off toward Etheil who was now attending Braken, taking a moment to roll himself into some clean snow, covering his bright fur in powdery white. 

			“How many escaped?” asked Brandrir. 

			“Hard to say,” said Braken. He hissed as Etheil poked a threaded needle through his flesh. “At least two fliers.”

			Brandrir puffed out a smoking breath and looked out upon the abyssal horizon where the Shardgrims loomed like the teeth of an ancient dragon. He appraised what was left of his men: eighteen soldiers, all a little worse for wear but in good shape nonetheless; himself, Etheil, Solastron and Syrus all in fighting condition. But Braken and Aries… He looked Braken in his red lenses. “How bad is it? For real.”

			Braken’s reply of, “Not bad.” was overlaid with Etheil’s own reply of “Bad.”

			Brandrir turned his eyes to Aries. She was in worse shape. “What happened to your right arm?”

			She looked down at the limp thing a little forlornly. Then she turned her eyes to Brandrir. “It’s a long story.”

			Brandrir sighed, his breath smoking and being carried off by the arctic winds. “I want you and Braken to return by way of—” He was about to say ‘Grimwalk’ when he remembered having caught the smell of the being there. If that thing were there, there was no way he could send Aries and Braken back home that way. Whatever it was, it was powerful. There was no way Aries and Braken would be able to face it alone in their condition. Brandrir changed his course of thought. “Are you two able to come with us?”

			Etheil started at that and was about to protest when Aries said, “Now that’s what I’m talking about!” She tried to punch her giant fists together but grinding gears reminded her that her right arm was useless.

			“Where you go, I go, my King.” said Braken. 

			Etheil finished up his stitches and looked at Brandrir, shaking his head. “I think we should all go back.” said Etheil. “Aries and Braken are in no condition to fight and we’re down two men of our own. And if fliers got away, they know we’re out here.”

			Brandrir thought for a moment, staring out at the Shardgrims. There was nothing here. Nothing he might use to seek aid from his brother. There was no army of Kald; no gathering battalions or machines of war. Still, the Kald had to be up to something. He looked out at those jagged teeth that tore at the sky. There had to be something there. “If we could just see beyond the Shardgrims.” he said aloud, but mostly to himself.

			“I don’t think that’s such a good idea right now.” said Etheil.

			Brandrir puffed out a smoking breath. He couldn’t appeal to his brother and the Council if he didn’t have something. “We have a chance to see beyond the Shardgrims. The next time we’re out here there might very well be a full army waiting. We press on. I have to know what they’re up to.” 

			“Brandrir,” Etheil whispered into his ear with a warning tone. They walked alone back toward the opening to the Grimwalk. “Braken and Aries are in no shape. At least send them back through the Grimwalk.”

			Brandrir looked at Etheil. “I can’t. That thing that attacked me the other night is in there.”

			Etheil seemed to grow paler as he looked toward the corridor’s dark opening. “Are you certain?”

			Brandrir nodded. “Before we left the corridor I caught its scent.”

			Etheil looked back at Brandrir. “Fire the flare. Seal it off. Braken said fliers escaped, we can’t risk keeping it now anyway. We all return home down the valley.”

			At Brandrir’s side hung a steel pistol, like a miniature bolt-thrower. It was the flare gun to signal the permanent sealing of the Grimwalk, should the need arise. Brandrir thought for a moment. Then he reached over to the jagged, rocky wall and found the hidden stone and depressed it. With a rumble, the massive boulder began to rise up, closing off the Grimwalk. “That thing can open portals. It’ll get out even if we seal the Grimwalk. The escapees were gone before we exited. The Grimwalk is too valuable to seal unless we absolutely have to.”

			“Then we all return home down the valley.” said Etheil.

			Brandrir looked at Etheil. “We need supplies. We need Jinn at the Grimwatch. I have to seek aid from my brother, but I can’t do that unless I have good reason. I need to see what the Kald are up to.”

			Etheil was stunned. “You mean, you’re actually going to go speak with your brother?”

			Brandrir pursed his lips and nodded. “But I won’t unless we have a good reason.”

			“Your brother loves you, Brandrir.” said Etheil. “Ask him for aid, and he will give it to you. He won’t abandon you.”

			Brandrir shook his head. “I won’t go to him. Not unless there is a reason.”

			“Then send me.” urged Etheil. “I will go to him.”

			“Not without reason.” said Brandrir, starting to become annoyed. 

			Etheil pursed his lips. Brandrir could see the battle raging in his Captain’s mind. Etheil had been on his case for months about seeking aid from King Dagrir and was now torn between wanting what was best for Aries and Braken, and what was best for the Grimwatch. But Brandrir knew that Etheil wouldn’t want to pass up a chance for him to finally speak with his brother. Brandrir slapped Etheil on the shoulder a couple times. “We can’t send Aries and Braken back alone, not even through the valley if that thing knows we’re out here. If we run into trouble at the Shardgrims, I’ll order them to hold back.”

			Etheil sighed, his frosty breath carried away with the winds. He looked at Brandrir and nodded.

			Brandrir looked over to his waiting men. “Let’s go!” he shouted. “Move out!”

			 ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦

			“Braken said he didn’t see anything.” Etheil whispered into Brandrir’s ear as they ducked behind an icy snowdrift that curled over their heads like a tidalwave ready to devour them. Beyond, across a short distance of deep snow, the Shardgrims loomed like menacing giants in the deepening, gray skies. All around them large flakes of snow floated down in straight curtains, like strings of pearls. There was little wind, and their breaths lingered by their faces in ghostly clouds. At their left, behind a drift of snow with a sharp, curled overhang sculpted by winds, huddled Syrus, Aries, Braken and the other men. “His eyes see better than any of ours, and he saw no movement. Should we move out?”

			“Not yet,” said Brandrir, peeking his head up over the drift. He couldn’t immediately see Solastron anywhere. He hoped the wolf would return soon. “Where’s Solastron?”

			“He might have found something.” said Etheil. “He’ll be back.” Then he said more quietly, “We should leave Aries and Braken here.”

			Brandrir ducked behind the snowdrift and puffed out a breath. He looked to the side where his other men were all ducked behind their own snow drifts. “We might still need Braken’s eyes. And I can’t leave Aries alone.”

			Etheil sighed, blowing a plume of frosty breath from his mouth. Snowflakes settled on his black shroud and frozen beads of ice clung to his and Brandrir’s winterland armor. “I think they should stay back.”

			Brandrir didn’t say anything. He knew Etheil was right, but he also knew that there was no way Aries or Braken would agree to stay here and he didn’t feel like getting into arguments with them about it. He and Etheil sat together silently for many long minutes until a giant, blue and purple streak bounded over their heads and landed behind the snowdrift with them. Solastron nuzzled up to Etheil and made a couple small barks. Etheil rubbed the great wolf’s ears and sides, knocking clumps of snow from his fur. “What did you see, boy?” he asked. 

			Solastron whirled around and rolled on the ground, re-covering himself with snow, and then bounded up onto the snowbank. Etheil climbed up and lay down beside the wolf. Solastron pointed his black nose toward the west and made a couple of low, menacing rumbles as he scratched at the snow.

			“That way,” said Etheil to Brandrir, pointing. “There’s something that way.”

			Solastron bounded forward, toward the foot of one of the sheer, icy faces of the Shardgrims, about two-hundred yards ahead. Brandrir stood up and looked at his men. “Move out!” he ordered, and then leapt up and hurried toward the wolf.

			The Shardgrims were a tight collection of mountainous spires that broke straight up from the icefields, as if they had chewed themselves free during some ancient age. Each was at least a thousand feet high, tapering to a wicked looking point that scraped at the eternal layer of gray clouds that swirled above them. Their walls were sheer and steep, caked with snow and rime. No one knew if they were stone or solid ice beneath that shell. They stood like soldiers in a semi-circular line, blocking the arctics beyond. Nobody had ever traveled past the Shardgrims, and nobody knew what the yonder arctics held, for that was the domain of the Kald. Occasionally Brandrir would send patrols out into these icefields to scout for any activity, and some never returned. Brandrir himself had only been this close to the Shardgrims once before and at that time they had been swarming with demons. He felt there was something off about not having seen a single one out here. 

			They all threw their backs against the massive face of the Shardgrims. High above their heads the winds whistled through their sharp, jagged tops. They made eerie popping and cracking noises, as if they were alive and sought to free themselves from the snow and ice that encased them. Occasionally a large chunk of ice would tumble down and thud into the snow nearby, and Brandrir could see it had all the men on edge. Solastron had his black nose to the ground as he slunk along the perimeter, his hot breaths churning up snow as he went. Brandrir led his men in single-file, keeping close to the sheer face, and the men all ducked or put their arms up at each sound of falling ice.

			Solastron kept them at a light jog for a full league. The sky had darkened to deep, menacing grays and the Shardgrims were casting everything in haunting shadows when at last the wolf stopped and put his nose to the falling snow. His nostrils flared as he sucked in the frostbitten air and then his eyes fixed on something in the distance. He let out a low growl. 

			“Braken!” Brandrir’s voice was a loud whisper as he beckoned to his lieutenant.

			In the long shadows Braken’s ruby-lensed goggles shone eerily as he came up behind Brandrir, panting and holding his stomach. “Yes, my Liege.” he said between heavy, ghostly breaths. 

			“What do you see?” asked Brandrir.

			Braken crept past Brandrir and stood beside the growling Solastron. His lenses focused on the forward distance, his head scanning the sheer face of the Shardgrims. “Hidden stairs.” he said. “Cut from the ice. They look like some type of secret entrance. They’re narrow, but they seem to lead up into some sort of outpost above.”

			“Any Kald?” asked Brandrir. 

			Braken studied the distance for a long moment. “I see nothing. No lights, no movement.”

			“What do you think?” Etheil whispered behind Brandrir. “A trap?”

			“Probably.” said Brandrir. “They know we’re out here. Strange that we have not seen any of them.”

			“We’ve all but lost the sun now.” said Etheil. “I have a bad feeling about this.”

			Brandrir thought for a moment. Nobody had ever been this close to the Shardgrims in recent memory. He really wanted to see what was beyond these icy spires.

			Etheil nudged Brandrir’s side and motioned with his head. Brandrir looked at Braken as the man stood holding his injured gut, panting. Brandrir chewed on his bottom lip for a moment. Then he put a hand on Braken’s shoulder. “Can you continue?”

			“Brandrir Thorodin, if you go on, so must I.” said Braken. “I shall not stand idly by as my King runs headlong into danger. And my eyes may yet be of service to you.”

			Brandrir’s lips skewed. He looked at Aries.

			“I’m not staying back either.” said Aries. “My one arm is worth two of yours. Besides, something might need to go boom.”

			Brandrir looked at his men. “We are tired. Some of us are injured. The day fails us. But if we go, we shall be the first men since the age of the Great Falling to see beyond the icy walls of the Shardgrims. I shall not order any of you to press on. What say you?” 

			“I go.” said Braken.

			“I go too.” said Aries.

			“I’m with you, boss.” said Syrus.

			The soldiers stepped forward as one and stomped their right feet in unison. “We go.” said one. 

			Brandrir took a leather pack from one of the soldiers and pulled out a small, wooden chest. He knelt down, his armored knee digging into the snowpack. He opened the lid and poured black soil upon the white snow. “May the Duroton sky yet see us. May the Lands bear witness to our bravery.” He stood and addressed the men. “For the Grimwatch!”

			“For the Grimwatch!” the men cheered as one and Solastron barked. 

			Etheil smiled at Brandrir. “I have to admit, there’s something exhilarating about throwing caution to the wind.”

			Brandrir looked at his men. “Swords out. Move silent, move fast.”

			Brandrir slid his sword from its sheath but did not activate it, fearing its hum might give their position away. He heard the hiss of steel as the rest of his men armed themselves. He turned to Etheil. “No fire unless we need it.”

			Etheil nodded. 

			“Let’s go!” Brandrir waved his arm and took off after Solastron who bounded ahead. 

			Built up the side of the icy wall, hidden behind an alcove of snow-covered stones, was a narrow and cleverly disguised flight of stairs carved right out of the ice. They ascended at a very steep incline and disappeared about fifty-yards up, behind some jagged, icy pillars. Solastron raced up them with little effort and was soon out of sight, but Brandrir found himself scrambling up the steps with both his arms and legs, trying to dig the sharp points of his boots and bracers into the ice to keep from slipping. From above came the muted snarls of the wolf, and a couple brief shrieks cut short.  

			As Brandrir neared the top of the ice-steps he saw slushy, red clumps dripping down. He entered onto a frosty platform where three Kald lay in a mangled heap. Ahead there was a narrow corridor, and he could see the big, bloody pawprints of Solastron leading across it. He hurried to catch up, the boots of his men coming close behind. He could hear some more snarls and aborted shrieks and then entered into a large chamber without a ceiling. Above, the darkening skies loomed. To either side were sheer walls of ice capped by sharp, snow-covered spires. Two more Kald lay here, already torn to pieces. 

			At the end of the chamber there was another corridor, and Solastron stood before it, his hot breath smoking in the chill air. His lips were furled in something of a snarl, baring his pearly fangs that dripped with black-red demon blood. His shaggy, blue tail swished from side to side. There was something about his gaze though that Brandrir noticed right away. Solastron’s aquamarine eyes typically shown with an intelligent benevolence. He couldn’t be sure it wasn’t a trick of the fading light and the gruesome blood upon his maw, but right now they seemed to gleam with a more bestial intent and wild judgment. The wolf turned and waited at the foot of the corridor, swishing his tail.

			Brandrir and his men sidled up to the wall and he peered down the dark hall. It was carved from stone, every inch covered with misanthropic ice. It was lit by only a handful of low-burning torches set on the walls. The high ceiling was hung with frosty-white stalactites and at various intervals he could see a few wooden doors down its length. Each was opened, and each was white with frost. He could hear hisses and the growling tongue of the Kald coming from some of them. Brandrir turned to his men, gesturing with his hands to move quickly and in teams of three. Solastron set off down the hall and Brandrir and his soldiers gave chase, their boot-falls surprisingly silent on the icy floor.

			Brandrir turned into the first entryway, following Solastron. It was some sort of barracks whose walls were lined with frosty, wooden racks of demon weapons. Upon the walls a couple torches flickered. There were a number of Kald but before they could even turn around Brandrir was on them. His sword swept out, slicing wide the first’s neck. A second began to raise a shrill cry when Brandrir’s sword took its head off. Beside him, Solastron pounced on top of one of the creatures, ripping it limb from limb in a blinding frenzy. Another began to run from the room but the wolf leapt into the air, tackling it and then tearing into the back of its head, throwing icy blood everywhere. From the other chambers down the hall Brandrir could hear the clang of steel and a few grunts and shrieks. By the time he and Solastron were back into the corridor the rest of his men came filing out of their respective rooms, their swords all clung with slushy Kald blood.

			At the end of the frozen hall there was a T-intersection. A narrow corridor hewn of jagged, lumpy ice wound its way up into chill darkness above. A second hall led downward upon a steep incline, its frosted walls lit by a handful of torches until darkness obscured its destination. Brandrir briefly pondered his options. Something told him that the upward route might be a safer bet, but there was something alluring to him about the downward hall and it seemed to call out to him. He felt compelled in that direction, and he couldn’t understand why. Perhaps it was because downward might lead out to the fields beyond the Shardgrims? Or maybe it was because downward was the natural inclination of direction when thinking about demons? No, Brandrir felt it was something more profound. Something down that direction was pulling him, and he had to know what it was.

			“Which way?” Etheil whispered into Brandrir’s ear. 

			Brandrir turned to his captain. “Lead the charge up that way.” he said. “Take Syrus and eight of the soldiers with you. Keep Braken and Aries at the rear. I’ll take the other ten soldiers down this way.”

			“Is this such a good idea?” argued Etheil. “To split our numbers like that?”

			“If we all take the same direction we risk being flanked.” said Brandrir. “We meet back here in an hour.”

			Etheil nodded. He turned and quickly sorted out the ten strongest soldiers and sent them to Brandrir. “Sixty minutes.” said Etheil. “Let’s move.” 

			 ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦

			Solastron slowly padded his way up the narrow, winding corridor and Etheil followed close behind with Syrus and eight soldiers in tow and Aries and Braken bringing up the rear. Whether the steps were stone covered in a thick layer of lumpy, white ice or they were carved right out of the very walls of the Shardgrims Etheil did not know, but they were slippery and treacherous at best. More than once he heard a soldier’s steel boot slip and scrape loudly on them. There were few torches lighting the way, and many of them appeared to have gone out long ago. At length the stairs wound around a final bend and Etheil could smell fresh, frostbitten air pouring over him. 

			He followed Solastron up onto a large landing that spread out into a wide, canyon-like passageway canopied by nothing but the night sky. At either side were jagged spires of ice, like the fangs of beasts, set against sheer walls of snow and ice that rose many hundreds of feet above. The canyon walls shielded them from all wind, but large snowflakes drifted down in soft curtains all around. Through the gray clouds that obscured the night sky Etheil could see the moon’s pale orb desperately trying to shine its way through, and its diffuse, silver light was all that lit their way. The wide pass led about a hundred yards out to where two pillars of ice were set against the side of an icy cliff. It was a cavernous opening that was hung with icicles, making it look like the maw of some otherworldly beast. 

			Solastron began padding his way across the passage and Etheil followed with the others behind. As Solastron walked, Etheil noticed that the wolf’s panting sounded a little labored, and hot clouds of his breath streamed from his muzzle. The wolf’s paws were black with demon blood and they left gruesome prints in his wake. But Solastron was also leaving a dotted trail of his own blood between them. Next to the demon blood, the wolf’s own shown true crimson and was unmistakable. Etheil couldn’t immediately see any wounds on the wolf but figured he must be injured somewhere.

			“Solastron, boy.” said Etheil quietly. “Come.”

			The wolf did not slow his padding.

			“What is wrong?” asked Syrus from behind.

			Etheil pointed at the bloody trail.

			“Ah, wounds of battle.” said Syrus. “They help to build character. Perhaps with enough character he will finally speak with me. Solastron, my brother! Come and be mended! Share your tale of woe with me!”

			The wolf let loose a low growl but continued padding along.

			Etheil pursed his lips into a frown. It was not like the wolf to ignore him, nor to act like this. “Solastron,” he said a little more loudly. “Come.”

			The wolf paid him no heed.

			Etheil hurried his pace and reached out for Solastron. No sooner had his hand touched the top of the wolf’s back when Solastron turned, snarling and growling viciously, his jaws snapping at Etheil’s hand. Etheil flinched back, his fingers narrowly escaping. “Whoa, boy!”

			Solastron stood there facing Etheil, his lips turned up in a savage snarl, revealing his bloodied teeth. His eyes gleamed fiercely in the silver light of the moon. Hot breath smoked around his giant, blue head. 

			Etheil took a couple steps back until he bumped into the metal body of Syrus. Something was wrong. Something was terribly wrong. Solastron was much smarter and brighter than anybody knew. Etheil alone was privy to the wolf’s true nature and intelligence. But in this moment Solastron’s eyes did not show with any benevolence; his demeanor had not an ounce of friendship in it. He looked like a wild beast, and it terrified Etheil. 

			From behind, Etheil could hear the soldier’s whispering among themselves. He heard Aries ask what the matter was. He could feel the tension of all the men behind him as the great wolf stared them down, as if he would tear into their ranks at any moment. 

			“I do not think your wolf is well.” said Syrus. “Perhaps the Kald blood has gone to his brain?”

			“Solastron,” said Etheil, bending to his knees. He patted them, his gauntlets gently chiming on his armor. “Solastron, come here, boy. What’s wrong. Let me take a look.”

			The wolf’s eyes narrowed. Etheil saw his obsidian claws rake the ice he stood upon. And then Solastron turned, his tail swishing, and he padded forward again.

			“What was that about?” asked Braken, coming up behind Etheil. 

			Etheil shook his head. “I… I don’t know. I’ve never seen him act like this.”

			“Is he safe?” asked Aries. “I mean, I’ve seen what he can do when he’s mad.”

			Etheil breathed in deeply, keeping his eyes on the wolf as he headed down the pass toward the cavernous opening. “Let’s go back. Something isn’t right with him.” Etheil called out to Solastron, probably a little more loudly than he should have. “Solastron, come! We’re going back!”

			The wolf did not turn around and continued heading for the pillared cavern.

			“All of you go back and wait for Brandrir. I have to see what’s wrong with Solastron.” Etheil hurried toward the wolf.

			“If he’s going I’m going.” said Aries.

			“Us wolfs, we must stick together.” said Syrus. “It is the way of the pack.”

			From behind, one of the soldiers stated that he would not leave his Captain behind.

			“We go,” said Syrus, leading the men forward.

			“Solastron,” said Etheil, coming up behind the wolf as he approached the cave opening. Beyond was a large chamber of ice and stone with a high ceiling hung with frosty stalactites. It was lit by a number of brightly burning torches and at the opposite side was another large gateway that seemed to lead down into darkened tunnels. 

			Solastron padded his way inside. Hesitantly, Etheil followed. “Solastron!” he called, a little more forcefully, but the wolf kept walking. Etheil took a glance behind him and silently cursed when he saw the others approaching. He had hoped he might chance speaking with the wolf, but he could not do that if they were around. 

			Etheil looked at Solastron. Blood now stained his underside red and it pattered like rain upon the snow-covered floor, leaving a grisly trail. Then Etheil noticed something. There were deep, red gashes beneath his fur, all over his body, as if he had been hacked repeatedly by a sword. And Etheil felt his blood run cold as a memory stirred in his mind; a memory of a tale Solastron had once told him. “S-Solastron…”

			The wolf stopped in his tracks and turned around. Thick, white, foamy saliva dripped from the edges of his mouth. His eyes gleamed with an uncontrolled ferocity. And there, upon his chest, dashing any doubt Etheil might have had about the nature of the wounds, was a deep, bloody cut that rained blood.

			Etheil froze. In his mind he counted the wounds and an unbidden memory of Solastron’s voice echoed in his mind. “Six Judges of Hell there are and six scars do I bear upon my body. The one upon my chest is Anger, and it bit me the deepest of all. The sword that left it is named War and the Judge who wields it is more terrible than words can recount.” 

			The wolf snarled at him and then turned, passing ever deeper into the chamber. 

			“What’s wrong?” Braken’s metallic voice rumbled into Etheil’s ear. 

			“I don’t know.” said Etheil. “But all of you need to go. Now.”

			“We don’t go without you and Solastron.” said Syrus. 

			Etheil turned to him. “Go!”

			Just then there was a deep rumbling. The floor shook. All heads turned toward the entryway. A giant slab of frosty steel was lowering.

			“Run!” cried Etheil.

			The soldiers dashed toward the entryway they had come through but the gate was closing fast. One ran up to it, diving and sliding, trying to get through before it closed, but the massive slab of steel slammed shut on her body just as the others came up, stopping in front of the closed gate. They all spun. At the opposite end of the room, near Solastron, came fifty Kald up from the dark tunnel. They poured into the room, hissing and shrieking. Behind them Etheil could see more in the darkness, their yellow eyes glowing. 

			Solastron burst forward, a frenzy of claws and fangs and snarls. His blue and amethyst form was swallowed by the ranks of demons, but from within their numbers black-red blood flew and limbs were tossed high into the air. Then a hundred glowing yellow eyes fixed on Etheil and the others, and the swarm came forward. 

			In an instant Etheil threw off his black shroud and his sword, Firebrand, came to life in roaring flames. His aura swept up the snow and frost on the floor and it all swirled in a disc around his waist. He moved in on the Kald, and those that were not swept aside by his aura were cut down by his sword. 

			Syrus whirled in, his sabers a dizzying display of flashing silver. “Lo, there do I see the enemy upon me!” Blood flew high into the air. “Lo, here do the shadows of death surround me!” Kald shrieked as they fell. “Hark! I hear the cries of my brothers who fought before me, and they beckon to call this dog of war!” With a roar, the seven remaining soldiers ran forward, their steel clashing against the insurmountable numbers before them.

			Etheil spun, his sword a whirlwind of fiery death as he drove deeper into the enemy ranks. He caught a brief glimpse of Braken and Aries as they held back by the steel gate. Few Kald got past Syrus and the soldiers, but those that did were cut down by Braken’s sword or mutilated by a blow from Aries’s mighty fist. Somewhere at his right he heard the ferocious growls of Solastron and the pained shrieks of Kald. 

			Etheil moved quickly and fluidly as his sword worked in deft motions against the demons. Here and there he felt the icy burn of Kald blood on his face as it sprayed from a fallen foe. It was all he could do to try to keep his aura strong to sweep as much of it aside as he could. 

			The thing about fighting the Kald was their blood. Their bodies were pressurized so that even a simple gash would spray their searing blood everywhere. Against the Kald, full plate armor was required and the soldiers of the Grimwatch trained to prevent as little blood as they could from hitting their face and eyes. Few men of the Grimwatch were without pink scars from where one of the beasts had grabbed them or their icy blood has splattered on their flesh.

			At his left Etheil could see Syrus deep within the enemy ranks. Demon blood sparkled in the air amid the flashes of his silver blades. Being made entirely of metal certainly had its advantages for Syrus. He had little to worry about in terms of being frostbitten by flying blood. The seven soldiers—only six remained that Etheil could see—could not drive as deeply into the numbers as Etheil or Syrus. They were still men made primarily of flesh and they did not have the swirling aura of a Dark Star Knight. Still, they fought well upon the outskirts, falling any that might slip from Etheil’s or Syrus’s position. Unfortunately, Etheil was beginning to realize that no matter how many foes they killed, dozens more came pouring out of the tunnel. Etheil cursed as he saw one more of the soldiers fall, swallowed by a sea of cobalt scales and yellow eyes. They wouldn’t be able to hold out much longer against such overwhelming numbers. 

			“Aries!” cried Etheil from the fray. His fiery sword roared as he spun, slicing three Kald apart. “Aries!” he cried again. A Kald sword clanged against his armor, opening a gash of steel. With a curse Etheil flourished his sword, cutting down the demon, and then he swept out his spinning aura and a dozen or more Kald tumbled away. “Aries! I think something needs to go boom now! Seal that tunnel!”

			Braken stood before Aries at the steel gate and was doing his best to keep what Kald got past Etheil, Syrus and the others at bay. His sword worked in swift and true motions, but it was obvious he was struggling and the wound upon his stomach was once again dripping with blood. With her only good fist, Aries knocked aside a Kald and got ahead of Braken. Then she held out her giant hand and from somewhere within her forearm gears whirred and clicked. The plates of her palm spread open and a small, metal sphere popped out. She closed her giant fist around it, and with a grunt, she chucked it across the room just as four Kald swarmed over her. She screamed and fell beneath them. 

			The metal sphere hit the top of the tunnel and exploded in a violent and deafening fireball. Etheil felt heat wash over him and then enormous chunks of stone and ice rained down. Kald screamed and hissed as they were crushed beneath boulders. The Kald were staggered for a moment and Etheil used the opportunity to gather as many as he could into his aura and cast them away into the walls all around. With a clear view, Etheil breathed a quick sigh of relief. The tunnel was sealed. 

			“Aries!” screamed Braken. He swung his sword, cutting down one of the Kald before him, its icy blood spraying his chest and sticking in clumps of grisly ice. He tried to move toward her but more and more Kald moved in on him. And then Syrus was on them, chanting his battle mantra. His sabers chimed and clanked as demon swords were cast aside and their bodies cut down before him.

			Nearby, Aries struggled beneath the weight of four Kald. She swatted at them with her good arm, making purchase on one of their skulls and it crunched like a breaking melon. Another tore at her chest, its claws ripping at her leather armor. Frost and ice began to envelope her skin and hair. And then silver flashed and one of the Kald fell backward, a dagger sticking from its eye. Silver flashed again and again, and one by one the Kald were struck down by Syrus’s flying daggers.  

			Etheil pressed in on his foes. All around him they swam in a bewildering array of cobalt and glowing eyes. His sword roared with every stroke and his aura swept them off their feet and smashed them against the walls. Finally, their ranks began to thin. Etheil flourished his sword, cutting down two more, and then something impacted his side and he tumbled. He got his left arm up just as the needle-like fangs of a rather large, winged demon chomped down. He felt his armor give, howled as sharp teeth penetrated his flesh. He felt ice burn into his very bones. He tried to get his sword up but the beast stepped on it with a large, clawed foot. The demon raised its own sword and was about to sink it into his neck when a flash of steel tore through its head and the thing fell over, convulsing on the floor as its icy blood sprayed out. 

			Etheil kicked himself up to his feet. Syrus had a number of daggers in his hand and he bounded across the chamber as nimbly as a canine, tossing daggers like bullets as he leapt from position to position. Nearby, the remaining soldiers worked their swords in quick motions, and at last the final Kald fell dead. 

			Panting and holding his injured arm, Etheil surveyed everything around him. Throughout the chamber all the Kald lay dead and dying. To his right he heard heavy, rumbling panting. He turned. Solastron stood amid a sea of mangled Kald, their slushy blood splattered upon all the walls around him. His head was held low, his eyes narrow crescents. His breath smoked with each, growling pant. His obsidian claws dug into the floor as his head turned, his eyes fixing on Etheil. His lips furled, baring his bloodied fangs. He padded toward Etheil, hot breath smoking. 

			“Solastron!” cried Etheil. “It’s me!”

			The wolf snarled and kept padding toward him, head held low, eyes fixed for the kill. 

			Etheil backed up. He took a quick look around. Only three of the soldiers remained. Braken was up and staggering toward him with the help of Aries as he clutched his blood-dripping belly. Syrus ran up beside him.

			“Solastron, my friend.” said Syrus. “Tell me what is the matter. Let us calm ourselves by marking the territory we have won!”

			“Get back.” said Etheil as Solastron made his way toward them. The wolf’s fur was heavy with slushy Kald blood, but even still he could see the six cuts upon his body, and the deep one upon his chest flowed freely with bright crimson. 

			“I shall talk to him,” said Syrus, “for we are brothers and speak the language of the wolf. Is that not right, Solastron?” Syrus slowly moved forward. He extended a hand. “Come to me, my friend. Let us find the highest peak and howl at the moon together. Let us—”

			With a ferocious roar Solastron lunged forward, his massive jaws chomping down on Syrus’s arm. Solastron shook his big head, snarling, and Syrus was tossed about as if no more than a ragdoll. With a final shake, Syrus’s arm tore off at the elbow and hydraulic fluids sprayed as the man was thrown across the room. With a metallic clank Syrus landed and rolled, clutching at his ruined arm.

			“Syrus!” cried Aries, nearly dropping Braken in her haste to run toward him.

			Syrus groaned as he sat up. “I am ok,” he said, looking at his arm that was dripping with fluids. A couple small gears fell from it and clanked on the floor.

			Aries came up on him and knelt beside him, her good hand encompassing his entire head as she held him. “Are you okay?”

			 He raised his mangled arm to her. “Aries, we match!”

			Solastron kept padding forward, forcing Etheil to back up. “All of you, get out of here!” yelled Etheil.

			“We can’t.” said Braken. “Both ways are sealed.”

			Etheil looked around. At the one end, a massive, steel door prevented escape. At the other, tons of rock and ice blocked the tunnel. He turned his blue eyes to the wolf. “Solastron, it’s me, Etheil. Solastron—”

			The wolf growled and lunged at him.

			 ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦

			Brandrir ran down the corridor, his ten soldiers hot on his heels. After about a hundred yards the icy slope developed into a hallway of brick and stone covered with white frost. There were no torches lit here, so Brandrir ignited his electrical shield upon his mechanical forearm. It filled the tunnel with the smell of ozone but provided only minuscule light. Still, the soft, yellow glow was enough to at least keep them from bumping into the walls as it twisted and turned, snaking its way ever lower. They went on through the darkness for some time and eventually the corridor narrowed until it was only five-feet wide and about as tall, forcing Brandrir and his men to hunch and duck as they made their way down a very steep grade. 

			“My Liege,” began one of the soldiers. She slipped on the icy bricks, catching herself on Brandrir’s shoulder. “There is an ill feeling here.”

			And there was. Brandrir could feel it as surely as the hum of his shield. But he was certain they had entered through some type of secret back-way and was determined to press on. “We’re the first men to be inside the Shardgrims since the age of the Great Falling.” said Brandrir. “Let us not waste this chance on fear.”

			“But should we not head back?” pressed the soldier. “Already our hour expires.”

			Brandrir blew a smoking breath through his nose. She was right. Still, he felt compelled to continue. Without sight or sound of any Kald he was beginning to think luck had blessed him this night. “A little further.”

			Brandrir guessed they had descended at least five-hundred feet beneath the earth when at last the tunnel leveled out, opening up into a wider corridor of smooth bricks. For the first thirty-feet the walls and ceiling were covered with the same white frost as everything else they had seen. But here the stones were thawed, marking a strange division, but to what Brandrir had no idea. Brandrir’s glowing shield led them a little further until at last a door came into view. It was made of stone and carved with the head of some terrible monster. 

			Brandrir held his hand up, calling for a halt. He approached the doorway cautiously. There did not appear to be any sort of handle or locking mechanism. He pushed upon it, but nothing happened. Then, with both hands, he pressed on one side and the door made a scraping sound as it spun around. 

			Brandrir opened it just a crack and peered in. There seemed to be a large cavern beyond and he smelled something foul on the air. He put a hand to his mouth, stifling a cough. There was light beyond, but it was not torch light. It was an eerie, green glow similar to gaslight, but somehow more infernal.

			He pushed the door open just a little further and peeked his head inside. It was an immense chamber cut from the very stone of the earth. The walls were jagged and full of crags and crevices. From the ceiling wet stalactites hung and all around the perimeter seeped a soft, spooky, green glow. He stepped through the door fully now, and realized that the chamber was cold, but not in the way the Kald were. This was not an arctic cold; it was not frigid and his breath did not smoke. No, Brandrir thought. This was the type of cold that was more primordial; more visceral. It was the kind of cold that came from morgues. It was an empty type of cold. A sad type of cold. 

			He deactivated his shield and wrapped his arms around his body as he looked about the empty place. It was permeated by that ubiquitous stench. It was soft but distinct and did not seem to have any immediate source. It was like swamp mud and death. Ahead there was an opening where giant, white stalactites and stalagmites striated with eerie mineral patterns protruded outward like the fangs of some type of deep-sea monster. He noticed that above the opening were carved two giant, cruel-looking eyes. Beyond the toothy fangs he could see a wide set of stairs that led down into a sea of that ghostly, green light.

			“My Liege,” hissed one of the soldiers. Brandrir turned around and he could see the men through the doorway, though none dared to step from it. “It’s past our time. We must head back.”

			Brandrir turned and looked at that menacing gateway that led into some unknown abyss. He could almost hear his name being whispered. There was something there; something that he had to see. He looked back to his men. “Just a little further.”

			Brandrir slipped between the stalactites and set foot upon the first step and peered down into the glowing, green abyss they led to. He was about to take another step when one of the soldiers called his name.

			Brandrir spun. The toothy opening closed, the dripping spires and pillars of mineralized stone coming together to create something of a barred gate. Beyond them he could see his men. “Brandrir!” one of them cried, running up to it. 

			Brandrir drew Raze from its sheath and ignited it. The blade thrummed in a blur of silver metal. There was nothing his sonic sword could not cut through, but part of him did not want his men to come with him. He looked through the narrow openings and said, “Go back. Tell the others I’ll meet them shortly.”

			“But, my Liege,” began one of the soldiers. Brandrir ignored him and moved down the steps.

			The stairs led down and down for what seemed an eternity. From every crack and seam where the steps met the edges of the cavern walls seeped that eerie, green light. It was soft and haunting and full of that empty, desolate coldness. From it he thought he could hear whispers, like ghosts upon a wind. They were distant, incoherent, and he wasn’t even sure if they were real or just a trick of his mind. The odor of swamp mud and death became stronger too and harder to ignore. But Brandrir pressed on and at length the steps ended upon a tall, arching corridor made of some type of black stone. 

			Brandrir reached out with his flesh hand and stroked the wall. Even through his gauntlet he could feel that it was rough and brittle, warm to the touch. It was like some sort of ancient stone that had been baked in the primordial fires of creation and had yet to cool. Ahead, at the end of the corridor, stood a door made of that same stone. Upon it were markings that he had never seen, etched right into the charred surface. They were like runes or some type of ancient writing and they were at once both beautiful and frightening. 

			Brandrir moved ahead, his sword thrumming in his hand. He pushed the door and the runes began to glow as if they flowed with magma. He felt his entire body heat up and withdrew his hand. The runes went out like smoldering ash. Brandrir licked his lips and steeled himself. He pushed upon the door again, and once again the runes lit with fiery light and his body began to burn. He pushed harder, and just when he thought he couldn’t take the terrible sensation any longer, it opened with an ancient, stone-on-stone scraping.

			More of that foul odor washed over him, but it was now mixed with something else; something like charred earth and brimstone. He shielded his mouth and nose with his hand as he stepped into an enormous cathedral of black stone where that haunting green light seeped out from every corner of every brick. There were pillars of black stone many dozens of feet high and from each burned a lantern whose flame was something more than fire. The light from those lanterns were more intense and seemed to burn with some type of sentient purpose. 

			From behind he suddenly felt an arctic cold. He spun and a number of Kald flitted down from some unseen hiding place, blocking his escape. He moved back from them as they hissed, their icy breath washing over him. He turned and noticed there were many more Kald here, but these were not the rank and file demons he had so often fought. These were larger and stronger, all of them winged and all of them in black armor covered with rime. A hundred or more glowing, yellow eyes fixed on him. They hissed, baring their needle-sharp teeth. Brandrir flourished Raze, the sword humming through the air as he made ready to fight. 

			And then they parted like a sea, revealing a long, red carpet that led up to a raised dais of black stone. And there, sitting upon a throne of charred stone that throbbed with heat, sat a hulking, bestial demon. But this was not one of the Kald. This was something else entirely. It was a being of charred flesh through which fiery veins pulsed. Around his head curled a pair of massive horns and through them stared two eyes like hot coals from a furnace. Ash and embers swirled around him the way leaves of autumn haunt their dying tree. He was awash in waves of heat that distorted his form, somehow making him more terrible to behold.

			“Ah, Brandrir.” spoke the creature, its voice guttural, powerful, terrifying. “Do you not remember me?” The creature chuckled cruelly, revealing rows of charred teeth that pulsed with heat. 

			Brandrir glanced around at the Kald. They all held back. He felt he should run, fight his way back through the doorway, but somehow his eyes kept being drawn back to those burning coals that were the beast’s eyes. “Who… who are you?”

			The demon chuckled. “I am Bulifer. I gave myself to you when you were just a boy. Do you not remember the day you took my hand and washed away the cold?”

		

	
		
			— 10 —

			Waking Stars 

			[image: ] 

			There was a beautiful, cloudless, blue sky over Caer Gatipa and the western horizon was set ablaze by the evening sun. In this light the smiles of the pale, starved children seemed genuinely bright and warm to Hadraniel as they laughed and chirruped at the sight of all the food. The village was small with only a dirt path winding through some few dozen homes of mud, stone and thatch, and it led up to a makeshift barn. The barn was set apart from the rest of the village and had a roof thatched with leaves and brambles. It was made hastily of felled logs from the surrounding forest and stood slightly lopsided on one side, and its door was opened wide. The children swarmed around Hadraniel as he carried a large crate heavy with fruits and vegetables up to it. Inside, the hundred-or-so villagers had all gathered, emaciated men and women dressed in rags. Some clutched babies to their breasts and others talked among themselves with genuine smiles upon their faces as they watched Gabidar and his men go about hauling the crates and barrels of food down into the barn’s secret cellar. Karinael came behind Hadraniel, passing dried fruits and biscuits to the grasping hands of the children. 

			Hadraniel set the crate down and it was immediately set upon by the children. They laughed as they grabbed up apples and ears of corn, then scurried away to feast. Gabidar climbed up the ladder from the cellar, followed by his two men. They were from Narbereth and over the years Hadraniel had gotten to know them fairly well. Gabidar worked for a young man named Rook who funded the food shipments, and he delivered them into Jerusa as he traveled the lands for exotic goods to sell back home. Whenever they could, Hadraniel and Karinael would help Gabidar get the shipments into small, outlying caers like this one, and then help distribute the food throughout Jerusa as best they could. Gabidar was still the same man Hadraniel had met with Karinael nearly a decade ago. Though he was older now, in his early forties, his beard was still that same color of autumn straw and he still wore the same old travel-worn leather armor. 

			“Good to see you,” said Gabidar as he walked up and clasped his hands over Hadraniel’s, shaking it firmly. He had a very nice sword in a leather scabbard at his side. The two burly men with him carried heavy bolt-throwers upon their backs. “We met Saint Adonael a couple days ago further north. He took two of our wagons and said we should come here with the rest. I’m glad we did. It’s good to see you.”

			“Good to see you as well, old friend.” said Hadraniel, though he silently wished they were meeting under better circumstances. The last time he and Karin had met with Gabidar was during the early spring when frost still clung to the ground. They had managed to sneak a dozen wagonfulls of food into a small village further north. That shipment had gone well. This one had the chance of quickly unraveling.

			Gabidar knew Hadraniel all too well and immediately detected that something was wrong. “What bothers you?” he asked.

			Hadraniel looked at Karinael. “Somehow Gatima knows.” she said. “He sent us here specifically.”

			“We’ll be quick about it then.” said Gabidar. “We’re about finished anyway. Just us three with these three wagonfulls this time. We’ve got most of it below. Just those last stacks of crates to bring down. But I’ve got to be off quickly. I’m on my way to Escalapius.”

			Karinael nodded her head. “Thank you.” she said. “Me and Hadi will do what we can, but we may have to leave it all here for a while.”

			“Too many eyes.” added Hadraniel. 

			“Aye.” said Gabidar with a grim nod. “Outlying caers like this have become fewer these last few years. Seven months ago Saint Gadrial actually had us bring our wagons to Gatopolis.” Here he paused and his voice took on a more cautious tone. “There were no more Oracles or Sin Eaters there. She said that Gatima had been purging them from some of his cities.”

			Hadraniel nodded. “Gatima has been becoming increasingly paranoid. I don’t think he trusts any of his Saints anymore, and by extension, Sanctuary. But he has had a number of new Exalteds and they patrol his lands ceaselessly.”

			“How much longer can we keep this up?” asked Gabidar. “I’ve heard of his new Exalteds. There is rumor that one called Titan Mammoth builds an army. As much as I like to help, I have a family of my own back home.”

			“We’ll be fine.” said Karinael, but Hadraniel frowned. Her voice was becoming quicker, more rambling. She was nervous. “We just need to start doing a better job of covering our tracks. The Exalteds don’t waste their time at small caers like this. Gatima likes them further east, close to Gatimaria. And besides, the lack of Oracles and Sin Eaters has actually helped our cause. Less prying eyes.”

			Gabidar nodded. He placed a hand on Karinael’s shoulder pauldron. “You two be safe. I mean that. Maybe even lie low for a while.”

			“You too,” said Hadraniel. “Be safe. Head back for Narbereth and make your way down through Dimethica.”

			“Aye.” Gabidar nodded. “Jerusa’s never been a friendly place for a traveler. I don’t like staying in this country any longer than I have to. But I know of a secret port town on the southern edge of this country. Me and my men will take a ship across to Dimethica and head for the Bay of Glorianthor. That’s the fastest and safest route.”

			“Just be careful.” said Karinael.

			“We will.” said Gabidar. “If you don’t mind, can you two bring the rest down to the hold? I’d like to be off while there’s still some light. I don’t think me and my men should dally if Gatima sent you.”

			Karinael leaned in and hugged Gabidar. “We’ll meet again soon.”

			Hadraniel clasped his hands over Gabidar’s and said his farewells. Then Gabidar and his two companions strode out of the barn. 

			“Wonder if Bones made it back home safe and sound.” said Gabidar.

			“We sent him after we met up with Adonael. Should be home, I’d think. But are we actually going to Escalapius after this?” asked Barabus, one of the men at Gabidar’s side. He adjusted the bolt-thrower that was strapped over his back. He was a burly man in leather pants and a flannel shirt with a scraggly growth of dark-brown hair on his face. 

			“Aye.” said Gabidar as they walked quickly down the path toward their three wagons and their horses. They were set before the edge of the thick, old-growth forest that surrounded the caer. 

			“Why?” asked Kern, the other man who strode beside Gabidar. He was another large man, though slightly younger. He too had a bolt-thrower over his back and wore a rugged outfit of leather traveling clothes. “You said you already know what happened to the kid’s sister. Why string him along?”

			“I ain’t got the heart to tell him.” said Gabidar. “And a trip to Escalapius might prove lucrative. We can bring back some exotic fabrics and goods. Escalapian silk sells for a pretty penny back home.”

			“What happened to the kid’s sister, anyway?” asked Barabus as they came up to the wagons. “She dead?”

			“No. But it’s best not to talk about such things.” said Gabidar. He closed the gate on his wagon and turned around. “There are somethings that are best…”

			Gabidar’s voice trailed off as his hand went for his sword. His men spun around but before they could get their bolt-throwers aimed the black-haired Saint flourished his sword and one of the weapons was cut in half. The Saint turned, his sword whirling, and the other weapon was cut in half. The two men backed into the wagon with their hands up. Gabidar stood between them with his own sword raised. 

			“Look what we have here.” said the Saint. His voice was deep and cold like the depths of the ocean. 

			“Saint Ovid of the Nine Days, I presume.” said Gabidar.

			Ovid chuckled. “Karinael and Hadraniel warned you about me, did they?”

			“They’re here.” said Gabidar, brandishing his sword. “I’ll call out.”

			Ovid’s lips curled in a wicked smile as he gazed upon the man. “I might enjoy it if you did.” His black eyes fixed on the man’s sword. “You’re not Jerusan.”

			“We’re—” began Barabus.

			“Don’t tell him anything.” hissed Gabidar. 

			Ovid chuckled. He pointed the tip of his sword at Barabus’s neck. “How about the first person to tell me what I want to know gets to live.”

			“We’re from Narbereth.” said Barabus. He swallowed hard, his eyes peering down at the black, star-metal blade at his neck. 

			“Ah, that’s more like it.” said Ovid. “What’s your name?”

			“Barabus.” he said. “That’s Kern and he’s Gabidar.”

			Ovid kept his sword pointed at the man’s throat. He looked at Gabidar. “You’re their leader?” Gabidar didn’t answer. Ovid’s eyes scanned down to his sword, looking at it curiously. The blade was silvery metallic with bands and striations of darker and lighter color through it. “That’s a nice sword.”

			“Let my men go.” said Gabidar. “I am their leader. I’m the one you want.”

			“Is that so?” said Ovid, lowering his sword from Barabus’s neck. “Are you the ones bringing shipments of food into Jerusa?”

			“Yes.” said Barabus, rubbing his neck. “We’re paid to—”

			Gabidar kicked his leg. “Don’t say anything.”

			Ovid chuckled. “You want to live, don’t you, Barabus?”

			Barabus’s head bobbed. “Yes. I have a wife. Kids.”

			Ovid flourished his sword and Kern’s head fell from his body, spraying Barabus and Gabidar with blood. Barabus started blubbering but before Gabidar could call out Ovid had his sword to the man’s neck. “I’ll tell you what, Barabus. If you kill your leader here, I’ll let you live.”

			Barabus looked at Gabidar. Gabidar shook his head. “Don’t do it. He tricks people into doing his—”

			Barabus turned and grabbed at Gabidar’s wrist, trying to wrench the sword from his hands as Ovid backed up, chuckling cruelly. Ovid watched as the two men struggled for control of the blade, their feet sliding in Kern’s blood. Barabus twisted Gabidar’s wrist and the sword slowly changed hands. Gabidar kicked up with his boot and the sword fell from Barabus’s grasp, landing in front of Ovid. Barabus growled and rushed in on Gabidar and the two fell upon the dirt. 

			As Barabus landed punch after punch upon Gabidar’s face, Ovid looked down at the blade. It shined brilliantly in the dying, evening sun. He had never seen such a metal as it was made from, with a grain like the finest wood. Then an emblem stamped into the center of its hilt caught his eye. It was a raven with its wings outspread, and clutched in its talons was a hand. A strange hand. Its long fingers were almost curled into a fist. In Ovid’s mind a memory stirred. It was a hand he had seen some ten years ago. Then it hit him. What that raven gripped in its claws was a Golothic.

			Ovid looked up at the struggling men. Gabidar’s face was bloodied to the point of being unrecognizable. He held his arms up in a limp gesture of defense as Barabus clutched his two fists together above his head. He was about to bring them down upon Gabidar’s face in a final coup de grâce when Ovid dashed forward, his sword spinning. Barabus’s hands fell from the wrists, exposing bloody stumps. And then his head flew across the field and landed somewhere in the brambles nearby. 

			Barabus’s mutilated body fell to the side with a thump. Gabidar looked up, his eyes swollen and half closed. 

			Ovid grabbed him around the collar and pulled him to his feet. “Where did you get that sword?” he growled. He shook Gabidar. “Where did you get it!”

			Gabidar spit, his blood and phlegm sticking to Ovid’s cheek.

			Ovid smashed him against the back of the wagon, causing the horse to whinny its discontent. “Where did you get that sword!”

			“Go to Hell.” croaked Gabidar.

			Ovid’s black eyes narrowed, his lips furled in a rage. His head turned and he looked at the lopsided barn that stood some fifty yards down the dirt path. “How many women and children are there? Fifty? A hundred?” Ovid grabbed a handful of Gabidar’s hair and began dragging him down the path. “You’re going to watch as I torture and kill every last one of them.”

			Gabidar choked and spit blood from his mouth. “No, wait.” 

			“I’ll start with the little boys.” said Ovid. “Have you ever heard a child scream as his eyes are pushed into his skull? Maybe I’ll burn a few alive and make the parents watch. And the little girls, I’ll cut them up piece by piece so that you can relish every scream.”

			“No, please,” said Gabidar.

			Ovid turned and yanked him up to his feet. “Where did you get that sword? I won’t ask again.”

			“There is a young man.” said Gabidar. “He has been paying me for years to bring food into Jerusa. And he pays me to search for his sister. He gave me the sword as payment this time.”

			“The emblem on the sword.” said Ovid. “Have you ever seen him with an object that looks like that? Like the hand?”

			Gabidar didn’t immediately answer. He swallowed hard.

			“Tell me or I swear to you I will make every last child in that barn suffer for hours before I kill them.”

			Gabidar turned his eyes down and nodded, blood dripping from his forehead and pattering upon the dirt. “I… I saw it once or twice. He carries it in his pocket, always. I see him hold it sometimes when he asks me to find his sister.”

			“What is his name? Where does he live?”

			Gabidar licked his lips.

			Ovid shook him. “His name!”

			“Rook.” said Gabidar. “Rook Gatimarian. He lives in a city called Bellus, just outside of Narberia.” 

			Ovid’s eyes flashed. “Rook Gatimarian? He is Jerusan, then?”

			“Yes, at one time he was Jerusan.” said Gabidar. “He is a slave now in Bellus. Works as a blacksmith. He’s talented.”

			“He would be.” said Ovid, almost to himself. His hand rubbed at the scar upon the base of his neck. Most of it was covered by his bodysuit, but a portion of disfigured, pink skin crawled toward his throat. “He would be talented, I suppose.” Ovid turned his black eyes back to Gabidar. 

			“You’re the one,” said Gabidar. “You’re the Saint he said he killed.”

			Ovid’s eyes fixed on the man. “No. He did not kill me.”

			Gabidar’s bloody face twisted into a gruesome smile. “He’ll finish the job. Trust me.”

			“You said he had a sister.” said Ovid. “Where is she?”

			Gabidar huffed a laugh and spit a wad of blood onto the dirt. 

			Ovid shook him. “Who is she?”

			Gabidar’s eyes stood out in contrast to the blood that smeared his face as he looked at Ovid. “The Vampress of Valdasia. She is Agana, daughter of the King and Queen.”

			Ovid’s lips furled into a wicked smile. He dragged Gabidar by the collar back to the wagons. He threw the bodies of Barabus and Kern into separate wagons, untied the horses, and set them away down the path. He turned back to Gabidar who leaned against the last wagon. “You said the boy lives in Bellus?”

			“He ain’t a boy anymore.” said Gabidar. He picked up his fallen sword. “And if Apollyon don’t take you, he certainly will.” Gabidar moved in on Ovid, bringing his sword down in an arc. Ovid easily knocked the attack aside and pierced Gabidar through the chest.

			“I’ll tell him you sent me.” growled Ovid. He ripped his sword from Gabidar, flinging blood across the field.

			 ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦

			The summer sun was nearly gone beneath the horizon and the sky was set in murky, deep shades of blue when Hadraniel and Karinael exited the barn, followed by a procession of townsfolk. The lone star, once the brightest star in the constellation known as Aeoria’s Star, but now the brightest only by its virtue of being the only one in the heavens, sparkled brilliantly in that empty sea above. 

			“Thank you, Karinael and Hadraniel of the Generous Hand,” said one of the men. “We thank you. Aeoria bless you both.”

			“Keep it all safe. Keep it all hidden down there.” said Karinael. “Tomorrow, at first light of dawn, pack what provisions you and your people can carry and go north to Gatopolis. It’s only about seventy-five miles north-east of here. You can meet with Saints Raziel and Gadrial, or Adonael if he is there. They’ll help you. But none of you must come back here until it’s safe.”

			“Bless you. Bless you both.” said the man. 

			Karinael hugged him. “Now tell the others to go home and sleep well. You all have a long journey ahead of you tomorrow.”

			Karinael and Hadraniel turned to leave as the people began to file out of the barn. Coming down the path Hadraniel noticed a black form carrying a torch. He froze, and suddenly all the others did as well. It was Saint Ovid of the Nine Days.

			“Ah, the Saints of the Generous Hand.” said Ovid as he came down the path. Women began to scream, followed by the cries of their children. “I thought I might find you two here.”

			Hadraniel frowned.

			“Ovid,” said Karinael. “Leave these people alone. They’ve done nothing wrong.”

			“King Gatima begs to differ.” said Ovid, coming to a halt before her. The light of the torch cast his pale face and dark eyes in a hellish light. “I’ve come to see his will fulfilled.”

			“You leave them alone.” said Karinael, her voice turning cold.

			Ovid chuckled a deep, cruel laugh. “Or what, Karinael of the Generous Hand? Still, I’m not unreasonable.” He reached out and stroked a finger across Karinael’s lips, making her flinch away. “I might be persuaded to leave them alone.” 

			“Ovid,” warned Hadraniel. 

			Ovid’s dark eyes found him. “Hadraniel, Hadraniel.” he said, shaking his head. “It seems you and your girlfriend have been up to no good.” He walked around Hadraniel, his torch flickering and roaring with each step. “I would think that you two would be a little concerned about getting recalled?” Here Ovid swiped a finger across the back of Hadraniel’s neck where his stellaglyph was permanently scarred. “But that doesn’t seem to be the case. Why is that?”

			Hadraniel turned around to face him. 

			“Talk with us.” said Karinael. “There are other ways to serve Aeoria than to follow the will of Gatima.”

			Ovid chuckled. “Who said I had any issues following the will of Gatima?”

			“Leave these people alone.” said Karinael.

			Ovid cast his torch’s light about the crowds of cowering people. “Tell me, Karinael. What are their lives worth to you?”

			“We can help you.” said Karinael. Hadraniel looked at her and shook his head. She turned from him and looked at Ovid. “Let the people be and we can help you.”

			“How did you get them?” asked Ovid. “You have your Sanguinastrums. How did you get them?”

			“Karin,” warned Hadraniel, but she ignored him.

			“Let these people be.” said Karinael. “Prove to me you can be loyal to Aeoria. Prove to me that your loyalty is not with Gatima and Sanctuary, and I can help you get yours.”

			Hadraniel silently cursed to himself. Ovid could not be trusted.

			Ovid chuckled. “I knew it. Tell me how you got them. Who is helping you? Is it Nuriel?”

			“No,” said Karinael. “It’s not Nuriel.”

			Ovid eyed the townspeople with contempt. He looked back at Karinael. “I want mine.”

			“Why?” said Hadraniel. “For what purpose? And how can we trust you?”

			Ovid’s eyes narrowed as he looked at Hadraniel. “I have a pressing matter to attend to in Narbereth. I’d much rather be on my way than to stay here slaughtering these people. But I will. Give me my Sanguinastrum.”

			“You have to promise,” said Karinael. “You have to promise to help us. If we get you your Sanguinastrum, you have to promise not to hurt people anymore.”

			Ovid looked down at his boots. Then he looked back up at Karinael. “Too late now.”

			Hadraniel and Karinael looked down. They backed up from him. At Ovid’s feet dark waters began to surface from the ground.

			Ovid eyed them. “Hydra sees all. It’s too late.”

			Slinking down a path that wound around the thatched-roof homes came the seven women collectively known as Leviathan Hydra. Despite the shadows of evening dusk they seemed illuminated by ubiquitous gaslight. At their feet pools of water followed them and flowed forward to herald their path. Their serpentine eyes found Hadraniel and Karinael and they approached like a band of snakes, their bodies weaving and bobbing even as they walked. 

			The townspeople began to scream. They huddled close to one another, fathers and mothers clutching their children close. Hadraniel inched closer to Karinael. “Now what?” he whispered in her ear.

			Ovid chuckled behind them, his voice as deep and dark as the skies above. “Delight in her.” he said. “And appreciate that nothing escapes her eyes.”

			“Deeds done in darkness. What are they? What are they?” their unnatural voices seemed to be whispers upon the cool, night air, coming from every direction. 

			Ovid bowed as they approached. “Most Exalted Leviathan Hydra. We have gathered the townsfolk for you.”

			Their seven sets of eyes focused on Ovid. Their vertical pupils seemed to narrow. They came closer, and now Hadraniel felt the waters rush up over his and Karinael’s boots as their imposing forms loomed over them. Karinael and Hadraniel both shifted on their feet. Hadraniel found himself looking away from the terrible women. Ovid, however, stood tall and unmoving, his black eyes never betraying him. “Most Exalted Leviathan Hydra, as your servant, may I have the honor of claiming their deaths for our King?”

			“No,” said Karinael, stepping forward. The seven women froze, their heads and eyes all snapping toward her. Karinael looked upon the nearest of them. “I shall burn them. They should burn for their treachery.”

			Some of the townswomen began to wail and cry. A man called out, begging for mercy.

			“Yes. Yes. The treacherous must burn. Cleanse them from this earth.”

			Hadraniel wasn’t quite sure what Karinael had in mind. He watched as she looked upon the cowering people and barked at them. “All of you, into the barn. Now!” She turned and grabbed the blazing torch from Ovid’s hand.

			“Please! Mercy! Mercy!” cried a woman. She ran up and fell to her knees before Karinael. “Mercy! Please! I know mercy is in your heart, Karinael of the Gen—” 

			Karinael strode forth and picked her up by her arm. “Move it! Now!” She tossed the woman forward. The woman stumbled and fell and then hobbled back up. “Move it!” Karinael yelled more forcefully.

			Hadraniel followed Karinael as she herded the people into the barn. He chanced a glance back and saw that Ovid and the seven women were standing and watching them. “What are you doing?” he asked into her ear.

			“Hurry!” she yelled. “Into the barn!”

			As the last of the people gathered inside Karinael stepped into the door. “Quickly!” she hissed at them. “All of you, into the cellar, now!”

			 The people looked skeptically upon one another. Some of the women called out again for mercy as they clutched their crying children. 

			“Hurry! Trust me!” she hissed more frantically. She pulled out her sword to the intensified screams of the people. 

			“Karin,” Hadraniel spoke through clenched teeth into her ear. Outside he could see the watching eyes of Leviathan Hydra. “What are you doing?”

			“Quickly!” yelled Karinael, more loudly this time as she brandished her sword. Then she yelled more softly, “All of you, hurry! Get down there!”

			The people looked at one another and then began filing toward the back where the ladder led down into the secret cellar.

			“What are you doing?” hissed Hadraniel, pushing her inside further, away from the prying eyes of Ovid and Hydra. 

			Karinael looked at him. “We burn the barn. They’ll all be safe down there. Come morning, they can all make their way to Gatopolis.”

			Hadraniel shook his head. “You heard what Ovid said, Karin. Hydra sees all. It’s over. Let’s run. Me and you. We can leave, right now. We can go someplace. We can just be together. We’ve done all we can.”

			Karinael reached up and placed her hands on his cheeks. Her amber eyes peered into his. “We can’t abandon these people. We can’t abandon Aeoria. Hadi, we can win. We’re not alone. We can see the Goddess awakened.”

			Hadraniel closed his eyes and shook his head. “Look at the sky, Karin. There’s too much darkness now. And we’re too small to matter.”

			“In the darkness, tiny lights shine the brightest.” said Karinael. She leaned in and kissed him. “We are Saints of Aeoria. We must never forget that, even if we are the only ones who remember.”

			Karinael ran forward and grabbed the first man she came to. “You must all stay down there. Do not come out until morning. Do you understand?”

			The man nodded his head, his eyes wide with fright. 

			“Tell the others. Tell them we are going to burn the barn, but you’ll all be safe down there.” 

			“Aeoria have mercy!” he cried.

			Karinael took him by the shoulders. “Trust me.” she said, looking him in the eyes. “Please, trust me. You’ll all be safe. Do not come out until morning. And when you do, make for Gatopolis. Seek out Gadrial, Raziel or Adonael. At least one of them should be there. They’ll help you, I promise.” 

			The man made a hasty nod. Karinael released him and strode back to the door, Hadraniel following her. She closed the door and it made an unsettling thud. She slid the timber locking beam across the door, and then she set the torch to it. The fires began to take. Wood smoldered and smoked, and then fingers of flame crawled up the door. From within people began to scream. 

			“Karin,” Hadraniel hissed into her ear. At his and Karinael’s feet was a puddle of water. “This is a bad idea.”

			Karinael ignored him, moving the torch up the walls of the barn. Slowly, more and more flames began to take, and within a few minutes the entire structure was crawling with fire. Within they could hear the muffled screams of the people, and Hadraniel silently hoped they’d be smart enough to quiet down. He and Karin looked up as billows of black smoke poured from the roof. Curls of fire began to lick up from the thatched roof and in a moment the intense flames lit up the night. From within the barn the people had begun to quiet, and Hadraniel silently thanked the Goddess.

			“Let’s go.” said Karinael, her voice soft and somber. “They’ll be fine.”

			They turned and strode up the path. Ovid was standing there, surrounded by the seven unnaturally tall women. All eyes were fixed on them as they came, Karinael in the lead. She took to a knee before Ovid and Hydra. “Our King’s bidding has been done.”

			The seven sets of serpentine eyes narrowed at her. “Yes. Yes. Dark deeds are done. But does the flesh burn?” In the near distance the barn’s timbers cracked and popped as the fires raged. Upon the roof vortexes of embers swirled up into the dark heavens. The seven circled Karinael and Hadraniel, their constant whispers everywhere at once. “Does flesh burn? What burns? What burns?”

			Hadraniel felt an uneasiness rising in his gut as Karinael stood back to her feet. He swallowed hard, finding it impossible to look upon the seven women.

			“Exalted Hydra,” said Ovid. “I shall take witness of their deeds.” 

			Hadraniel cast Ovid a quick glance. The black-haired Saint’s lips spread in a wicked smile. He strode toward the burning barn. The seven women slunk and slithered near Karinael and Hadraniel. Hadraniel wanted to take Karin’s hand into his own but thought better of it. He watched as Ovid, encompassed by the glow of his Caliber energy, kicked in the blazing door. He strode into the flames, and then a moment later, reemerged. He approached Leviathan Hydra and made a slight bow to the seven women who began looming over him, hissing their whispers. 

			“The deed has been done.” said Ovid. “A hundred and more bodies burn. Their deaths have been made the King’s.”

			The women eyed Ovid suspiciously for a moment, and then all seven sets of eyes focused on Karinael and Hadraniel. “Burn the rest.” The seven bobbed and weaved as their eyes darted about the surrounding homes. “Burn it. Burn it all.” Then their serpentine eyes found Karinael and Hadraniel again, this time with a glimmer of something more vile; more treacherous. “Treachery’s debt is paid in fire.” Their whispered voices seemed to fill the night from all corners of the surrounding woods and it gave Hadraniel a terrible dread. He was certain they were going to lash out at him, but then they turned and began slinking away, their black waters trailing after them. 

			Ovid looked at Karinael and mouthed the words, “My Sanguinastrum,” then he turned and followed after his masters.

			Karinael and Hadraniel stood there a while in silence, watching as the barn burned. When it was finally reduced to its smoldering frame in the stillness of the night, they began to hear the whimper of children and the cries of babies from the cellar. Certain the people were all right, they then set to work putting the rest of the village to the torch. 

			When they had finished the moon shown high above and the single, lone star glimmered in the north-west. Karin’s hand found Hadraniel’s and they walked together through the forest, down the only small path that led away from the city. For a short time only silence remained between them. Hadraniel could feel Karinael’s Caliber from without and within him, that strange way it had always played upon him like no other Saint’s Caliber ever had. He took what he could of its warmth and comfort, but she had little to offer right now. 

			Hadraniel’s mind raced with ideas both frightening and terrible. In his heart he knew Leviathan Hydra did not buy Karinael’s little show. And what was possibly worse, Ovid knew their secrets. Ovid could not be trusted. Hadraniel had no doubt he wanted to get his Sanguinastrum, but for what ends that laid in Narbereth, he had no idea. Nor did he want to know. But Hadraniel was certain of one thing: once Ovid got his Sanguinastrum he would betray them.

			“We should leave, Karin.” he said at last, his words soft in the surrounding night. Ahead the forest began to open up. The trail led up a hill where, at the top, what looked like a pair of thin and straight saplings were silhouetted against the moon.  

			“We can’t.” said Karinael, her voice subdued by the same gloom that Hadraniel could feel from her Caliber. 

			Hadraniel stopped on the trail. He took her hands in his. “Karin, she knew we were lying. We can’t go back. For all we know Gatima is sending the word to Sanctuary to have us recalled right now. And if that happens, everything falls apart. Erygion will be exposed.”

			Karinael chewed on her lip for a moment, her eyes turned down.

			“Let’s leave.” said Hadraniel, his voice taking on a more urgent tone. “Let’s just be together. Me and you and none of this. We’ll find a place and we can stay there.”

			“Hadi…”

			“I can’t lose you.”

			Karinael looked up at him. “We’ll find Erygion. We’ll ask him what to do.”

			Hadraniel breathed out deeply. She was finally understanding their danger, he thought. He nodded. 

			“What do we do in the meantime?” she asked.

			Hadraniel moved his fingers down her cheek, peering into her eyes. He leaned down and kissed her on the lips. She returned it, more forcefully. His arms wrapped around her, his hands moving down her unremoveable breastplate and finding the smooth, tight leather of her bodysuit upon the small of her back. His hands continued downward, over the smooth plates of star-metal at her waist, and then stroking the back of her leg where only her leather bodysuit covered. 

			Karinael’s lips locked upon his. Her hands moving over the chest of his breastplate. Her hand found the back of his neck, then her fingers ran through his chrome hair. “I love you,” she breathed, and his hungry lips began to trail down her neck.

			“Saints of the Generous Hand,” came a voice.

			Karinael and Hadraniel started at the sound and turned around. Standing upon the hilltop, between the two tall saplings set against the moon, was Saint Ithuriel of the Violet Fires. He strode forward, and Hadraniel realized that they were not saplings, but his two tall pikes stuck into the ground. From the scabbard at his side he drew forth a long, narrow-bladed greatsword whose handle, hilt and blade formed something like the shape of Aeoria’s four-pointed star. Its black star-metal glinted ominously in the moonlight. 

			“Holy Father restores my soul,” he spoke as he came down the path, his voice droning with a frightening edge of passion. “He guides me in the path of righteousness for His name’s sake. Though I walk upon roads shadowed by death, I fear no evil, for I am my brother’s keeper and He is with me. His name comforts me. He prepares a table for me in the presence of my enemies. My cup overflows.”

			Hadraniel drew his star-metal broadsword. “Karin, run!”

			“What?”

			“Run, now!” he said, pushing past her as Ithuriel strode with ardent purpose toward them, flourishing his sword as he continued chanting his prayers.

			“Hadi—”

			“Run!” Hadraniel pushed her hard with one hand, gripping his sword in the other. He crouched in a defensive stance and then sprang forward, his sword whirling.

			Star-metal cracked like thunder in the night. Hadraniel’s sword swept up and down as he tried to press in on Ithuriel, but the sapphire-haired Saint was deft on his feet and gave no ground, even as his own large sword crashed against Hadraniel’s. 

			“I dwell in the house of Sanctuary,” chanted Ithuriel, whirling his blade and deflecting Hadraniel’s. Purple sparks of star-metal lit his calm face. “Only His love and virtue pursue me.” 

			Hadraniel spun, sweeping his sword in but Ithuriel flourished his blade and the two swords were deflected in an ear-splitting crack. 

			“I walk in Holy Father’s hand and He provides for me.” Ithuriel spun in, his sword whirling like a tornado, and it cut across Hadraniel’s breastplate, staggering him as more purple sparks exploded. “For He is my shepherd, and I shall not want.” Ithuriel’s sword came down in a deadly, angled arc. Hadraniel tried to raise his own sword but the motion was clumsy and slow. In that split second Hadraniel knew that Ithuriel’s blade would get beneath his and his eyes clenched as he prepared to feel the bite of star-metal in his neck. But then there was a crack of star-metal against star-metal as Karinael whirled in, her sword raised against Ithuriel’s. 

			Karinael yelped as the force of the strike knocked her sword down hard and it thundered upon her own pauldron. Hadraniel recovered quickly and moved in with all the ferocity he could muster. His body was alight in golden Caliber energy. His blade moved up and down, in and out as Ithuriel parried each attack with skilled precision. Ithuriel too was encompassed in a bright, white glow of Caliber that washed out the sparks as star-metal weapons exploded against each other with every attack. Then Ithuriel spun in low, sweeping his sword out at the last second. 

			Hadraniel shifted, trying to dodge the attack, but he felt the sting of star-metal as the leather bodysuit at his abdomen split. He tumbled back, rolling up to his feet to try to gain distance, but Ithuriel was already back on him. Hadraniel could not look down, but he could feel the warmth of blood trickling beneath his bodysuit and every motion made his belly burn. 

			“Hadi!” screamed Karinael, coming in at Ithuriel with her sword out before her. Between each exchange of blows Hadraniel could catch a brief glimpse of her. Her Caliber was swirled with yellow, gold and white light. It wavered unsteadily as she came at Ithuriel, her sword raised for a scything attack. 

			Ithuriel pressed in on Hadraniel, his sword sweeping froward, forcing Hadraniel to leap back where he stumbled, falling to a knee. In that moment Ithuriel spun, his sword whirling around at Karinael. It deflected off Karinael’s breastplate with a tremendous boom and she was thrown backward. She landed upon her back, her heavy breastplate tearing up the ground as she slid. He moved in on her, his sword flourishing as she scooted back on her butt, her own sword raised clumsily. She screamed, and the swirling, unsteady colors of her Caliber suddenly coalesced into a brilliant glow.

			Something welled inside Hadraniel and he felt it radiate into his Caliber. It was not his hate or fear, but rather, it was something more profound. It was an essence of life, of vigor, and in it he could feel Karinael, but also others he could not quite place. It was like a number of unknown souls were invading him and bolstering him, and although he could not comprehend all that he felt, he was certain that the strongest of the sensations was Karinael. And it was terrifying in how pure and whole her very beingness pervaded his body, and how brightly it made his Caliber glow. 

			And then Hadraniel realized it was not his Caliber that burned brighter. It was his Star-Armor. It was no longer black; no longer felt heavy upon his body. It was as if it were now made of pure light; as if its surface was that of a very star. Even his sword radiated with this uncontrolled energy. 

			He shot to his feet and the world around him was a blur. His Caliber and his armor burned and he felt as if he were being consumed by the sun. The landscape became darkness; a hazy nothingness. Yet there before his eyes shown Karinael, and she looked more real to him than anything else. She was upon the ground and her armor blazed like a star. She dropped her glowing sword, holding her hands before her face as she was consumed by energy. Even Ithuriel gave pause. 

			And then in the sky two stars flashed. They were stars that Hadraniel had never seen before. His whole life the sky had never contained but a few pathetic dozen, and now there was but one left. Yet, for a brief moment, two new stars flashed in the sky. A few others, outshined by those two, then made a brief appearance, and something like a great serpent was traced in the sky in white light. It was a constellation. 

			And then it was gone. 

			Hadraniel was upon Ithuriel now. Ithuriel spun to meet him. Their swords cracked in an unceasing chain, sparks flying. Hadraniel snarled as he pressed his new-found advantage of speed and power upon Ithuriel. In Ithuriel’s blue eyes Hadraniel could see confusion and disbelief, but he could not dwell upon his countenance long. He pressed his attack, feeling Ithuriel’s Caliber becoming increasingly unsteady.

			And then Karinael screamed. She was still upon the ground, her body and her armor burning like a sun. Fierce rays of white light blazed out from her. She held her hands out before her and they radiated with light too intense to look upon. Her eyes found Hadraniel’s, and he faltered in his attacks. They burned with an ethereal, amber plasma that drifted up like smoke from a fire. “What’s happening to me?” she screamed. 

			“Karin—!” Hadraniel called out to her but he was cut short as Ithuriel’s star-metal boot impacted his wounded stomach. Pain drove the breath from his lungs and made blackness take his vision for a second. He stumbled down to a knee and in that moment he felt suddenly cold. His armor no longer blazed, and although his Caliber still shown brightly, it was nowhere near the same intensity that it had been. Then he felt his sword knocked from his hand. There was a huge impact upon his breastplate as Ithuriel’s sword cracked against it, and Hadraniel tumbled. 

			“What witchcraft do you heretics wield?” called Ithuriel, storming toward him. “Apostates! Servants of the Devil!”

			Hadraniel struggled to his knees and then felt a powerful blow upon the back of his breastplate and he was knocked down to the ground. 

			“Servants of Apollyon!” shouted Ithuriel. “Blasphemers and heretics! I shall purge thee from the lands!”

			Hadraniel felt the cold burn of star-metal wrap around his wrists. Handcuffs. He looked up from the ground. Karinael was there. The fires of the Caliber that had once surrounded her were fading, and although her armor still radiated white light, that too was dissolving to blackness. Her eyes found Hadraniel’s and through the amber plasma that still wafted from them he could see her eyes. Tears streamed down her face as she sat there. “What’s happening to me?” 

			And then Hadraniel felt Ithuriel’s boot impact his face, and there was darkness.

		

	
		
			— 11 —

			Agana 

			[image: ] 

			The castle room was dark. A pair of low-burning gaslamps upon the wall cast some yellow-green light but did little to brighten the naked, gray stones of the bedchamber. The little girl Agana sat with her legs crossed upon the cold, stone floor, humming a somber melody as she poured some tepid, red liquid from a pitcher into a tiny, porcelain teacup. The purple drapes of her curtained bed fluttered briefly with the warm breeze from a summer storm and the gaslight wavered, causing the shadows to dance across the stones of the walls. Lightning flashed, filling the room with an instant of bright, white light. Agana stopped her humming and looked up to the dark rafters of her vaulted ceiling. She smiled as thunder shook her tower room, rattling the teacups and saucers upon the floor.  

			“Here you go, Samuel.” said Agana, gently placing the filled teacup upon the saucer next to her dolly. She filled her own cup with the same red liquid. She smiled fondly upon the tiny doll sitting across from her. Its pale, naked, shrunken body was propped up against a pillow and it leaned in gruesome rigor to one side. Its head was bent slightly, revealing a few wisps of hair clinging to its ghastly, blue scalp. Its milky, sunken eyes reflected in the red liquid of the teacup. 

			Agana sipped at her cup. “Perhaps we can stroll the garden today, Samuel?” she said. Another warm breeze fluttered her curtains, filling the room with the scent of rain. “It’s wonderful weather for a stroll.” She dipped her finger into the cool, red liquid and swirled it as thunder rumbled the castle again. She licked at her finger as she stared down at her dolly. She breathed deep and pursed her lips into a frown. “You have to eat your lunch, Samuel.”

			But Samuel just sat there.

			Agana breathed out loudly. “You’re sick, aren’t you?” she said with contempt, shaking her head. She put her teacup down so hard the saucer cracked beneath it. “You dollies are always getting sick. Look at you, you’re skin and bones. I make you a nice lunch and you just sit there.” Agana sat up on her knees and leaned over, picking up her doll’s cup and tipping it to its mouth. Thick, red liquid dribbled down its lips and pattered upon the floor. 

			“Drink!” Agana’s grip on the cup tightened. Her little knuckles turned white. “I said drink!” she shrieked and grabbed her doll around the back of the head and smashed the cup to its blue lips. She tilted the neck up and the head rolled back as she poured the contents of the cup down its throat. 

			“There you go, Samuel. You’ll feel much better now that you’ve eaten.” 

			Agana sighed as she held the frail thing in her arms for a moment. Her lips pursed into a little smile. She gave Samuel a kiss and it left a red, wet print on its forehead. She sat her dolly back up against the pillow. Its head flopped forward and red liquid flowed out its mouth, pooling upon the floor in front of it. 

			Agana poured the last of the pitcher into her own cup, but there was only enough to fill it half way. She sighed and looked over at the peasant boy who laid upon the floor nearby, his neck was crooked and twisted at a macabre angle. She took the pitcher and scooted over to him. He was dressed in a drab, brown outfit and his pale, blue hand was cold as Agana lifted it up. The deep gash in his wrist was wet and sticky, but Agana couldn’t get any more blood to flow out, even as she stroked his arm. Agana looked at the old man who lay upon the floor next to his boy. Her lips screwed up in displeasure. Old-man blood was always so salty and bitter. 

			Agana stood up and straightened her white dress. She stepped over the old man’s corpse and padded barefoot across the room to her dresser, leaving a trail of bloody footprints as she went. Upon the top of her dresser was a silver hairbrush and she worked it through her long, dark hair as her own blue-black eyes peered at herself in the mirror. Lightning flashed again, filling the room with intense, white light. Crimson blood streaked her pale cheeks and red lips and flowed down the front of her white gown. 

			“It’s such a nice day for a stroll, Samuel.” said Agana. She brushed out her black hair until it all rested nice and straight, curling up just at her shoulders. “Maybe mommy will let us go to the park again. Maybe we can get there early so the other children won’t all have to go home right away. They always have to leave when I get there. Nobody can ever play with me.”

			Agana set the brush down on her dresser and slipped on her shiny, black shoes. Then she skipped over to her dolly and snatched it up off the floor by one arm. It dangled from her hand as she tiptoed over to the large, oaken door of her room. 

			“Shh,” whispered Agana to Samuel. She gently placed her hand upon the brass knob and turned it ever-so-gently until she heard the soft click. Then she opened the door just a crack and peered out into the dank, shadowy corridor beyond. She looked down at Samuel and her bloody cheeks stretched into a smile. She took a slow, deep breath and then swung the door wide and jumped out into the hall. “Boo!”

			Saint Ophelia of the Many Tears made a little show of being startled and then looked down at little Agana with those large, round, obsidian eyes of hers. Her thin lips spread into a smile. “Hello Agana.”

			“No fair! You knew!” said Agana, stomping her foot.

			Saint Ophelia laughed, her voice like a raven song. Her hair was the color of wet coal and hung to her shoulders where it curled up just at the very ends. “You have to be quieter than that to sneak up on a Saint.”

			A warm storm-wind swept down the corridor. Lightning flashed from the barred windows, casting the hall in striped shadows. There was a tremendous rumble of thunder and then another burst of lightning, and its light danced upon the glassy-black Star-Armor that Ophelia wore above her white, leather bodysuit. Her breastplate was smooth, narrow and round and conformed well to her lithe frame. Upon her shoulders were pauldrons that swept up with wing-like flourishes. The armor upon her arms and legs were smooth, but curled up with elegant, feather-like embellishments. At her side, in an oiled, black scabbard, hung her star-metal sword.  

			“Do you want to come and watch me play with the other girls?” asked Agana. “I want to go to the park.”

			“Hmm,” said Ophelia. “We went to the park yesterday. I don’t think the other children will go back there for a while. How about something new.”

			Agana’s lips screwed up as she thought. Then her face brightened. “I could have a tea party with one of the boys.”

			Ophelia leaned forward and peered into Agana’s room. “Didn’t you just eat lunch?”

			“Yes, but me and Samuel are still hungry.”

			“Okay,” said Ophelia. “We can play that game.”

			Agana’s face lit up with a smile. She giggled and hopped, her doll flapping in her hand. She jumped again, but this time when she landed the arm of her doll broke off and the thing fell to the stone floor with a patter, a nub of bone and half-rotten gore exposed at the shoulder socket. 

			Agana stopped and looked down at her doll, still holding its stiff arm in her hand. She looked up at Ophelia, her eyes welling with tears. “My dolly broke! My dolly broke!”

			“There, there,” said Ophelia, scooping Agana into her arms. “We’ll go ask your mom if we can get you a new one.”

			“Oh thank you, Ophelia! Thank you!” Agana threw her arms around the Saint’s neck and hugged her tight. 

			A ragged song drifted through the cold hall as Ophelia set Agana down. Thunder rumbled as they walked hand-in-hand, and warm lantern light came into view down the corridor. 

			“Hi Saint Tiffany!” called Agana, waving.

			The grimy Saint didn’t pause her throaty tune. She simply smiled beneath the black hood of her cloak as she walked with her lantern, its iron pole clanking on the stone floor with each step.

			Agana ran up to her. “My dolly broke and Saint Ophelia is going to ask my mom if we can go get another. Would you like to come with?”

			“I’m sorry child,” breathed Tiffany. She swatted at the air around her head, as if shooing away unseen flies. “Too much work to do.”

			“Maybe later I can come to the cemetery and help you sing to the dead?”

			Saint Tiffany looked down at Agana with her amber eyes. She placed a dirty, gloved hand to her mouth and smiled, almost looking as if she were ready to cry.

			“Two of them for you in her room.” said Ophelia as she walked up to them.

			Tiffany looked at Ophelia and nodded, swatting around at her head. She began breathing her songs again and walked off, dragging a hand over Agana’s shoulder as she went.

			Ophelia stared at her as she passed. “Freak.” said Ophelia under her breath. 

			“Is Tiffany feeling all right?” asked Agana, looking up to Ophelia. “She seems sad today.”

			“She’s fine, honey.” said Ophelia, taking up Agana’s hand. “Let’s go find your mom.”

			♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦

			“Mommy! Mommy!” cried Agana as she threw the heavy doors to the King and Queen’s chamber open and rushed into the dimly lit room. “My dolly broke!”

			“Shh, my darling,” came the ragged voice of King Verami. He sat in a rusty, old wheelchair beside the Queen as she cradled a baby wrapped in blankets in her arms, humming a soft and somber melody. Verami wheezed a breath as his blue lips smiled at Agana. “Your mother is trying to get your brother to take a nap.” Sparse, black hair dangled over the King’s scalp from beneath a golden crown that seemed too heavy for his skeletal face and fragile neck. Despite the kingly black and red robe he wore, he looked little more than bones slumped in his wheelchair. 

			Queen Loretta gently stroked at the baby’s face as she rocked slowly in her chair. Loretta was a graceful, full-figured woman in a deep, purple gown. Her face seemed cold and pale against her long, flowing black hair and the silver crown upon her head. Her red lips frowned as her dark eyes stared down at the little baby in her arms. “Go to sleep, child. Go to sleep.” 

			Agana tip-toed over to the King and Queen. “Mommy, Samuel broke!” she whispered, holding the rotten creature up by its remaining arm. “I wasn’t even playing rough! Saint Ophelia said we could go find somebody to have a tea party with and I was jumping and his arm broke off!”

			“There, there, child. It will be all right.” said Loretta, wiping the tears from Agana’s face with a delicate finger.

			The soft chimes of Ophelia’s star-metal boots entered the room and Loretta and Verami looked up at her. “I told Agana I would ask if it would be all right if we went out and got her a new one.” said Ophelia quietly with a little smile. 

			“Oh please, mommy!” begged Agana, hopping up and down. “Please!”

			Loretta smiled at Agana. “Of course, dear. Of course.”

			“No.” King Verami’s voice was little more than a hoarse crackle. “Not right now. Saint Belphegor tells me the townspeople are becoming riled.”

			“But daddy!”

			“I’m sorry, my dear.” cracked Verami. “We’ll get you a new one. Just not right now. We have to let tensions ease.”

			“Aw!” whined Agana, stomping her foot. She threw Samuel to the stone floor and its head made a sickening crack. 

			Saint Ophelia knelt beside Agana and put an arm over her shoulders. “We can still have lots of fun today. There’s lots of games we can play.”

			Agana stomped her foot again and frowned, but pressed herself into Saint Ophelia. Ophelia smiled and gave her a hug.

			“Thank you, Ophelia.” said Loretta. “I don’t know what we’d do without you.”

			Ophelia stood up and rubbed at Agana’s shoulders. “It’s no bother to me. Me and Agana have lots of fun.”

			“Now, if only you knew how to get a baby to sleep.” said Loretta. She breathed deep and sighed. She looked down at the baby in her arms and shook her head.

			“Loretta has been trying for an hour to get him to sleep.” croaked Verami. “I, I don’t think he will sleep.” He looked up at Ophelia, his sunken eyes relating an unspoken message to her.

			 “Hmm,” hummed Ophelia. “Let me have a look at the little darling.” She leaned over Loretta and stroked at the baby’s cold, pale cheek. It was little more than a bag of bones wrapped in a blanket, and its blue eyes were almost devoid of color as it stared lifelessly at the ceiling. “I see what the problem is.” said Ophelia. She wiped her hand gently over the baby’s face, closing its eyelids. “There you go.”

			Loretta smiled tenderly at the child for a moment and then looked up at Ophelia. “He’s died, hasn’t he? He wouldn’t drink from me and he’s dead. Just like all the others, isn’t he?”

			Ophelia glanced at the rows and rows of shelving on the far end of the chamber. They were heavy with dozens of large mason jars, each containing a baby. Those on the higher shelves were mostly just bones with rotten, black dust settled to the bottom. Upon the lowest shelves the bodies were pale, decomposing flesh melting off withered frames. Ophelia breathed deep as she turned her black eyes to Loretta. “I’m sorry.”

			Agana came close and looked at the baby. “Mommy, when can I have a brother? I want a real brother.”

			“I know, Agana. I know.” said Loretta. “I’m sorry.”

			“You’ll have one soon.” croaked the King. 

			“But you always say that.” said Agana. She pointed across the room to the shelves. “But all my brothers and sisters die.” She looked at King Verami, her dark eyes smoldering in the low gaslight. “Mommy’s vessels are empty and it’s all your fault!” She stomped her foot.

			Verami closed his eyes. “I’m sorry, my dear.”

			Loretta cast Verami a hateful stare. She exhaled her disgust as she rubbed at her breasts with one hand. “They never drink.” she said. She stood up, letting the baby fall from her lap. It hit the floor with a tiny thud, the blanket partially unraveling to reveal ribs against pale flesh. Loretta looked down at Agana. “You were the only one. The only one who would drink from mama.” She smiled at Agana for a moment and then her face melted into an angry mask.

			Loretta clutched at her breasts, squeezing fiercely. “My vessels are empty!” she shrieked. “I’m empty!” Loretta’s dark eyes narrowed as she looked at Ophelia, her voice turning to a wolfish growl, “It’s my brother’s fault, isn’t it? It’s because his seed is rotten!”

			Ophelia hugged Agana close to her body.

			 Loretta turned to Verami. Her hateful eyes flashed like the storm clouds that dogged the castle. “It’s your fault! It’s your fault!” She stepped over to him and placed her hands upon the wheelchair, leaning in to him. “It’s your fault! You’re a rotten, filthy, worm-eaten corpse! Your seed is as diseased as you!” She slapped him across the face. “Why can’t you give me a child!? Why can’t you give me a child!?” she shrieked this over and over again as she slapped at Verami.

			“I’m sorry, my love,” croaked the King as Loretta tore at his robes. 

			Ophelia turned Agana around and hugged her face into her belly. 

			“Mommy’s getting scary again,” cried Agana.

			Ophelia patted the back of Agana’s head softly. “It’ll be over soon, honey.” she whispered. “I’ll tell you when you can look again.”

			“Look at you!” raged Loretta. Verami’s skeletal body recoiled in the wheelchair as she tore the robes from his waist. “Look at you! You’re withered and rotten!” Her hand went down and squeezed ferociously at his crotch. “Your seed is rotten! Rotten! Rotten like you! You’ll never give me a child! You’ll never give our daughter a brother!”

			“I’m sorry!” wailed the King. “I’m sorry, my love!”

			Loretta scowled as her dark eyes burned into Verami’s. Then she released her trembling grip from his crotch. She stood up straight and composed herself. She threw the torn robes over her brother’s body. “It’s not your fault, I suppose.” she said. She strolled across the room to a small table and mirror and began brushing her black hair. “We’ll try for another. And if your seed won’t plant I’ll just have to find a child in town, I suppose.”

			“Yes, my love.” croaked Verami. “Any child you want.”

			“Agana, why don’t you and Ophelia go outside and play.” said Loretta as she brushed out her hair, staring at herself in the mirror. “It’s a lovely day to take a stroll in the park.”

			Ophelia bent over and whispered, “You can look now,” into Agana’s ear.

			Agana came out from Ophelia’s arms and sniffled. “Mommy,” began Agana.

			“Yes, darling?” replied Loretta, still brushing her hair. 

			“When can I get another dolly?” asked Agana, sniffling again. 

			“Honey,” said Verami. “I’m so sorry. We’ll get you another very soon. I promise.”

			Loretta sighed and put down her brush. She turned and smiled at Agana and then walked over to her. “Here,” she said, picking up the baby from the floor. She began re-wrapping the blanket around him. “Why don’t you have Jackson. Jackson can be your new dolly.”

			Agana wiped at her eyes and then took it up into her arms. “Really?”

			Loretta smiled and nodded.

			“You don’t want to save him in a jar with my other brothers and sisters?”

			“I do,” said Loretta. “But I want you to have a brother to play with. Take Jackson with you. We can put him in a jar later.” 

			Agana looked at Loretta and her face brightened. “Oh thank you mommy!” she leaned in and kissed Loretta and the two embraced. 

			“Now you and Ophelia run along and play with Jackson.” said Loretta, standing back up.

			“Thank you so much!” squeaked Agana, clutching Jackson to her chest. “I’ll take good care of him, I promise!”

			Ophelia took Agana by the hand. “I don’t know about you, but I’ll bet Jackson is hungry. I remember when you were a baby, you were always hungry.”

			Agana giggled. “I was?”

			“Yep.” said Ophelia, leading Agana from the cold chamber. “Very, very hungry.”

			“But I didn’t really eat milk like other babies, right?” asked Agana.

			“No,” said Ophelia. “You were a very special baby and only drank mama’s blood.”

			“And that’s why I have to drink blood now?”

			“I don’t know.” said Ophelia.

			“Do you think Jackson would like to drink blood?”

			“Maybe.” said Ophelia. “Let’s go find somebody to have a tea party with. I’ll bet we can find a nice, fat little boy just for you two.”

			Agana looked up and smiled at Ophelia, and the two walked hand-in-hand from the castle.

		

	
		
			— 12 —

			Violet Fires 

			[image: ] 

			The acrid smell of burnt oil stirred Hadraniel from unconsciousness. He coughed and tried to raise his hands to his face, but realized they were bound behind him. His neck ached and he lifted his head. It was dark and his vision was hazy. He got a billow of black smoke in his face and coughed again. Beneath him, he heard logs thrown upon a pile. He tried moving his feet but those too seemed to be bound. He blinked a few times and then the burning flame of a moving torch caught his eyes. As he looked, the world around him slowly focused into sharp relief, though he still felt dizzy. He was upon the hilltop. He could see the trees of the forest below. The night air was cool and crisp, and the silver glow of the moon shown upon Saint Ithuriel’s Star-Armor as he carried his torch down the hill. 

			Hadraniel tried to move his hands again and he heard them clank behind him. His wrists were bound with star-metal cuffs and he was locked to one of Ithuriel’s tall pikes. At his feet were piles of logs. He tried to kick at them but his feet were crossed and bound at the ankles by star-metal chain to the bottom of the pike. Hadraniel groaned as full consciousness came to him. He looked to his left and saw Karinael cuffed to the pike beside him. She leaned forward, slumped with all her weight held by the cuffs behind her and the chains pulling at her ankles. There was a small blot of dried blood beneath her nose and a trickle from her mouth. He looked down and at her feet he saw more logs.

			Torchlight caught his eyes again and he turned. Ithuriel came up the hill, his torch blazing in one hand and more logs beneath his other arm. Panic suddenly rose and Hadraniel felt its sting deep in his gut. He yanked hard and his cuffs clanged against the pike at his back. He growled, shining his Caliber a brilliant white around him as he tried to rip the cuffs from his hands, but it was no use. There was no chance at breaking star-metal. 

			“Hadraniel,” spoke Ithuriel as he came, not dignifying him with the title of ‘Saint’. “I know not what witchcraft you and Karinael wield, but I shall cleanse it from this earth.”

			“Let her go!” snarled Hadraniel, violently yanking at his wrists and writhing upon the pike. “You let her go!”

			Ithuriel strode up and tossed the logs beneath Karinael and then turned to Hadraniel, his face cast in the torch’s light. “Do you know why they call me Ithuriel of the Violet Fires?”

			“Let her go!” Hadraniel fought against his bindings.

			“A fire cannot burn the body of a Saint.” said Ithuriel. He cupped his free hand over the blazing fires of the torch. His hand was encompassed by the soft glow of his Caliber and the fires licked at his fingers but did not burn them. “But violet fires can reduce a Saint to ashes.” As Ithuriel held his hand in the fire he seemed to transfer his Caliber energy into it. Slowly the flames went from reds and oranges to eerie purples and blues. He removed his hand quickly at that point but the fire continued to blaze unnatural, purple colors. “The violet fires are a blessing unto me so that I might work Holy Father’s will. I know of no other Saint who can produce them.”

			Hadraniel growled as he banged his cuffs against the pike over and over again. “Let her go!”

			“In Penatallia, during the great purging of heretics and blasphemers, I rode side-by-side with Saint Mephistasis of the Red Path. Together we committed many a profane Saint to their armor. We watched as their bodies were consumed by my violet fires. Such was it for those apostates, such shall it be for you two witches.”

			“Let her go! Let her go!”

			“I shall burn her first so that unconsciousness might ease her passing, and so that you might take witness of Holy Father’s justice and see the error of your ways.” said Ithuriel. He turned to Karinael who remained slumped upon her pike. The violet fires of his torch burned, casting his face in its cold, callous light. “Karinael, I charge you with the sins of blasphemy, heresy, witchcraft and acts both profane and sacrilegious. For these crimes I commit you to your armor.”

			Hadraniel snarled and spit as he violently shook and jerked his body upon the pike. “Let her go! Let her go!”

			 “Holy Father of Sanctuary, hallowed is your name. Forgive this soul her trespasses as you forgive me of mine. Lead her soul from this world of sin and deliver her from its evil, for yours is the will of Heaven and all power and glory is thine.”

			“No! No! Leave her alone!”

			Ithuriel bent down and placed the torch to the logs. The violet fires lapped at the wood for a moment, tendrils of eerie flames washing over them like water. They crackled and popped as the violet fires began to take. He stood and went before Hadraniel.

			Hadraniel spat and snarled. “You fuck! You fuck! I’m going to kill you! I’m going to fucking kill you!”

			“Hadraniel, I charge you with the sins of blasphemy, heresy, witch—”

			“Saint Ithuriel, it would be an honor to kill you.” said a deep, menacing voice in the night.

			Ithuriel turned as Hadraniel spat and cursed and fought violently against his bonds. Saint Ovid walked up the path, his black, star-metal sword in his hand. Beside Hadraniel, the violet fires crept up the logs, their fingers licking at Karinael’s star-metal boots.

			“Saint Ovid of the Nine Days.” said Ithuriel. He jammed his burning torch into the ground at his side and drew his sword from its scabbard. “Does Apollyon’s will run so deep that it infects even you?”

			“They have something of mine,” said Ovid, still striding up the path, making a show with his sword. “And therefore I cannot let you kill them.”

			“You were a good Saint, Ovid of the Nine Days.” said Ithuriel, flourishing his own blade. “You once fought alongside Saint Mephistasis. I witnessed you put many a heretic to the sword. Your loyalty to the Red Path earned you your honorific. Tell me not that such a Saint as you can fall. Tell me that it was these two’s witchcraft in the sky that has blinded you, and I may yet be able to open your eyes.”

			“My will is my own. Whether my hand works the will of Apollyon or Holy Father, I care not.” Ovid came in at Ithuriel, his sword a whir of blackness in the night. Ithuriel leaped forward, his own sword tracing an arc through the air. And then the thunderous clash of star-metal upon star-metal filled the night. 

			Hadraniel growled and shook upon the pike, his Caliber shining brightly around him. “Karin! Karin!” The spooky fires that Ithuriel had set began to travel up all the logs, circling Karinael. They lapped at her boots, and the logs began to glow with veins of deep blues and purples. Violet embers, like glitter, drifted upon the wind. Hadraniel shook and shook, but star-metal was unbreakable and immutable and neither the pike nor his binds gave even an inch. “Karin!” Hadraniel’s mind was a whirling vortex of raw emotion as he snarled and spat and fought. His eyes saw nothing but purple flames and his imagination began to add Karinael’s charred bones and the sickening odor of burnt flesh. “Karin!”

			In the near distance Ovid held steady against Saint Ithuriel. Both moved and shifted on their feet, their sword strikes a violent dance whose symphony was a storm that filled the night with thunder. Hadraniel’s fists clenched tightly, his breaths coming quick and sharp. Logs popped. He caught a whiff of Karinael’s leather bodysuit starting to smolder. Panic and rage took him as he watched the fires rise up past Karinael’s star-metal boots. She stirred slightly as the flames licked at the exposed bodysuit just above them. 

			Hadraniel tensed against the pike. Tears streamed down his reddening face. He felt the star-metal cuffs biting into the flesh at his wrists. He twisted his fists and felt warm blood trickle through his fingers. He let loose a roar that drowned out the clash of swords and felt his hands slowly peeling through the handcuffs, and then he fell forward, his feet still bound by star-metal chain to the pike. 

			His bloody, skinless hands burned as he crawled to his knees and twisted around. He grabbed at the pike stuck into the ground and tried to lift it from the earth to free his legs, but his hands just slid up the pike, leaving wet trails of blood. He screamed as he dug his hands into the earth, covering them with dirt. Then he reached for the pike again, and with another howl of pain, ripped it from the ground. 

			Hadraniel scrambled as best he could toward Karinael, though his ankles were still bound by chain and he tripped even as he limped. Encompassed by his own Caliber’s light, he fell into the burning logs beneath Karinael and flailed his arms, knocking them away as quickly as he could. Despite his Caliber, he felt the fires searing his flesh. His cheek burned and his skinned hands bubbled and popped as he continued kicking and throwing the logs away. And then, with a final, draining effort, he grabbed onto her pike, stumbled up to his feet, and with an agonized roar, tore it down and slid her off of it. 

			He crumpled beside her and she began to stir. He stroked a trembling hand down her cheek, leaving a trail of blood and crisp flakes of flesh, though he could not feel anything. “Karin,” his voice quavered. “Karin…” He could smell his own burnt flesh now. He tried to shine his Caliber to hasten his healing, but he was exhausted and only a dim glow of golden light encompassed him. “Karin…”

			She groaned and her eyes split open. In the light of the moon that shown high overhead he could see their amber beauty. He smiled softly, but he could feel the skin of his face stretching taught and painfully. Then a shadow loomed over him. He heard the patter of falling blood. He rolled his head back and looked up. Ithuriel’s sapphire eyes were staring down at him.

			“So, it was you two who created that little display in the sky,” said Ovid. He tossed Ithuriel’s head into what remained of the burning logs. “I don’t know what you did, but count yourselves lucky. It got Hydra’s dander up quite a bit and she slunk off on her own.”

			Ovid knelt down beside Hadraniel. He grabbed his wrist and inspected the shaking, mutilated hand. He chuckled. “That’s never gonna heal right.” He looked at Karinael, who was starting to sit up, and put his sword to her throat. “Now, about my Sanguinastrum.”

			 ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦

			The great halls of the Holy Palace at Sanctuary were dark this night as Nuriel strode down them with purpose. Only what moonlight filtered through the stained glass windows and cast puddles of soft, colored light upon the floors lit the way. Usually the gaslamps upon the walls would be lit, but something strange had just happened in the sky and the entire palace had an uneasy feel to it. Nuriel had been summoned to meet with Holy Father by the six Bishops, and they flanked her on either side as she went. Their rigid forms were draped in crimson gowns and they wore tall mitre hats baring the golden star of Aeoria.

			A long, narrow hall lined by arched, stained glass windows led up to a great set of star-metal doors. Very few Saints other than Aeoria’s Guard were allowed to set foot upon these halls, but Nuriel was a rare exception. She was Holy Father’s Saint. She was his champion. She had not been given to an Exalted or made to serve within any specific kingdom. She was Holy Father’s personal Saint, and she had walked these halls hand-in-hand with him many times. But this was the first time in weeks that she would see him. He had been in a depression and refused to see anybody. But now fate was forcing his hand, she knew. Everybody had seen the serpent constellation appear in the sky. It had happened only an hour ago and was already the talk of everybody at Sanctuary. Nuriel knew that it had something to do with him calling upon her tonight. She was desperate to see him, and she hoped she hadn’t done anything to cause his depression. With equal parts of desire and trepidation, she pushed the doors open and entered into the darkness of the Holy Atrium, followed by her silent escorts.

			The Holy Atrium was a very exclusive part of the Holy Palace. If few Saints were ever allowed within the halls of the palace, fewer still ever saw the Holy Atrium. In fact, only Saints who received their Call to Guard and were to be made Saints Caliber ever saw this massive chamber. Within this room was held the ceremony that bound a Saint to their Star-Armor. It was the place Nuriel herself had been bound to her Star-Armor some eleven years ago, when the Oracles and Sin Eaters chanted over her as they cut the steel breastplate from her body and bound her to the unremoveable star-metal breastplate she wore now. It could never be removed. It could never be unbound from her. She would wear it the rest of her life. She would die in it and be consumed by it, just as all the Saints who had worn it before her.

			The Holy Atrium was a chamber that reminded Nuriel of the Stellarium when she had been forced to follow her old mentor, Saint Isley, to the forbidden lands of Duroton. Though smaller than the Stellarium, it was still massive in its own right. It was some fifty-yards in circumference with an amazing dome of star-metal panels that rose at least one-hundred feet above. Upon those glassy-black panels a likeness of the moon cast its silvery light throughout the chamber, and the last remaining star gleamed alone. They were not the real star or real moon. Nuriel knew that much. But whether they were projections upon the domed ceiling or magical replicas within the very star-metal Nuriel did not know. At the center of the room was a concentric flight of circular, star-metal steps that rose some fifty-feet to the top where a platform stood. Upon this platform was a star-metal sarcophagus, and within it slept the Goddess, Aeoria. This was the most holy place in the entire world. 

			Nuriel’s eyes scanned through the darkness of the chamber, up to Aeoria’s resting place and she felt her heart flutter. Kneeling before it was Holy Father Admael, his frail form bathed in the silver light of the artificial moon. He was dressed in his white gowns and upon his head he wore the tall mitre crown of white gold, its spires gleaming in the moonlight. He was knelt in prayer before Aeoria’s casket, and she could hear his rich voice as he spoke. 

			Nuriel was gripped by a ravenous hunger for his Caliber and she trembled. She approached the steps and slowly made her ascent, the six Bishops remaining behind at the entrance. She came upon the platform where the large, star-metal sarcophagus sat. It was a box, intricately carved with roses and pillars and it lay there in cold, solemn moonlight. Nuriel often wondered if the Goddess truly was within that coffin; if she were to lift its lid would she see the Goddess sleeping upon a bed of roses with her amethyst hair flowing over her robes? To Nuriel’s knowledge, the sarcophagus had never been opened since Admael had put her within to rest, many hundreds of years ago.  

			Nuriel placed a hand upon Holy Father’s shoulder. She suddenly wanted to collapse and melt into him. Even through his heavy robes she could feel his warmth. It was pleasing and comforting to her. His body was like the essence of a kind and caring Caliber, and Nuriel loved the way she felt within his presence. His embrace was like being wrapped in fiery wings; warm and comforting. She wanted nothing more than to stand here with him and rest her head upon his chest in quiet thought, the way she often did. “You asked to see me, Father?” spoke Nuriel as he finished his prayer. 

			Admael struggled to his feet, using his golden scepter as a crutch. He turned to Nuriel and his entire face, eyes and all, seemed to smile at her. He was an ancient Saint, from the final days when Aeoria walked the earth. Though his face was wrinkled, it did not sag with any great burdens. He seemed to hold a youthful light and his smile was intoxicating as he looked upon her with stunning, silver eyes beneath great, bushy silver-white eyebrows. “Nuriel, my daughter. I’m so glad you came right away.” he said, taking her hands in his.

			Nuriel loved the way his hands were so soft and warm. Her fingers rubbed over them, and she could feel the bones beneath the thin skin. She peered into those molten, silver eyes of his. They were more vibrant than any other Saint’s eyes. “We haven’t spoken for so long. I… I feared you were angry with me.”

			“Oh Nuriel, I could never be angry with you.”

			Nuriel closed her eyes and squeezed his hands tightly.

			“You saw the constellation appear?” asked Holy Father.

			Nuriel nodded. “Everybody did. They’re saying it is a sign from the Goddess.” Holy Father’s warm features seemed to disintegrate before Nuriel, and he suddenly looked more frail, more vulnerable, to her. His eyes, which normally smiled with his lips, now seemed to frown, and his countenance was grim and sober. “What’s wrong, Father?”

			“I… I hesitate to tell you, Nuriel. This is a day I never thought would come. Not… not from you…”

			Nuriel felt her heart rate quicken. Her belly suddenly burned with anxiety. Not from her? What did that mean? Had she displeased him in some way? Had something happened? Worse, did something from her past surface; something from her brief stint in Duroton with Isley, and her work helping Celacia and Erygion? “What did I do?” her voice quivered. 

			Admael suddenly seemed to think better of his words and his features softened and his gaze warmed. “Nuriel, my daughter, I am sorry. I did not mean it like that.”

			Nuriel felt as if weights had lifted from her shoulders. She leaned in and rested her head upon his chest and Admael hugged her in a soft embrace. Mmm, there it was. She closed her eyes. In her mind she saw great wings wrap her up. Her body warmed; it came right through her star-metal breastplate. She could feel his breath upon her hair as he whispered a reminder to her that all her past sins were forgiven and that he loved her no matter what. The words made her melt even as she stood and she smoothed her hand over his cheek, his ear sliding between her fingers. 

			“Nuriel,” he said. “I must show you something.”

			“Anything,” said Nuriel, her voice a hot whisper upon his cheek. She wished he would hold her in his arms the way she saw him in the stained glass pictures throughout Sanctuary craddling the fallen Goddess. She wanted to be alone in his arms like that, with nothing but his love and warmth atop her. Her arms tightened around his body. She wanted his heat to enter her the way Ev did, so that it would consume her.

			His soft hands fell upon her cheeks and she looked up at him. He forced a faint smile. “Nuriel,” he said softly. “You… you must forgive me for this. For having to show you this.”

			“What is it, Father?”

			His face seemed to sag into a more sober countenance. “Look upon the ceiling.”

			Nuriel broke away from him as he waved a hand upon the air. Where once only the moon and a single star shown within the atrium’s ceiling, there was now a sea of white lights stretching across the entire expanse.

			“These are all the stars that ever were and ever have been.” said Holy Father. “Look closely.”

			Nuriel did, and the pinpoints of light began to resolve into unique shapes. At first they were fuzzy, but as they sharpened Nuriel realized that each star that shown was now a stellaglyph. Then soft, white lines began to trace out from each, creating a vast sea of vivid constellations. Some of the constellations seemed to overlap stars, such as the constellation of the fish, whose top fin shared stars in common with a great horse above it. Nuriel had seen a similar sky at the Stellarium when the Jinn lit its ceiling with stars. However, they had shown her far fewer constellations than this. 

			“Look there, at the constellation of the dragon.”

			Nuriel looked upon it. It was one of the larger formations, with bright stars burning at its eye and heart. 

			“Look closely upon its claw.”

			Nuriel gazed intently. Four clawed fingers of the dragon seemed to clutch at the constellation of Aeoria’s Star, and the longest of the fingers seemed to share a common star with it: the Heart of Aeoria. The Heart of Aeoria was the last star in the night sky, and it was the center of the constellation of Aeoria’s Star, but now Nuriel could see that it was also the tip of the beast’s claw. Admael waved his hand and the night sky came closer, and now Nuriel could see each of the shining stellaglyphs clearly. And her heart skipped a beat. There, at the bottom of the smallest claw, shone her own stellaglyph. 

			“That was your star when it still shown in the sky before you were born, Nuriel. You are part of the dragon constellation. But look, there at the long claw that shares the star of Aeoria’s Heart.”

			Nuriel looked. It was not one star, but two overlapping each other. There was a faint third star behind them, but the Heart Star was actually two overlapping stars.

			Admael gestured with his hand and made the two stars separate in the sky. To her astonishment, one of them was Aeoria’s symbol, the lithe, four-pointed star. But the other was Admael’s own.

			“Me and Aeoria share a common place in the sky.” said Admael. “But more than that, you share the same constellation as me. We are both dragons, Nuriel. We are both part of the Dragon.”

			Nuriel looked at Holy Father, her mouth agape. She knew he was telling her more than she was comprehending.

			“We share a bond, Nuriel. And that is why, despite what all others said of you, I knew you would never betray me.” Admael smiled upon her, but then it melted into something of a frown. “But look now to the serpent.” Admael waved his hand and the sky moved, zooming so that the serpent constellation occupied most of the atrium’s ceiling high above. “This was the constellation that shown briefly in the sky tonight. It is a smaller constellation, consisting of only a dozen stars. But look upon its back where the two bright stars shown. What do you see?”

			Nuriel gazed up at the stars that appeared as stellaglyphs. Nuriel’s hand covered her mouth. “Is… is that…”

			“Yes,” said Admael, as if his heart ached in admitting it. “That is Karinael’s star. And the other is Saint Hadraniel’s. They are both serpents. Both snakes.”

			Nuriel looked at Holy Father, then back at the constellation, and then back to him. “But… but what does that mean?”

			“The serpent is a great deceiver.” said Admael. “It is a symbol of treachery and betrayal. A snake always sheds its skin.” Here Admael placed a warm hand upon Nuriel’s shoulder. She looked into his silver eyes. “I never thought it would come to pass.” he said softly, shaking his head. “They told me you would betray me, but I proved them wrong. But… but I was wrong about Karinael. I wanted so badly to believe she would never betray me.”

			“No,” said Nuriel, hugging him close. “No. You weren’t wrong. Karinael would never betray you. She would never betray me.”

			“I’m sorry I let you down.” said Admael, pulling away from her slightly, making that wonderful warmth harder to feel. “But what we witnessed tonight was indeed a sign from the Goddess. It was her way of telling us that time is now too short, and she revealed to us the names of those working against me. Nuriel, I am so sorry. I fear I have let you down.”

			Nuriel’s face hardened. She looked at him. “No, Father. No, you could never let me down. It was me who let you down. I was the one who asked you to grant Karinael her Call to Guard. It was I who apprenticed her. It was I who left her with Hadraniel. Father, I… I…”

			“Shh,” said Admael, taking her back into his arms. Mmm, those warm wings; like the blankets Mother Margret warmed over hot stones and would wrap her in after a bath when she was a child. “Let us mourn for Karinael’s soul, as well as Hadraniel’s.”

			Nuriel exhaled deeply as she rested her head upon his shoulder and melted into his body. She squeezed her eyes closed and a tear rolled down her cheek. “Will she be recalled?”

			“Let us not speak of such things right now, my daughter,” whispered Holy Father, patting her on her back. 

			Nuriel took in his warmth, even as visions of Karinael’s and Hadraniel’s betrayal played through her mind. What had they done? To what ends were they working? It would all be over soon enough, she knew. They would be recalled for their crimes. At that thought Nuriel felt anger and sadness building inside her. A tear rolled off her cheek. She felt Holy Father’s face in the crook of her neck, his warm breath tickling through her hair as he whispered, “I’m sorry, Nuriel. Please forgive me. I am in pain.”

			At his words Nuriel pressed her body into his. His warmth and his love were so much but right now she wanted to give him everything she had to offer. She felt her arms tighten around him. Her hand brushed up and over his cheek. She looked up and saw her own breath as it played upon the silver hair around his ear. She kissed his cheek beneath his jaw bone. His skin was so warm and smooth. She wanted him to flow through her like Ev. She felt her belly burn and she moved her lips gently up his jawline. “Let me take your pain,” her hot breath washed over his ear; and those wings, those delightful, protecting wings of his…

			The doors to the atrium swung open, the sound startling Nuriel. The Bishops who were standing sentinel before them broke away and in strode a large man, dressed head to toe in Star-Armor. His heavy boots clomped loudly upon the floor as he came up toward the steps and stopped, making a slight bow.

			It was Saint Gabriel of the Watchtower, one of Aeoria’s Guard. Like all of Aeoria’s Guard, he was armored in a rare full-suit of star-metal and no bodysuit shown beneath it. His was a blocky suit, subtly sculpted so that he looked like the Watchtower for which he was named. His helmet was crested with what looked like a great eye, and beneath that a barred visor gave a glimpse of his ruby hair and eyes. Upon his back was strapped a large sword of star-metal. 

			The Watchtower of Saint Gabriel loomed tall amongst the other citadels of Aeoria’s Guard. It stood far beyond the gates of Sanctuary, upon the Angel’s Walk—a street of star-metal that wound its way up the side of Mount Empyrean. From there Saint Gabriel kept a constant guard and it was said that his eyes could see all things. 

			“Holy Father,” spoke Gabriel, his voice as commanding as his presence. In the light of the moon and stars the shiny, black eye of his helmet gleamed eerily. “I have done as you requested, but Saint Erygion the Standard Bearer is gone. His tower is empty.”

			Holy Father seemed to diminish at the words and Nuriel caught him by his arm before he collapsed. “No…” his voice was sad, distressed. “Tell me, Gabriel my son; tell me he has not forsaken us.”

			Saint Gabriel bent his head down. “His tower is empty, Father. All the sanguinastrums are gone.”

			Holy Father slipped from Nuriel’s grasp as he fell upon the platform. “No, it cannot be. Tell me my son has not forsaken me.”

			“Father,” said Nuriel, crouching beside him. 

			“Shall I pursue him?” asked Gabriel. “Ask it of me and I shall hunt him to the ends of the earth. I shall beat down the very gates of Apollyon’s Hell if I must.”

			“No.” said Holy Father, he buried his face in his hands and shook his head. “No. Leave me. Please, just leave me.”

			Saint Gabriel bowed his head. “I am ever at your call, Holy Father.” With a flap of his white cape he turned and strode out the doors.

			“Father,” said Nuriel. “Please, let me help you up.” She grabbed him around the arm and he struggled to his feet. 

			“Leave us,” said Holy Father, waving a dismissive hand at the Bishops below.

			They stood there like rigid specters.

			“Leave us.” he said more loudly.

			They bowed ever so slightly and seemed to slip out of the atrium like shadows from a room.

			“Oh, Nuriel.” said Holy Father. “This cannot be so. Tell me this is all just fevered dreams.”

			Nuriel placed her head upon his shoulder and embraced him. Mmm. “Father, tell me what I can do.” she whispered.

			“This is all so much,” said Holy Father. “This is more than I can bear. I am lost. Oh, Nuriel, I feel you are all I have left. Can I trust no one? Have all my children forsaken me?”

			Nuriel peered up at the serpent constellation that still glowed upon the atrium ceiling. Her eyes burned like molten gold. “What did she do against you?” she whispered. “What did Karinael do?”

			Admael was silent for a moment, and when he spoke his words were soft. “I told you once, many years ago, that shadows of betrayal darkened my throne.” said Admael. “There are many who seek to rule over the new age of destruction that will soon dawn if the Goddess does not awaken. They seek to hasten this age, and they seek to make sure that I fail the Goddess. They spread lies and deceit. They trick my children—our friends—against us.”

			“Who are they?” asked Nuriel, her eyes still smoldering as she gazed upon Karinael’s star. 

			“They are many,” said Admael. “They are too many now. My children are being led astray by lies and evil. I don’t know what to do, Nuriel. My heart aches. My children abandon me. I feel lost… so lost. Perhaps… perhaps it is I who is at fault? Perhaps I have let my children down. I am so sorry, Nuriel. Please… please forgive me. I am but a Saint, like you, but my charge has been long. I’m so tired, Nuriel. Please, forgive me.”

			“There’s nothing to forgive,” whispered Nuriel, her arms sliding up his back. She pressed herself in against his body, taking in the warmth. It penetrated right through her Star-Armor. She felt his face sink into the crook of her neck as he held her tight. She thought she felt his  tears trickling through her hair. They were hot upon her ear as they rode down her neck. She felt that burn in her belly again. She felt her breaths coming more quickly. 

			“I am lost, Nuriel. I feel so lost.” he sobbed. “Do my children hate me so much? What do I do, Nuriel? What must I do to help them? Tell me, Nuriel, what I can do and it shall be done. Tell me how I might win back their love.” 

			“Father, you don’t need their love.” whispered Nuriel, her lips playing upon his earlobe as she spoke.

			“They spear me through the heart, Nuriel. The children who abandon me, each one is a spear into my heart. Tell me, Nuriel, tell me what I must do, for I know that you, above all others, love me.”

			Nuriel pressed her lips to his ear, her panting ruffling his silver hair. “Father,” her voice was a fevered whisper. “Let us go away from all this.” Her hand reached up and grabbed the back of his head. Her lips began caressing around his ear. “On the Convocation I received your sign. We can be together. Let me take you away from all this.”

			“Nuriel, no.” whispered Admael as his hands came to rest softly upon her shoulders, gently rebuking her. 

			She looked up but all she could see were those wet, silver eyes of his. They were deep and vast, an ocean she wanted to drown herself in. She pressed in on him again. “I need you,” she said, her voice a hot whisper near his lips. “Take me away from everything. Take me away and I will take you away with me.”

			Admael’s eyes closed as his thin lips pursed into a frown. “I’m sorry, Nuriel. That cannot be.”

			“It can,” panted Nuriel, sliding her lips around the corners of his mouth. “Pour yourself into me.”

			“Please, Nuriel, forgive me.” said Admael, wrapping his arms around her, drawing her close but keeping her face upon his shoulder with a warm hand. “Forgive me. Let us not speak of such things. This is a dark time and my soul grows weak. My children abandon me. I feel Karinael’s sword in my very heart, Nuriel. Just hold me, and I shall hold you, as long as you like, my sweet, dearest child.”

			Nuriel tightened her arms around him and she swore those wings were real as they enveloped her in comforting fire. She felt his body bounce against hers as he sobbed into her shoulder. 

			A new warmth now swelled in her belly. It was warm and hot and she felt herself tremble even as he held her. Her eyes scanned up to the ceiling. She stared at that serpent constellation, her golden eyes on fire. They narrowed into slits. “Father,” she said at last, still gazing hatefully upon those stars. “I told you once that I wanted to be known as Nuriel of the Scales. That I wanted to earn my honorific by fighting for your justice.” She pulled away from him and stared into his silver orbs. “I am going to earn my honorific for you.”
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			Proper Etiquette 

			[image: ] 

			Callad drew his face back from the window, letting the curtains fall back into place. Kierza had never seen the large man look so pale. Or scared. “They’re almost here.”

			From their bedroom Kierza heard a dresser slam and watched as Rook hopped into the living room on one leg as he tightened up the black boot on his other and awkwardly carried a bundle of brown, leather clothing under one arm. Kierza could see the handle of daggers protruding from each boot and knew he likely had some up his sleeves as well. He was in his outfit of black, leather armor now, all strapped and buckled tightly around his nimble, muscular frame. On his left forearm there was a small, silver disc sewn in. Kierza alone knew what it was for. 

			Callad shook his head. “Rook, son, what do you think you are doing?”

			 Rook tossed the bundle of leathers to Kierza. “Get this on. Hurry.”

			Kierza looked at what she had caught. It was her rarely-worn leather armor that Rook had made for her. It too had a silver disc sewn into the left forearm. 

			Callad lumbered over and grabbed Rook around the shoulders. “Son, I don’t know what you’re thinking, but I hope you aren’t planning to fight them. They have four Saints and a full company of knights with them.”

			“Run.” said Rook. “Take Ma out the back and go!”

			“Rook,” began Sierla, “they will see us if we run, and it will make it worse.” She was in her beautiful green dress of silk with matching veil. Her almond eyes smiled faintly at Rook. “They likely just want to see your swords of Everlight. Just be calm and this will all pass.”

			“Rook, she’s right.” said Kierza. “If we just—”

			“Put that on!” Rook yelled at her.

			Callad looked at Kierza and gestured with his head for her to go change. Then he turned his gaze to Rook. “Rook, just listen to me. They come with the King. If we just show proper etiquette—”

			“I’ve heard the stories of what they did to grandma.” Rook’s eyes flicked to Sierla. “I won’t let that happen. I won’t let them hurt any of you.”

			Callad drew in a deep breath. “Son, if you look and act like you’re ready for war when they come, then a war you will get.”

			Rook rushed over to the front door where a number of light jackets and rain gear hung. He tore down his black cloak and slipped it over his shoulders. “There. No armor showing.”

			Callad grumbled. “That’s actually worse. Now you look like an assassin.”

			“No arguing, please.” said Sierla, getting between the two. She placed her hands upon Callad’s giant chest and peered up at him. “Let us fill this time with love, my husband. They hate all things beautiful. Let us not succumb to their hatred.” She hiked herself on her tiptoes and they shared a brief kiss. She turned and regarded Rook with her soft, beautiful gaze. “My son, you must be calm.” She walked to him and embraced him. “But we shall not fear them. When you speak to them, say only what they want to hear. I see how you handle the city guards. You can handle them as well.”

			Kierza came back into the room, combing through her long locks with her fingers. “How do I look?” She had put on the leather armor Rook gave her, but over it she wore one of her best yellow and orange silk dresses and a veil to match. 

			Callad screwed his lips up as he regarded her. “You’re wearing a dress and you have boots on.”

			Kierza pulled the heart pendant from beneath her dress so that it shown atop her chest. “Does that look better?”

			Callad shook his head. “Your boots still clash with the dress.”

			Trumpets sounded just outside the house. Everybody in the room stiffened, looking at each other. Callad drew in a deep breath and gestured with his hands for everybody to relax. Kierza watched as the big man steeled himself and then went to the door. He hesitated a moment with his giant hand over the knob, and then he drew it open, letting the light of day stream in with the warm, summer air. 

			Outside, Kierza could see the King and his daughters, the two Sisters. The royalty were all taller and more imposing than the four Saints that escorted them and the sea of knights all in tow. Bannermen flew the flag of Narbereth beside them and the trumpeters parted. A male Saint each took the arm of a Princess and the other two Saints, both female, strode beside the King as they came up the dirt path toward the house. 

			Callad’s legs cracked and popped as he lumbered down to his knees, his incredible frame blocking the door. From within, Sierla ushered Rook and Kierza behind her as they stood near the back of the living room, watching intently. Kierza slipped her hand into Rook’s and he squeezed it gently. She felt him whisper into her ear, “If it comes to it, you have your—”

			“Shh,” hissed Kierza. “Just don’t do anything. Like Pa said, just use proper etiquette. Placate them. Pander to their egos and they’ll go away soon enough.” She watched as the two Saints beside the King broke ahead and came up to the door. They were both female, the one on the right with opalescent, white hair and eyes, the other with hair like spun gold and liquid eyes of the same, metallic brilliance. Upon their faces hung black chainmail veils but Kierza could tell that both had their noses just by the way the veils hung off their faces. In the sun their Star-Armor gleamed like black glass, beneath which their oiled bodysuits shown smooth and supple. Upon their hips hung black scabbards and the handles of their star-metal swords glinted. 

			“Make way and kneel for the Exalted King Dhanzeg of Narbereth and his most lovely, beautiful and Exalted daughters, Fayre and Callista.” spoke the Saint with white hair, her voice loud and authoritative. 

			Callad moved into the house, taking to his knees just to the side of the door. He shared a quick glance and forced a smile at Sierla before she ushered Kierza and Rook toward the door, sitting on her knees beside her husband. Rook and Kierza both knelt opposite them.

			The Saints stepped into the house, their star-metal boots clomping loudly. They stopped just inside the door and Kierza chanced a glance up. The Saints appraised the room with eyes as keen as a predator’s before making their way to the back of the living room. 

			Kierza’s eyes now watched as the King himself made his entry. Though the summer sun was bright and high outside, the King’s tall form seemed to darken the doorway more than it should. The Saints’ footsteps had held a weight to them, but the King’s were something entirely more. The floorboards groaned as if they were trying to flee; the very walls of the house moaned as if the atmosphere within had suddenly become too much for them to bear. Kierza watched as his black, polished boots passed her, his yellow gowns fluttering by.

			And then the scent of roses hit Kierza, pleasant but overpowering; as if a rose garden had bloomed just outside the door. Hand in hand with their respective Saints, the Sisters—Fayre and Callista—entered the house. Like the King, their forms darkened the doorway more than they should, and although the house did not creak and groan its protest of them, there was something far more terrifying about their presence that Kierza could not place. She felt herself tremble and heard Rook, Callad and Sierla all swallow hard as the Sisters’ red, silk gowns passed them, pale feet in delicate, high-heeled shoes stepping gracefully followed by the clomping of their Saints’ star-metal boots. 

			“Rise and be greeted by your Exalted King and his Princesses.” commanded the same female Saint.

			Kierza steeled herself as Rook’s hand slipped into hers and they both stood up together. The King and his daughters stood before them, their statures like living gods, too large and powerful to be confronted. Through his gray beard and long mustache the King smiled gently. His steel eyes, for all the tenderness they presented, held something terrible behind them that Kierza could feel penetrating her. Fayre and Callista lingered at his sides, their long, soft fingers adorned with diamond rings curled around their father’s arms. They were beautiful and graceful and predatory. Eagles, regal and deadly. Both were tall and lithe in their fine, red silks and sparkling jewelry. Their blonde hair poured from their heads like water from a pitcher. Their faces were soft and beautiful, their noses sharp and slender. Their red lips curled into faint smiles, but their hypnotic, blue eyes foretold a dire warning. The smell of roses washed over Kierza and she realized the Sisters were both staring at her pendant.

			Kierza averted her gaze and noticed the four Saints lingering in the shadows of the room. The two male Saints were both handsome, rigid statues in their Star-Armor. One had hair and eyes like the fine silver she had seen Rook work with in the smithy. The other gave her a tender smile, his eyes and hair like magnificent rubies caught in a blaze. She saw him mouth the words ‘be brave’ to her. 

			“Hello to you all.” The King’s voice was a gentle, pleasing harmony, yet deep and powerful enough to make it somehow unpleasant. He smiled at them. “Thank you for sharing your home with me and my daughters, Callista and Fayre.” He looked at each and smiled brightly as he chuckled out, “Aren’t they precious!”

			“Very beautiful, and very precious.” said Callad, cautiously. 

			Sierla nodded and simply stated, “Both beautiful, both stunning.”

			“I have heard great things come from this house, and me and my daughters would be honored if you would introduce yourselves to us.” spoke the King.

			Callad took a nervous, cautious step forward and bowed awkwardly before saying, “I am Callad Venzi, and this is my wife, Sierla.” He reached out to her and took her into his hand. Kierza could see the Sisters focusing on Sierla and her fine dress, their eyes becoming sharper and more displeased. “I am a simple blacksmith by trade and my wife a dressmaker.” Callad looked over to Kierza and Rook, his face trembling slightly. “And this is my son…” he paused, his face paling as he seemed to mull over his choice of words. “Rook, is my servant but I care for him like a son.” Kierza noticed that the ruby-haired Saint started at the name and his red eyes were now keenly focused on Rook. Callad swallowed hard. “And this is my other servant, Kierza, who is like a daughter to me.”

			The King smiled and bowed his head slightly at them, but all Kierza could see were those cold, blue eyes of the Sisters on her. Their gaze was steady and the more they stared, the more Kierza was certain they were scowling at her. 

			“I have heard that the finest dresses and weapons in all the world come from this very home.” said the King, his voice like a calm summer pool that seethed with violent, unseen currents beneath. “I see by the quality of silk and craftsmanship in the dresses that your wife and servant wear that the rumors are not unfounded. Those are remarkable dresses! Simply remarkable!” The King took a step forward, looking Sierla and Kierza up and down. Kierza could see the Sisters looking her over as well, though their gaze was cold. “I have not seen the likes of such dresses in many years.” The King looked at Sierla quizzically. “Since that Escalapian woman. You remind me of her very much.”

			Sierla’s eyes narrowed ever so slightly, though she bowed politely. “I learned the art from my mother, who is long since dead.” Her cheery voice very much echoed that dread undercurrent of the King’s and Kierza was certain she could feel Rook and Callad tense.

			Callad cleared his throat and lumbered forward a step. “M-My wife, Sierla, she makes the dresses with my daught—servant, Kierza. Rook, here, he is the one who makes the Everlight that you’ve no doubt come to see.” he said, rubbing Rook on the shoulder. “I taught him the trade, but Everlight is something far beyond my own skill.” Callad forced a laugh that was far too small for him. “The apprentice is now the master.”

			“Ah, yes,” said the King with a pleased look as his eyes wandered up and down Rook. Through his beard a smile touched his lips. It was a strange smile. A smile that held an infernal satisfaction. “Such a prince should be so skilled.”

			Prince? thought Kierza. She could see the confused looks from Callad and Sierla as well. Rook’s hand was in his pocket and Kierza knew he was holding that dreadful Golothic of his. He bowed slightly. “I am ever at my King’s service.” 

			Kierza could see the eyes of the Sisters rake over him, their faces softening; their smiles turning more genuine. That red-eyed Saint was also still staring at him. She squirmed on her feet and squeezed Rook’s hand in hers. At that, the Sister’s eyes snapped back to her, their blue brilliance hardening like brittle glass threatening to shatter. 

			“Very good. Such a wonderful family.” said the King with a hearty chuckle. He turned to the Saints behind him. “Saint Ertrael, would you be so kind as to fetch Pulchri. Have him bring libations and cordials.” The red-haired Saint nodded and locked eyes with Rook for a moment before he strode out the door. The King looked to Callad and said, “Please, let us have a seat and share some conversation.”

			Callad’s head bobbed. “Y-Yes, of course my King.” 

			The dining room table was a large one, but with the King and his daughters it was far too small. The King sat at the head of the table. Although the chair was ample for Callad’s bulk, the King seemed uncomfortably restrained in it, though somehow made it appear throne-like in his regal glory. His daughters sat at either side of him, followed by Rook who sat beside Callista, and Kierza who sat beside Fayre. Callad and Sierla both squeezed together at the foot of the table. Behind the King and his daughters stood their four Saints. Pulchri was a lean and austere man in a powdered wig and a yellow, tailed jacket with tight, white pants. He carried a large, golden platter upon his shoulder and agilely poured sweet liquors into chalices and served up honey pastries to all, his movements wafting the Sisters’ rose perfume throughout the room.

			Kierza hardly noticed the King’s words as he spoke idly of his latest journeys and the beauty of this or that particular city. All she could feel were Fayre’s harsh eyes upon her and she rarely dared to look up from her chalice of wine. Kierza nibbled at the biscuit she was given and looked across the table. For a brief moment her eyes caught Rook’s. He forced a smile at her and squirmed in his seat as Callista turned askew in her chair, eyes wandering upon his body. She saw Callista’s leg move up and down against Rook’s and Rook took a sip from his chalice before gently scooting his chair a few inches further from the woman.

			“So, you’re a blacksmith?” Callista’s voice was as smooth and vibrant as a symphony. Her blue eyes focused on Rook as she raised her golden chalice to her red lips. 

			Rook nodded and took a sip of his own drink.

			“Oh, don’t be modest, boy!” cheered the King. “Word of your Everlight has spread far and wide throughout the kingdom. My nobles flock from all corners to be in line for your weapons and armor. Tell me about it.”

			Rook cleared his throat. “It’s just a special formulation of metals with some alchemical tricks to make it light and strong.”

			“Light and strong! How modest!” said the King. “I have heard your weapons and armor are as light as a feather with a grain like Narberethan rosewood. I have heard they are as silver as the moon on a cloudless night, and that they are completely unbreakable.”

			Rook nodded. “It’s a good metal.” He took a nibble of his pastry.

			“Good metal indeed! It is something I’ll have to see for myself!”

			“Where are those silks from?” snipped Fayre, her face twisted in disgust at Kierza. “Why does a slave girl get to wear such a fine dress?”

			Kierza squirmed in her seat.

			“Fayre, we are with guests. Mind your etiquette.” said the King. He took a sip of his wine and shook his head, chuckling. “My daughters, aren’t they precious!” 

			“The silks are from Escalapius. My home country.” stated Sierla. “Kierza helps to make the dresses, so she gets to wear the dresses.”

			“Ah, and such fine dresses they are!” boasted the King. “Finest I have seen in all the lands! Why, my daughters would be honored to wear something so grand as what you have!” 

			Kierza’s gaze flicked to the Sisters at that remark. If ocean eyes could turn to seas of fire, they did so now as the Sisters regarded the dresses that she and Sierla wore with smoldering contempt. 

			Fayre’s eyes locked on Kierza’s heart pendant and her lips furled. “Why don’t you boys go check out the swords,” she sang out. “Ertrael, Galavriel, have our little prince show you his weapons and armor. Let us know if they’re worthy of our palace guards.”

			Kierza looked over at the Saints. The ruby-haired Saint—Ertrael—pursed his lips and his eyes caught hers. In that brief moment she saw those gem-like eyes speak a dire warning to her.

			“Yes, Fayre.” said the chrome-haired Saint. “It would be our pleasure.” 

			Ertrael strode over to Rook and patted him on the shoulder a couple times. “A Jerusan boy.” he said.

			Rook looked at him. “How do you—”

			“Just a hunch.” said Ertrael. He smiled softly at Rook.

			“Come on,” barked Galavriel. “Let’s go.”

			Rook looked at Kierza, his face paling. Then he looked over at Callad and Sierla.

			Callad nodded at Rook. “It’s fine, son.” he said softly. “Show them what you make, and how valuable it is to all the nobles.”

			Rook stood up slowly, but Kierza could see his knuckles tightening around the chalice as he set it down. Quickly she stood up and leaned over the table to kiss him. “It’ll be alright,” she said into his ear. “I love you.” And then more quietly added, “Be careful of the red-haired one. He’s been staring at you the whole time.”

			Rook looked at her and breathed deeply. He forced a smile. “I’ll be back soon. I love you.”

			“Come on,” said Saint Galavriel, placing a hand upon Rook’s shoulder. His chrome eyes flicked toward the door.  “You heard the Princess. Let’s go.”

			Rook held Kierza with his dark-eyed gaze for a moment and smiled faintly at her. Exhaling deeply, he turned to the King and the Sisters and bowed. Then he led the two Saints out the front door. The sound of the door shutting made Kierza flinch.

			“So,” said Fayre, turning sideways in her seat to face Kierza. She crossed her long legs and folded her arms over her chest. “Why does a slave girl get to wear such pretty dresses?”

			Kierza swallowed hard and stared down at her biscuit. 

			“We heard rumor that you were coming to town.” said Callad before Sierla could say something. He looked at the King. “I thought it prudent to have her dress accordingly.”

			“She’s just a slave.” said Callista. “She shouldn’t wear something so nice.”

			“I’m sorry. Shall I change into something else?” Kierza did not look up from her plate. 

			“It’s fine, Kierza.” said Sierla. “In our house we wear what we want.”

			A palpable tension filled the room.

			“I-I-I’m sorry,” Callad stood up and bowed deeply. “If it displeases my country’s Princesses to see a slave girl so dressed, I will have her change immed—”

			“What’s this?” Fayre grabbed at the heart pendant around Kierza’s neck. 

			Kierza swatted her hand away and clutched the pendant to her chest. She immediately knew that was a huge mistake.

			Fayre’s eyes shown as if lightning had flashed above her head.

			The King chuckled from his seat. “Oh Fayre, settle down.” He sipped his wine. “My daughters, aren’t they precious!”

			Fayre stood up. “Let me see it! Now!”

			“Go ahead, just give it to her.” Kierza heard Callad say. 

			Slowly, Kierza removed her hand from her chest and Fayre snatched the pendant away, snapping the chain.

			“What is this?”

			“Just a pendant.” muttered Kierza. “It belonged to my mother.”

			“I want to see it.” said Callista. She rose from her seat and walked around the table. “Give it here.”

			Fayre swatted at her. “This is kind of pretty.”

			“My daughters,” said the King. “Mind your etiquette now.” He chuckled. “Aren’t they precious!”

			“Give me it, I want to see!” said Callista, taking it from Fayre’s hand. 

			“Who are you to have something so pretty, huh?” Fayre locked her eyes on Kierza. 

			“I-I’m sorry,” said Kierza meekly. “May I be excused?”

			“Yes,” said Callad, rising from his seat. He put a hand on her shoulder. “Why don’t you—”

			“I didn’t say she could be excused!” said Fayre.

			“I-I’m sorry,” said Callad. “It’s just—”

			“This is our house!” Sierla stood up. “I will not have you insulting us and taking our things.”

			Callista fixed Sierla with a hateful stare. “Paniel, Rael,” she snapped her fingers. “See to it that these two stay in their seats.”

			“Yes, Princess. Right away.” said Saint Rael, the Saint with the white hair and eyes. She and Saint Paniel strode forward.

			“My King,” Began Callad. “Please forgive—”

			“Shut up and sit down.” Saint Rael grabbed Callad’s arm and pushed him backwards into Sierla. Paniel, the Saint with the golden hair and eyes, stepped around and Sierla screamed as she was pushed down into her chair. 

			Callad held up his hands and slowly took his seat.

			“Oh, my daughters!” chuckled the King. “So precious!” 

			“Now, where were we?” said Callista. “Oh, that’s right,” she fixed Kierza with her gaze. “Who are you to have something so nice?”

			“It’s… it’s just a trinket.” spoke Kierza.

			Callista tossed the pendant back to Kierza.

			“Hey! I wanted to see it again!” protested Fayre.

			The King chuckled. “Aren’t they precious!”

			“Give it to me!” Fayre’s long nails scratched at Kierza and she screamed.

			“Hey!” boomed Callad. He began to stand up but Saint Rael slammed him back down into his seat.

			Kierza screamed as Fayre tore at her for the pendant. “Give it to me! Give it to me!” 

			“Why’s her dress so pretty? Who does she think she is?” Callista grabbed up a handful of Kierza’s dress. There was a ripping sound.

			Kierza released the pendant, suffering a long scratch down her right arm as Fayre tore it away from her. She felt warm blood running off her arm and looked down. The woman’s nail had sheered through her dress as well as the leather armor she wore beneath it. Kierza clutched at the wound, sticky blood trickling out between her fingers as she stared in disbelief at the deepness of the gash.

			 Kierza heard Sierla hiss, “You are monsters! You are no Princesses, just monsters!” And then the entire room suddenly seemed to give pause.

			“What did you say?” Fayre’s voice was tight and sharp. Her blue eyes cracked like glass. Fayre moved forward but Kierza stood up and pushed the woman with her left forearm. In that instant a golden disc of energy burst from the silver plate in her armor and Fayre was tossed back into her sister. The disc fizzled out like a dying firework, leaving only the scent of ozone behind. The two Princesses froze, their bewilderment quickly fading into terrible anger. An awful stench drifted into Kierza’s nose. The perfume of the Sisters that once smelled of fresh roses now had a rotten air. 

			Kierza trembled. “I-I’m sorry…” 

			Before Kierza’s very eyes the two women seemed to grow larger and more spindly than they had been. Their dresses, which were once lovely red silks, faded to drab, ugly rags. The diamonds they wore now became coals set upon cheap, tarnished metal. Kierza’s mouth opened wide in terror as she caught their eyes. Once blue, they had become withered, cracked, colorless marbles. Their hair was no longer blonde and silken, but rather coarse like autumn straw. And their flesh—it had become like ancient porcelain, cracked with blue veins. They snarled, and their bony hands and savage nails were now raised in anger.  

			Kierza screamed as they descended upon her like vultures. 

			“How dare you wear something so pretty! How dare you wear things so beautiful!” the Sister’s screeches echoed in Kierza’s mind as their talons ripped and tore at her. She felt her left sleeve being sheared from her arm. Kierza flailed and kicked and screamed, but kept her eyes closed as tightly as she could against the razor-like nails that raked at her face and tore at her body. She felt her veil being ripped from her head; felt her hair being pulled; felt gashes opening all over her body and warm blood running from her face and chest, arms and legs. She could hear the fabric of her clothing being shredded as if she were being savaged by wild beasts. And all the while the Sisters shrieked and screamed at her.

			“My daughters, aren’t they just precious!”

			“Stop it! Stop it! Leave her alone!” Kierza heard Callad’s voice boom above the tumult she was engulfed in, but all she could see were flashes of nails, fabric, leather and blood being flung high into the air. She tried to scream but the searing pain of talons tearing her flesh made her voice stick in her throat and only a terrible squeal came out. She felt hair rip from her scalp and fall upon her face. Somewhere, Kierza heard Sierla screaming and shouting.

			And then Kierza felt herself tossed from the Sisters’ grasps and she tumbled backward over her chair, collapsing upon the floor. She curled up into a ball. She felt the frayed ends of her clothing, wet and heavy with blood, clinging to her body. Her mind was a disarray of screams and pain. She heard Callad shouting and she cracked her eyes and looked up to see him struggling against one of the Sisters. Then Sierla’s screams pierced her. Across the room she was beset upon by the other vulturous woman. Clothing and hair, blood and flesh were thrown high into the air. Sierla’s screams gurgled in her throat. Callad roared out, punching the Sister he struggled against, and then the two Saints were on him. 

			Kierza heard the King chuckle behind her, “My daughters, aren’t they precious! Aren’t they just precious!” And then pain gave way to unconsciousness.
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			The River’s Edge 
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			It was late, but Hadraniel couldn’t sleep. The rugged cliffs at the western edge of the Gatimarian Mountains were swept by cool winds that proved a soothing balm to Hadraniel’s wounds, though not enough that he could properly rest. He lay upon his back, naked but for his breastplate and the blanket around his waist, gazing up past the tops of high pines, staring into the infinite blackness of the nightly heavens. Beside him, Karinael slept peacefully with her wool blanket wrapped around her body. He wished he could roll over on his side and wrap his arm around her, but he knew that position would cause his hands and his side to burn with agony. It was best to lay flat with his hands gently upon the cold surface of his breastplate.

			He released a frustrated breath and held his hands in front of his face and recoiled slightly at the sight. It had been five days since suffering the wounds, and despite his and Karinael’s best efforts at shining their Caliber to hasten the healing, all his burns remained tender and sore. His hands were covered by a layer of fresh, pink flesh, but it was unsightly flesh. It was thin and wrinkled, taught in other parts. The slightest bump would set them ablaze with pain. His body had fared slightly better, having been protected by his armor and his bodysuit. Still, parts of his side and abdomen had been scorched and when Karinael helped get the burned suit off of him he saw his skin peeling away as the leather came off. And his face. He still could not look at himself in a mirror. Karinael assured him that it was not bad, that she loved him no matter what, but he still felt like a monster. The left side of his face always felt stretched, like it was tugging his lips up into a crooked smile. Though his hands could feel little, they felt enough to know the skin was a melted mess. His left ear too. Thankfully his eyes had been spared. 

			Hadraniel groaned as he sat up, his side and abdomen blossoming with terrible, burning pain. His armor and belongings lay in a heap nearby, in the small grotto of leaves and dry pine needles beside the boulders and cliffs that surrounded him. His bodysuit was a tattered and burned mess, completely unwearable. Unfortunately, getting a new one was going to prove difficult for the time being. But even if he could get a new bodysuit, he wasn’t sure his wounds would let him wear it. All he could do right now was hope that Ovid would show up with Erygion.

			Hadraniel did not like working with Ovid. He knew Ovid was only in this to get his Sanguinastrum, and once he had it, there was no telling when he might sink his sword into their backs. Still, Hadraniel had to give Ovid some credit. Ovid had helped Karinael bring him here after his wounds proved too much to allow him to travel. Hadraniel did not like Ovid knowing of this location, but there was little he could do. There was no way he could have gotten here himself and Karinael needed Ovid’s help. This small grotto, at the edge of the mountains where none of Gatima’s men ever came, had been the secret meeting place for Erygion’s Saints the last five years. Hadraniel and Karinael had met with Erygion here many times over the years and it had become the one safe refuge in Jerusa. Unfortunately, now that Ovid knew about it, this was no longer a secure location. 

			To make matters worse, when they arrived here a quick-hound had been waiting for them with a note from Erygion. In the note Erygion wrote that he had fled Sanctuary and that he wanted them to gather all the loyal Saints and bring them here. The note was crudely written and had taken Karinael a while to decipher, but it was the best any of them could do. Over the years Gabidar had taught Hadraniel and Karinael to read and write at a rudimentary level, and in turn, they had taught Erygion. It wasn’t much, but at least they all had a way to communicate without having to be standing in front of each other. Unfortunately, with Hadraniel’s wounds, there was no way he could go out to gather the Saints as Erygion wanted, and Karinael refused to leave him here alone. And being that there was no way Hadraniel or Karinael were going to tell Ovid who all the Saints loyal to Erygion were, there was only one option left: to send Ovid out to find Erygion and bring him back here. Hadraniel didn’t like it one bit, but being that Erygion had possession of Ovid’s Sanguinastrum, there was little chance of betrayal. At least, he hoped so. Even still, Hadraniel was beginning to wonder if something had happened.

			Ovid had been gone four days now. He had returned the first night with some interesting news, but after that he had completely disappeared. According to Ovid, the entire world had seen the constellation appear that night he and Karinael fought Ithuriel. Ovid said that their little show in the sky had set Sanctuary and all the Kings of the kingdoms on edge. Apparently, it was also now known that Hadraniel and Karinael had something to do with it, and according to Ovid, Sanctuary had a bounty on their heads. Typically, a Saint who ran afoul of Sanctuary or the kingdom they were assigned would simply be recalled, but he and Karinael—and Ovid—knew why that was not the case. They had their own Sanguinastrums, and therefore could not be recalled. According to Ovid, Sanctuary was trying to play down having them recalled by saying that they were wanted for questioning. It was a believable answer. But again, they all knew the truth, and Sanctuary would be damned before they admitted that some of their Saints were off their leashes.  

			This would also explain why Erygion fled Sanctuary and sent the quick-hound. By now Sanctuary likely knew Erygion was helping them and that he had been planting fake Sanguinastrums. Ovid had not mentioned anything about a bounty on Erygion’s head. Sanctuary would probably keep this a secret.  They would never admit that one of Aeoria’s Guard had betrayed them. Hadraniel figured that Sanctuary probably had their most powerful and trusted Saints out in force looking for Erygion. The name ‘Nuriel’ passed through his mind and he cringed. 

			Hadraniel frowned. No use worrying right now. They would not know the extent of damage their constellation had stirred up until they could speak with Erygion in person. He only hoped Ovid would show up with him soon.

			Hadraniel puffed out a breath and watched Karinael sleep. Stars above, he wished he could wrap himself next to her. He sighed and touched his left cheek, the act sending a terrible pain through both his face and his fingers, and he hissed. Then a sound caught his ear and he sat up straight, listening. There was the pop of a twig snapping. Footsteps. Someone was coming.

			He nudged Karinael with his elbow, careful not to use his hands. “Karin,” he whispered. “Wake up.”

			Karinael stirred. “What? What is it?” she asked, her voice soft and subdued by sleep. 

			“Somebody’s coming.” There was another crack of a twig. Whoever it was, it was large. The footfalls were too heavy to be Ovid’s. Hadraniel thought it could be Erygion, but it could also be Leviathan Hydra, or even Titan Mammoth. Hell below, would Ovid have led Leviathan Hydra here? He stood up. He felt useless. He couldn’t even hold his sword if it came to a fight.

			Karinael got to her feet and drew her sword. It was too dark to see anything clearly. The moon was lost behind the tall pines, and everywhere the shadows of boulders and trees cast everything in blackness. 

			“Run,” hissed Hadraniel. “Hide.”

			“I’m not leaving you,” said Karinael, stepping in front of him. Then, into the darkness of the surrounding wilderness she yelled, “Who’s there?”

			“Karinael of the Generous Hand,” replied a powerful, familiar voice. It was Erygion. Hadraniel felt his tension melt. The large man was built like a wall, armored in a full suit of star-metal. His white cape bearing his stellaglyph fluttered lazily with the winds as he stepped from the shadows of some pines. His imposing figure was nearly as black as the night around him, the moonlight only dusting his form. He wore a bell-shaped great-helm upon his head, and through it flowed his long, sapphire hair. He smiled at their sight as he crossed his massive, armored arms over his chest. His blue eyes, however, betrayed a weary and distressed look.

			Karinael ran up and threw her arms around him. “Erygion!” she chirped. He patted her on her back, his star-metal gauntlets clanking loudly upon the back of her breastplate. “We were getting worried.”

			Hadraniel took a few timid steps forward, his waist wrapped with the blanket. “Saint Erygion,” he said. He swallowed hard and looked down. “It’s good to see you.”

			Erygion’s eyes scanned him as he removed his helmet, letting fall his long hair. He frowned. “It’s as bad as Ovid said.” 

			Hadraniel suddenly felt ashamed. He knew he looked a mess. His flesh was scorched but healed in a gruesome manner. The longer Erygion stared, the more a monster he felt. “It was Ithuriel,” he could hear Karinael whisper. “Hadi… he… he saved me.”

			“He knows,” said Ovid, stepping from the shadows of the forest. “I told him everything.”

			Hadraniel looked up. Ovid smiled wickedly, bouncing something in his hand. It was his Sanguinastrum. Hadraniel looked at Erygion. 

			Erygion didn’t say anything, but his eyes spoke volumes. Primarily, that he too knew it was a bad idea. Erygion strode forward and Hadraniel felt his armored finger lift up his chin. Despite the coldness of the star-metal, the touch burned with pain and Hadraniel flinched. He looked up at the tall man and held out his hands, displaying the extent of the damage, and frowned. 

			Erygion placed a large, heavy paw upon his shoulder. “Come, sit.” he said as he led Hadraniel over toward a large boulder that lay between a pair of pines. 

			Hadraniel took an uncomfortable seat on it as Erygion knelt beside him. Hadraniel hissed in pain as Erygion grabbed his wrists. In a moment Erygion’s own hands were encompassed by a brilliant, white Caliber energy. Hadraniel could feel the warmth of it transferring into his own hands. Of all the Saints, those of Aeoria’s Guard were the most powerful and the most gifted with Caliber strength. They were an elite few, and of them Erygion’s power was legendary. Hadraniel knew of no other Saint—save maybe Nuriel—whose Caliber could even closely match that of somebody like Erygion. 

			The glow of the man’s Caliber intensified until at last Hadraniel had to close his eyes. For the first time since he was burned the wounds finally felt soothed. Erygion’s hands traveled up to Hadraniel’s face and then down his body. After a few long moments the glow of Erygion’s Caliber was gone and he stood up. Hadraniel held up his hands and opened his eyes. His heart sank.

			“Your pain should be gone.” said Erygion. “Unfortunately, I am not as gifted in healing as Saint Nanael of the Bright Hand. The flesh will never heal properly. The wounds were too great. Wounds can heal, but not all scars can be forgotten.”

			“Told you that was never going to heal right.” Ovid’s deep voice cut through the night. Karin shot him a nasty look. He chuckled. 

			Hadraniel sighed as Karinael took a seat next to him, rubbing her hand up and down his back. “It’s fine, Hadi. You’re alive, and that’s all that matters to me.”

			He clenched and unclenched his hands a few times. It was true that the pain was gone, and for that he was thankful. He went to feel his face but Karinael grabbed his hand. She looked into his eyes. “Hey, I love you,” she said. She kissed him. Hadraniel brushed his hand through her long, amber locks, trying to force a smile. She kissed him again.

			“You were lucky to survive Ithuriel.” said Erygion. “Count yourselves alone in that feat.”

			“I wouldn’t say they survived Ithuriel. I’d say they were lucky that I was there.” said Ovid, smiling. He strode forward.

			Hadraniel let loose a sigh as he stood. “It’s true.” He looked at Ovid. “And for that I thank you.”

			“But you did save me,” said Karinael, taking Hadraniel’s hand in hers. For the first time in days it caused him no pain. “Don’t take that away from yourself. He had no hand in that.”

			“Didn’t I now?” Ovid chuckled.

			Erygion turned to Ovid. “It would be best if you got back to your post. We don’t want any further suspicions.” He gazed at Ovid’s feet, and thankfully the soil was dry. “And I don’t want Leviathan Hydra following you here.”

			Ovid nodded.

			“Do like we discussed.” said Erygion. Here his countenance became more severe and his sapphire eyes burned into Ovid’s. “Can I trust you?”

			Ovid’s lips curled into a wicked smile, his black eyes glinting in the moonlight. “Just until we get to Narbereth. Then I do my own thing and you can go to Duroton. Once we’re to Narbereth, I’m no longer part of anything.”

			Erygion nodded. “So be it. It’s your right.” His eyes focused on the Sanguinastrum Ovid held. “Use your freedom wisely. And try to remember that you are a Saint of Aeoria.”

			Ovid chuckled. He turned and the darkness swallowed him as he strode away. 

			Hadraniel shook his head. “He knows too much.”

			“He does,” agreed Erygion. “Nothing to be done about that now.”

			“Did you give him his real Sanguinastrum?” asked Hadraniel, hopeful that maybe Erygion just gave him one of the fakes he was planting back at Sanctuary.

			Erygion nodded. “He saved you both from a terrible fate. He sought me out for you.” Then, as if he sensed Hadraniel’s thoughts that he should have just smashed it, he said, “It is not my right to recall a Saint. We are all bound by those collars. You and Karinael promised him his Sanguinastrum if he helped, and I honored that pact. If we cannot work in the Goddess’s footsteps, then we have already lost.”

			“Thank you,” said Karinael. “He’s a monster, but he saved us.”

			Hadraniel frowned. He looked at Erygion. “Ovid tells us there is a bounty on our heads. We have much to catch up on.”

			Erygion nodded. “We do, but I’m afraid I won’t have many answers for you. I fled Sanctuary right after the constellation appeared in the sky. Sanctuary knew what that constellation meant, and they knew who each and every one of those stars belonged to. I knew they’d be coming to have you two recalled, and probably others. It was all over for me at that point.”

			“So, you just fled?” asked Karinael with some concern.

			Erygion nodded his head. “I took all the Sanguinastrums with me. Nothing else I could do. Believe me, that constellation was something that got Sanctuary’s hackles up. There’s no going back now.”

			“You took all the Sanguinastrums?” asked Karin, shock in her voice. “But… where are they?”

			“Hidden, for now.” said Erygion. “And I do mean I took all of them, other than those that Holy Father himself holds.”

			“Doesn’t Holy Father hold all of Aeoria’s Guards’?” asked Hadraniel.

			“Some of them,” said Erygion with a wink.

			“What about Nuriel’s?” asked Karinael.

			“Her’s is one Holy Father holds.” said Erygion, and Karinael seemed to sink a little.

			“But what now?” asked Hadraniel. “If you can’t go back to Sanctuary…”

			“It doesn’t matter.” said Erygion. “Everything was getting out of hand anyway. It was only a matter of time before they found out what we’ve been up to. Frankly, I’m surprised Nuriel kept her mouth shut.” He shook his head and stared down at the ground for a moment, chewing thoughts over in his mind. “I’ve been keeping up this charade longer than I ever thought I would need to. Celacia made it sound like things were moving fast, but for ten years now…” His voice trailed off. He looked back up at Karinael and Hadraniel. “We’ve all done as much as we can here, and we’ve all waited long enough. We need Celacia, but I fear we’ve waited for her for far too long. Isley’s been looking for her ever since she disappeared, but it’s like she fell off the face of the world.” He sighed. “We should never have waited this long. We should have gone to help Isley search for her sooner. There’s but one star left in the sky, and now I fear it might be too late.”

			“So, what do we do now?” asked Karinael.

			“I’m going to gather the Saints we have, and we’re going to have to meet Isley in Duroton. Maybe together we can find Celacia, and hopefully it isn’t too late.”

			The three were quiet for a long moment. At length Hadraniel looked at Erygion. “So, they really did try to have us recalled? They really do have a bounty on our heads?”

			Erygion hiked his shoulders in a shrug. “I don’t know. Like I said, I fled as soon as I saw your little show in the sky.”

			“How did you know we caused it?” asked Karinael.

			Erygion smiled. “I’m the keeper of the Sanguinastrums, and I’ve been at it for a very long time. I know a secret or two about the stars. I know which stars belong to which Saints.”

			“So, then, what happened? What did we do?” asked Karinael.

			Erygion laughed. “I was hoping you could tell me what you did.”

			Hadraniel exchanged a look with Karinael. “Before it happened, me and Karin were fighting Ithuriel. And Karinael’s Caliber started going crazy. And then…” Hadraniel looked at Karinael.

			“I don’t really remember,” she said meekly. “I just remember light all around me.”

			“Our armor lit up, like it was made of starlight.” said Hadraniel. “And then I saw the constellation appear. Me and Karin have talked about it. It was strange, but it was like we were both a part of each other. And we both thought we could feel other Saints with us as well.”

			Erygion nodded. “The other stars.”

			“What do you mean?” asked Hadraniel. 

			“The Saints of the other stars in the constellation.” said Erygion. “Yours were the brightest that shown, but others in that constellation made an appearance too. Most of the other Saints of that constellation are long dead, but a few live. Saint Tauriel is one of them. I believe he is in Penatallia. You already know Saint Ertrael. They transferred him out of Jerusa a couple years back. I believe he is in Narbereth now. I wouldn’t be surprised to hear there is a bounty on their heads as well.”

			Hadraniel frowned. Ertrael had been a good Saint. He had helped him and Karinael with shipments a couple time. He hated to think there would be a bounty on his head. He sighed and looked at Erygion. “So, me and Karin, we’re part of the same constellation?” 

			Erygion regarded them for a moment. “Yes.”

			“But… what does that mean?” asked Karinael. 

			“I don’t know.” Erygion was silent in thought for a moment. “Saints are stars, are constellations…” he uttered, mostly to himself. Erygion’s sapphire eyes turned to Karinael. “Your Caliber shines strangely.” he said. “But it never used to.”

			Karinael looked at Hadraniel for a moment and then shrugged her shoulders. “Back at Sanctuary I could never shine it very brightly.” she said. “After I got my Call to Guard, Nuriel apprenticed me and helped train me. She helped me learn how to shine my Caliber brighter, and that’s when we started to notice it.”

			Erygion nodded his head. He regarded her for a moment, chewing on his bottom lip.

			“What?” asked Hadraniel. He could see something was eating at him. “What is it?”

			Erygion looked at them. “There is something you don’t know, Karinael.”

			She looked at Hadraniel and then back to Erygion. “About what?”

			“About what Nuriel did for you.” he said. “The day you received your Call to Guard she came to me. She knew about me switching out the Sanguinastrums with fakes, and she offered to sell her silence in exchange for a favor.”

			Hadraniel saw Karinael’s brow furl. “What favor?”

			Erygion walked over to a large boulder and leaned against it. He was silent for a time, mulling things over in his mind. At last he returned his eyes to them. “Your Caliber was never strong enough to sync with your armor.” he said. “You would have been consumed by it the moment you were bound to it if it weren’t for Nuriel.”

			Hadraniel wrapped an arm around Karinael’s shoulders. He could feel her sink at his words; could feel something like shame from within her Caliber.

			“Nuriel came to me to ask if there was a way to bolster another person’s Caliber from a distance.” continued Erygion. “Though it is a rare ability, it’s no secret that some Saints can do it by a touch. Just as we Saints can help heal each other, we can also sometimes help bolster each others’ Calibers. I’ve told you before how Nuriel helped me raise the skull of the fire dragon from Mount Rendral.” Erygion fixed Karinael with his eyes. “I taught Nuriel how to do it from a distance. To be honest, I was not sure she could do it. I was almost certain she could not sustain it long enough to help you. But she did. She projected her Caliber into yours, and that is the sole reason you were never consumed by your armor.”

			“But… but it took me days to fully sync with my armor,” said Karinael. 

			“Nuriel’s strong.” said Hadraniel. “I told you what I saw her do against Behemoth Kraken. She actually coalesced her Caliber into a shield around herself.” 

			Erygion nodded. “Stronger than I even gave her credit for. Who knows how long she was helping you. Maybe weeks.”

			Karinael burried her face in her hands. She slumped against a tree.

			“It’s okay,” said Hadraniel into her ear. He stroked his hand down her cheek.

			“But that means I really wasn’t good enough.” she said, sniffling. She wiped at her eyes. “It means I really never should have…”

			“Hey,” said Hadraniel. He lifted her chin to look into her eyes. “It means that I got to meet you. It means that all the people of Jerusa got to know you.”

			“It’s true,” said Erygion. “You’re one of the good ones. Whatever Nuriel did to help you, it in turn has helped countless people.”

			Karinael didn’t say anything. She stood slumped against the tree, looking down. Hadraniel held her close.

			“I have a theory.” said Erygion. “I think that Nuriel projected her own Caliber into yours for so long that you became accustomed to siphoning the Caliber of others.”

			Karinael looked up at him, her face scrunching up. “So I’m a leech?”

			Erygion frowned. “I didn’t mean it that way.”

			“But that’s what I am, right?” she said. “I’m a leech.”

			“Karin…” Hadraniel tried to embrace her but she rebuked him with her arm. 

			“Not a leech.” said Erygion. “A conduit.”

			“What’s that supposed to mean?” she asked, wiping at her eyes.

			Erygion’s voice was soft, as if speaking to himself. “We Saints are not human. We are born as blessings from the Goddess. Our deeds are said to be records kept in the stars, and hence we are named for them.” He looked at the black heavens above. “Saints are stars, are constellations…”

			“What?” asked Hadraniel, hardly able to hear him. Hadraniel didn’t exactly know where Erygion was going. It was true that Saints were not humans; they had no parents, no mothers or fathers. They were born in the Stellanatarium in the Holy Palace, sent by the Goddess herself into the arms of her great statue there. They were raised by the six Holy Mothers until they were three. At that age they were moved to the dorms and watched over by the Mothers and Fathers there. 

			“I think,” began Erygion more loudly, but then he suddenly seemed to think better of his words and fell silent again.

			“What is it?” asked Hadraniel.

			“I think something within Karinael was awoken from the help she received from Nuriel.” said Erygion at last.

			Karinael sniffed. “You mean a big old nasty leech?”

			“No.” said Erygion, standing up and walking over to her. He placed his hands upon her shoulders. “I think what awoke inside of you is something that all Saints are supposed to have. I think you are stronger than you realize, and I think your true ability is in being a conduit for others. I have a hunch that the Ecclesiastics back at Sanctuary—the ones with Calibers too weak to become Saints Caliber and who are held back—might share this common ability.”

			“You mean, their Calibers are weak because they are conduits?”

			“Something like that.” said Erygion. “So, perhaps there is a bigger reason they are kept behind at Sanctuary. Perhaps there is a bigger reason Sanctuary does not try to train them.”

			Karinael sniffed and kicked at a rock by her foot. “Now I know why Nuriel was so fed up with me. Now I know why she couldn’t stand me any longer.”

			“I don’t think that’s it.” said Hadraniel. 

			“I think it is,” said Karinael. “I think she was so drained by me that she couldn’t take it any longer. Maybe I caused her to finally snap. Maybe I’m the reason she was taking so much Ev. Maybe I’m the reason she became so—” Karinael’s voice stuck in her throat and she buried her head in her hands. 

			Hadraniel hugged her to his body. “No, Karin. Nuriel was using Ev long before she ever apprenticed you. You can’t blame yourself for her actions.”

			Karinael sniffed and moved away from Hadraniel as she wiped at her eyes. “I need to find her. I need to tell her that I’m sorry.”

			Hadraniel started. “Karin, I don’t think that’s a—”

			“No,” said Karinael. “If what Erygion says is true, then I owe her. I should make amends with her.”

			Erygion shook his head. “That is not a good idea.” he spoke. “Nuriel is too close to Holy Father. Especially now.”

			“We used to be close too.” said Karinael. “If I could just talk to her…”

			Hadraniel shared a disconcerted look with Erygion. The large man put his helmet on. “If I see her, I’ll tell her you want to speak,” said Erygion. “But do not approach her on your own.”

			Karinael looked at him. “Are you going to go find her?”

			“There’s a possibility that I might run into her.” he said. “But I want you and Hadraniel to stay here. I’m going to gather the rest of the Saints loyal to us. Raziel, Gadrial, Asteroth and the others. They’ll meet you here.” He looked at Hadraniel. “I’ll have one of them bring you a new bodysuit as well. Can’t have one of my Saints running around half naked.”

			Hadraniel smiled and adjusted the blanket on his waist. “I’d appreciate that.”

			Then something seemed to occur to Erygion. “You have not seen Dalerial and Falerial, have you? I met them the other day when I first arrived in Jerusa. I told them to come here.”

			Hadraniel shook his head. Karinael said, “Nobody has been by other than Ovid.” 

			Erygion pursed his lips into a frown. “Watch out for Ovid.” said Erygion. “He’s supposed to try throwing Leviathan Hydra and everybody else off our tails. He’s supposed to convince them that he saw you two heading east. Then he’s going to meet us here and follow us as far west as Narbereth.” 

			Karinael nodded but Hadraniel had a bad feeling in the pit of his stomach.

			“While I’m gone, try to replicate what you did that night against Ithuriel.” said Erygion.

			“But… I can’t.” said Karinael. “Me and Hadi, we tried a few times. We thought if we could do it, it might help him heal. But we can’t.”

			“You told me that when it happened, it felt like there were other people with you.” said Erygion. “Karinael, you need to think of yourself as a conduit. When you shine your Caliber, reach out to whoever you feel, not just Hadraniel. Reach out to Ertrael. Reach out to Tauriel. Reach out to every star that shone in the constellation that night.”

			Karinael nodded her head but didn’t look too certain about it.

			“I mean it, stay here.” said Erygion. “There are too many eyes on the lookout for you two.”

			“We will,” said Hadraniel. “Let’s hope Ovid keeps his word.”

			Erygion frowned, then gave them each a final nod and farewell. He turned to leave, his cape fluttering in the night wind. Karinael ran up to him and grabbed his arm. 

			“You’ll speak to her, right?” asked Karinael. “If you see Nuriel, you’ll speak with her? You’ll tell her to come see me?”

			Erygion frowned even as he nodded. “I’ll try.” And with that he strode off into the night.

			 ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦

			The midday sun filtered through the green leaves of tall maples and oaks, dappling the dirt road with shadows that danced and played as the warm breeze swept the forest canopy. The twin Saints, Dalerial and Falerial, walked the road side-by-side as they made their way toward Gatopolis where they would then veer north to meet with Hadraniel and Karinael near the mountains. Typically they would run, traveling faster than the winds, but things were playing upon their minds and they took a slow pace, muttering and whispering in each others’ ears.

			“Do we go? I don’t think we should go.” murmured Falerial, her head turned slightly to her sister, Dalerial, at her left. A soft wind blew, fluttering both their long, opalescent white hair. 

			“Erygion thinks we should. Maybe we should go to Duroton?” murmured Dalerial. She wrapped her arm around Falerial’s star-metal breastplate and moved her head closer to her ear. “I think we go. We should probably go.” Both sisters wore identical suits of rounded Star-Armor with sharply tapered ends on the bracers and leggings over white bodysuits. Upon their hips hung a pair of black, star-metal rings, each about a foot in diameter and razor sharp around the outer edge.

			“If we go, there’s no coming back. If we go we have to stay in Duroton.” whispered Falerial. “And what if we find Celacia? What if Erygion is wrong about her?”

			“I say we go. We can’t stay here much longer anyway.” murmured Falerial. “They’re going to know; they’re going to find out.”

			“I don’t know. I don’t like this.” began Dalerial, but then her sister nudged her with her elbow.

			“Look, it’s Nuriel,” whispered Falerial. “Nuriel is there.”

			Dalerial looked up. Standing in the middle of the road was Saint Nuriel. Her golden hair shown in the sun and her molten eyes were fixed on them. She had a severe look upon her narrow face, and the handle of her giant claymore shown ominously upon her back. Falerial and Dalerial stopped in their tracks, leaning in toward each other.  

			 “What does she want? What do you think she wants?” mumbled Dalerial.

			“I don’t know. Should we ask her? Maybe we should ask her?” whispered Falerial.

			Nuriel strode down the road toward them, her star-metal boots biting deep into the dirt as she came. “Saints Falerial and Dalerial,” said Nuriel. “Where are Saints Karinael and Hadraniel?”

			“She’s coming.” whispered Falerial and they both started murmuring into each others’ ears about what they should do. They abruptly went silent as Nuriel came before them.

			“Where are they?” demanded Nuriel, her sharp eyes giving no quarter for debate.

			“I don’t know.” said Falerial. “We haven’t seen them,” added Dalerial. 

			Nuriel’s eyes narrowed. She took another step forward, coming to stand uncomfortably close to them. “Where are they?”

			Dalerial and Falerial took a tiny step backward. “Last we heard they were in the south.” said Falerial. “We heard there is a bounty on their heads,” said Dalerial. “They must be lying low.” added Falerial.

			Nuriel’s golden eyes appraised them, staring right into their opalescent eyes. “Where’s Erygion?”

			Dalerial and Falerial looked at each other for a moment. “He must be in hiding too.” said Falerial. “We haven’t seen him.” said Dalerial. 

			Nuriel drew the claymore from her back. “Nobody in the field knows that Erygion fled Sanctuary.”

			Dalerial and Falerial both made an amazing leap backward, gaining yards of distance as they took up their razor discs in their hands. Their bodies glowed with golden Caliber light. Falerial let a disc fly and Nuriel tumbled forward, avoiding it, as Dalerial came at her wielding both discs in her hands.

			Falerial’s disc returned to her hand as Nuriel rolled up to her feet in front of Dalerial. Dalerial slashed with her discs, causing Nuriel to spring back with her claymore out, and then the woman whirled in, spinning with her discs. Purple sparks flew from Nuriel’s claymore as the discs rattled upon her sword in quick succession. 

			Nuriel caught a glimpse of Falerial leaping over her as she flourished her sword against more slashes from Dalerial’s discs. Just as Falerial landed behind her, Nuriel raised her sword over her head and to her back, blocking the strikes from behind as she kicked out with her foot, impacting Dalerial in the chest and staggering the woman. 

			Nuriel spun around to face Falerial. The woman whirled like a tornado with her discs out, the strikes starting low and moving upward. Nuriel got her sword up and the strikes blasted against it with great impact. Then Falerial spun low, and Nuriel lifted her foot and stomped down, catching one of the discs beneath her boot. Nuriel raised her other leg up in a kick, striking Falerial across the face and sending her tumbling back. 

			Nuriel spun just in time to see a flying disc from Dalerial. With a flourish of her sword she deflected the disc to the side where it stuck deep into a nearby tree, nearly severing it in half. Dalerial let her second disc fly and Nuriel parried with her sword, twisting her body to avoid its deadly edge. The disc grazed her bodysuit and Nuriel felt the leather split at her side, though it drew no blood. 

			Nuriel dashed forward as Dalerial held out her arms, recalling her discs. Nuriel dove and tumbled forward as the deadly razor discs sailed inches from her scalp. She came up in front of Dalerial just as the discs returned to her hands, but Nuriel whirled, keeping her sword up, and she felt the satisfying bite of her sword cutting through the flesh, tissue and bone of the woman’s neck. She heard the head hit the dirt road as she turned and raced forward, toward Falerial, who was now back to her feet.

			A disc came whizzing at an odd angle toward Nuriel’s face. She lifted her sword and the disc caught around the tip, spinning. Nuriel whipped her sword out and the disc sailed back toward Falerial. The woman raised her bracer to deflect it, but the disc caught her at the elbow and the woman screamed and fell to her knees as her forearm fell off and thudded upon the dirt road. 

			Nuriel was upon her now and whirled in. She felt the impact of her sword cutting through bone as Falerial’s other arm came off at the shoulder. She spun, and Falerial’s head flew into the forest, her body crumpling in the road as a river of blood poured from her neck. 

			Nuriel jammed her sword into the ground and stood there panting for a long moment. She watched as Falerial’s body twisted and convulsed. There were some sickening cracks and pops of bone as she was consumed into her armor. Then the forest was quiet. 

			Nuriel wiped the blood from her face. She reached into her hip-sack and took out a glass vial of Ev and her injector. She plunged the needle through the stopper on the vial and took up a large dose, nearly filling the chamber of the injector. Then she sunk the needle through the leather bodysuit at the crook of her elbow, and with her thumb, slowly squeezed the Ev into her arm. 

			Nuriel closed her eyes as the warmth flowed through her veins. She felt the hands of Holy Father Admael caress up her arm and over her chest. She felt his warm hands travel down her body and to her crotch. She felt fiery wings wrap her in an embrace as the warmth continued down through each leg. 

			Nuriel closed her eyes and purred softly as she wiped a bloody finger down her cheek, softly brushing over her lips. Holy Father would be proud of her. Holy Father would know that two more traitors were dead. With each Saint, Nuriel would take the pain of betrayal from him. She could soothe him, as he soothed her. He would be proud, and he would love her for it.

			Nuriel knelt before the fallen armor in the road. She tucked her hair behind her ear and then lay down beside it, wrapping an arm over the empty breastplate. She closed her eyes, and in her mind she was laying beside Holy Father, the warmth of the Ev his embrace. The world was facets of colored glass glowing with the fiery light of evening’s sun. She was the one he was holding in those stained glass windows back at Sanctuary. She was the one he had laid to rest; the one who he had made so peaceful. All around her brilliant reds and oranges and blues glowed in fragmented portions of the picture. She raised her hand and it was a mosaic of colored glass, and she brushed it through Holy Father’s hair, the radiant, silver strands tinkling like the high keys of a piano.

			But not everything was colorful. Veins of lifeless lead ran between the facets of glass, and she saw them move as she stared into Admael’s silver eyes. Like a snake, the lead veins coursed through her world. They slithered across her body and between the facets that separated her form from Holy Father’s. It pushed her away from him and she felt her body slip from his arms. She screamed out and reached to him, but her hand fell upon something cold. She looked up and she saw her hand upon a serpent’s body, its scales all made of Star-Armor. In its coils it held Holy Father and she cried out to him to take her hand.

			“I am in pain!” he sobbed, as winding, black coils closed around him, taking him from her sight.

			Nuriel looked up the length of the great snake before her. The head of the serpent was Karinael, her face and hair all made from colorful facets of stained glass. She looked down upon Nuriel, fangs revealing themselves from her mouth. “Stop it Nuriel, you’re hurting me.”

			Nuriel screamed as Karinael’s head came down upon her, and she was devoured into darkness.

			Nuriel sat up, breathing heavily. She sniffled and tucked her golden hair behind her ear. She found her injector and her Ev laying nearby and packed them away in her hip-sack. She sat there for a moment, taking in the warmth of the Ev that still flowed through her. It muddled her thoughts, but not so much that she couldn’t decipher the twins’ little ruse. Dalerial and Falerial had been heading west toward Gatopolis. They had told her that Hadraniel and Karinael were in the south. Nuriel sniffled again and stood up. They were north. Karinael and Hadraniel would be north. She looked up the road as it disappeared beyond the trees. Saint Adonael of the River’s Edge was often in Gatopolis. Adonael and Hadraniel were friends. 

			Nuriel picked up her sword. The blade’s length was all bloody. She flicked it, spattering the trees with crimson. She placed it into the scabbard on her back and set off up the road.

			 ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦

			The afternoon sky was subdued by a canopy of gray. Upon the distant horizon a stormfront rolled forward like an on-coming tidalwave in the heavens. Erygion could smell rain upon the cool winds; feel the electricity in the air from the approaching storm as he strode the grassy riverbank just east of Gatopolis where ancient willows cried their branches into the waters. The Gatimus River was deep and slow-moving; its waters dark and undulating as if a great serpent stirred in its depths. The Gatimus River had its origins far north, past the Gatimarian Mountains where the ocean lay. From there it flowed down to the great lakes and swamps south of Gatimaria. Ahead, where the river flowed into a basin at the edge of the forest, Erygion could see Saint Adonael of the River’s Edge kneeling in silent prayer upon the muddy banks. 

			“Saint Adonael,” called Erygion as he approached. 

			Adonael stood from his prayers, his star-armored knees dripping with mud. Despite the murky light, his ruby hair and eyes shown brilliantly against his bodysuit and Star-Armor. He bowed his head deeply.

			As Erygion approached he could see the bodies that Adonael had collected from the river. They were cold and stiff; pale and blue-lipped. Two were men in torn rags, their eyes open but white like a dead fish’s. Another was a woman whose patchwork gown was in shreds. Seaweed was tangled in her long, brown hair. Beside them all Erygion noticed the glint of star-metal. There was a breastplate clung with seaweed and mud, and the tattered remains of a bodysuit. Erygion could not be certain, but he thought the angular breastplate looked like Saint Zoseph’s. 

			Zoseph had helped Karinael and Hadraniel distribute food throughout Jerusa once or twice. He was one of the Saints he had searched for after speaking with Dalerial and Falerial a couple days back. This would explain why no one had seen him. He briefly wondered if the same fate happened to Dalerial and Falerial. It would explain why they hadn’t shown up with Karinael and Hadraniel. 

			“Erygion the Standard Bearer.” said Adonael as the large man approached. 

			Erygion bowed his head. “Still collecting the bodies of the river’s edge, I see?”

			“Nobody deserves to die like this.” said Adonael. “Nobody deserves to be dragged into the abyss by Leviathan Hydra.” He seemed to shudder. He stared at the wet corpses at his feet. When he spoke, his words were soft; sad even. “Dragged into the blackness. Darkness all around, unknown depths beneath. Nothing to hold on to. Nobody to comfort them. Cold waters filling their lungs. Forgotten. Never to see the light again.” He looked at Erygion. “It is a sad, miserable death. To burn is better.”

			Erygion nodded. “What was Zoseph’s crime?”

			Adonael shrugged, looking down at the lonesome breastplate. “Nobody knows,” he said. He turned his ruby eyes up to Erygion. “But I might hazard a guess.”

			Erygion pursed his lips. He regarded Adonael for a moment. “Will you go to Duroton with us?”

			Adonael breathed deep and clanged his star-metal boot against Zoseph’s breastplate. “I’ve helped Karinael when I could. But you must understand that Leviathan Hydra sees all. Her seven heads are everywhere. And Sanctuary now has eyes looking too. You should run, Erygion. Run while you still can.”

			Erygion placed a hand on Adonael’s pauldron. “Neither Hydra nor Sanctuary will find you in Duroton. Come with us. Help us find Celacia.” He looked to the sky. “We’ve waited too long. Time is short.”

			Adonael wagged his head softly. “Time is very short. You should run for Duroton while you still can.”

			“Come with us.” urged Erygion.

			Adonael looked up at him. “Someone could be watching even now. You should run.”

			Erygion caught the slight tilt of Adonael’s eyes. His own sapphire eyes flicked to the line of trees in the near distance. In the shadows stood Nuriel. 

			“I’m sorry,” said Adonael. He backed away from him. “You could still run.”

			Erygion watched Nuriel approach, heralded by the stormfront. She held her giant claymore, almost dragging it. A flash of lightning made her armor and eyes gleam coldly.

			“It was Ovid.” said Adonael. “He told her you’d be seeking me out. She’s been watching me since yesterday.”

			“Help Karinael and Hadraniel.” said Erygion. “Go to them. Help them gather the others.”

			“I’m sorry, Erygion the Standard Bearer.” said Adonael. He turned and walked away down the riverbank.

			Erygion strode forward to meet Nuriel upon the grassy fields aside the still waters of the river basin. He crossed his large arms over his chest as Nuriel came to a stop some ten-yards from him. 

			“Where are the Sanguinastrums?” demanded Nuriel. Lightning flashed, playing upon her armor and her molten eyes in a frightful manner. “Where did you hide them?”

			“They’re safe.” said Erygion. “Safe from you, safe from Holy Father, and safe from those creatures we call the Bishops.”

			Nuriel flourished her sword and stepped closer. “You mean to recall all the Saints who won’t follow you?”

			Erygion huffed a little laugh, his arms bouncing on his chest. He shook his head. “See, that’s where people like me differ from those like you.”

			Nuriel’s lips turned up into a snarl. “Did you give them to Karinael and Hadraniel?”

			Erygion smirked and shook his head. “Is Sanctuary really so desperate to get them back? Holy Father too afraid to have his dogs off their leashes?”

			“Don’t you ever talk about Holy Father! Don’t you ever say his name! You don’t know anything about him! You don’t know him like I do. You don’t know what it’s like to be there with him—to be in his arms—to know that he loves you. You’re nothing but a traitor.” she spat. 

			“You are one fucked-up bitch, Nuriel.”

			Nuriel took another step closer. “Where’s Karinael? Where’s Hadraniel?”

			“Do you really mean to seek out your friend?” asked Erygion. “Do you really mean to kill the one person who was always by your side?”

			Thunder rumbled the skies above. 

			Nuriel’s eyes narrowed. She flourished her claymore. “Where are they,” she said, almost growling.

			Erygion shook his head. “You’re pathetic. High on Ev again too. You know Karinael wanted you to get off that stuff. Who else ever cared about you that much?”

			Nuriel’s face twisted into an angry mask. “Holy Father.” she snarled. “Holy Father is love.”

			“Still believing your own lies, I see.” said Erygion. “You know, you’re so full of your own shit that I can smell you from here.”

			“Where are they!” she shrieked.

			Dark clouds gathered above. Lightning flashed. Rain began to fall in a slow patter.

			“You know,” said Erygion. “At least Saints like Ovid have the decency to embrace what they are. You? You spoon-feed yourself all the lies you can eat and happily swallow so long as you don’t have to choke on anything that remotely tastes like the truth.”

			Nuriel’s hands wrapped tightly around the handle of her sword, her knuckles turning white. “Shut up. What do you know? You’re nothing but a traitor. Nothing but an apostate to Holy Father.”

			More thunder. Rain came heavier now, the drops pattering off their armor.

			Erygion casually drew his star-metal broadsword from his side. “Tell me, Nuriel, has the Ev made you forget all the days you and Karinael spent in her room, talking and dreaming? Does the Ev now hug you warmer than your friend’s arms?”

			“Shut up,” spat Nuriel. “You don’t know anything.”

			“When you returned to Sanctuary you took the pictures from Karinael’s room. She was always quite the artist. You hung the painting she made of you and her standing on that rocky cliff in your room.” Through the rain Erygion held her with a steady gaze. “Tell me, has it now been replaced by one of you and Holy Father? Or, maybe you replaced it with a shelf full of Ev?”

			“I’m not going to ask you again,” said Nuriel, her voice low and menacing. The rain flattened her golden hair upon her head. Erygion could see her chest heaving. Her body began to glow with golden Caliber energy, diffusing in the rain that shattered into mist off her pauldrons and breastplate. “Where are they?”

			Erygion shined his Caliber and his body was enveloped by a sphere of radiant, white light. “Go to Hell, Nuriel.”

			In combat Nuriel was like some sort of giant cat predator. She sprang forward, her black sword like the storm’s fury. Star-metal clashed against star-metal as the rain danced upon Erygion and Nuriel, their Caliber light haunting the murky field. Erygion spun and twisted, his sword trading equally for each of Nuriel’s strikes. Their bodies glowed in spheres of blinding light as they stepped and moved in their deadly dance, their weapon strikes more thunderous than the angry heavens above them.

			Erygion pressed his advantage, stepping in close to her. His was a full suit of Star-Armor; no leather bodysuit exposed. Nuriel brought her sword in, holding it horizontally at her chest as she spun. Her sword cut across Erygion’s armored abdomen, sparking purple against his impenetrable armor. Now too close for her large claymore to be effective, Erygion brought his much nimbler broadsword up and straight down over his shoulder to sink the blade into the top of her skull. There was no way for Nuriel to get her own sword up in time, but rather than feel his sword plunge into her flesh, Erygion felt himself violently pushed back as Nuriel’s Caliber coalesced into a glowing shell around her, the falling rains lending it a hazy aura. 

			Erygion stumbled back and now Nuriel had all the space she needed. Erygion raised his free hand, feeling the earth and stone of the ground collect within his Caliber as Nuriel’s sword whirled out high. The ground rumbled as a pillar of earth tore its way up, dragging with it tangled roots and a massive boulder. Nuriel’s claymore struck the enormous rock and with a crack more terrible than thunder and it splintered and rained down in chunks.

			Erygion pressed forward, his broadsword swooping like a hawk at Nuriel’s head. She rolled beneath it, her breastplate impacting Erygion’s legs like a tumbling boulder and he fell over her. Erygion spun on his back as Nuriel rolled up to her feet. She leapt into the air, her sword spinning into a deadly, downward stroke. Erygion rolled just as Nuriel’s claymore sunk deep into the earth where his head had been. Back on his feet, Erygion swept his sword out before Nuriel could pull her’s from the ground. She twisted and Erygion felt a powerful crack and was blinded by a flash of Caliber light as Nuriel blocked it with her bracer.  

			She kicked, but Erygion grabbed her leg in his left arm and pulled. He felt her other foot slide on the wet grass and she fell upon her back, her breastplate thumping deeply into the earth. Still holding her one leg, Erygion brought his sword up to sever it at the joint between her knee and upper leg where her Star-Armor did not protect. Nuriel raised her hand and before he could land the blow he felt rock and stone pelt him from behind, knocking him to the side. 

			Erygion rolled to gain some distance and got back to his feet just in time to see Nuriel scramble up and pull her sword from the earth. She spun, but he was now a good ten-yards away and her claymore cut only through the rain that fell in curtains around her. Lightning flashed. Her golden eyes focused on him. With a snarl she leapt toward him, her sword arcing through the air. 

			With his left arm out, Erygion gathered a large willow at the river’s edge into his Caliber’s grasp. Massive roots snapped, dirt and stone crumbled as the tree was torn from its place and was hurled across the field. In mid-air and still on her deadly course for Erygion, Nuriel held out her right hand. Erygion felt the giant tree wrenched from his own Caliber. He turned and raised his arms defensively just as the enormous trunk impacted him head-on. He fell. Cold rain hit his face. Branches scratched at his eyes. The wind was knocked from his chest as the full weight of the tree broke over his breastplate. 

			Nuriel landed just behind his head. He looked up and saw her face twisted in an ugly snarl that dripped with water. Her golden eyes burned. Her sword swept up, its deadly point now raised above his face. Erygion exploded his Caliber. A flash of white light drowned out the lightning overhead. The tree exploded into a million shards and Erygion rolled out and tumbled backward onto his feet. 

			It took only a moment for his eyes to find Nuriel but she was already upon him, her giant sword sweeping toward him. It was all Erygion could do to raise his sword in a clumsy parry. He felt her blade knock against his, tossing it aside, and then her sword struck like thunder against his helmet. He felt it spin on his head briefly before it went flying across the field where it landed with a tremendous thud, tearing up the terrain as it tumbled in the wet grass. 

			Erygion growled as he staggered to the side, Nuriel’s own momentum taking her past him. He turned and dashed toward her just as she came back at him. Their swords thundered and cracked, echoing the storm that raged in the heavens. Erygion pressed in, deflecting Nuriel’s sword strikes until he was inside of her range. He flourished his sword, knocking hers to the side, and then brought his blade up to take her arm off at the shoulder. Once again, however, his sword was deflected off her Caliber.

			Nuriel did a handspring backward, her boots hitting Erygion under the chin as she flipped, and he stumbled backward a step. Now on her feet with some distance, Nuriel shot in, whirling her sword about like a tornado. 

			Erygion held his hands out. The earth was ripped upward like a carpet being shaken. Nuriel skidded to a halt, her sword up defensively as a wave of wet earth washed over her, then she barreled through it, encompassed by a shell of white Caliber energy. 

			Erygion barely got his sword up in time to meet hers, but when he did, their strikes came like hailstones upon each other. Erygion cursed as he felt her blade narrowly miss his cheek. He pushed his arms out, shining his Caliber brightly. Nuriel grunted as she was thrown back. She landed on her back some few yards away, her breastplate tearing up the landscape as she slid. 

			She kicked herself back up to her feet as Erygion charged like a raging bull toward her. She flared her Caliber and the earth around her sprang up like a stormy, ocean wave. Erygion slid to a halt, his broadsword before him shining with blinding light. Earth and stone broke over him, then he quickly rolled on his knees to the side just as Nuriel’s sword plunged into the spot he had been standing. 

			Back on his feet, Erygion twisted around to meet her. Nuriel’s sword came quick and true. He fell to his knee as he knocked her sword up, then he sprang forward, bulldozing into her. He felt like a wrecking ball as he crashed into her, her glowing Caliber shell cracking against his massive armor. Her sword fell from her hand as she flew backward through the air, landing clumsily on her side. She snarled and rolled up to her feet and charged toward him, weaponless. 

			Erygion quickly stepped on her fallen weapon and took an offensive stance. As she came in he struck out with his sword. She moved her arms up, blocking his blade upon her bracers. She spun in, catching him in the stomach with her boot. Erygion stepped back from the impact but pressed in quickly. Her fist found his face, but not before he felt his blade tear through something. 

			Nuriel screamed as Erygion recovered from the blow to his face. She snarled, blood dripping from a gash in her leg just below her armored skirt. She dashed forward and he swung his sword out, but she tumbled beneath it, picking up her sword as she bounded back to her feet. She sprang over his head, her sword a spinning, black blade of death. Erygion ducked and spun around to meet her, but she was already upon him. Her sword moved up at his left arm and he couldn’t get his own blade up in time. Searing pain tore through his arm at the elbow and he howled in agony as he stumbled backward.

			His left arm hung limply now and his hand was numb. Her sword had found the chink at the join of his armor and he knew tendon and muscle had been severed. He moved his sword up as she came at him again, but she spun and kicked rather than strike with her sword, and her boot impacted him hard, square in the chest. 

			Erygion felt his own sword fall from his hand as he fell backward onto his butt. He raised his right arm just in time to catch Nuriel’s sword upon it and the impact sent his own armored fist into his face. Then he felt cold star-metal upon his bare neck.

			“Where are they!” roared Nuriel, her chest heaving. 

			Erygion swallowed. Nuriel’s claymore was pressed to the apple of his throat as she loomed over him, her soaked hair falling in ragged cords from her scalp. Rain fell on his face, making it hard to see. His left arm throbbed and he could feel warm blood creeping beneath his bracer. 

			“Where are they!” she screamed again.

			“Fuck you, Nuriel.” said Erygion. Behind him he could hear the cold, dark river being slapped by rain.

			She pressed the blade upon his neck. He felt his skin begin to tear. And then there was a brief flash in the sky above, but it was not lightning. Erygion’s eyes flicked up. Burning through the stormy heavens shone the stars of Karinael and Hadraniel, as well as a number of dimmer points of light. Like lightning streaking from star to star the constellation was traced in a brilliant, white light, creating a picture of a serpent in the sky. And then it all faded away, leaving smokey, burnt clouds that lingered for a moment before being swept into a smear by the winds.

			Erygion began to chuckle. “They did it,” he said. “They figured it out.”

			Nuriel grabbed his sapphire hair, squeezing water from it as she pressed her black blade to his throat. “Where are they!”

			Erygion couldn’t help but smile as he chuckled again. “I was right. I knew I was right.”

			“Where! Are! They!” she screamed into his face.

			“It doesn’t matter now.” said Erygion, his chest bouncing as he laughed. He felt cold water gathering in his Caliber. It was hard to hold onto; painfully draining. He felt his strength waning. He turned his sapphire eyes up to her. “We’ve won, Nuriel.”

			“Won what?” she spat, pulling his hair tightly into her grip.

			“Karinael and Hadraniel have awoken something, and neither you nor Sanctuary can stop it now.” More cold water. Tons and tons of it. He could feel it flowing through his fingers. It had a terrible deepness to it; a blackness he could not decipher. He could feel the river’s very roots where cold mud lay. Corpses. Bones. Something loathsome slithered in its depths, shying from his Caliber. It was large and dreadful, but it slunk from the river. Fear rose in Erygion as he came to a dire realization. Karinael and Hadraniel—all the other Saints—they were in great danger. A foe beyond fathom was awakening in the ocean. Erygion tightened his fists, gathering all of the river he could muster. 

			“Where are they.” growled Nuriel. Her blade on his throat was as cold as the river’s mud and its forgotten corpses. “This is the last time I ask.”

			Erygion chuckled. “Like I said, Nuriel, go to Hell.”

			Nuriel looked up. The river flowed from the bank like a cold, black serpent rising into the air. Her eyes went wide as a tremendous tidal wave swept forward. Erygion grabbed his sword into his hand just as the dark wave crested over him. Nuriel screamed as she was knocked backward, swept away with the waters that roared and spat like a wild, rabid animal tearing its way across the land. Erygion struggled to his feet as the last of the water broke over him. Beside him, the river seethed and drummed, spitting and foaming as its contents rolled back together in an explosive waterspout. 

			Holding his injured arm close, Erygion ran down the riverbank. It was now more important than ever to get back to Karinael and Hadraniel. He took a last glance over his shoulder to see Nuriel swept off into the treeline. She struggled against the consuming, white currents. Trees swayed and cracked as the raging waters bulled their way into the forest. She clutched for a tree, dragging herself out of the torrent. He saw her fiery, golden eyes focus on him. She screamed her anger and rage. 

			And then something wrapped itself around Erygion’s leg. He looked down to see a black, oily tentacle winding up his thigh. He screamed out as it yanked him into the river in a single, powerful motion. His breath bubbled as cold waters overtook him. He felt the currents rushing against him as he was dragged at incredible speed through the river. Past the murky water he could see light playing upon the ripples above him. He reached out but there was nothing to grab onto. He stabbed at the tentacle with his sword, but another oily tendril slithered over his wrist. He felt his arm twist and the sword fell from his fingers, sinking through the blackness until he could no longer see it. He felt pressure building upon his body. Darkness began to surround him. He looked up. He could no longer see the light upon the surface of the water. He was being pulled down and down and down. His lungs screamed for air. His limbs began to tingle with numbness. And then, as the cold water that surrounded him dilated into the blackness of unconsciousness, Adonael’s words played through his mind. Nobody deserves to die like this. Nobody deserves to be dragged into the abyss by Leviathan Hydra. Dragged into the blackness. Darkness all around, unknown depths beneath. Nothing to hold on to. Nobody to comfort them. Cold waters filling their lungs. Forgotten. Never to see the light again.

		

	
		
			— 15 —

			Starbreaker 
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			The Venzi’s property was nestled upon a hilltop overlooking Bellus. In front of the cottage, parked on Sierla’s well-kept lawn, was the King’s enormous carriage and his retinue of some one-hundred knights. Their plate armor gleamed in the bright summer sun as they stood at attention in small formations with swords and bolt-throwers at the ready while servants and squires milled about. A tall pike had been jammed into the yard and upon it flew the banner of Narbereth. Rook frowned. Sierla would not like the damage they were doing to her yard or the flowers along the road that they had trampled. 

			Tracing the narrow, flagstone road that lazily wound its way from the cottage down to the city with his eyes, Rook could see people gathered in the streets looking up and wondering what was going on. There was no hustle and bustle, just crowds of on-lookers. The river was choked with boats but none of them were moving. The entire city seemed to be standing still, holding its breath. 

			Rook’s smithy rested just next door to the cottage, across a cobblestone path lined with wildflowers planted by Sierla. There was a large garden of flowers in full bloom and a small pen with pigs, goats and a couple cows that bawled at their approach. 

			“Come on,” said Saint Galavriel, pushing Rook on the shoulder. “Show us this Everlight stuff.”

			“I will,” said Rook. “You don’t have to push me. What do you have to prove?”

			Galavriel grabbed a handful of Rook’s hair, pulling him to a stop and forcing his head back to look into his silver eyes. “I can prove just how little I’m willing to let a slave talk back to me.”

			“Let him be.” said Saint Ertrael. “His renown deserves some respect.”

			Galavriel let Rook go and pushed him forward. Rook chanced a glance back at Ertrael. His hair was like strands of crystalline ruby and his eyes just as brilliant in the sunlight. Ertrael’s breastplate was slightly more angular than Galavriel’s, as were his bracers and leggings. Star-Armor, thought Rook. It was beautiful and menacing all at once. As black as night; as slick as glass. Impossibly heavy. Impenetrable, even to his Everlight. But to Starbreaker? Rook wondered.

			“You’ve been acting softer than ever since the night that constellation appeared.” said an annoyed Galavriel. “You better get your head in the game or you’ll end up like your predecessor. You know the Sisters are talking about having you replaced?”

			Ertrael shrugged his shoulders. He looked at Rook. “Maybe they’ll send me back to Jerusa.”

			Rook started. Jerusa? Was that how the Saint knew he was from Jerusa? Then his thoughts turned more dire. Does he suspect I’m the one who has been sending food into the kingdom all these years?

			“Not a chance.” laughed Galavriel. “They’ll tear you to ribbons and put your eyes in a box. You know how they like Saint eyes.” He pushed Rook on the shoulder. “Move it.”

			The smithy was a building much larger than the cottage Rook and his family lived in, made of cobblestone with a high, thatched roof. He unlocked the heavy, oaken door and pushed it open, revealing the workshop within. It was a cavernous room with high rafters of hefty timbers and a floor of expertly laid brick. There were a number of old tables, each permanently stained with its own unique pattern of oil, grease and soot. Callad’s side of the smithy was in neat order, every table clear and each tool polished and hung in proper fashion on the wall. Rook’s side was in a perpetual state of disarray (at least, according to Callad and Sierla) and his tools were well-used and strewn upon every table. His greasy, sooty, leather apron hung over a chair; his heavy leather gloves lay atop his anvil. Ingots of metal—mostly iron—were stacked next to the stone forge, and it was a giant, beastly furnace to say the least. There were a number of anvils in front of it and an alcove with a ton of coal next to it. Right now the forge lay dormant and cold, but when Rook was working it to make Everlight, it burned with white-hot heat and Callad often wondered how Rook could withstand the sweltering temperatures.

			Rook led them inside. Galavriel picked up a hammer from a nearby table and smacked it into his gauntleted hand a couple times, creating a menacing clink. “So, where is this Everlight stuff.”

			Rook looked at the Saints. He was sure there was no way they would give him any privacy, so with a sigh he walked to the center of the room and pushed a table aside and moved the crates that were beneath it to reveal a steel door set into the stone floor. He fumbled with his keys for a moment, selecting a rather large and intricate one. He inserted it into the keyhole and turned. There was a mechanical clank from beneath the floor as gears went into action and the doors rose slightly before sliding apart.

			Galavriel pushed Rook aside. Within the large safe were a number of Everlight swords and daggers, as well as some neatly stacked ingots of gold, silver and other metals. A few jars of chemicals were also nicely packed away. Rook hoped they wouldn’t ransack what he had. 

			Galavriel picked up a sword and held it before his eyes, twisting and turning it. There was a barred window on the wall opposite him and as the sunlight caught the blade it shown brilliantly with its silver grain. 

			“Light,” said Galavriel, sounding slightly impressed. He tossed the sword to Ertrael and picked up another. 

			“What’s this?” asked Ertrael, referring to the emblem upon the sword’s hilt. 

			“That’s my mark.” said Rook. “I put it on everything.”

			Galavriel frowned as he looked upon the emblem of the sword he held. “This ugly bird and hand won’t do for the Sisters.”

			“It’s a raven. I put it on everything.” said Rook.

			Galavriel turned his silver eyes to him. “Not on theirs, you won’t.”

			“I will, or I won’t make them.” stated Rook. “My weapons, my mark.”

			Galavriel let the sword clatter to the floor. Rook backed away toward the stone wall where a small, unseen alcove lay. Ertrael grabbed Galavriel by the shoulder. “I’m sure he can make an exception,” said Ertrael, trading a glance with Rook.

			Just then there was a scream. Rook’s head snapped toward the door. Another scream. It was Kierza. Rook’s heart began to race. Panic started to set in. But then he took a deep breath, closed his eyes, and pushed out his fears, just as Diotus had taught him. Fear and panic could kill. It made you sloppy in battle. If he died here he would never be able to save his loved ones. From his sleeve Rook surreptitiously palmed a small key. 

			Galavriel laughed. “Looks like the Sisters didn’t take too kindly to those dresses. Not sure why they seemed to fancy you so much. I’ve never seen them eye a slave before.”

			Rook’s eyes narrowed as his hand deftly unlocked the hidden door of the alcove. “There is one sword in particular you might find interesting. One that you and the Sisters might find worthy.” Rook grabbed the sword from the alcove. It was a long, curved, double-edged saber; something between a katana and a scimitar. It was made of Everlight—the best Everlight; what he called High Everlight. It had a golden, sun-like hue, unlike the silvery Low Everlight he made for the nobles. It weighed less than a pound but was hard and immutable. In all his practices with Diotus the blade had never so much as taken a dull edge. And when ignited, there was nothing it couldn’t cut. Its blade was deceptively long and broad; so elegantly curved and tapered that it was difficult to gauge its true magnitude. At the base of the blade was engraved Rook’s mark, but around it were the words written in ancient Durotonian, Hic Sollas Lumin—Here Shines the Sun. The golden hilt was arced and had four dagger-like peaks as if it were casting the rays of the sun, and in its center was a strange rune. The handle was wound with brown leather and was longer than those found on most two-handed swords. Due to the sword’s power and his fighting style Rook needed extra hand room so that he could whirl it around without risk to his limbs. In the round pommel gleamed a black crystal; the sonic crystal that had once belonged to the sword held by the armor in Diotus’s lab.

			Another scream.

			“This is Astrafractus.” said Rook. “Starbreaker.” His thumb swiped over the ignition rune and the sword began to thrum, its blade a smear of resonating, golden Everlight. “Apollyon take those I call my enemy.”

			Before Galavriel or Ertrael could draw their own swords Rook was on them. For many years Rook had been trained in secret by Diotus in the Durotonian martial arts used by the Dark Star Knights. Though Rook was adept in many forms, he focused on Terra Praesidio, or the Land’s Guard style. It was an ancient and forgotten technique that predated the Dark Star Knights; a style, according to Diotus, that was relegated to the history books when the Durotonian Guard were affectionately known as the whirling warriors; elite guardians whose long, curved sabers had become something of legend. They were trained at a sacred place known as the High Citadels where only the most righteous of men were ever allowed. Even in Duroton today the whirling warriors were remembered fondly, their furious, spinning techniques spoken of in beloved myths. 

			But Terra Praesidio was no myth. Diotus had an ancient book that predated the Age of the Great Falling, it’s crumbling pages detailing every aspect of the fighting style. And Rook had studied and memorized each page, having perfected all the techniques with Diotus over the years. It was a dizzying combat form that leaned heavily on defensive maneuvers that doubled as attacks. It often required the sword to be wielded blade-down—opposite all other combat styles—so that it could be whipped about with quick spins and twirled like a bo-staff, hence Starbreaker’s long handle. 

			Rook had always known that one day he’d be going against those more powerful than him; Saints who were uncannily fast and armored in star-metal. He’d have to defend well and strike only when the opportunity presented itself. Terra Praesidio had given him many tricks and it seemed the day of reckoning for all his training was upon him. He only hoped Starbreaker would hold up against star-metal. 

			Rook’s sword hummed its deadly tune as he kept the blade horizontal at his chest and spun in on the Saint. Galavriel raised his arms, his body encompassed by Caliber light. Starbreaker cracked upon the Saint’s bracers. Purple and gold sparks rained down as Rook’s momentum took him around. He swept his sword out slightly as he stepped back and it cut across the Saint’s breastplate. More purple and gold sparks exploded and the Saint was thrown back where he landed on an oak table that split apart as his breastplate impacted it.

			Apollyon below, Diotus was right. Not even a sonic Everlight weapon can cut Star-Armor. Still, Starbreaker had a satisfying effect. He might not be able to cut through their armor, but he could throw them back. And their partial armor left plenty of bright, white unarmored bodysuit as targets.

			Ertrael now stood before him, a heavy, oaken table between them, but the Saint did not have his weapon out. The ruby-eyed Saint looked as if he were about to say something, but Rook could not risk faltering against such an opponent. He tumbled forward, Starbreaker held in such a way as to make him into a deadly wheel that sheared right through the table as if it weren’t even there, and opening a huge gash in the stone floor as he went. Such moves were risky with a sonic weapon like Starbreaker. The slightest contact with the thrumming blade and Rook could sever his own limbs, or worse. He came up just in front of Ertrael, bringing his sword up defensively. The Saint stumbled back and Rook swept it out as he spun low. Sparks flew as his sword cut across Ertrael’s Star-Armored shins and the Saint fell backwards, landing flat on his back, his breastplate fracturing the stone floor. 

			Rook leapt into the air, hiking his legs high and flourishing the sword beneath him as he came towards Ertrael’s head. For the first time, Rook noticed that the Saint’s Caliber was unlike his partner’s. Ertrael’s seemed to be glowing unsteadily and wisps of golden-yellow plasma were wafting from his hands and body. The Saint also had a confused look in his eyes, at least until he noticed Rook baring down on him.

			Ertrael rolled just before Rook hit the floor, Starbreaker splintering through the bricks and sinking deep. Rook spun to face Ertrael, tearing his sword from the floor while his right hand slipped the dagger from his sleeve. The Saint stumbled to his knees as Rook’s dagger came around. Ertrael narrowly got his arm up in time to block the dagger, but Rook sunk it deep into the Saint’s elbow nonetheless. The Saint howled as Rook swept his left arm over his head, ready to plunge his humming sword into the base of the Saint’s neck. This time, however, Ertrael got his arm up in time and swatted the thrumming blade aside. There was a terrible crack as the sword struck his bracer. Sparks popped in the air and the Saint tumbled away. 

			Rook turned. Galavriel was back on him now. The Saint swung out his sword and Rook raised his left arm, the one that had the small, silver disc sewn into it. Just as the star-metal blade made contact with the disc, a crackling yellow energy shield burst into brief life. The Saint’s weapon bounced off in an explosion of buzzing electricity, filling the room with the scent of ozone. But the powerful force also tossed Rook backward.

			Rook let the force of the impact tumble him and he rolled back to his feet. The Saint ran at him, his golden Caliber glowing brightly around him as he leapt into the air, his star-metal broadsword poised for a deadly strike. Rook ducked, spinning his sword around over the top of his head as the Saint landed upon him. Starbreaker’s incredible might struck sparks off the Saint’s sword and tossed it away. The black blade tumbled through the air, its enormous weight cracking the far wall when it hit. Rook rolled with the Saint’s landing and whirled his sword around him in a wide arc that caused Galavriel to flinch back as Rook spun up to his feet to face him.

			Bringing his sword in close, Rook danced forward. The weaponless Saint threw a punch but Rook ducked low as he whipped the blade around over his back as if it were a staff. Starbreaker cut across the Saint’s breastplate and Galavriel staggered backward. Rook drove forward, his thrumming blade a dizzying array of flourishes. Galavriel had to step back as Rook came upon him. The Saint kicked high and Rook tumbled beneath it, pulling a dagger from his boot as he came up on his knees. He plunged the dagger up Galavriel’s star-metal skirt where it sunk deep into the Saint’s thigh.

			Galavriel screamed as Rook now pressed forward as he rose to his feet, cleaving his sword downward. Purple and gold sparks exploded off Galavriel’s raised bracers and he was knocked   against the iron mouth of the furnace. Rook dashed in and knocked his left forearm against the staggered Saint, square in the chest. Once again the energy disc crackled into brief life, sending Galavriel tumbling backward into the furnace’s coal-filled maw. 

			Before the Saint could react, Rook grabbed Galavriel’s star-metal boots and pushed for all he was worth. The Saint slid the rest of the way into the large furnace and Rook slammed the steel door shut. The locking mechanism clanked into place and Rook pounded his hand down upon the brass ignition button. There were a couple pops and then the furnace roared to life. From within Galavriel screamed. 

			Rook now spun to face Ertrael, but the Saint was still on the floor where he had left him. There was something wrong. Ertrael’s Caliber blazed with a strange intensity. Golden plasma drifted from his hands in billowy plumes.

			“It… it’s happening again!” screamed Ertrael, looking at his hands. His Star-Armor, once black, was beginning to glow with silvery light, as if it were coming to life.

			From behind Rook there was a terrible pounding on the furnace door. Rook spun just in time to see Saint Galavriel’s star-metal boot kick the door from its hinges. Within, the Saint was consumed by the glow of his Caliber, and so intense was the light that it drowned out the flames that engulfed him. Galavriel pulled himself from the oven but past the white glow of his Caliber Rook could see he was unharmed by the flames. 

			The Saint was about to lunge for Rook when the hum of Starbreaker broke the air. Rook whirled in, Galavriel deflecting one strike off his bracer and then another. But then Rook swept his sword out and Galavriel’s head tumbled backward into the furnace. His body stood for only a moment, blood pouring from the fleshy stump protruding from his breastplate, and then collapsed. 

			Rook turned again to Ertrael. From behind, Rook heard the terrible pops and cracks as Galavriel’s body was consumed into his armor. Ertrael was on his hands and knees. Golden plasma drifted from his back. The light from his armor was intensifying, the very star-metal burning like a white-hot sun. For whatever reason the Saint seemed to be incapacitated. Rook raised his sword. The Saint turned his head, fixing Rook with those ruby eyes. “I know who you are! Help me!” cried the Saint. “Help me!” 

			Rook paused. His hand squeezed the handle of Starbreaker tightly. Should I help? Should I just kill him while I have the chance? Rook pursed his lips, and then he heard the screams and he remembered why this all started in the first place. But this time it was not Kierza’s screams. These were the screams of Callad and Sierla. Rook bolted for the door. 

			Outside, Rook noticed all the knights pointing to the sky, gasping. He chanced a look upward as he raced toward the cottage. In the sky a constellation of a serpent was traced. Its light blazed despite the azure skies, but Rook had no time to watch. He kicked open the cottage door and burst into the house.

			There was blood. The dining room table was dripping with it, the walls and ceiling painted in it. Ribbons of flesh and clothing clung to everything. Rook’s breath caught in his throat and he froze. The King sat in his chair laughing, his eyes wide and maniacal; his form darkened by an otherworldly shadow, giving him a purple cast. He turned and looked at Rook. “Aren’t they precious!”

			The Sisters wheeled around, fixing Rook with eyes like pale, fractured marbles. These were not the same beautiful women they were when Rook had left. These were hunched, lanky, ragged hags. Their hair was like dry straw; their flesh antique porcelain, cracked and veined with blue. Their nails were curled talons, each dripping with blood and gore.

			Rook’s eyes looked past them. On the floor behind them lay Kierza. Or, at least, what was left of her. She was just a limp, curled body covered in blood-soaked rags. Beside her lay Sierla. It was hard to tell which were strips of flayed fabric or flesh amongst the blood that soaked her back. Her hands clutched at the floor and she struggled for a moment to stand before collapsing into a pool of her own blood. “M-Mother…”

			“Run, Rook!” Rook was snapped back to attention by Callad’s voice. He struggled against the two female Saints who held him. His arms were ripped and bloodied. He got one of his large arms free from the Saints and twisted, impacting one of them in the face with a giant fist. “Run, son!” They grabbed him by the hair and held a sword to his throat even as he continued to struggle. 

			“Join us, our prince!” hissed the Sisters. “Join us!” One of them held its hand out to Rook, vulturous fingers curling. 

			“Aren’t they precious!” laughed the King. He stood up, having to hunch so that his crown would not break through the ceiling. He was taller and more menacing than ever before, his form dusted in purple shadows. The walls around him, once made of fine cobblestone, were now dull clumps of plaster. The table before him was no longer made of fine oak, but was now warped planks of cheap cedar. The silverware and china that had once been set upon it was now crude iron and dull pottery; the chalices tarnished tin. Everything in his presence was an ugly reflection of itself. Crude and cheap. “Join us, prince! Join in the merriment! Aren’t my daughters precious!”

			Rook’s face twisted into a hideous mask of rage. His hands squeezed the handle of Starbreaker. Anger, hot as the furnace of his smithy, welled inside him. He roared out his fury and the world dissolved into a realm of blood and the thrumming of his sword.

			The two female Saints, Paniel and Rael, dropped Callad and shot forward as Rook’s blade tore its way into the room. Purple sparks rained. The table broke. Rook spun, star-metal flashed. More sparks. His blade whirled and hummed. More star-metal sparks. But he wasn’t quick enough to face two Saints and tears blinded him as much as his rage. He felt a powerful kick upon his side, the Saint’s star-metal boot hitting him like a charging bull. He tumbled, his body breaking through furniture, his sword fell from his hand. He rolled to his back just in time to see Saint Rael leaping through the air, her black sword ready to impale him. 

			And then golden light streaked across the room. Star-Armor cracked against Star-Armor as Saint Ertrael intercepted Rael and the two went sailing across the room where they crashed through the cobblestone wall of the cottage. Timber and plaster rained. Rook grabbed his sword and kicked himself to his feet just as one of the Sisters came at him. He flourished his sword and spun, but the hag’s talons were too quick and he felt the leather armor of his left arm rip; felt a gash open down the length of his arm. 

			Ertrael shot back into the house. Saint Paniel spun to meet him a moment too late and Ertrael’s sword cracked against her’s, knocking it from her hands. A quick spin-kick and Paniel flew across the room, breaking through the opposite wall. The Sisters wheeled to face him but Ertrael raised his arms, his hands flaring with brilliant, white Caliber energy, and the two were blasted across the room where they were knocked into the King.

			Callad scooped Sierla’s limp form into his arms. Tears rained down his face. “Sierla!” he wailed. “What have they done!”

			“We have to go!” Ertrael grabbed Rook by the shoulder. Behind him Rook saw the King’s face twist into an angry mask as the shadows around him deepened. The entire cottage began taking on a decrepit countenance. The Sisters cowered behind him.

			“Not without her!” screamed Rook, pointing to the body of Kierza.

			Ertrael turned and frowned. He dashed forward and rolled, scooping Kierza’s limp, blood-soaked body into his arms. The King lunged for him but Ertrael jumped and kicked himself off the wall, rocketing himself to where Callad knelt with Sierla. He grabbed the large man by the arm and hoisted him to his feet. “Bring her!” he yelled. “Hurry!” 

			Callad wiped at his eyes as he lifted Sierla over his shoulder and lumbered after Ertrael. 

			Saint Ertrael ran toward the back of the house with Kierza on his shoulder as Rook grabbed Callad’s hand and whisked him forward. Ertrael jumped and kicked as he neared the far wall. Plaster and stone broke over his star-metal boot and he tumbled through the hole with Kierza over his shoulders. Rook pushed through, still holding Callad’s hand. 

			They now stood in the bright sun of the afternoon. Rook could see that blood from Kierza darkened the glassy sheen of Ertrael’s armor. The Saint’s head whipped back and forth. “Where to?” he yelled.

			The King’s retinue had broken formation and seemed to be in a state of disarray, looking around in wild confusion. “Seize them!” cried Saint Paniel, pointing their direction. The knights all snapped their heads toward Rook. 

			There was nowhere to run. To get to the city they’d have to go down the hill, right through all the knights and Saints Paniel and Rael. To either side were just the fields and Rook’s smithy, but that was no fortress. “The barn.” said Rook. He turned, tugging Callad with him, and found green goggles staring at him from beneath a black cloak. Rook paused. A bolt-thrower was raised. 

			“Get down, boy.” croaked an ancient voice. 

			“Diotus?”

			JINK! The bolt-thrower roared to life just as Rook pushed Callad away. Saint Paniel flourished her sword as she came running, the steel bolt exploding off her sword. JINK! JINK! JINK! The Saint whipped her sword back and forth, two bolts exploded off her blade but the third impacted her breastplate and she stumbled. But now Saint Rael was coming for them, as well as one-hundred charging knights. Diotus raised his bolt-thrower again. “Get out of here you fools!”

			And then the cottage exploded as King Dahnzeg burst through. Stones and timbers flew in all directions, sending knights tumbling. Saint Rael stumbled. The King roared out in anger. Upon the hill he was a monster cloaked in shadows that the sun dared not dispel. He stood twenty-feet tall, his face an ogreish reflection of what it once was. All around him the lawn became weeds and crabgrass. He grabbed a knight by the collar, and the knight’s armor turned into crude iron, pocked and pitted. “GET THEM!” bellowed the King, his very voice shuddering the earth. “GET THEM!” He threw the knight across the field. He picked up a chunk of broken wall, the colorful cobblestones turning to unsightly gray pumice in his hands. “GET THEM!” The chunk of wall crumbled in his grasp. 

			“If we’re going to run, this would be the time.” said Diotus.

			“To where?” yelled Rook. 

			“At them, of course.” said Diotus, handing Rook three metal spheres. “Remember your training. The surest way past your opponent is through him.”

			“I’m not sure that’s a good idea.” said Ertrael. 

			Rook looked at the Saint and the limp body he held, blood dripping off and running down his armor. In Callad’s arms Sierla looked just as bad. Rook couldn’t tell if either of them were alive. He had no idea why this Saint was helping him, but he did know that if he could not attend Kierza’s and Sierla’s wounds soon, both would surely be dead. Rook grabbed Ertrael’s arm. “Get them to safety.” said Rook. “Get them out of here. Heal them. Please.”

			Ertrael looked at the limp form in Callad’s arm with those ruby eyes of his. Then he turned his gaze to Rook and nodded once.

			“No!” Callad boomed, his head shaking as he held Sierla closer. “No!”

			“It’s the only way.” said Rook. “Saints can run with the wind. He can get them out of here. He can heal them.”

			Ertrael put his free hand on Callad’s shoulder. “I shall die before I let further harm come to your wife. If I can get her to safety, I might yet be able to save her.”

			Tears rolled down Callad’s face as he helped place Sierla over the Saint’s other shoulder. 

			Diotus jogged forward. For an old man he moved fast. Both Saints Paniel and Rael were back up and coming for them. Diotus raised his bolt-thrower as if to shoot but yelled, “Throw one now!”

			Rook tossed one of the metal spheres at the Saints as they flourished their swords to block shots from Diotus. The sphere impacted the ground in front of the Saints and exploded with an earth-shaking boom! that sent them flying in opposite directions. 

			“We can lose them in the city.” said Diotus. “Make for my shop.”

			The knights came charging. Diotus picked a couple off with his bolt-thrower as they ran. Rook chucked two more of the spheres into their ranks, violently opening a path as armor and limbs flew over their heads. 

			Rook turned to Saint Ertrael. “Get them into the city! Tend their wounds!” 

			Ertrael nodded. His Caliber flared brilliantly around him and he took off fast, flying past what remained of the knights. 

			Rook overtook Diotus now, Starbreaker thrumming through the air as he cut down any knights that got in their way. The King lunged for them and Rook pushed Callad aside as he danced out of the way, his sword shearing through four more knights. Diotus yelled something about cover. Rook looked up just in time to see Diotus chuck a cylindrical object into the air. Diotus barreled into Rook and Callad, throwing them to the ground as the bomb exploded into a dozen spheres that belched noxious, black smoke as they rained to the earth. 

			Rook felt Diotus’s hand pull him up by the collar as clouds of sulfurous blackness enveloped everything. Rook covered his mouth with his hand. Behind him Callad began coughing. 

			“Run!” Diotus pushed Rook hard on the back. “That way!”

			Rook grabbed Callad’s arm. All around plumes of black smoke engulfed the hilltop. Coughing knights faded away into it. Rook ran, tugging Callad along as gauntleted hands clumsily grasped at him through the darkness. 

			“FIND THEM!” the King’s voice bellowed somewhere at Rook’s left. “BURN THIS CITY! RAZE IT!”

		

	
		
			— 16 —

			The Kaldenthrax 
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			Solastron barked savagely as he lunged at Etheil with his powerful, chomping maw. Etheil’s arm narrowly escaped the wolf’s jaw as he scrambled backward, almost falling on the stone floor that was slick with the icy blood of demons. 

			“It’s me, Solastron!” said Etheil, his breath smoking in the cold chamber that had become the tomb for countless Kald, and now threatened to become his own. He held his left arm where a Kald had bitten through his armor and cringed against the stinging, bitter pain. 

			The giant, blue wolf picked up a dead Kald and shook it to pieces, sending limbs and icy blood flying. He then fixed Etheil with his aquamarine eyes. His lips furled into a snarl that revealed his rows of bloodied fangs. The deep gash in his chest dripped a constant patter of blood. He padded forward, growling. 

			Etheil took another step back. “Open that gate!” he yelled, not taking his eyes off Solastron.

			“It’s no use,” called Braken from behind. “It’s sealed. Too heavy to lift.”

			“Aries, blow it open.” said Etheil. Solastron lunged at him, barking ferociously. Etheil stumbled backward. “Solastron! Easy!”

			“I can’t.” said Aries as she knelt beside Syrus. The two looked a pathetic mess with their broken arms. “My broken arm won’t give it up.” The arm made some clicks and grinding sounds, but the grenade within wouldn’t come into her palm.

			“Let me speak with him,” said Syrus, struggling up to his feet with Aries’s help.

			“No!” yelled Etheil. He had no idea what was wrong with Solastron, but if the wolf was willing to attack him there was no telling what he might do to the others, and he had already torn Syrus’s arm off. Next time it might be his head. Etheil slowly raised his right arm and pointed at Solastron’s chest. “It’s the wound, Solastron. Remember it. Don’t let it control— ”

			Solastron lunged, teeth bared. Etheil tried to move backward but his feet slipped in a puddle of blood-turned-ice. The wolf’s jaw clamped down on Etheil’s shoulder. Etheil felt his armor crumple as if it were made from nothing more than cheap tin, and in the next moment he was tossed away like a chew toy, tumbling upon the ground. 

			Etheil rolled up to his feet just in time to hear Braken and the three remaining soldiers cry out. Solastron charged toward the steel wall where they were gathered, barking and growling wildly. Braken turned and made a futile attempt to lift the wall as the three soldiers held their positions against the on-coming wolf, swords drawn. “Solastron, no!” roared Etheil.

			But the wolf was on them. He tore into the soldiers. Swords flashed as the men were tossed aside like leaves into the wind. Braken turned to face Solastron and the wolf leapt upon him, claws digging into his armor. Braken fell backward. The wolf snarled as his jaws clamped down on Braken’s hip and tossed him across the room.

			“Solastron!” roared Etheil. He scrambled to his feet and came toward the wolf. He felt tears, warm upon his cold cheeks, stream down his face. “Solastron! Face me if you must!” He swiped his thumb over the activation rune on his sword and Firebrand roared to life in blazing fire. 

			The wolf wheeled around to Etheil’s direction. The blue fur upon his back stood up. His obsidian claws raked the stone floor, leaving deep gashes. Saliva poured from both sides of his jaw. His eyes gleamed wild, savage, angry. 

			“Face me!” Etheil wiped the tears from his eyes. He walked toward Solastron, red flames licking off the blade. He wiped at his eyes again. “If this is how it must be, then face—”

			A frightful sound reverberated through the chamber. It was a shrill roar unlike anything Etheil had ever heard before. It was cold and haunting, but powerful enough that the very roots of the Shardgrims shivered in its wake. Etheil felt his blood run cold. Even Solastron gave pause, and in that moment Etheil saw the flicker of intelligence and benevolence return to the wolf’s eyes. The sonorous cry echoed again, this time more deep, resonant and terrible. Etheil felt his skin crawl. 

			“What beast comes?” asked Braken, his voice no more than a frightened whisper.

			Etheil turned his head. His soldiers looked around wildly, their eyes filled with terror. Even Syrus and Aries hugged each other close. Etheil looked back at Solastron.

			The wolf licked his lips and made a whimper.

			Etheil sheathed his sword. He knelt and held out his hands. “Solastron, come to me. It’s all right.”

			The wolf turned away from him and bounded for the massive, steel door. Obsidian claws flashed, tearing gashes from the steel. Solastron bit and tugged at the mangled metal, snarling and growling. The entire door boomed against the frame of the wall with every jerk of the wolf’s head. 

			“Solastron!” yelled Etheil.

			Steel whined as it tore. The door boomed and shook. A flap of metal screamed as it sheared away and Solastron tossed it aside and slipped out into the night. 

			“Solastron!” cried Etheil. He ran over to the door and had to contort his body slightly to get through the opening. A cold wind swept the icy walkway of the Shardgrims, swirling the giant flakes of snow that fell. “Solastron!” Etheil cried out, his voice echoing upon the sheer face of the snowy cliffs all around, but it was no use. The blue wolf raced away.

			Etheil stood there a moment, watching the wolf until he was swallowed by the night, disappearing through the corridor at the end of the path. Etheil hunched over, resting his hands on his knees, his head held low, breath smoking. He felt a large hand upon his shoulder and looked up. Braken’s red lenses stared down at him. 

			“We must go,” said the large man. He scanned the area warily. “Who knows what creature made those sounds.”

			“We must find Brandrir.” said one of the soldiers. He held his sword out, as if some terrible demon might lurch down upon him at any moment.

			Etheil stood and looked at his men. None of them were in good shape. They would never survive another Kald attack. Only three of his soldiers remained. Of his lieutenants, Aries and Syrus both had broken arms and Braken was holding his wounded belly. Etheil rubbed at his left arm. He himself had a nasty bite wound. He puffed out a smoking breath. 

			“Let me go after Solastron.” said Syrus. “I will talk to him, brother to brother.”

			Etheil shook his head. More than anything he wanted to go after the wolf himself. There was no way he could risk any of his men until he knew what was happening to Solastron. All he could do now was hope that Solastron just needed some time and would meet him back at the Grimwatch. Etheil looked at his men. “Let’s go find Brandrir.” 

			 ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦

			The demon, Bulifer, reigned upright upon his throne of black, charred stone. His infernal eyes stared past his large, curled horns and burned into Brandrir’s soul. “Come now. Don’t tell me you don’t remember me.” 

			“I don’t think we’ve ever met.” Brandrir flourished Raze. To either side of him, among the tall, black pillars, the ranks of Kald hissed at him.

			Bulifer’s lips curled into a wicked smile. “Mortal memories are so fleeting. But I have been with you a long while, and you have held my hand many times. Do you remember that first night, when you were but a boy, and the Kald attacked? Do you remember me standing before you, and the anger that flowed through your veins as surely as fire when I placed my hand upon you?” The demon laughed. “Yes, I was with you then. You were so frightened, so certain that death’s icy clutches were upon you. And I offered you my hand, and you lent of my strength and you lent of my fire.”

			Brandrir did indeed remember that terrible night. His mother, the Queen, and his brother, Dagrir, were on the bed. He had gone to the window after he heard the walls of the city come thundering to the earth. He remembered the ice as it encroached upon the walls. He remembered the silver blade of the demon coming through the curtains. He remembered the fiends circling him, and the pain he felt as one of them struck him across the head. Dagrir’s horrific scream echoed in Brandrir’s mind.

			“Ah, yes, remember.” said Bulifer. The beast stood from his throne. He was a hulking creature. Veins of fire pulsed between his charred, cracked, flesh. His eyes burned white-hot as he pointed a clawed finger at Brandrir. “Remember the pain. Remember your helplessness as the Kald tore at your mother. Remember the coldness of that floor you laid upon.”

			Brandrir remembered laying upon the cold, stone floor as Dagrir wailed from the bed. His mother screamed as Kald tore at her gown, searing her flesh with their icy fingers. Brandrir’s grip tightened around Raze.

			“Don’t fear memories, for they are but the past.” spoke Bulifer. “Remember the anger and hatred that lifted you to your feet.”

			Brandrir closed his eyes. In his mind he recalled how rage coursed through his veins and melted away the icy webs of the demons. As Brandrir’s consciousness was sucked further into the abyss of nightmarish memories, he felt fire licking at his flesh. He saw embers swirling around him as he struggled to his knees. And then he saw the demon standing in the shadows. Its eyes burned like coals past curled horns. Its lips furled into a smile that revealed charred fangs. Flames spiraled around him.

			“Take my hand.” He remembered the demon’s words now. That terrible, guttural voice reverberated in his mind. “Take my hand and free yourself of the cold. Take my hand and I promise you that you and your brother shall live.”

			Brandrir reached out.

			The demon chuckled. “But there is a price. If you take my hand, the Lands of Duroton will curse a phoenix in your name. But I offer you my fire in its stead. I promise you shall ride with me upon the season of the world’s demise. The Kald shall all fall by your hand and then together we shall face the warlords of the heavenly rank. By your sword, all shall know your name is War.”

			 The screams of his brother and mother echoed through his mind. Through his memories Brandrir looked at the beast and extended his fingers. The creature laughed and took him by the hand and Brandrir felt himself back on his feet.

			“One day I will offer you a sacrifice, and this sacrifice you must cast into the fire.” said the demon. “From those fires an offering shall come, and when you take it, our covenant is made whole and we shall be as one.”

			Brandrir’s breath caught in his throat as he was snapped back to present time. He shook his head. “No!”

			Bulifer chuckled. “So you do remember.”

			“No!” roared Brandrir.

			“Ah, but it is true.” spoke the demon. “Such a scared little boy. So helpless. Yet, there was an anger in you and it called out to me. Your hatred sang to me and I joined its chorus.” Here Bulifer fixed Brandrir with his infernal eyes. “There is no shame, Brandrir Thorodin. I brought you here to remember that.”

			Brandrir scowled as Raze thrummed in his hand.

			Bulifer stepped forward. “Brandrir Thorodin, you are destined to bring Duroton to flames. They are the same flames that I offered you, and which you gladly took on that night so long ago. I have been with you ever since, and you with me. All those battles where you felt your anger course like fire within you, those were my offerings to you. That night the phoenix burned before your eyes, it burned because you took the fire from me and my dominion. When you killed the Royal Guard in your fit of hatred, it was my fires you touched.”

			“What do you want with me!” growled Brandrir.

			“No,” said Bulifer. “It’s not what I want. It’s never been what I want. It’s all what you want. For I gave myself to you. You are me, and I am you.”

			“Bullshit! What do you want?”

			Bulifer smiled and spread his arms wide as if to display the Kald that surrounded him. “We want to show you the sacrifice.”

			Brandrir flourished his sword, ready to attack. “I’ll sacrifice nothing to you.”

			Bulifer laughed. “You will in due time. There is yet one last anger you must know before you are ready, and that is the anger of betrayal.”

			“I already know betrayal,” said Brandrir. “Fameil. Etheil’s own father. That entire night was his doing.”

			Bulifer chuckled. “No. That was a betrayal against your Father. The betrayal I speak of shall come upon you.”

			“Bullshit.” Raze hummed as Brandrir whipped it around, sundering the stone columns and cutting down the four Kald at his sides. He dashed toward Bulifer, but the beast raised his hand and Brandrir found himself consumed in flames. He stumbled, falling to his knees. He held out his arms as the fires roared out from his flesh. He tried to scream but only flames poured from his mouth. He looked down at his hands. Fires swirled around his arms and licked up from between his fingers. Yet, they did not scorch his flesh. His eyes turned to Bulifer who stood before him, and Brandrir felt his blood begin to boil with hatred.

			“You see all these Kald?” spoke Bulifer. “They are mine and I am yours. Soon we shall march  upon all of Duroton. And then you shall march upon all the lands. You shall bring this world to fire and ruin.”

			“Go fuck yourself!” growled Brandrir through the flames.

			“Tell me, Brandrir,” spoke Bulifer. “What do you think gives fire to Hell? Are these the flames meant to sear sinners to ash, or are these the flames they themselves gave birth to?” Bulifer chuckled. “Contempt.” Brandrir growled as the heat from the fires now seemed to take hold of him. “Envy.” Brandrir screamed as the fires grew hotter. “Lust.” He felt the flames cut into his bones. “Greed. Sloth. Pride.” Brandrir wailed as he felt his very soul being consumed. “And let us not forget Anger and Hatred.”

			Brandrir howled and collapsed upon the black, stone floor. He gasped for breath as the fires around him died out. He struggled to his hands and knees, his eyes frantically scanning over his own body. It was whole. His armor unburnt. He looked up to see Bulifer’s white-hot eyes gazing down on him.

			“Your brand is Wrath and Ruin, and it is the same brand as mine. It is why I came to you that night. It is why you took my hand. I am your shadow, and you can never let me go.”

			Still on his hands and knees, Brandrir bent his head low. “What do you want from me.”

			Bulifer chuckled. The surrounding Kald hissed their icy breath. “Behold your sacrifice.”

			The beast waved his hand and the far wall dissolved into nothingness. Brandrir looked and immediately his blood ran cold. Far below, in a primordial pit, was chained a colossal beast. Behind it was a portal set into the very pillars of the earth. A cold, deathly, lonesome green light emanated from it and bathed the creature in its haunting glow. The chains that held the beast were black and glassy, yet held a sheen as colorful as a rainbow. The monster was so large that its movements seemed slow and subdued, but when one of its blue, reptilian arms yanked its chains taught, the entire earth trembled. Its serpentine head turned; enormous, yellow eyes fixing on Brandrir. Snake-like pupils narrowed. Its cavernous mouth opened, revealing teeth larger than the ancient stalactites of the earth that hung from its domain. It let loose a long, sonorous peal and Brandrir felt as though its call could suck the very life from him. 

			“Behold the ancient scourge.” said Bulifer. “Behold the Kaldenthrax.”
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			Saints of the 
Final Star 
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			It was evening in Jerusa and the western sky reflected off the rocks and boulders of the barren land beneath it, creating a beautiful, fiery landscape. The high, snowy mountain peaks above were cast in subdued shades of reds and oranges, and the passing clouds broke like waves upon them. A small brook ran fast and cold from the crags of the mountain, originating from somewhere beyond its impenetrable wall. There, Saint Raziel sat beside Saint Gadrial with his arm wrapped around her. Karinael couldn’t help but smile at that. The other Saints—Asteroth, Baradiel and Sodiel—stood against the few trees that surrounded the mountains, casting their long shadows eastward. The forest line further south stood like an ominous black wall and Karinael watched it for any sign of the other Saints. Zoseph and Adonael had yet to show up and Karinael was beginning to worry why Erygion had not come yet. Erygion was supposed to lead them on their journey to Duroton tonight. Saint Ovid was supposed to show up as well, but Karinael had her doubts about him.

			Karinael surveyed their current constellation. Seven Saints including her and Hadraniel. Of them all Saint Asteroth of the Lights was the largest and most senior and was as imposing as the pine he leaned against. He had eyes of liquid gold and long, brilliant hair that draped in spirals from his scalp. His Star-Armor was quite unique. It was also one of the most famous amongst the order of the Saints Caliber with a history that could be traced back to the First Age. His armor had graceful, curling horns of star-metal upon the bracers that acted as bucklers in combat. His breastplate was full of rounded angles with the same type of sculpted horns as his bracers, and they wrapped from his neck and down across his chest. The skirt upon his waist hung with straight plates of star-metal but his leggings had more of those fanciful horn designs. The famous Horn of Saint Bryant—that star-metal trumpet that was said to have always hung at his side and was used to herald his approach—was long lost, replaced with two small axes that hung from Asteroth’s hips.

			Raziel and Gadrial who sat together at the edge of the brook had served together in Jerusa for about five years. Both of their Star-Armors were rounded and smooth, the basic nondescript stock and store of many Saints. Beside them lay their star-metal swords. Like Karinael and Hadraniel, they did not openly display their affections for one another out in the field, but it was quite obvious to all that the two were an item. Karinael had known it the first time she met the pair just by the way Raziel’s ruby eyes brightened whenever they fell upon Gadrial’s slender form. Even now, as Raziel sat with his arm over Gadrial’s back, his fingers toyed with her long, aquamarine hair. Karinael smiled as Raziel leaned into Gadrial and spoke something into her ear, causing her to giggle.  

			Further down the brook stood Sodiel and Baradiel chatting amongst themselves. Both had hair and eyes like rich, dark honey, though Baradiel kept his hair much longer than Sodiel. Baradiel was also slightly larger of frame than Sodiel and had a broad-bladed long-sword strapped to his back. Sodiel’s weapon was something of a rarity among Saints. It was a long, very straight and very smooth bo-staff of star-metal and he often held it and leaned on it as he was now. Sodiel’s armor was also quite unique. His breastplate was long and tapered and didn’t have the usual bulk of most. Rather than bracers or leggings, the star-metal armor of Sodiel’s arms and legs were made of small, square plates linked together that sat on top of his bodysuit, making it a very flexible Star-Armor that flowed with his body.  

			From behind, Karinael felt Hadraniel’s hand fall upon her shoulder. She closed her eyes and smiled, hopeful that he was finally coming around. Since the arrival of the others, Hadraniel had been keeping mostly to himself, rarely venturing out of the small grotto where he and she slept. He hadn’t even come out as Karinael and the others practiced with her to link their Calibers. At first the others, especially Asteroth, had been quite taken aback by her abilities, even hesitant to allow her to try to link with them. Karinael eventually talked them into letting her, but she couldn’t help but think it would have been a lot easier—and she would have gotten more practice time in with them—had Hadraniel come out to let her demonstrate on him.

			Karinael turned to Hadraniel and puffed out a breath, blowing her long, honey locks from her eyes. Raziel and Gadrial had brought Hadraniel a new bodysuit two days back and he was finally back into his Star-Armor. He was also wearing gloves, she noted. 

			It broke her heart to see him so shy of his burn scars, and he had even begun brushing his silver hair down over his eyes in an attempt to cover as much of his face as possible. To her they were scars earned in heroism as he pulled her from the fires of Saint Ithuriel. But to him, she knew, they were reminders of how he almost lost her; how he could not protect her. Karinael hoped that in time he would come to accept his wounds as fully as she did. She smiled at him and leaned in and wrapped her arms about him. Pulling back, she brushed the hair from his face and smiled. “There’s my handsome hero.”

			 The ruined flesh of Hadraniel’s cheeks tightened as he forced a smile at her. 

			Seven Saints, Karinael thought with some pride as she stared into Hadraniel’s silver eyes. Together they were the Saints of the Final Star; A constellation of Saints loyal to Erygion and his cause to find and awaken the Sleeping Goddess. As small as their group was, it was the largest constellation of Saints she had ever been a part of. More than that, this was, without a doubt, the most important constellation of Saints that had ever formed since the age of the Great Falling. They were all here because they wanted to be, not because they were ordered to by Sanctuary or a King or an Exalted. They all had their own sanguinastrums; they were all free. Yet, they all chose to be a part of this; a part of something big, something dire. Their success had the potential to change the entire world for the better; their failure the potential to make them all Saints of the Final Age. 

			Hadraniel tilted his head toward the dark line of trees in the south. “Somebody’s coming.” 

			Against the black wall of the forest strode a lone Saint. At first Karinael felt her heart leap, certain that it was Erygion. The other five Saints gathered around Hadraniel and Karinael. Saint Baradiel said that it was Adonael or Zoseph. Saint Asteroth’s golden eyes focused, his face souring. He held out a hand and it glowed with golden Caliber light that coalesced into a number of small, blazing orbs that he cast out toward the figure. They danced about the shadowy form, illuminating eyes and hair as black as polished obsidian before blinking out, one by one. The group let out a collective sigh.

			Saint Ovid’s deep laugh shook the evening air as he approached. “The Saints of the Final Star, all gathered as one.”

			“Not all of them.” said Hadraniel. “Where is Erygion?”

			“Funny thing about that.” said Ovid as he came up to them, his eyes appraising the lot. “He’s not coming.”

			There were some murmurs from the Saints. Karinael stepped up to Ovid. “Not coming? Where is he?”

			Ovid’s lips curled into a wicked smile. “I ran into Saint Nuriel while I was out.” He looked Karinael in the eyes. “She mentioned something to me about his untimely demise.”

			The color left Karinael’s face. 

			“She also mentioned something about the fates of Dalerial, Falerial and Zoseph. I wouldn’t be expecting them to show up either.” said Ovid. “But according to Nuriel, Adonael was more reasonable. Faced with Nuriel, I think he got cold feet.”

			Asteroth pushed past Karinael. “What are you getting at? Did she kill them all?”

			“Don’t worry,” said Ovid looking up at the large Saint. “Nuriel only killed Dalerial and Falerial. Erygion and Zoseph met a far worse fate.”

			“He’s brought Nuriel with him!” exclaimed Hadraniel, his sword hissing from its scabbard. “Everyone, on your guard!”

			The Saints all drew their weapons and began scanning the surrounding area for any signs of movement. Karinael noticed Ovid’s eyes flick toward the brook. The cold waters seemed deeper, murkier and stiller than they had been. Behind her, the dying, evening sun blinked with fast-moving clouds and the world became a darker place. She stepped back from Ovid, her boots making a sloshing noise. She looked down to see black waters pooling all around her star-metal boots and those of her companions. 

			“No, I didn’t bring Nuriel.” said Ovid. “She’s not much for striking bargains, so I threw her off your course.” Here Ovid laughed. “But I’ve brought somebody far worse.”

			The brook was now deathly still. Its waters as black as night. From its seemingly infinite depths cut a haunting, yellow-green light like that of a lonesome lighthouse upon fog-shrouded shores whose rays were cast to a forgotten sea. A fine mist rolled out from the brook’s rocky banks. Beneath it, the waters churned as if a god had reached his finger down and stirred it from an ancient slumber. The waters rose, spilling out and spreading across the ground like a disease. A number of hands with sharp nails and a sickly, yellow cast broke through the mist-covered surface of the water. And one by one seven heads rose, each with long hair hanging in thick, wet cords down fearsome faces with serpentine eyes. 

			Like snakes, the seven women known as Leviathan Hydra slithered out onto the shore hissing. The waters from the brook gathered at their bare feet as they stood, their gowns wet and tight upon their slinky forms. Their yellow eyes all locked on the Saints and they began to hiss, “Treachery! Treachery! Treachery!”

			“Ovid, you snake! You sold us out!” roared Asteroth as he raised his two star-metal axes into an offensive position.

			“Sold you out?” Ovid laughed. “I am Ovid of the Nine Days, but my honorific was not earned the way you have heard the story. I did not earn it cleansing Penatallia of heretics for King Erol. I earned it beside Saint Mephistasis of the Red Path. There was a cleansing of Saints ordered by Sanctuary. It was the fourth such cleansing that I know of. For nine days I hunted Saints and took them to be burned by Ithuriel’s fire. You are not the first Saints to work against Sanctuary, and I’m certain you won’t be the last. But I don’t plan to be on the other side of the next cleansing. Not with Nuriel around.”

			Ovid took a few steps backward from the group. “Did I sell you out? Maybe.” he said. “Leviathan Hydra sees everything, and as her Saint my escape would never slip her gaze. But with her occupied on you it will be easy enough to take my leave. If you survive, you can find me in Narbereth.” Thunder cracked overhead as clouds as dark as the brook’s waters rolled in from seemingly nowhere. Ovid looked up and smiled as cold rain began to fall. He looked back at Asteroth. “But I don’t think that’s likely.”

			“Why?” asked Karinael, defeat in her voice. “Why would you do this to us? Why, now that we’ve given you your sanguinastrum?”

			“Oh, come now, Karinael. You didn’t really think I cared about your cause, did you?” He chuckled at Karinael’s crushed expression, made more woeful by the rain that matted her hair and ran down her face like tears. “Have I ever pretended to be anything but out for myself?” Ovid looked at Hadraniel. “Do you remember the boy that day? The one who did this to me?” He ran his hand over the deep scar at the base of his neck. Lightning flashed, reflecting off his wet breastplate, illuminating the disfigurement. “He’s got something I want.”

			Karinael and the others all looked at Hadraniel. “What’s he talking about?” asked Saint Sodiel.

			Ovid chuckled. “Call it some type of cosmic coincidence,” said Ovid, looking at Karinael. “But I think you know him too. It turns out this boy now lives in Narbereth, in a city called Bellus. A boy named Rook Gatimarian. The same boy who has been financing all the shipments of food here.”

			Karinael’s eyes went wide.

			“Such a small world.” chuckled Ovid. “It just so happened that your friend Gabidar knew him too. And Gabidar told me all about Rook before I killed him.”

			Karinael gasped. “Ovid, tell me you didn’t…”

			“I do believe this will be our last goodbye, Saints of the Final Star.” said Ovid. He looked at Karinael. “Did you know that Mephistasis of the Red Path was once Holy Father’s personal Saint? Just like Nuriel. He killed his apprentice for treason against Sanctuary.” He winked at her. He turned and walked away. 

			Rain came down in sheets, slapping the dark waters that now encircled the landscape. The seven unnaturally tall women slunk forward, the waters of the brook following them, tracing ahead in long ripples. Their limp wrists dangled hands with long claws that dripped with water. Their mouths turned up in snarls that revealed needle-like fangs.

			The Saints all took a few steps back, their boots sloshing in ankle-deep water that to Karinael looked far deeper. 

			“Run!” yelled Asteroth through the rain. As they turned to flee the waters all around began to crash and churn like an angry ocean and a great wave rose up and toppled them to the ground, casting them apart from each other.

			Karinael coughed and spat salty sea water from her mouth as she struggled up to her feet and  clumsily unsheathed her sword. Her eyes squinted against the downpour of rain as she found Hadraniel a few yards away. Beside her, Saint Asteroth pulled some seaweed from his hair. He looked around as the dark waters churned and crashed all about as if they were walking upon the surface of a stormy sea. “What kind of witchery is this?” 

			“Asteroth!” screamed Karinael.

			The large man turned as one of the seven women bore her claws down upon him. He ducked and rolled through the water, coming up beside her, his axes swinging. The woman hissed and her body undulated as she was drawn away from him in a single, fluid motion, as if the very wind had cast her from his deadly path. And then, like a serpent shedding its skin, the woman’s dress peeled from her body as her legs dissolved into an oily, black trunk whose roots were lost beneath the churning water. Her torso rose up and up, becoming a curling neck as black and slick as some monstrous eel. Her mouth opened, elongating into a giant maw as her eyes transformed into enormous, yellow orbs.

			Karinael was shaken from her horror by Saint Gadrial’s screams. Her head snapped in her direction. All seven women were now towering, serpentine necks risen from the water. One of them opened its jaws wide, revealing rows of long, white fangs. It hissed as its neck curled around and came bearing down upon Gadrial. In an instant Raziel’s body, encompassed by the glow of his Caliber, collided with her and they tumbled away, water thrown in all directions, just as the monster’s jaws crashed down, sending enormous waves that crested over the nearby Saints. Karinael looked up. Jaws large enough to swallow her whole opened high above her. Her eyes went wide as she let loose a shrill scream that drowned the beast’s own shriek. She raised her sword futilely, but then was suddenly taken from behind.

			A black tentacle wound its way around her waist. She could feel it’s cold, oily slickness even through the leather of her bodysuit. She looked at it in horror as she was suddenly whisked thirty-feet into the air. She looked down screaming, her legs kicking. She could see Hadraniel and the other Saints struggling against an overwhelming disarray of snapping jaws and clutching tentacles. Their movements kicked up white, foamy water; their Caliber lights were hazy auras through the falling rain as they dodged and fought against a foe that could plunge beneath them or rise up behind them. 

			Karinael felt hot, sticky air wash over her and she looked up. Enormous jaws opened wide as the tentacle that clutched her brought her toward her doom. She screamed, holding her sword out in front of her, but before the sharp teeth sunk into her body the thing screeched and its neck recoiled.

			Beneath her Asteroth ripped his axes from the creature’s neck, dark-red blood flying. The thing now turned its attention to him and its neck curled around as its head came down, snapping at him. Karinael felt her stomach flop as she was waved around in the air. Another tentacle came toward her. It began to wrap itself around her left leg but she reached down and hacked at it with her sword and it finally relented. 

			Beneath her, her friends were failing. Swords chopped at black tentacles, only for more to rise up in their place. They struck for any of the beast’s seven necks, but their weapons were no more than penknives to it. Raziel and Gadrial fought side-by-side, both refusing to let harm come to the other. 

			Karinael watched helplessly as Baradiel’s arm was wound by an oily tendril, his sword plunging into the churning water as he was yanked high into the air. Sodiel shot in, his bo-staff twirling. He was about to strike for the tentacle but one of the creature’s heads came chomping down on him. He rolled and came up fast, holding his bo-staff out just as the teeth closed in, the jaws stopping short of devouring him as his staff wedged the creature’s mouth open. 

			Hadraniel moved in, his sword whirling. His star-metal blade cut across the creature’s cheek, opening a wide gash beneath a huge, yellow eye. The beast squealed and Sodiel was able to rip his bo-staff away and tumble to safety, but the thing whipped its head and Hadraniel was tossed aside, splashing through the water. 

			Karinael fought against the panic that rose in her belly. She closed her eyes and focused on the Saints below. Her own Caliber began to glow around her. She had practiced linking with this group only a couple times, but although she was still new at this, Karinael could immediately feel them all around her, like fireflies dancing in her Caliber. She reached out to Asteroth whose own Caliber was so intense that it was impossible to miss, and she linked it to her own. Hadraniel’s Caliber came next, followed by Sodiel’s. Raziel’s and Gadrial’s came to her like a single unit. Finally, she found Baradiel, his Caliber coming from somewhere above and far to the left of her, and it was full of panic. Like distant candlelights she could feel the warmth of other Calibers too; the Calibers of those unknown Saints that were part of her and Hadraniel’s own serpent constellation in the sky. But they were much too far away to matter and would only distract her from the Saints she was currently with, and so she cast them away. She drew the Calibers she had gathered into her own and felt them all coming together as one. She was a conduit; a link. Through her own Caliber she connected them all, and as she did, her own Caliber began to intensify until she could feel the plasma wafting from her body and her eyes. 

			Through the stormy sky, more brightly than the lightning that flashed, burned the stars of Karinael and the others. It was not a serpent that was traced in the sky, for Karinael had focused only on the Saints that were with her. Instead, blazing white light shot from Karinael’s own star to Hadraniel’s, across a great expanse of cloud-cast sky to Raziel’s and then over to Asteroth’s, onto Gadrial’s and then Baradiel’s and finally Sodiel’s.

			Beneath Karinael, the Caliber light of the Saints immediately roared to life. Their Star-Armor and weapons, once black, now burned as white as starlight. Hadraniel rocketed like a comet toward a tentacle, his spinning blade tracing a white disc around him. There was a heavy thwack as the oily tendril was cut clean through, revealing a stump of bone and pink flesh that quickly disappeared beneath the waves to the howling of one of the creature’s heads.

			Another massive head barreled down upon Asteroth. The large man’s left gauntlet shone with brilliant white light as he wedged an axe between one of its enormous fangs. He wrestled with the beast a moment, its forked tongue whipping at him as his right foot stomped down between fangs on the lower jaw, pinning the giant maw open. Then his right hand swung around, plunging an axe into the thing’s eye. The fang that Asteroth held with his axe snapped off as the thing shrieked and recoiled from him.

			Sodiel danced upon the water, his bo-staff a whirlwind above him as he fended off a lunging tentacle and rolled past another. An enormous head shot toward him, curled fangs reaching. Using his staff, Sodiel vaulted into the air and landed on top of the creature’s head. As it rose into the air he leapt off, swinging his staff, shattering teeth as he plunged back into the water.

			Raziel and Gadrial stood side-by-side as a pair of tentacles struck down at them like snakes. They crossed paths as they leapt to opposite sides, the tentacles crossing each other and slapping the water where they had been. Gadrial jumped into the air and impaled the two tentacles together where they crossed. Raziel dashed in with his sword sweeping up, and he lopped them both off in a single stroke. 

			But then something shook Karinael’s focus. She felt horror and panic coming from Baradiel. Through her Caliber link she could feel intense pain in Baradiel’s left arm and right leg. She opened her eyes and saw Baradiel above her. He was held by a pair of tentacles, one around his arm and one around his leg. He fought and struggled but another tentacle wound its way around his neck. Karinael felt her link to the other Saints faltering as Baradiel’s panic infiltrated her mind. The light of her Caliber began to waver like a candle caught in the wind. The plasma that came off her body and from her eyes began to die out. And then Karinael screamed in horror as she watched the tentacles rip Baradiel’s head from his body. His arm came off at the shoulder and then his leg at the waist, and his torso plunged with the rest of his parts into the water below.

			And the link was broken. 

			Karinael hacked down with her sword and felt herself fall from the tentacle, splashing into the water just as the light from everyone’s Star-Armor faded to blackness. She came up choking for breath and watched helplessly as Raziel was thrown aside by a tentacle. Another wrapped around Gadrial and dragged her beneath the waves. Her head came up screaming for a moment but she was quickly taken under again, her cries gurgling out. Raziel kicked himself to his feet. He screamed his rage as he ran to the last spot Gadrial had been. Sodiel pushed him aside and then used his bo-staff as leverage to vault himself over a giant maw that crashed down into the water, snapping at them. 

			Karinael looked and saw Hadraniel racing toward her, shouting something at her. She looked up and rolled just in time to avoid one of the serpent heads. Hadraniel pulled her to her feet. Nearby Asteroth yelled out. All heads turned.

			The water bubbled and spat as a bulbous, black mass rose up. Thousands of gallons of water rolled off of it and the Saints had to swim as the shallow sea heaved and crashed around them. It was the thing’s body, and it was titanic, like some monstrous kraken risen from the abyss. At its center was an enormous, yellow beak that opened to reveal a bottomless throat lined with white spikes. All around it were rooted the thing’s endless tentacles. And the seven heads, Karinael watched with some horror, became its eyestalks; the jaws just pincers. The beak opened and let loose a long, shrill, haunting bawl that reverberated upon the mountains behind it as lightning flashed across the sky. As a singular unit all the Saints but Raziel turned to flee. Raziel was on his hands and knees in the spot Gadrial had been pulled below, screaming and splashing in the water, desperately seeking her. 

			Then Karinael felt the earth drop out beneath her and she was suddenly plunged into the cold water. Her breath gurgled as seawater engulfed her. Her arms and legs flailed. She looked up and saw the rain and a flash of lightning playing upon the waves above her head. She was sinking and her Star-Armor was sending her down like a rock. She looked around and saw only the dark, cold abyss of the ocean beneath her. She felt panic burn her belly. She closed her eyes and focused on her Caliber. She became lighter. She waved her arms and kicked with her legs. She felt herself rising, rising, rising until at last her head burst through the waves. She coughed and spat as rain pounded her face. A wave crested over her and for a moment she was back underwater. And then air tore through her lungs. She coughed and looked around. Hadraniel and the others were all struggling against the waves as they fought to remain above water. 

			Tentacles shot from the creature’s bulbous body. Karinael felt the crushing grip of a tentacle around her chest as she and Hadraniel were thrust into the air. Beside them, Asteroth, Sodiel and Raziel were also taken by massive tendrils. Sodiel was upside down. He slipped his staff between the oily coils that snared his legs, desperately trying to pry them loose. Karinael screamed as Sodiel was brought above that terrible beak to be devoured whole. 

			And then a ball of fire fell from the sky. It plunged into the water just in front of the creature’s body. Huge waves were thrown up in all directions, and once again the barren land could be seen. As the waters began to roll back, Erygion the Standard Bearer stood from his shallow crater. He held wide his arms, staying the sea. He had no cape or helmet; he had no weapon in his hands. Yet, somehow the man looked far more imposing to Karinael than she had ever seen him. There was a fury in his eyes that cut through the blazing inferno that was his Caliber’s aura. 

			“Saints of the Final Star!” roared Erygion, his Caliber as red and hot and molten as a volcano’s heart; too intense to gaze upon. Before him a wall of water stood, held back by his Caliber’s might alone. “You know me as the Standard Bearer, but you do not know why Aeoria has always counted one among her Guard!”

			The creature began to shriek, its towering pincers going wild. Karinael felt the tendril around her waist loosen and she plunged to the ground, mud softening the blow. Beside her Hadraniel fell, and then Asteroth and Sodiel and then Raziel. The creature’s tentacles all shot toward Erygion, wrapping his body, his legs, his arms. They sizzled and smoked as they hit his armor. The creature struggled to move him, but Erygion stood his ground like a living monolith. 

			“The Standard Bearer is a rallying point!” raged Erygion as fiery heat poured from his Caliber, forcing Karinael and the others to scramble away from him. Yet still his fiery Caliber spread. Oily tentacles burned and smoked upon his black Star-Armor. “The Standard Bearer brings hope! The promise that one’s flag still waves sets the hearts of men ablaze!”

			The creature shrieked, the seven eyestalk-pincers snapping at Erygion but not daring to bite him through that burning aura. The tentacles recoiled, charred flesh smoking. 

			“Saints of the Final Star, know that the banner of Aeoria yet flies!” roared Erygion. Within the inferno of Erygion’s Caliber now blazed the fiery star of Aeoria. “And know too that when I fall another already takes my place! When the time comes, she shall hold the banner high and you shall all rally to her! But on this day I say to you that we are the Saints of Aeoria! Our Calibers shall not snuff out like candles, but instead shall blaze as comets across the sky! And so to all of you I offer my light! Remember how it burned, and may it always bring you promise! Saints of the Final Star, go forth and fear no evil!”

			The creature squealed. It tried to flee as Erygion’s Caliber flared from his body like the death throes of a collapsing star. The Saints all raised their arms, shielding their faces from the light and heat. Karinael could feel Erygion’s Caliber within her own now. Through it, she could hear his voice speaking to her alone. He spoke a thousand words to her, but in that moment all she really heard was, “Goodbye, Karinael of the Generous Hand. Lead them well.” Karinael fell to her knees as tears streamed down her face.

			Through the flames of his Caliber Karinael could see Erygion’s body flaking away like ashes in the wind. The enormous creature shrieked and squealed as it was consumed into his aura. The waters around it began to boil, sending plumes of steam high into the air. There was an awful stench as the beast’s body was seared, its black skin popping and blistering. Its enormous beak blackened, and then charred bits began to crumble away. 

			“Erygion, no!” screamed Karinael.

			The creature was sucked into Erygion’s Caliber. Fires flared all around. And then all at once the fiery aura collapsed in on itself, leaving behind no trace of the creature, not even its bones. 

			Charred earth smoldered around Erygion’s empty armor, the subsiding rain sizzling off of it. The clouds began to break, casting the landscape in the light of the evening sun. All was silent.

			Karinael crawled to Erygion’s armor, taking his empty gauntlet into her hand. She collapsed, her body wracked by sobs.

		

	
		
			— 18 —

			Tea Party 

			[image: ] 

			Dark clouds circled the city of Valdaria. Rain came down in a soft patter and ran through the cracks in the cobblestone road which was lined on either side by thatched-roof cottages. Saint Ophelia strolled hand-in-hand with little Agana, the blood down the front of her white dress starting to diffuse out into pink in the wet fabric. Thunder rumbled the angry heavens and Ophelia looked behind. In the distance lightning flashed over the high hill that overlooked the city, illuminating the ancient castle perched atop it like a stately raven. Beneath the ominous structure an eldritch forest clutched its way up the hillside, branches like tentacles grasping at its venerable foundation.

			A small contingent of knights followed behind Ophelia and Agana, their steel boots clapping as one on the wet avenue. Whenever Ophelia took Agana outside the protection of the castle King Verami always sent them as an escort, though today they were holding back further than usual. Ophelia attributed this to the rain and the fact that they all looked a little pale and miserable. Their black, lacquered armor was dripping with rain and their red capes bearing the raven crest of Valdasia were heavy and clinging to their backs. They were led by Sir Erich Spengle whose dark eyes seemed distant beneath his helmet, its crest of raven feathers matted from the rain. He kept looking over his shoulder to the castle.

			“Your men all right back there, Spengle?” called Ophelia.

			Sir Spengle started at her voice and turned his head from the castle to address her. “Yes, milady. The rain makes it cold in the armor, is all.”

			Ophelia turned her attention back to the avenue she strolled with Agana. All the homes were shuttered up. Down the way she could see heads poke from doorways, and then they would quickly shut. A moment later the candlelight would extinguish from the windows and curtains would be thrown across them. 

			Agana saw this too and her lips screwed up. Her shoulders slumped and Jackson’s cold, stiff body dragged through a puddle as she held on to his one hand. “Nobody ever wants to come outside and play with me, and its such a nice day. Poor Jackson is never going to make any friends today.”

			“Well, some mommies and daddies don’t let their children play in the rain.” said Ophelia. Raindrops beaded on her star-metal breastplate and dripped down the black scabbard at her side. “The rain should let up soon and then I’m sure we’ll find somebody to play with.”

			Agana pouted as she walked. “I like the summer rain. It’s so warm compared to the castle.” 

			Ophelia squeezed Agana’s small hand in hers and smiled down at her. She watched as Agana’s eyes scanned down the street, eager to see anybody, but the streets were empty. Agana sighed. Then she seemed to catch sight of something. There was a face in the window of a cottage up ahead. The green curtain was open just a crack, and a pudgy, round head with dark hair and brown eyes stared from it. A second later the window opened further and a woman looked out. Fear painted her face as her eyes locked with Agana’s. The curtain was quickly pulled shut. 

			“There!” said Agana, tugging Ophelia’s arm. She ran up the street a short distance and started hopping and pointing, Jackson flapping in her hand. “There was a boy! Maybe he would like to play?”

			Ophelia came up to Agana and turned her obsidian eyes to the cottage, pretending she hadn’t seen the boy. “This one? Are you sure?” She smiled.

			“Yes, there in the window! There was a little fat boy!” Agana’s dark eyes looked up to Ophelia, hopeful. “Oh please, Saint Ophelia, won’t you ask if he can play! You know how I adore the little fat ones. Maybe he would like to have a tea party with me and Jackson?”

			Ophelia smiled at Agana. “Sure. I’ll go ask his parents. Wait here a moment.” Ophelia turned to Sir Spengle and his men who were about a block down. She motioned to her eyes and then to Agana, and Sir Spengle nodded his recognition of the order to keep an eye on her. 

			Ophelia strode across the street. Her star-metal boots clanked upon the flagstone steps as she came up to the wooden door. With a gauntleted hand she banged on it. “Saint Ophelia!” she barked. “By order of your Exalted Princess, Agana Valdara, I command you to open the door and greet us!” Ophelia bent her neck and placed her ear close to the door, listening. A moment passed, and then another. No sounds from within. Ophelia scowled. She turned to face the door and hiked her leg, kicking it in.

			Broken fragments of door crunched under Ophelia’s boots as she entered into the dark cottage. A woman screamed and Ophelia’s eyes turned that direction. Standing in the corner was a woman in a blue summer dress clutching a pudgy, little, dark-haired boy to her. Beside them was the boy’s father, just as dark of hair as his son, though he was more muscular than plump.

			“Please,” said the mother, her voice frantic. “Please leave us. He’s our only child. You took our baby two-years ago. We’ve already paid our duty to Valdasia. Please, leave us.”

			“Here’s what’s going to happen.” said Ophelia. “Your son—what’s his name?”

			“Gilbert.” said the father, stepping forward. “His name is Gilbert. Please, promise—”

			“Little Gilbert here is going to have a tea party with Princess Agana.” said Ophelia, talking over the man. She looked him square in the eyes as she tapped the pommel of her star-metal broadsword. “You and your wife are going to let them play, and you’re both going to remain silent and keep to yourselves.”

			The man looked at his wife and nodded softly to her. Her face sank.

			“Get some light in here.” said Ophelia.

			The man whispered something to his wife and she set about lighting the lanterns in the house as he went to the fireplace and started stoking it with logs. Ophelia clomped across the polished, wooden floor to Gilbert and knelt beside him. He trembled as she placed an arm around his shoulders. “How old are you, Gilbert?” she asked. With a finger she wiped a tear from his eye.

			“T-T-Ten.” he said, staring at the floor.

			“Ten? You’re a big boy for ten-years old. Did you know that’s exactly how old your Princess is?”

			Gilbert shook his head, his cheeks jiggling. 

			“Well, Princess Agana is ten-years old, just like you, and her favorite thing to do is to have tea parties. Wouldn’t you like to have a tea party with your Princess?”

			Gilbert shook his head.

			Ophelia smiled softly at him. With a finger she gently lifted his chin so that he was looking at her. “Come now, Gilbert, be a sport. How many of your friends can say that they’ve had a tea party with a real Princess? Wouldn’t that be something great to tell all your friends about?”

			Gilbert hiked his shoulders.

			“I’m going to bring Agana in now, and I want you to play nicely with her, okay?”

			Gilbert nodded.

			Ophelia patted him on the head and stood up. Now that the soft glow of lanterns filled the room, the cottage was a much warmer and cheery place. The cottage’s living room walls were all bare cobblestone hung with various paintings. There was a cozy looking couch along the far wall and a couple chairs adjacent with a small table between them. In front of the fireplace was a small, red rug and Ophelia thought it would make the perfect setting for a tea party. 

			She strode back to the broken door and saw Agana standing in the middle of the road. Her black hair was all matted from the rain and her white dress clung heavy and tight to her small frame. The front of it was all pink with washed-out blood and she clutched Jackson to her bosom. There was a hopeful look on her face. 

			Ophelia smiled. “It’s okay, Agana. Gilbert’s parents said he can play inside for a little while.”

			Agana’s face brightened. “Really!” She hopped up and down and then ran to the house.

			Ophelia turned her head down the road to the squadron of knights. She wasn’t happy that they had held back so far from Agana. She scanned the rooftops, and then with a disapproving gaze gave Sir Spengle a thumbs-up, the signal that the house was secure and they could wait outside.

			Ophelia put her arm around Agana’s back and led her into the cottage. Gilbert was standing between his mother and father in the far corner of the living room. With a hand Ophelia motioned for Gilbert to come over.

			“It’s okay, son.” said the father. The mother placed a hand to her mouth, trying to stifle her tears.

			Gilbert slowly padded forward in his leather shoes.

			“Agana,” said Ophelia. “This is Gilbert.”

			Agana smiled. “Hi, Gilbert.”

			“H-Hello, Princess Agana.” said Gilbert cautiously. He bowed. “W-W-What do you want to play?”

			Agana held Jackson up by one arm and Gilbert’s face went ghost-white. “This is my baby brother Jackson. Do you want to have a tea party with us by the fire?”

			Gilbert recoiled from the terrible thing dangling in her hand and looked over his shoulder. His father nodded at him as his mother buried her head in his shoulder and wept. Gilbert looked back at Agana. “S-Sure.”

			“Get a teapot and some cups.” ordered Ophelia, looking at the mother.

			She nodded and scurried into the kitchen. 

			“Come on, Gilbert!” chirped Agana. “We’re going to have so much fun!” She took his  pudgy hand in hers and skipped over to the fireplace and sat down in front of it, crossing her legs on the carpet. Gilbert sat down across from her as she propped Jackson up against her belly. “Do you have any brothers or sisters?”

			“I h-had a baby b-brother, but after he was born Saint—”

			“Gilbert!” hissed the father. Gilbert looked at him and the father wagged a finger in warning.

			Gilbert swallowed hard. He looked back at Agana. “No.”

			“That’s too bad.” said Agana, a little sad. “My brother Jackson here isn’t even a year old. Isn’t he so cute?”

			Gilbert turned his eyes to the floor and nodded.

			“Would you like to hold him?” Gilbert looked at her, eyes wide, and vigorously shook his head, causing his cheeks to flap. Agana’s lips puffed out into a frown. “Why not? Is there something wrong with him?”

			“He’s… He’s de—”

			“Gilbert!” barked the father.

			The boy looked away from Agana. “I-I-I don’t want to h-hurt him, is all.”

			“Why do all you boys talk like that?” asked Agana. “Always stuttering.”

			Gilbert licked his lips and hiked his shoulders as he stared at the floor. 

			“You need to stop it. I don’t like it.”

			“Here’s a pot of tea.” said the mother, bringing in a porcelain kettle upon a silver platter. There was a small honeypot along with a few teacups and some pastries on a saucer. “I had some water already boiled. You just need to let the tea steep for a moment. I… I hope it’s to your liking, my Princess.” 

			Agana’s brow furled as she watched the lady set the platter down between her and Gilbert. Steam rose from the kettle’s spout and filled the room with the scent of cinnamon and nutmeg. The woman stood and did a little curtsy for Agana. “I… I can pour you a cup, if you like?”

			“What is that?”

			The woman’s face seemed to sink as she looked down at Agana. “It’s… it’s tea, Princess.” She quickly bent over and poured a cup for Agana, her trembling hands causing the little cup to clatter against the kettle. “I-I’m sorry it’s not much. Just a spice tea. I hope it’s to your liking.” The woman set it on a saucer before Agana and then poured her son a cup.

			“What is this?” said Agana, disgusted.  She pushed it away. “I can’t drink this!”

			The woman froze as she stood looking down at Agana. “I-I-I’m terribly sorry, Princess. I-I’ll make another kind.”

			“Step aside!” ordered Ophelia, taking the mother by the arm and practically tossing her away. Ophelia grabbed the two cups of tea the woman had poured and tossed the contents across the room where it splashed on the couch. She set the empty cups back down before Agana and Gilbert. “There you go, Agana,” said Ophelia. “You make your own tea.” Ophelia patted Agana on the top of her head and then stepped away.

			“Me and Jackson are so hungry.” said Agana. She looked at Gilbert and smiled. “Gilbert, would you be so kind as to pass the tea, please?”

			Gilbert nodded, his cheeks bouncing. He reached for the kettle but Agana grabbed his thick wrist and brought it toward her. Gilbert flinched and pulled his arm away. 

			“How very rude.” said Agana. “Is that anyway to treat your guests?”

			“Gilbert, pass her the tea.” said the father.

			“S-Sorry.” said the boy. Once again he reached for the kettle but Agana grabbed his arm.

			“Not that, silly.” she said. She brought his wrist close to her and stroked it. “This is the tea.”

			Gilbert’s eyes went wide.

			Agana giggled. “It won’t hurt much. Don’t worry, I’ll only pour enough for me and Jackson.”

			“No!” boomed the father. “Don’t you—” Ophelia’s fist impacted the man’s face and he stumbled into the wall and slid down it until he was sitting. He looked up at her in fear, holding his broken jaw, his hand full of bloody teeth. His wife began to scream but Ophelia grabbed her around the neck, choking her.

			“Not another word from either of you.” growled Ophelia, throwing her at her husband. “Let them play.”

			Agana brought Gilbert’s wrist to her mouth. “Hold still,” she said. Gilbert whimpered as fangs revealed themselves from her little, red lips and sank into his flesh. Agana sucked at his wrist for a moment, blood trickling from the sides of her mouth, and then she brought his wrist over her tea cup. Gilbert clenched his eyes shut and turned his head. Crimson liquid pattered into the porcelain as she stroked his arm. “There we go.” said Agana. She licked her lips. “You fat boys make the sweetest tea.” She filled the cup to the brim and then let go of Gilbert’s arm.

			Gilbert opened his eyes and then wailed as he saw his wrist. He scooted away from her, crying. 

			“Come here, Gilbert.” said Agana. “We’re having a tea party with Jackson.” She took a sip from the cup. “Mmm” she hummed. She placed it to Jackson’s mouth and tipped. Crimson liquid filled the corpse’s mouth and then pattered out onto the floor.

			“I don’t want to play!” cried Gilbert, holding his wrist to his chest, smearing his shirt with blood. Tears rained from his eyes. “Mama! I don’t want to play! Make them go away, Mama! Mama!”

			“Son!” barked the father, his voice muffled as he held his bloody jaw. “Just play! Be done with it!”

			“Go on.” said the mother, wiping at her eyes and trying to compose herself. She stood up from her husband and sniffled. She forced a smile at Gilbert. “Just play. It will be all right.”

			Gilbert sniffled and scooted back toward Agana, clutching at his wrist.

			“Would you like a sip?” asked Agana.

			Gilbert stared at the floor, tears dripping from his eyes. He shook his head.

			“Let’s play a game.” said Agana. “You be King Verami and I’ll be Queen Loretta and Jackson here can be Princess Agana.” She sipped at her tea and then set the cup down on the saucer. “Verami,” she said, making her voice as dignified and queenly as she could. “Pass me one of the pastries, would you, my dear?”

			Gilbert sniffled and placed one of the sweet rolls on a saucer and handed it to Agana, all the while staring at the floor. 

			“Thank you, dear brother.” said Agana. “You look pallid today. Perhaps we should have the physician try a new liver?” She pretended to nibble at the pastry. She set it down. “Oh Agana, my dear. You must eat your lunch if you want to go play.” 

			“But it’s not fair.” pouted Agana as she moved Jackson’s arms, trying to give him some animation. “Why can’t I have a sweet roll like you and daddy?”

			“Now, now, dear.” said Agana in her queenly voice. “You know you can’t have that. It will just make you sick. Now drink your lunch like a good girl.” She tilted the tea cup to Jackson’s mouth and blood dribbled down its chin. 

			Gilbert made a heaving sound and turned away.

			Agana immediately snapped her head in his direction and scowled. “You’re sick again, aren’t you.”

			Gilbert glanced up at her but didn’t say anything. 

			“You’re disgusting.” she said. “Your seed is as diseased and rotten as you are.” She glowered at the boy. “You have to say something!” she demanded. “You have to pretend you’re King Verami!”

			Gilbert looked at her and swallowed hard. “I-I-I’m sorry. W-What should I say?”

			“Stop stuttering!” shrieked Agana. She stood up and Jackson fell over, his head thumping on the floor. “You disgust me! You’re always so sick! You’re diseased and pathetic! You’re a pathetic little man! Why can’t you give me a child?! Why can’t you give our daughter a brother?!”

			Gilbert flinched away from her. 

			Agana’s face twisted into an angry, red mask. She grabbed the sweet roll and whipped it at Gilbert’s head. “These are as dry and withered as you are!” Agana stormed over to him and grabbed his crotch, twisting. Gilbert wailed. “You’re pathetic!” She spit on him. 

			“I’m sorry! I’m sorry!” screamed Gilbert.

			Agana released her grip on him and composed herself. She stood up straight and then walked to her spot and sat down again. “It’s not your fault.” she said coldly. She picked up Jackson and sat him on her lap, stroking his head. “We’ll get you a brother or sister, dear, I promise. Me and your father will try again.” She drank down the last of her tea. Then she sighed. “I don’t want to play this game anymore. I don’t like this game. I’m hungry.”

			Gilbert sniffled and put another pastry on a dish for her. 

			“I can’t eat that. It’ll make me sick.” She swatted it away and the saucer fell to the floor, shattering. “Let’s play How much blood do you have.” said Agana. 

			Gilbert stared at her.

			“Give me your wrist.” said Agana. “I say you have enough for five cups of tea. How much do you think you have?”

			“No!” cried the mother. She ran to Saint Ophelia and collapsed at her feet. “Please! Please! You already took our baby! We have already paid our duty to Valdasia! Gilbert’s a sweet boy, he’s all we have left!”

			Ophelia grabbed her by the hair and drew her star-metal sword from its scabbard. With a quick stroke the woman’s head came off and Ophelia tossed it aside as the body collapsed on the floor, spilling crimson everywhere. The husband howled in anguish as he jumped to his feet. He charged Ophelia but stood little chance. She flourished her sword and returned it to its scabbard before his head had even hit the floor. A second later his body lay atop his wife’s.

			Gilbert began wailing. He stood up and began hobbling toward his dead parents but Agana grabbed his arm and pulled him down to her. She bit into his wrist and pulled her head back, tearing away skin, tendon and meat, exposing white bone. Gilbert screamed and struggled but Agana had a terrible grip on him and he could not escape no matter how hard he tried. A stream of blood poured down Agana’s dress and pooled in her lap as she brought the nearly severed wrist over her tea cup. It quickly overflowed. She held his wrist above another, filling that one and then another. Gilbert’s struggles weakened as his flesh lost all color. Moments later it was done. Gilbert lay lifeless on the floor amid gruesome puddles of blood. 

			Agana sighed as she looked at her filled cups. “Only four.”

			“Well, you spilled a lot.” said Ophelia. “I’ll bet there were five.”

			Agana hiked her shoulders and stared solemnly at the cups. Ophelia knelt behind Agana, brushing her hair with her hand. Agana sipped at her tea, all the while cradling Jackson in her lap as she held Gilbert’s colorless hand in hers, humming a somber lullaby. After she had drank her fill she looked at Ophelia. “I want to go home. I don’t want to play anymore.”

			“Okay.” said Ophelia, taking her hand. “We’ll go home and have a nap. How does that sound?”

			Agana nodded and wiped at her mouth and Ophelia helped her to her feet. Ophelia went to the door and peeked outside and looked around. It was still dark and cloudy but no more rain fell. The knights weren’t anywhere to be seen. Ophelia looked to the east, at the hill where the castle overlooked. A lantern was lit in the window of one of the high, crooked, abandoned towers whose spire was missing many red shingles. Agana started to walk past her but Ophelia reached down and blocked her with her arm. “Wait.”

			“What’s wrong?” asked Agana, hugging Jackson close. 

			Ophelia listened from the doorway: Boots on cobblestone coming around the back of the house. She scanned the rooftops across the street. Chimneys protruded from the golden thatch on all of them, but from behind one chimney she saw the barrel of a bolt-thrower poking out. Ophelia scooped Agana into her arms and whispered into the crook of her neck, “If something bad happens to me, you have to keep running. Don’t stop for anything. Make it to the hill. The trees will protect you. Hide in the secret tunnels like I showed you before, okay?”

			“I’m scared.”

			Ophelia stroked her hand through Agana’s hair as she scanned the streets and rooftops some more. “I’m going to carry you, but if something bad happens, promise you’ll run to the hill and you won’t stop.”

			Ophelia felt Agana nod as her warm tears fell into her neck. She clutched Agana tight to her breastplate. Just as she was about to bolt from the door, she heard the back door of the cottage being kicked open. 

			JINK-JINK-JINK!—bolt-thrower blasts rocked the house. The floor exploded in fragments and the cobblestone wall burst apart into clouds of dust. Agana screamed as Ophelia leapt with her from the doorway. Heads and bolt-throwers popped up from the rooftops. Ophelia rolled on the street, turtling herself up with Agana beneath her. She felt bolts explode off the back of her breastplate, sending painful shockwaves through her chest. She scooped Agana up and in a blinding aura of Caliber energy, leapt with her into an alley between two cottages.

			JINK-JINK-JINK-JINK-JINK-JINK!—the cottage walls next to them exploded; dirt was thrown up from the street; Ophelia felt the back of her right knee explode. She screamed and stumbled, nearly knocking Agana to the ground. She struggled back to her feet, but couldn’t get any support from her right leg. “Run!”

			“I’m too scared!” cried Agana. 

			Ophelia grabbed Agana and with her star-metal bracer bashed through the wall of the cottage beside her. She fell inside with Agana, landing on toppled cobblestones just as more bolt-thrower fire exploded off the street and surrounding buildings.

			“Shoot them! Shoot them!” Ophelia heard Sir Spengle shouting.

			Inside the cottage a terrified mother clutched her two young children close. “Hurry,” said Ophelia, pushing Agana forward toward the back of the house as she hopped behind. Ophelia glanced back. She was leaving a trail of blood on the floor from her right leg. Her knee down to her calf was nothing but mangled meat and dangling tendons. She heard boots running toward the cottage.

			“No more will our children be taken from us!” came the shout of a townsman.

			“The reign of the Dire Mother and her little Vampire ends today!” yelled another man, closer. 

			Ophelia pushed Agana toward the kitchen and to the back door. She hissed in pain as she grabbed Agana close and balanced on her one leg. She encompassed herself in Caliber energy and then crashed her way through the door, tumbling with Agana into a back alley. To the right came a couple knights with a number of townspeople, all armed with bolt-throwers. They skidded to a halt and raised their weapons. To the left came more knights and townspeople. Ophelia clutched Agana, and with a grunt of pain leapt up, carried more by her Caliber than the strength of her leg. 

			Agana screamed as they bounded over a rooftop, the roar of bolt-throwers below and the whiz of the projectiles sailing past them in the air. They came down hard on a cobblestone street and Ophelia collapsed. Without hesitating, Ophelia picked herself up and grabbed Agana’s arm. She hopped her way down another alley between more cottages, ushering the crying Agana along. 

			Ophelia put a hand over Agana’s mouth, trying to silence her cries as she limped and hopped through the alley. From both ahead and behind she heard shouts, asking which way they went or if anybody had seen them. There were a couple sporadic JINKs from bolt-throwers. Then Ophelia came upon the backdoor of a cottage, and with a whack of her fist she bashed it open and pushed Agana inside. Ophelia tumbled in after her, falling upon the floor. She turned, struggling to kick the door closed behind her with her one good leg.

			“Saint Ophelia I’m scared!” cried Agana. Then her eyes fell upon Ophelia’s leg. “You’re hurt! You’re hurt, Ophelia!”

			“Move! Go!” said Ophelia against the searing pain in her leg. She clutched at the floor, trying to claw her way across the cottage’s kitchen. In the living room she saw a man and his wife standing there, looking at them with pale, terrified faces. The man looked to the front door of his house. Ophelia grabbed her sword and looked up at them from the floor. “Be silent! Don’t move!” she barked as severely as she could, though the pain in her leg was making her want to cry. 

			Then all heads turned. From next door came some shouts and a door was kicked in. “They’re not here!” “Try the next one! They’ve got to be somewhere over here!” “Block the streets! Men in every alley! Don’t let them escape!”

			Crack! Agana yelped and dropped Jackson as the backdoor was broken open. A tall, strong man came into the house. He had short, dark-brown hair and a thin beard. His brown eyes found Ophelia on the floor and he started. He trained his bolt-thrower down at her. Agana began crying and the man looked at her. He raised the gun, the barrel bobbing in his trembling hands. His lips quivered as he whispered the name, “Ursula.”
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			Eulalee 
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			Saint Eulalee shivered. It was so cold and wet. Her eyes opened and were stung by frigid saltwater and blinded by darkness. Bubbles cascaded over her body and she looked down. Erygion the Standard Bearer was there, his eyes wide as he screamed into the black waters. Oily tendrils were wrapped around his legs and arms and they dragged him deeper and deeper into the endless abyss of the ocean. 

			Eulalee closed her eyes and felt her Caliber shine. Its white brilliance gave light to the waters, consuming her in a milky orb. She could feel Erygion’s pain and fear. Her Caliber intensified and she felt Erygion encompassed in it. She held out her hands to him. She felt his fingers slip into hers and together they rose. She let go of Erygion and felt his hands slip from hers as he continued to ascend above her. Her ears now filled with the roar of angry ocean waves. She looked down. Two terrible, yellow eyes peered up at her through the black water. A beak larger than she opened. Giant tentacles grabbed her limbs. She looked into the maw of her demise and screamed into the cold waters. 

			Eulalee shook her head, startled awake from her daydream. Her lungs burned as she engulfed the air. She looked around to see golden rays of sun cascading through the narrow, arched window of her dorm room. They left a puddle of light on the stone floor and warmed the back of her steel breastplate as she sat at her small, wooden desk. In her hand was a pencil. She puffed out a long breath and buried her face in her hands for a moment. Then she looked down at her drawing.

			With flowing hand strokes she worked her pencil upon the sheet of parchment as she tried to get the curves of the beast’s tentacles just right. She ignored the two serpentine eyes she had already drawn, but felt them peering up at her nonetheless. She swallowed hard as she completed the graceful line with a flourish to make it curl in on itself. Beside her, a small yellow and black bird regarded her work with a tilted head before hopping onto the paper and pecking at the dust left by the pencil marks.

			Eulalee smiled at the bird and set her pencil down. “Are you trying to tell me you’re hungry?”

			Eulalee rolled up the half-finished picture of the sea monster. She didn’t think she’d finish this one. It was too nightmarish. Beneath it was the drawing she had started on yesterday: a great, black dragon. She liked dragons. Dragons were a far more tolerable subject than monsters from the deep. She slid open the drawer beneath her table and gently hid the new picture inside. The bird looked up at her and sang out. Eulalee couldn’t help but smile. 

			She sat upright in her wooden chair and stretched her lean arms upward as she yawned. The white leather bodysuit she wore was tight upon her young, limber body and made a rather pleasing sound as it expanded. She put her arms down and was about to give the bird a pet when there came a knocking on her door.

			Eulalee felt her heart skip a beat and she jumped from her chair, nearly knocking it over. The bird chirped as she scooped it up and she bolted to her closet and flung open the door. Inside hung her few meager possessions: a couple extra bodysuits and some robes. A pair of shoes was on the floor next to her steel boots and on the shelves were placed the rest of her steel armor: the pauldrons, bracers and leggings. She also had a locked chest on the floor and she quickly kicked it to the back and tossed one of her robes over it. The knocking came upon her door again. “Um, just a minute!” she yelled as she quickly placed the little bird into her boot and shut the door. 

			Bare-footed, she padded across her small room to the wooden door and opened it just a crack until the chain of the lock was taught. She saw her own crimson eyes and short, crimson hair that framed her round face reflecting in a burnished, steel breastplate. Her eyes scanned up to see Saint Maximiel’s golden eyes looking at her. His thin lips spread into a smile. 

			“Hey Eulalee.” he said. He puffed out his bottom lip and blew his long, golden hair from his eyes. “What are you doing?”

			“Oh, um, just drawing.”

			“Can I see?”

			She bit her top lip. At twenty-years old, Maximiel was her senior by five years and was one of the more powerful Saints Templars at Sanctuary. Despite the age difference, Eulalee’s Caliber still bested his by a great distance, although he was the only person able to keep up with her during training. As such, Saint Galizur always had her sparring with him and partnering with him and Maximiel seemed to take it all as a sign that they should be best friends. “Um…”

			“Come on,” he said, pushing against her door. The brass chain tightened. “Let me in.”

			Still biting her top lip Eulalee glanced over her shoulder at the closet. “Um…”

			“Come on, I want to see what you’re drawing.” the little chain links began to stress.

			“Um, ok, but just for a minute.”

			Maximiel let off the door just enough that Eulalee could unfasten the bolt. Just as the chain came off, the door swung wide and Maximiel stepped in, closing the door behind him. 

			For twenty, Maximiel was a large man. His leather bodysuit conformed over the tight contours of sinewy muscles on his arms and legs. Like Eulalee, he wore his unremoveable steel breastplate, but unlike Eulalee, he wore the rest of his armor as well: steel gauntlets, bracers, leggings and boots. At his side hung his broadsword. Although all Saints wore unremoveable breastplates, only the elite Saints Templars had leather bodysuits and were allowed to wear the rest of the steel armor and carry swords. All the others at Sanctuary were Ecclesiastics and wore only gowns with their breastplates. The only Saints outranking the Templars were the Saints Caliber, and over them only Aeoria’s Guard. Eulalee hoped to make Saints Caliber one day. She definitely had the Caliber for it. However, Galizur and the rest of the Templars liked to constantly remind her that she was characteristically ill-suited for the role. 

			Maximiel raked a large hand through his long, golden hair and scanned her small dorm with his eyes. “These are all new.” he said, looking at the myriad of drawings and sketches hanging on the stone walls. Each was signed with her stellaglyph; her lithe, four-pointed star that was so similar to the Goddess, Aeoria’s. “What, you like, just sit up here and draw all the time?” He strode over to her bed, leaned over, and pulled one of the larger drawings off the wall. The parchment made a terrible ripping noise as it came off the hooks. He held it to his eyes. “All you draw are dragons?”

			Eulalee hiked her narrow shoulders. 

			He tossed the picture on her bed and his golden eyes found her. “So, you want to hang out?” He smiled.

			“Um…” Eulalee grabbed up the drawing from her bed and began neatly rolling it up. 

			Maximiel plopped down on her mattress. It was done up in plain white sheets with a red blanket nicely folded over the top. He patted his big hand on the side next to him. “Come on. Sit down.”

			Eulalee walked the rolled drawing over to her desk and set it down, glancing at her closed closet door. “Um, maybe another time, Maximiel. I’m working on something.”

			“Just another stupid drawing probably.” he said. “Come, sit down next to me.”

			Eulalee turned around and looked at him. She bit her top lip and sighed. “Okay, but just for a minute.”

			Maximiel smiled as she gently sat herself on the edge of the bed beside him. He scooted over to her, his breastplate clanging against hers. She felt his large arm wrap over her shoulders. His other hand rested on the top of her right leg. “So, you been training on your own any?”

			Eulalee stared at the floor and shook her head. “No. Not really.”

			“Aw come on,” jabbed Maximiel. His hands squeezed at the top of her arms. “I can feel some muscles.” His hands began stroking up and down the sheer leather of her arms. “Oh yeah, you’ve been doing those sword swings I showed you.” His hands began massaging at her biceps. “Does that feel good? Here, let me rub your back.” His hand slid over the small of her back and began rubbing.

			Eulalee squirmed as she sat. “Um, no, I’m fine, Maximiel.”

			“Look at you, always acting so tough! Come on, let me just rub those muscles out for you.” He turned on the bed to face her and his hands began caressing at her shoulders. 

			Eulalee folded her arms over her chest as she stared at the floor. “I’m fine, really. Please.”

			“Oh, I like to hear ‘please’.” he said, licking his lips. His hands slid down over her breastplate. “What do you think is under these? Why do you think we can never take them off?” His hand went toward her belly.

			She scooted away from him but he pressed over to her. 

			“Here, feel my arms.” he said. He raised his left arm and curled it, causing the leather around his bicep to scrunch as it balled into a sinewy mass. 

			Eulalee shook her head. “No thanks.”

			“Oh come on,” he said, grabbing her hand and placing it on his flexed muscle. He rubbed her hand over it a few times. “Yeah, you like that?”

			Eulalee felt her cheeks flush and she brushed her hair over her ear as she snatched her arm back over her chest. “It’s… it’s nice, Maximiel. But I’ve got some work to do.”

			“No you don’t.” he said. “Come on, I just want to hang out. We’re partners, you know. We have to stick together.” His hand fell on her leg and began stroking at her thigh. “You know, you’re pretty young to be a Templar already. After I receive my Call to Guard, maybe I’ll apprentice you.”

			“That would be nice, Maximiel.” said Eulalee. She wished the bed were a few feet longer. There was nowhere else for her to scoot over to. 

			“You know, when we’re out there, out in the field, we can do whatever we want.” said Maximiel. “Would you like that? To do whatever you want with me?”

			“Um… well, I don’t know.”

			“Well first you have to make Saints Caliber.” said Maximiel, still rubbing at her leg. “If you want to make Saints Caliber you can’t be shy. I can show you how to not be shy.”

			Eulalee stood up and walked over to her desk. “Okay, maybe you can show me another time. I need to get back to work.”

			Maximiel walked over to her desk and scooped up the picture she had been working on. It was of a black dragon swimming through space, his claws clutching at a star as if it were an apple to be eaten. “How come you draw dragons all the time? It’s kind of a weird thing to do.”

			Eulalee hiked her shoulders. “I don’t know.”

			Maximiel tossed the drawing back onto her desk. His lips curled into a smile. “Yes you do. Come on, tell me.”

			Eulalee bit her top lip.

			“Come on,” said Maximiel. “You got a thing for them or something?”

			“I… I see one in my dreams sometimes, I guess.”

			Maximiel laughed. “For real? That’s kind of fucked up. You know what I dream about? I dream about you sometimes.” He stepped over to her and wrapped his big arm over her shoulders. “I do. I’m not afraid to admit it. You’re attractive, you know. And I got a thing for Saints with red eyes. You know, when I apprentice you as a Saints Caliber, you’ll be my student and you’ll have to do everything I say. I’ll protect you out there and show you the ropes, but you’ll have to obey me. You’ll have to do whatever I tell you.”

			“Um, okay. We’ll see.” said Eulalee. “I’ll see you at training this evening, okay?”

			“Hey, what’s that sound?” asked Maximiel. He walked over to her closet. 

			Eulalee felt her heart race and cringed as he opened the door, his body encompassing the entire frame. His golden eyes scanned around and he took down one of her bodysuits off the hanger. He held it to his nose for a moment. There was a chirping coming from her boot.  He tossed the bodysuit to the floor and bent over and reached into her boot. “What’s this?”

			Eulalee sighed as he pulled out the bird.

			He laughed as he held the little thing up in his meaty hand. “Why do you keep birds in your closet? You pull out their feathers at night or something?”

			“No,” said Eulalee. She walked over to him and took the bird from him. “I found him out in the yard yesterday. I healed his wing but he still can’t fly.”

			“Why would you do that?” asked Maximiel. “Stupid thing’s wing is probably messed up. Hey, you know you can’t keep pets. If they find out you’ll get in trouble.”

			Eulalee hiked her shoulders as the bird perched on her finger. She pet its back softly. “I like him. He’s neat.”

			“Neat?” laughed Maximiel. “What’s neat about a stupid bird?”

			“They can fly.” said Eulalee, admiring the thing’s silky, yellow feathers. “Sometimes, I feel like I was born to fly. Don’t you think it would be wonderful to be able to fly away sometimes?”

			“Sounds kind of stupid to me, but whatever. If you like it, I guess that’s your thing.” said Maximiel, walking over to her. He mushed his large index finger onto the thing’s head.

			“Careful,” said Eulalee. “Birds are delicate.”

			“That’s even more stupid.” said Maximiel. “You can’t be delicate in this world. That’s what you need to learn, Eulalee. You have to learn not to be delicate so you can make Saints Caliber. Then I can apprentice you. You know, I can show you how to not be delicate.”

			Eulalee heard her door click open and she spun. Standing in the doorway were Saints Theliel, Preil and Dumariel. All three were Saints Templar in their early twenties. Eulalee knew them well and often trained with them. 

			“Hey Max, we’ve been looking for you.” said Theliel, his gem-brown eyes fixing on the bird as he strode into the room, followed by the others. “What are you doing in here?”

			“She’s got some stupid bird.” said Maximiel. “Says it got hurt.”

			“You’re not allowed to have a pet,” said Dumariel, the Saint with white hair and eyes. 

			Preil’s aquamarine eyes fixed on the bird and he came up to Eulalee and made a grab for it, but she turned before he could snatch it. “I just want to see.”

			“I think you should all go.” said Eulalee. 

			“Come on, Max.” said Theliel. “Let’s go get some lunch.”

			“No, wait.” said Preil. “She can’t have that stupid bird. It’s against the rules. No pets.”

			“It was hurt,” said Eulalee. “I healed him but he still can’t fly. I’m just keeping him until he can fly.”

			“How do you know he can’t fly?” asked Preil. “Did you try?”

			Eulalee pushed past them, cupping the bird in her hands, and made her way to her door. “Thanks for coming by, but I have some stuff to do now, okay?” She held the door open.

			“Come on, guys. Let’s go.” said Dumariel. “Come on, Max.”

			“Just wait a minute.” said Preil. He stepped over to Eulalee and brushed her red hair from her face. “Come on, little Eulalee, let me see it.” Eulalee saw Maximiel behind him. His golden eyes fixed on Preil’s hand as he pinched her chin in his fingers. “Come on, please?” he sang, shaking her face gently.

			Eulalee sighed. “Um, okay, but just for a minute. Don’t hurt him.” She carefully placed the bird in Preil’s hand.

			The bird perched on his finger and he waved his hand around gently. “Look, I think it’s ready to fly.” 

			Eulalee shook her head. “No, I don’t think so.”

			“What are all these dumb pictures?” asked Theliel, tearing one off the wall. 

			“Um, please leave them alone.” said Eulalee, running over to him and grabbing it from his hand. 

			“Why do you spend all your time drawing?” asked Theliel. “Why not do something worthwhile like work on your Caliber strength?”

			“Why would she need to work on her Caliber strength?” said Dumariel. “She’s already stronger than us. What she needs to do is work on cracking that shell she hides in. Can’t be nice out in the field when you’re a Saints Caliber.”

			“Hey, Eulalee,” said Preil. He was standing by her window. He had cranked it open and was holding the bird out. “It’s ready to fly!”

			“Preil!” cried Eulalee, running over to him.

			“No, look,” said Preil. “He wants to fly!”

			“Give him back!” She pushed into him, trying to grab for the bird.

			“Oops!” said Preil, dropping the bird. 

			“Preil!” shrieked Eulalee as he stepped back. She watched in horror as the little yellow and black bird flapped violently, spiraling as it hit the side of the tower and then tumbled to the earth. She closed her eyes before it struck the ground about two-hundred feet below.

			Preil laughed. “You were right. I guess it wasn’t ready to fly after all.” He slapped her on the butt. “Better luck with the next one. Come on, guys. Let’s go get some lunch.”

			Theliel and Dumariel strode out the door as Eulalee collapsed at the windowsill crying into her arms. 

			“Wait,” said Maximiel, grabbing Preil’s shoulder before he went out the door. He tilted his head toward Eulalee. “Want to have some fun with me?”

			Preil’s lips curled into a smile. 

			“Shut the door and lock it.” said Maximiel.

			Preil turned around and slid the bolt over the lock. He turned back around and Maximiel grabbed him around the throat with one giant hand and lifted him off his feet.

			Preil struggled, his feet dangling. His hands clutched at Maximiel’s wrist as he choked for breath. 

			“Don’t ever touch my stuff.” said Maximiel. He shook him by the throat. “Don’t ever touch my stuff.”

			Preil’s body was encompassed by golden Caliber light as he struggled against Maximiel’s grip. Maximiel’s hand glowed a blinding white as he held him firmly. “I was just having some fun,” choked Preil. “Just wanted to see if it could fly.” he gasped as his face turned blue.

			“Maximiel, what are you doing?” cried Eulalee, getting to her feet.

			“Eulalee, you told me you wished you could fly.” said Maximiel, drawing his sword with his free hand. Preil’s wide eyes glared down at the blade. “I’m going to show you what it’s like for a Saint to fly.”

			“Maximiel, don’t!” screamed Eulalee. 

			“Let’s see,” said Maximiel. “I think it’s right wing was hurt.” He jammed the tip of his blade into Preil’s right armpit. Preil howled even as he gasped for breath. Maximiel’s golden eyes shown with complete detachment as he twisted the blade and Preil’s arm fell off, thudding on the floor. 

			Eulalee screamed.

			Still holding Preil around the throat, Maximiel carried him over to the window. “Fly little bird.” Glass shattered as Maximiel tossed him from the window. Preil’s shrieks trailed off into nothingness and then there was a quiet thud.

			Eulalee’s crimson eyes went wide as she stared at Maximiel. She turned and saw the gruesome arm upon her floor, a puddle of blood beneath it. She felt Maximiel’s large hands encompass her shoulders and she turned to look at him.

			“I told you,” he said. “When I apprentice you to be a Saints Caliber, I’ll protect you. But you’ll have to do whatever I tell you. That’s how it works. Now let’s go get something to eat. I want you to tell me more about how you wish you could fly.”
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			Here Shines the Sun 
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			“Shh… Mom, just drink.” Rook tilted the cup of pungent tea to Sierla’s mouth as she lay upon a cot on the floor of Diotus’s basement lab, wrapped in blankets. Saint Ertrael had done all he could to heal her, but she was in bad shape. She wasn’t bleeding any longer, but the pink skin that striped her body and face was thin and tender. Just the act of breathing looked agonizing on her. Much of her hair had been torn from her scalp and Diotus had bound the top of her head with fabric. 

			Sierla looked up at Rook, her almond eyes hardly open at all. She smiled softly as she pushed the cup away from her lips. When she spoke her voice was little more than a hoarse whisper. “Please, I’m fine. Just want to sleep.”

			“No sleeping.” croaked Diotus. He was still in his black Jinn robes with the eerie, green goggles over his face. It was an outfit that did not sit well with Callad one bit.

			“She’s tired!” Callad boomed his protest. His eyes were red and wet. “She’s been through a lot. You kept her up all night. Let her have some sleep.”

			Diotus walked up to the large man and stared up at him through those green lenses. “If she sleeps she risks falling into a coma, or worse. If you love her, keep her awake as much as possible. That tea will help. Speak to her. Make her aware of her surroundings. Awaken her consciousness and you’ll awaken her spirit to live.”

			“Here, Mom.” Rook tilted the cup to Sierla’s lips again, this time a little more forcefully. Callad watched as she struggled to lift her head, then recoiled either from its taste or smell. “Ma, you have to drink.”

			Kierza placed a soft hand upon Callad’s chest before he had the chance to voice his protests again. “It will help. Trust me.” said Kierza from beneath the hood of her brown robe. It was a loose-fitting gown of soft cotton but her entire body burned every time she moved. Diotus had given it to her after Ertrael healed her yesterday. Her own armor and dress were beyond repair. 

			Callad looked down at her and smiled as he took down her hood. Her hair was a ragged mess and a long strip of it was missing from her right side where only thin, pink skin now shown on her scalp. Feeling even more self-conscious without her hood or veil, Kierza covered her nasal cavity with a hand. Callad took her hand down too. “You’re my daughter and you’re beautiful.”

			Kierza wasn’t so sure about that. Though she had fared better than Sierla, mostly due to the leather armor she had been wearing beneath her dress, her body looked and felt as if she had been flogged half to death. Down both her arms and legs were long, pink scars from where the Sisters had flayed her with their talons. Her back and chest and belly were striated with the same, painful scars. She felt tired and weak. She wanted the burning pain to go away. The tea Diotus had given her helped, but not nearly enough. She looked at Saint Ertrael and wondered if he might try soothing her again. “Ertrael…”

			The Saint turned around, fixing her with his brilliant, ruby-red eyes. His hair sparkled like strands of gemstone in the dim gaslight as he stood by a black suit of armor in the corner of the room. It had strange, jagged waves painted up the arms and he had been fixated with the thing since they came here yesterday afternoon.

			“Could… could you…” Karinael didn’t exactly know what she was asking for. The powers of a Saint were something of a mystery to her. She knew he had healed her and had watched him heal Sierla. Late last night when the pain became too much he had held her and soothed her in the warm glow of his Caliber. She hoped he could do it again, but he was still something of a stranger to her. Despite his help, she felt uncomfortable in his presence; like a mouse in the same cage as a hawk. Bellus only had a couple rarely seen Saints and they were always something to fear when they were out in the streets. Growing up she had always been taught to steer clear of Saints, even by Grandon when she was owned by him. Speaking with Saints was not something people did, especially not slave girls. 

			“I can try to ease your pain again,” said the Saint. He looked her in the eyes. “But, I want to be clear that I have no ability to heal you any further. Your wounds were quite severe, and my Caliber just is not strong enough to do anymore. If you are in pain I can help, but don’t hold onto hope that I can rid you of your scars.”

			Kierza could see Rook practically trying to kill Ertrael with his eyes. Whether it was a don’t-you-dare-hurt-her look or a how-dare-you-dash-her-hopes look Kierza didn’t know and didn’t care right now. She walked over to Ertrael as quickly as she could. Saint Ertrael wrapped his arms around her body. They felt heavy upon her frame, his Star-Armor cold even through her robe. She pressed her cheek against his star-metal breastplate, enjoying its smooth coldness. She closed her eyes and felt his yellow Caliber light engulf her. It was warm and pleasant, and in it she felt no more pain. She exhaled loudly, practically moaning in relief as her legs nearly gave out. She felt him lean against the wall and sink to the floor, taking her with him, and she laid in his lap feeling more peaceful than she could ever remember. 

			“I must save my energy for your mother as well,” said Ertrael. “Five minutes.” Kierza was uncomfortable with how selfish that statement made her feel. She wanted nothing more than to just sleep here in his arms all day. She knew the minute he let her go the pain would slowly return, building and building until she couldn’t take it anymore and would end up right back in his arms. 

			“Tell me more of the armor, old man.” said Ertrael as he held Kierza, his body awash in a soft, golden light. “Tell me of this Dark Star Knight who wore it.”

			Diotus regarded the Saint for a moment through his green lenses. “How much longer do you have?”

			“After her I’ll ease the mother’s pain again, but then I’ll need to rest.”

			Kierza silently cursed as she lay with her eyes closed. Her time was coming to an end already.

			“No.” said Diotus. “Until… until they take you back, or whatever they call it.”

			Kierza could feel Ertrael’s body expand and deflate as he puffed out a long breath. For a moment she was certain she could even feel a sudden fear and sadness course through his Caliber. “Recalled.” he said. He pursed his lips into a frown. “I don’t know. A day? An hour? However long it takes King Dahnzeg to send a message to Sanctuary that I have betrayed him.”

			“What do you mean?” asked Callad. “What’s in a day or an hour?”

			“He’ll be gone.” said Diotus.

			Callad began to stammer. “But, what… you’ll be able to tend my wife again, won’t you?”

			Kierza felt her body move as Ertrael shrugged.

			Callad hurried over to him and knelt. It was strange, but Kierza was sure she could now feel Callad within Ertrael’s Caliber. She felt fear and despair; hopelessness. It began to make her uncomfortable and she squirmed in the Saint’s lap. “Please,” begged Callad. “You mustn’t leave until my wife and daughter are better.”

			“He’s not leaving, Pa. He’s going to die.” said Rook, still at his mother’s side, holding her hand. “Holy Father Admael will strike him down with thunder and lightning from the sky.”

			Callad’s eyes went wide and he reached for Kierza. Kierza could feel his intention to drag her as far away from Ertrael as possible.

			The Saint chuckled and held her firmly. “No, it doesn’t work quite like that. But yes, I will be struck dead. They will break my sanguinastrum and I’ll be consumed into my armor.”

			Callad looked at the Saint’s breastplate, his own horrified face staring back at him in its glassy, black sheen. Ertrael turned his neck to show his stellaglyph and explained to them all about how the Saints Caliber were bonded to their armor, destined to die within it. “They’ll find it laying where I fall on that day. It will be too heavy for any of you to move, even working together. Sanctuary will send another Saint to collect it, and it will be given to the next in line for Saints Caliber.”

			“Well, you seem rather at ease for a man with an impending death sentence.” said Callad. “But, thank you. Thank you for helping me and my family. If there is anything I can do…”

			Ertrael shook his head. “It’s my pleasure. It feels good to have done some good in this world. I wish I could have done more.” Kierza knew her time was up even before the Saint could speak it. She sat up from his arms and pulled her hood over her head. Callad helped her to her feet. 

			Ertrael stood and walked over to Sierla. He knelt beside her and took her hand into his. Slowly his Caliber began to shine, soft and golden until it encompassed them both. Rook remained at his mother’s side, holding her other hand. Ertrael looked at him. “I meant to speak with you last night, but, with everything going on…”

			Rook nodded. “Who are you? How did you know I was from Jerusa?”

			“You’re the one who was sending food supplies into Jerusa, are you not?”

			Rook nodded.

			“I was being apprenticed in Jerusa by Saint Adonael of the River’s Edge. We helped a man bring in wagons full of grain and dried meats a few times.” said Ertrael. “He was from Narbereth. I believe his name was Gabidar. There were other Saints helping too. One of them was Karinael. She’s the main one who helps Gabidar. Throughout Jerusa she’s known by the people as Karinael of the Generous Hand.”

			Rook looked down and smiled softly. Kierza was sure she saw a tear roll off his cheek. 

			“I heard your name mentioned once or twice.” said Ertrael. “I overheard Gabidar speaking with Karinael once. He accidentally let your name slip, I think. Rook. Rook Gatimarian. A name like yours stands out to somebody stationed in Jerusa where nobody is allowed to have their own name.”

			Rook nodded softly and wiped at his eyes. “My parents just called me a raven when I was young.”

			“You’ve done a lot of good for the people of Jerusa.” said Ertrael. “And for us Saints. It’s given a new purpose to a few of us. It’s showed some of us that we can be more than fear and death.”

			Rook looked at Ertrael.

			“Not all Saints are evil.” said Ertrael. “Like you people, we too are caught under the upper hand. We are given the freedom to torment, and nothing else. And if you don’t take that freedom, they grind you to dust. And soon I will pay the ultimate price for not toeing the line.”

			“I’m sorry for that.” said Rook. “You seem a decent man.”

			“There is no room for decency in the Saints Caliber.” said Ertrael. “That is the sad truth of the matter. At Sanctuary we are raised to admire the Saints Caliber. We all aspire to be like them. We’re told that they are great heroes, bravely daring the corrupt kingdoms of the world to bring Aeoria’s justice. But Sanctuary does not promote those with kind hearts. They train the most ruthless and cold of us to be Templars, and of those only the ones with the most powerful Calibers are ever given their Call to Guard, their invitation into the elite Saints Caliber. The price for those not worthy of Templars or Saints Caliber is a life cleaning the latrines or cooking in the kitchen; laboring day in and day out. A life confined to Sanctuary, never allowed beyond its walls. It is a fate that drives many to be wolves, lest they suffer the fate of sheep.” 

			Ertrael paused a moment in thought. He looked at Rook, Callad, Kierza and Diotus all at once now. “I’ve heard the screams of men and women as my sword cut them down. I’ve heard the sobs of mothers weeping at the graves of their children I’ve killed. I’ve been called a monster. I’ve been called a murderer. I’ve been asked why those with such powers as I would use them to the advantage of wicked Kings and their Exalted. I’ll tell you the truth,” he said, pointing to the slave brand on Rook’s neck. “It is the same reason that your own people enslave you. The same reason your city guards would rather torment and harass you than offer a helping hand. It’s because it is us or you. We’re told that you people are all sinners; that it is your will the world is the way it is. We’re told that it is by the sins of man that the Goddess remains sleeping.”

			Ertrael stood up from Sierla. She was sleeping peacefully now. He looked down at Rook with those ruby eyes of his. “Lies are easily broken but for the fear they are built upon. Karinael of the Generous Hand showed me that. A deed done in kindness, without promise of any return, crumbled the walls of fear that confined me to Sanctuary’s course. For too many Saints, however, that wall of fear is too imposing to confront. Forgive me and my brethren for the crimes we have committed against you and your people. I do not know how much longer it will be before I am recalled, but let my death mean at least some penance.”

			“Can we help you?” asked Kierza. “Is there anything we can do?”

			Ertrael shook his head. He rubbed at the stellaglyph scarred upon the back of his neck. “I am bound to this armor and when they break my sanguinastrum, I shall be consumed by it. The armor that is meant to protect me from evil is the very weapon evil uses to strike me down. That is the way of it. That is my price for the crimes I committed to rise into the Saints Caliber.”

			“Diotus,” said Rook. “Can you remove the mark from his neck? Remove his stellaglyph?”

			“No.” said Diotus. “You always think me a God. You think the Jinn have powers beyond those of mortal men. I have no such powers, boy.”

			“It doesn’t matter,” said Ertrael, casting his eyes down. “I’m ready, I think. Ready to die.” Here Ertrael looked at Rook. “It’s strange, but yesterday, in your smithy, when my Caliber shined unnaturally, I thought I felt Saint Karinael of the Generous Hand with me. That was the second time it’s happened to me, and I don’t know why. Perhaps she’s reaching out to me somehow, trying to tell me it’s all going to be all right. That’s what I like to think. Maybe she found a way out. I hope so. Lament when she dies, for she alone of the Saints Caliber is without sin.”

			The group shared some moments of silence before it was broken by the distant sound of trumpets. 

			“It’s going to start soon, boy.” croaked Diotus. He grabbed a bolt-thrower from the table and strapped it over his shoulder. He fixed Rook with his emerald lenses. “Know your path, whatever it is.” He walked up the stairs.

			Rook took a last look at his sleeping mother and then stood. “I’m going to go see what’s happening.” He grabbed his sheathed sword, Starbreaker, from the table and began strapping it to his waist.

			“I’m coming with you.” said Kierza.

			“The hell you are.” stated Callad. “You’re in no shape. And Rook, I want you to lie low too. Look after Kierza and your mother. I’ll go.”

			“No.” said Rook. 

			“Son, this isn’t up for debate.”

			“I caused this.” said Rook firmly, looking at Callad. “I’m going, and you’re not stopping me. Ma needs you now more than ever.” He looked at Saint Ertrael. “Are you with us, whatever the course might be?”

			Ertrael regarded him for a moment. “I could be recalled at any moment. My Caliber is tired from healing. I am with you all, but my place should be here. Let me use my Caliber to ease their suffering until the time comes when I am gone.”

			Rook nodded. He looked at Callad and Kierza. “Please, stay with Ma. I’ll be back soon.”

			 ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦

			Upstairs, Diotus was peering out of a curtained window. It was late morning and golden sunlight streamed in, casting rays of dusty light upon the shelves of potions and tinctures. Out in the streets there was nobody, but Rook could hear the trumpets sound from some distance away. Likely from the city gates, he thought. 

			Rook came up behind Diotus. “What’s going on?”

			“Listen.”

			Floating on the wind came a distant voice through a bullhorn. It was the mayor of Bellus, Rook was sure of it. It was too distant to be heard clearly, but the mayor was saying something about the treason of the Venzi family. Rook opened the front door a crack and the voice came more clearly. “Give up the members of the Venzi family—Callad and Sierla Venzi and their slaves, Rook Gatimarian and Kierza Fausts—and you might yet be spared! If they are in hiding, then I urge them to come forward and meet with their justice so that they might spare the rest of this city! Come forward Venzis! Come forward and face your justice!”

			Rook closed the door. Diotus was looking at him. “Well, boy? What say you? What shall you do?”

			Rook frowned. His eyes turned to the floor where beneath his feet his family hid. All around him were countless citizens cowering in their homes. Soldiers would be coming. They’d have Saints with them. The King and his terrible daughters were likely there too. They would hunt him down. They would kill him. They would kill everybody to get to him. He looked at Diotus. “I give myself up.”

			Diotus’s green lenses flared in the sunlight. “A Knight of the Dark Star would not give himself up to a justice levied against no crime. No Son of Duroton would willingly walk to the gallows an innocent man. To do so is a crime itself. To support injustice is a sin. The laws of Kings can write evil into good and good into evil. Such laws are not to be obeyed. Laws of the conscience—laws of liberty—are the only true laws, that when broken, a crime is committed. You tell me when yesterday you broke any true law.”

			“They’ll kill everyone.” said Rook.

			“They could do that anyway, boy.” said Diotus. “The King can kill whoever he wants, for that is his law.” He pointed to the sword that hung upon Rook’s hip. “Hic Sollas Lumin—Here Shines the Sun. The sun can set into darkness or rise upon a new dawn. So now it comes to it, boy. Which shall it be?”

			The doorknob began twisting and turning. It rattled a few times. Then came the pounding. “Rook! Rook!” It was Ralf’s voice. Rook looked at Diotus. He ran to the door and unlocked it, and in poured the fat man. “Rook! Rook! They’re looking for you!” blubbered the man. In his pudgy hand he carried a makeshift club, a timber from a door frame or something. “I won’t let them get you, Rook! I won’t!” He waved his club high.

			“Ralf,” Rook grabbed the man by the shoulders. “You have to go home. It’s not safe for you to be with me.”

			“I won’t do it!” said the man. “I won’t let them get you, and neither will they!”

			“Who…”

			The bell above the door chimed as Blake, one of the city guard, cautiously poked his head in. Blake looked at Rook and his eyes lit up. He stepped in. He was in the armor Rook had made him and had a bolt-thrower over his shoulder and a sword hung at his hip. “They said we’d find you here.”

			“Who?” asked Rook in disbelief. “Who said—”

			“Come on, Dontis.” said Blake. 

			Dontis took a few steps in, looking around. He seemed to be taken off-guard by Diotus, but then he looked at Rook. He smiled faintly.

			“Dontis?” Rook was puzzled. He hadn’t even made him any armor or weapons. Dontis was in the same beat-up armor he had the day he tried to arrest him. Like Blake, he carried both a sword and a bolt-thrower. “But, why?”

			“When I was a boy,” said Dontis, “they accused my father of blasphemy against the King. I was forced to watch as they flogged him to death. Blake told me he was going to fight for you. I figure if something is going to go down, why should I fight for the King? He’s never done anything for me. You didn’t even know me and offered to make me new armor.”

			More shadows at the door. Val’s husband, James, walked in with a limp. In his hand he held an old broadsword. Behind him, out in the street, Rook could see a swarm of people. “James?”

			“I knew you’d be here.” said James. “You’re always here.” He winked at him. “Aeoria as my witness, they won’t take you or your family so easy. Not before I help you polish that armor and Val teaches that girl of yours to bake a proper cookie.”

			Rook walked out of Diotus’s shop. The avenue was choked with three-hundred or more men. Among their numbers the armor of at least fifty city guards shined, all of them with bolt-throwers. Rook did not know all of the people out in the street, but all of them had weapons of one form or another in their hands, and all of them cheered when they saw him. Some were slaves, many were not. As the sun beat down on Rook’s head they all raised their arms in another cheer. Rook’s mouth opened and closed, unable to speak. He felt a hand fall on his shoulder.

			“Speak to them, boy.” croaked Diotus into his ear. 

			Rook turned around. Behind Diotus stood Callad. His giant arms folded over his chest and his bearded face curled with a smile. Slung over his back was one of Diotus’s bolt-throwers. “They won’t just come for you, son. They’ll come for Kierza and Sierla. They’ll come for Diotus and Val, Gabidar and his family. They’ll come for anybody who has ever called you a friend.”

			“They will.” said Blake. “I can’t speak for anybody else, but I’d rather die for you than for the King.” Blake pointed out to the people in the street and leaned into Rook’s ear. “Why do you think the mayor hasn’t sent the troops through the city yet? Half of us refused our orders to hunt you down.”

			Rook looked at the cheering people in the streets. Diotus spoke into his ear again. “Speak to them. Hic Sollas Lumin.”  

			Rook stepped out further. The sun heated the shoulders of his black, leather armor. He scanned the people in the streets. His heart raced. Hell below, he had no idea what to say. “People of Bellus,” he shouted, his voice shaking nervously. “You know me as Rook Gatimarian, a slave of Narbereth.” Rook paused, his stomach ached with nervous tension but he steeled himself and his voice. “I came here from Jerusa where they starve their citizens. My parents died of hunger when I was a boy. I was abducted and taken into slavery. I was beaten and raped, punished cruelly for no crimes! And this was done not by Saints or Kings or Exalteds, but by my own countrymen! And when I came here, I bore witness to the same injustices! Slaves are bought and sold, women and children raped! The Venzis bought me and made me their son. They treat me well, and have taught me to let go of anger, to spread only joy. I have made myself wealthy by working the forge. I have made swords and armor for nobility. And yet I am still beaten in the streets like a dog, or arrested like a criminal for no wrongdoing! And this is not done by Saints or Kings, but by my own people! Everyday there are shadows around me, everyday there is darkness!

			“Still, I share my wealth with those in need. I share my skill. I offer my hand wherever I can. I do this not because I am a slave, but because I don’t believe that every road leads to darkness! I don’t believe that every man is swayed by evil! I believe that all this world needs is a light to shine in dark places! And I want to be that light! I want to believe that all men wish to be loved despite the deeds that darken their path! I want to believe that all men seek a higher road, even if it is not visible to them!

			“If you fight this day, do not fight for me! Fight because you too want to be a light in dark places! Fight because you want a brighter day! Fight because you want your sisters and brothers, daughters and sons to wake upon a new dawn and not another long night! Fight because you want to shine light upon the evil in this world—not for me or yourselves, but for all those who will not stand with you on this day! And that is why I will fight! And if you stand with me, I raise my sword for you!”

			Rook pulled Starbreaker from its sheath and held it high for all to see. Its golden blade seemed to come alive in the sunlight. “Hic Sollas Lumin! Here shines the sun!”

			“Here shines the sun!” cried the people as one. Weapons were raised. Bolt-throwers fired into the air. Their chanting shook the windows of Diotus’s shop. “Here shines the sun! Here shines the sun! Here shines the sun!”
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			The pristine, white surface of the icefields radiated in the moonlight, creating an otherworldly terrain surrounded by darkness and eerie snowdrifts. Brandrir ordered a quick halt and immediately Syrus, Aries and the thirteen remaining soldiers came to a stop, resting their hands on their knees, their breaths creating smoking clouds that mingled with the falling snow. Braken had been using Etheil as a crutch and the pause gave Etheil’s shoulder a much needed break. Etheil watched Brandrir scan the Shardgrims behind them for any sign of movement. After a moment, Brandrir asked Braken to take a look.

			Gripping his bleeding stomach, Braken turned his ruby-lensed eyes to the Shardgrims which stood a few miles off. At night they were ghostly sentinels, their sharp spires all aglow in the moon’s silver light. Braken slowly scanned back and forth. “All clear. Nobody is following us.”

			With those words it was all Etheil could do not to collapse into the snow. Battling the Kald had taken a lot out of him and there had been no time to rest afterward. Shortly after Solastron fled they stumbled upon Brandrir and he immediately ordered a retreat. He had kept them running for miles without so much as a pause and Etheil’s shoulder was sore where Braken and all his bulk had been leaning. But although Etheil’s body needed a rest, his mind could not until he knew if Solastron was all right. As the others all caught their breaths, Etheil looked around the snowfields for any sign that the wolf might have come this way. 

			“There,” said Braken. Etheil hissed as the man placed his weight back onto his shoulder. Braken pointed to the left. “Tracks.”

			Etheil hurried a few dozen yards away to where the man had pointed. There were large paw prints in the snow, droplets of blood between them. He knelt, inspecting them further. They ran north from the Shardgrims toward the south. The fact that the falling snow had not covered them meant that Solastron had been through here recently. Etheil guessed the wolf was a couple miles ahead of them. 

			Etheil stood up. He looked to the southern horizon where the mountainous valley stood. The jagged, craggy things were silhouetted against the night sky, their snowy peaks lit by moonlight and the lone star shined above them. Etheil felt his mind ease and a long breath streamed from his lips, carried away by the cold winds. Solastron was going back home to the Grimwatch. 

			Etheil heard boots clomping through the snow toward him and he turned. Brandrir came up to him, the others all sitting or laying in the snow a short distance away. “I need to speak with you alone,” said Brandrir. He took Etheil by the shoulder and led him a little further from the others. 

			“What did you find?” asked Etheil. “The soldiers said you left them behind.”

			Brandrir frowned. He looked back toward the Shardgrims but didn’t say anything.

			“We heard the cry of a beast.” said Etheil. “Something large. Is that what you found?”

			Brandrir turned back to Etheil and nodded his head.

			Etheil smiled and slapped Brandrir on the shoulder. “Then you have what you need. You can appeal to your brother for aid.”

			Brandrir turned his eyes down.

			Etheil’s jaw nearly dropped. “You have to be kidding,” said Etheil, a little more loudly than was appropriate. The weight of his armor and the soreness of his body suddenly took their toll on him. He turned from Brandrir and puffed out a smokey breath, then turned back to him. “You promised me that you would ask your brother for aid if we found anything out here. Apollyon below, Brandrir, we all heard that creature. Whatever it was, certainly it warrants having found something.”

			“If you witnessed what I witnessed, you’d know that I can’t bring my brother into this.” said Brandrir. “At least, not right now. I need time to think; to come to terms with what I saw. It was something very personal.”

			“Personal?!” said Etheil, the cold, night winds whipping at his shroud and hair. “What is that, some secret Brandrir-code for, ‘I want the glory of defeating it to myself’?”

			“Etheil,” Brandrir looked over his shoulder, as if to make sure they were out of earshot from the others. Syrus, Aries, Braken and the soldiers were all laying down in the snow, their breaths like little geysers spewing steam as they rested their exhausted bodies. “I know it’s impossible to understand, but you have to trust me on this.” He looked Etheil in the eyes. “I cannot bring my brother into this.”

			Etheil was incredulous. He couldn’t even get his words out.

			Brandrir grabbed Etheil by the shoulders. “I’ll tell you more once we get the men safely back to the Grimwalk. But we have to get away from here, and quickly.”

			Etheil shook his head. “Do you want to know what is impossible to understand? It’s impossible to understand that the Grimwatch is led by a King who can’t be bothered to look at the books every once in a while. It’s impossible to understand how the Grimwatch has stood since the dawn of time, yet ten-years into your rule its on the verge of collapse!”

			Brandrir pursed his lips. “You’re out of line, Captain.” 

			“No, Brandrir, you are out of line!” snapped Etheil. “Aries told me that they ran out of artillery. She broke her arm trying to open the last storeroom. Braken and his men used the last of the bolts. The. Last. 

			“The Grimwatch is dying, Brandrir! If you’d ever take the time to look at the books, you’d know that we have no supplies! We have little food. All it would take to bring the entire place down is a single, large attack. Your men go without pay. Your men go without repairs. By winter, the men will have to go without food. Water and grain will all have to be rationed. And for what? Your silly pride?”

			Brandrir grabbed Etheil, his mechanical hand crumpling the collar of Etheil’s breastplate. “You are out of line, Captain!” he growled. “We are friends, but I am still your King. Mind your tongue!”

			All the men sat up in the snow, staring. Syrus, Braken and Aries began to stand up. 

			Etheil stood face-to-face with Brandrir as he held him by the collar. “The men of the Grimwatch are loyal to a fault. They all love you, Brandrir. I love you. You are a brother to me. But, if you love your men the way they love you, you will speak with King Dagrir about getting aid.”

			Brandrir pushed Etheil away and turned from him. At this point, all the men were coming to see what was going on.

			“My Liege,” said Braken. “What—”

			“Move out!” barked Brandrir, waving his mechanical arm.

			The moon traced its way across the night sky, but Etheil hardly noticed the hours or the miles. His mind was occupied by alternating thoughts of Solastron and his anger with Brandrir. Mostly, however, his thoughts were on Brandrir. He tried to tell himself that Brandrir would come to his senses, but the more he thought of it, the more he was certain that the man’s pride would always get in the way. The Grimwatch could not survive a large-scale attack right now, and it could not survive another coup attempt. Both were becoming inevitabilities. By winter, if the Kald did not finish off the Grimwatch, the discontent of the soldiers would.  

			Etheil did his best to push those thoughts aside, hoping beyond hope that when they returned home Brandrir would speak with him sensibly. Perhaps he could even find out what, exactly, Brandrir had witnessed, and what was so damn personal about it. For now, he busied himself with the pains and cramps in his legs. He had let the other soldiers carry the weight of Braken a couple miles back, but even still, he didn’t know how much longer he could keep this pace up. Then, just when he thought he could go no further, the entrance to the Grimwalk finally came into view over a snowdrift. 

			Etheil could almost feel the relief wash over the men as they came upon that large boulder that sat at the foot of the mountainous valley. Brandrir hit the hidden switch and the men  cheered as the boulder rumbled down into the earth, revealing the dark corridor that led home. There would still be miles to go, but they’d be out of the wind and snow and they could take a more leisurely pace, possibly even break for the rest of the night. 

			Brandrir turned and was about to usher the men inside when Etheil noticed his eyes focus on something. Brandrir froze. As one, Etheil and the others turned around. Standing there, bathed in the glow of the moon, was a tall figure in an iron shroud. Snow fell all around it, and the wind blew, but it remained motionless, as if it could not be touched by such worldly things. In its hand gleamed a long, obsidian dagger.

			“What is that thing?” asked Aries.

			Brandrir focused on it like a lion ready for its meal. “I don’t know, but I mean to find out.”

			With his one remaining arm Syrus took a saber from his back. 

			“Brandrir, we have injured.” said Etheil, warning in his voice. They both knew this was the same creature from the other night; they both knew it was quick and deadly, but they didn’t know what it wanted. Solastron had told him that it was something not of this world, and that the odor of death was hidden behind its reek of wet rust. Etheil suspected it was a revenant, like the creatures in the tales of the Iron Witch, and he didn’t want anybody in the way who was already injured.

			“Braken, Aries, Syrus!” called Brandrir. “Inside! Make for the Grimwatch.”

			“But boss,” protested Syrus.

			“In! Now!” yelled Brandrir, leaving no room for argument. 

			Etheil threw off his cloak. Snow swirled up around him into a disc at his waist. He drew Firebrand and ignited it, the fiery blade lighting up the night and casting the snowfield in flickering reds and oranges. Behind him, Etheil heard Brandrir’s sword, Raze, ignite into its steady hum. Steel hissed from scabbards as the soldiers drew their arms. The being strode forward and the thirteen soldiers charged, shouting out, “For the King of the Grims!” 

			The creature bent forward at the waist and slithered on its feet into the ranks of soldiers. It wove its way between them, slashing and stabbing in flurries before any could so much as turn to face it. The men began working their swords defensively, but the being was too quick. At every opening it would stab through their armor and then slink to the side just in time to avoid being hit itself. Crimson began to paint the snow in dots and swashes as the soldiers fell to its blade. 

			Despite the soldiers’ proficiency in battle, Etheil could see that this being was beyond their skill and he refused to let any more harm come to them. He also wanted them out of his way so that he could engage it more effectively. With a flick of his wrist he caught the remaining soldiers in his aura and sent them spinning away harmlessly as he shot in at the being. Firebrand roared through the arctic air. The being flowed around strike after strike. Etheil spun just as the being lashed out with its dagger. He tried to catch it in his spiraling aura, but the being seemed completely immune. The obsidian dagger punctured his armor, right beneath his left arm, but Etheil turned and rolled before it could find his flesh.

			And then Brandrir’s sword buzzed in. The being ducked and slid forward, coming up behind Brandrir. It slashed its dagger back and forth, but Brandrir was able to turn and dodge before its blade had time to do anything more than spark off his armor. Brandrir whirled his sword around in an upward strike. The creature flowed around it, and Brandrir brought the sword around his head and back down with all his momentum. The being slunk sideways, avoiding the strike, and grabbed Brandrir’s mechanical arm. Brandrir turned away, but the thing’s fingers were inhumanly strong and one of the plates tore off, revealing a dull, black piston beneath that sparkled with all the colors of the rainbow. 

			Etheil and Brandrir both had a sudden realization. “It’s after the Mard Grander!”

			Etheil shot in, Firebrand sweeping up in an arc. The being wove to the side and lashed out with its dagger, ripping another hole in Etheil’s armor. Brandrir wheeled his sword around. The being ducked with lazy efficiency and slithered forward, coming up right inside Brandrir’s arms. As it stood, it hooked its dagger up and Brandrir only narrowly caught it by the wrist with his mechanical hand. Gears moaned as he tried to push the thing’s arm down. Just before the being got the better of him, Brandrir leapt backward and the creature swam at him, its dagger flashing in all directions. 

			Raze hummed through the air as Brandrir worked it up and down and to the sides, trying to make purchase on the thing. But no matter how fast he was, the being was always just a little faster and his sword did nothing but cut the arctic winds. Now it was at his side, slicing. Brandrir whipped his sword around, but the being slunk beneath it and came up on his other side, stabbing. Brandrir leapt back, sweeping his sword out, but again the thing wove around it and came for him.

			The disc of swirling snow intensified around Etheil and he lifted off his feet and flew at the creature, Firebrand a roaring missile before him. Brandrir ducked and rolled to the side just as the being turned. It got its dagger up but Firebrand impacted its chest. Etheil felt the creature crumple around the tip of his blade. He came down atop the being but a portal opened beneath it and it vanished. Etheil turned right just as a portal opened and the being came out, its blade whipping back and forth.

			“Get to the Grimwalk!” yelled Etheil, ducking one of its swipes. He came up on its side but the thing twisted away before he could get his sword around. “Don’t let it get the Mard Grander!” 

			Brandrir spat a curse and scrambled toward the Grimwalk’s door. Etheil was slightly surprised. Brandrir could be stubborn and foolhardy in battle, but at least he had sense to keep the Mard Grander safe. It was the one duty he took seriously. 

			Etheil tilted his head, the obsidian dagger grazing his ear. He ducked and rolled, but as he came up on his feet the creature was already in front of him. Crack! Crack! Crack! The dagger punched its way through Etheil’s armor. Before the stinging pain could even register in his abdomen the dagger ripped a gash across his chest. Etheil fell backwards into the snow, cursing from the pain.

			The being fluttered back from him as the soldiers regrouped and came upon it. It bent forward and slithered in at them, its dagger whipping in every direction. The sound of armor being punctured echoed off the side of the mountain. Men screamed as they fell. One of the soldiers jumped in at it, his sword swinging. The being slunk to the side and glided behind him, its dagger tearing a gash across his throat. The being turned to face the last three soldiers. They all backed away from it. 

			Etheil groaned as he struggled to his feet. The armor on his chest was torn open, but the blade had only grazed his flesh. His right side, however, had blood trickling through the holes in his armor and he knew the dagger had bit him deeply. How his vital organs had been missed was something of a miracle. With a scream of rage and pain, Etheil held out Firebrand. Like the breath of a dragon flames poured out, but before they could wash over the creature it stepped through a dark portal and vanished.

			“Get to Brandrir!” Etheil screamed at the three remaining soldiers. Holding his side, Etheil bolted for the Grimwalk, each step an agonizing chore that left a trail of blood. 

			Inside, the being had already engaged Brandrir. The corridor was too narrow to fight effectively in teams. The soldiers held back as Brandrir flourished his sword, trying to keep the thing from slinking its way into his space. Each time one of the soldiers thought they could move in on the thing from behind, the creature would spin, whipping its blade back and forth, and then slither back at Brandrir with its dagger out. 

			Etheil pushed his way past the soldiers, his boots clanking on the grated, iron floor. Raze thrummed as the creature wove away from each of Brandrir’s strikes, trying to come up on his left side where his mechanical arm was. Behind Brandrir, Syrus, Aries and Braken stood, trying to get their own attacks in, but there was no room in the cavern to move past his sides. 

			Brandrir ignited the energy shield in his mechanical arm, filling the corridor with the smell of ozone. The creature dashed in, its dagger working back and forth, sparking against the shield. It relented for a moment and Brandrir whipped his sword around, but the creature ducked and slunk beneath the attack. It was now inside Brandrir’s space, but Brandrir moved his left arm up and the shield crackled upon the being’s iron shroud. Fingers of blue and yellow energy crawled up and down the figure but didn’t seem to harm it at all. 

			Crack! Crack! Crack! The obsidian dagger plunged into Brandrir’s chest, right shoulder and then his stomach. Each stab left a hole in his armor, the blade flinging blood as it withdrew. 

			Brandrir screamed as he stumbled backward, dropping Raze as his hands went to the bloody holes in his armor. The being moved in on him and grabbed at his mechanical arm. Brandrir tried to pull away, but the thing held tight. Behind Brandrir, Syrus and Aries both used their remaining arms to hold Brandrir, trying to wrestle him away from the thing. 

			Brandrir roared and gears and pistons whirred and moaned as the being wrenched his arm back and forth. Etheil heard bone pop and crack; heard steel pistons shearing away from flesh. The flexible, metal tube that connected Brandrir’s mechanical arm to the brass tank on his back tore off, spraying clouds of hot steam into the cold tunnel. The being yanked and twisted again, and Syrus and Aries fell backward, Brandrir on top of them, howling as his arm came off into the being’s clutches.

			The being turned to face Etheil. It held Brandrir’s mechanical arm in one hand, flaps of flesh and strings of tendon and muscle still attached at the shoulder. Etheil moved forward with his sword blazing, but the being stepped through a portal and vanished. 

			Etheil turned his eyes to Brandrir and almost had to look away. His arm had been ripped right off his shoulder. At the stump, sharp fragments of collarbone protruded from bloodied, mangled flesh. Like a purple worm an artery dangled, ejaculating blood. 

			Aries and Syrus struggled to their feet as Braken pushed past them. Brandrir screamed in pain as Braken tried to lift Brandrir on his feet. Brandrir writhed out of the large man’s hands and fell back onto the grated floor, clutching at his ruined shoulder. Aries and Syrus tried to get him up, but Brandrir thrashed and kicked at them. “It took the gun! It took the gun!” he snarled. 

			Etheil ran to Brandrir’s side and knelt, but Brandrir kicked Etheil away and pointed with his only remaining hand, allowing more blood to spray from the exposed artery. “Get the gun!” 

			At last Etheil understood what Brandrir was trying to tell them. He stood and turned around. The boulder was rising up, sealing the Grimwalk. Outside, he saw the being fire Brandrir’s flare gun into the air. Then, just before the boulder rose too high for Etheil to see, the being stepped through a black portal and vanished with Brandrir’s arm.

			“It fired the flare. The Grimwatch will seal this tunnel.” said Etheil, turning back to Brandrir. Brandrir was clutching at his shoulder, his eyes clenched shut and his breaths hissing. Sweat poured from his brow, his face red and twisted in agony. Etheil knelt beside him and started inspecting the stab wounds on his body, not yet ready to face that mangled shoulder. 

			“I’m here, old friend. Just stay with me.” Etheil wiped a pool of oozing blood from the puncture in Brandrir’s stomach, and it smeared across the smooth armor. He frowned. It was impossible to say how bad the wounds were with his armor on. 

			Aries looked down at Brandrir for the first time, her eyes going wide as the severity of his wounds dawned on her.

			Etheil threw off his gauntlets. “Braken, hold him steady.” Brandrir grunted something about not having time, but Etheil ignored him. He took in a deep breath and then grabbed the artery with his fingers. Brandrir screamed and cursed as Etheil pulled it and tied it off. 

			Aries flinched away. Behind her, Syrus clanked his broken arm against hers. “This is not a good day for arms.” he said. He looked down at Brandrir. “My King, be strong and we will see you through this.”

			“No time!” grunted Brandrir, arcing his back as he lay on the floor. His face was red, the arteries in his neck bulging. Sweat ran down his forehead. He heaved a few breaths, as if trying to work up some courage, and then barked, “Get me up!” 

			“No.” said Etheil, firmly. He placed his hand on Brandrir’s chest, holding him down. “You three, open the Grimwalk,” ordered Etheil of the three soldiers. He looked up at Braken, Syrus and Aries. “Help me carry Brandrir. If the Grimwatch hits the button to seal this tunnel while we’re in it, we’re doomed.” 

			Etheil hissed as he stood, nearly collapsing himself. Braken’s ruby eyes stared at his wounds. “We’ll take Brandrir. You just worry about yourself.”

			Etheil nodded. He looked down the corridor at the soldiers. “Open that door already!”

			At the exitway, one of the soldiers threw down the lever to open it. Beneath the floor there were a few loud clanks and gears began to work. The boulder sank a couple inches, but then there was a loud boom and the boulder stopped. Beneath the grated floor other mechanisms began to clack and then the sound of rusty valves opening echoed throughout the chamber. The boulder rose back up with a bang as it sealed.

			 “Um, I am thinking the door has broken.” said Syrus, looking at the stopped door and the confused soldiers there. They moved the lever up and down, but nothing happened. From beneath the grated floor rose a mild, metallic odor and a wave of warmth. 

			Etheil cursed. The door had not broken. The Grimwatch was sealing the Grimwalk. He turned and knelt beside Brandrir. “Get his armor off!” 

			“I thought we were getting out of here first?” asked Aries, holding Brandrir’s head in her large hand as Syrus and Braken struggled to unfasten his breastplate. Brandrir thrashed and struggled, screaming something about not having time. 

			“We can’t. They’re sealing the Grimwalk.” said Etheil, taking out his medical pack. Before him, Brandrir had his eyes closed, breathing heavily against the pain, nearly foaming at the mouth. “Quickly, we have to staunch his wounds now.” Behind him, the soldiers returned and Etheil took one of their cloaks. He immediately began ripping it into lengths as Syrus and Braken helped steady the cursing Brandrir. Brandrir kicked and spat, snarling about ‘no time’ again.

			“I am thinking we are in trouble.” said Syrus, pointing down the tunnel. 

			Etheil looked over his shoulder. Through the grated floor at the foot of the boulder a fiery, yellow light began to glow. Etheil looked down. About ten-feet beneath the grated floor iron nozzles began to throb with heat. He looked up the slight grade of the corridor. Through the darkness, like candles coming to life, more nozzles beneath the floor began to glow. Shit. 

			He turned back to Brandrir. Braken and Syrus had gotten his breastplate off. His shoulder aside, there were nasty stab wounds in his chest, stomach and other shoulder. The one in his stomach emitted a nasty, septic odor. “I’m going to have to—”

			Brandrir thrashed his head out of Aries’s hand. He grabbed Etheil’s wrist. “There’s no time!” he growled between clenched teeth.  

			“I have to stop the bleeding.” said Etheil. 

			“There’s—” Brandrir coughed and blood gushed out from every wound. He groaned and then his body relaxed as his eyes rolled backward in his skull. Braken began gently slapping at his face.

			“Stay with me,” said Etheil, hastily dumping a bottle of clear liquid all over the wounds. Pink foam bubbled from each. Etheil tossed the bottle and ordered one of the soldiers to wipe off the wounds as he pulled out a needle and thread.

			Brandrir’s head rolled as he began to come to. He gasped and his head suddenly tilted up, looking around wildly. With the last of his energy he sat up, grabbing the hand Etheil held the threaded needle with. His eyes were wide, his brow dripping with sweat. He panted a few times against the pain and then said, “There’s no time! Cauterize them!”

			Beneath him Etheil felt an uncomfortable heat. From the nozzles molten metal began to bubble out, flowing down the grade of the floor. 

			“I don’t want to alarm anybody,” said Syrus. “But now we are in big trouble.”

			Etheil turned. At the foot of the boulder, pulsing, molten steel flowed up through the grates in the floor and began pooling. Even now it was evident that it was starting to rise and move upward toward them.

			“Cauterize the wounds!” growled Brandrir. He clenched his eyes, cursing. “Cauterize them, Etheil!” He turned his head away.

			Syrus, Braken and Aries held Brandrir’s body up as he sat. Etheil ignited Firebrand. “Hold him steady.”

			Brandrir’s jaw clenched as tightly as his eyes. Veins popped from his neck.

			Slowly, Etheil pressed the tip of his flaming sword to Brandrir’s belly. Flesh seared and Brandrir wailed, his fist pounding on the floor, rattling it. Etheil removed his sword, burnt flakes of flesh floating off. He pressed it to Brandrir’s chest and then his right shoulder. Finally, he turned it to Brandrir’s ruined left shoulder. Flesh hissed and smoked and Brandrir screamed as Etheil slowly turned the blade around the entire circumference of the wound. Aries coughed at the stench and turned her head. At last Etheil removed his sword and inspected the bubbling flesh. It would have to do. 

			Brandrir collapsed into Braken’s arms, his body going limp. With a large finger, Aries gently stroked at Brandrir’s cheek. A tear fell from her eye and Syrus hugged her close. Etheil looked behind him, to the exitway. Molten steel was steadily rising against the boulder and creeping up the corridor. Beneath them, a river of fiery slag flowed and already their armor was becoming unbearably hot. 

			“My Lord,” said one of the soldiers, moving from foot to foot against the rising heat in his boots. “We have to flee!”

			Etheil hissed and clutched at his side as he stood up. His own wounds would have to wait. He turned to the soldiers. “Carry Brandrir. Let’s move, quickly!”

			Two of the soldiers picked Brandrir up by the waist and the other picked up his feet. At this point Brandrir was fully unconscious. Etheil made Syrus lead the way, followed by Aries and then Braken. Etheil had the soldiers carry Brandrir ahead of him. Etheil picked Raze up off the floor and chased after the others as quickly as he could.

			“We’re going to bake in here before we ever make it out!” cried Aries, wiping at her brow with her one good arm. 

			“Nonsense!” said Syrus. “We will be swallowed by the steel first.”

			Etheil looked behind him and gulped. A wall of pulsing yellow and red was moving up the tunnel and picking up speed. Beneath their feet that dreaded river of slag kept flowing. There was no way they were going to make it all the way back to the Grimwatch. 

			“Syrus!” yelled Etheil. His side erupted in sharp pains. He grunted. “Syrus!”

			“Yes, boss.” came the reply a few dozen feet ahead.

			“Halt!” yelled Etheil. 

			“I think the fumes have gone to your head.” said Syrus, skidding upon the floor as Aries came to stop behind him, followed by Braken. A moment later the soldiers carrying Brandrir came upon them, and finally, Etheil himself.

			Panting, Etheil tossed Braken a sword. He glanced behind him as he held his side. The wall of molten steel was moving quickly up the corridor, about twenty-yards down. “Cut the wall open,” said Etheil, finding it hard to catch his breath. He moved his hand from his side. It was covered with blood and drops hissed as they pattered on the grated floor. He leaned on his knees, huffing.

			Braken looked at what Etheil had given him. It was Brandrir’s sword, Raze. 

			“Quickly,” panted Etheil. 

			“You okay?” asked Aries, placing her giant hand on Etheil’s back. 

			Etheil nodded. “Just, quickly, Braken.”

			Raze hummed to life in Braken’s hand. He plunged the blade into the stone wall, the sword penetrating it as if it were made of nothing more than water. Braken moved the sword around, fragments of stone cracking and falling as he dug it deeper and deeper into the stone. He moved the sword around in a circle, taking out huge pieces at once. 

			Etheil coughed and spit a wad of blood. It hissed as it plunged into the molten, flowing river beneath him. He could feel his feet burning in his steel boots. He turned and looked down the way. That fiery wall was closing in fast. He looked back at Braken. The man was plunging the sword into the stone, waving it around as Syrus with his one arm helped dig out the debris. Chunks and fragments crumbled at his feet, splashing into the molten river beneath him. Still, they had hardly made it a foot into the wall. Etheil looked back down the way. Fifteen more yards. Two-minutes, tops. “We’ll never make it.”

			Braken changed tactics, hacking at the wall. That was slower. He cursed and plunged the sword back in, waving it up and down and all around. Aries and Syrus dug the debris out. More chunks of wall fell, yet still they were hardly making any headway. 

			“Aries,” said Syrus. “Your broken arm, it still has a bomb, no?”

			Aries looked at him. “Well, yes, but I can’t get it out.” Her limp arm made a grinding sound as she tried to work the mechanism to release the explosive sphere. Nothing happened. 

			“Cut it out.” said Etheil, still panting. Apollyon below, his side hurt. A steady trickle of blood hissed into the molten river beneath him and sizzled on his boots.

			Syrus grabbed Aries’s broken arm and held it up. “Braken, cut!”

			“Wait!” cried Aries. “If you cut the bomb it will explode!”

			“Where is it?” asked Braken.

			“Somewhere up in here,” she said, swirling her finger just below the elbow of the arm Syrus held.

			“So do I cut here?” asked Braken.

			Etheil looked back down the corridor as they continued to debate over where the cut should be made. The soldiers holding Brandrir grunted as they hoisted him back up, their arms starting to give out. Already they were pacing back and forth on their feet against the agonizing burning in their boots. The wall of fire was almost on them. Etheil could see the edges of the corridor spit and spew flame as the molten metal rolled forward. Intolerable heat from it began to wash over Etheil, ruffling his hair.

			Etheil breathed deep. He groaned as he stood to his feet. He held out his hands as the wall raced toward him, picking up speed. Dust and fragments of the wall began to swirl around him, clinking and clanking on everybody’s armor. Aries screamed. One of the soldiers lost his bowels. And then the molten wall rushed over them all.

			Blinding white light encased them. Aries shrieked and even Syrus and Braken screamed. The soldiers holding Brandrir fell on the floor, wailing.

			Etheil roared, his hands out before him. The slag flowed over them and beneath them. All around pulsing yellows and reds moved in swirling patterns as Etheil’s aura swept around, keeping the molten steel from touching them. Despite their protective bubble, the heat was intolerable and the smell of singing hair began to fill the air. “Hurry!” yelled Etheil, his arms trembling. Sweat sizzled as it dripped from his scalp onto his armored shoulders.

			Without another word, Braken used Raze and lopped Aries’s arm off at the elbow. Out rolled a metal sphere. He plunged Raze as deeply into the wall as he could, then withdrew it. He hit the detonator switch on the bomb and rolled it down the hole he had just made. Everybody, save for Etheil, ducked. 

			KA-BOOM! There was a blinding, white flash. Cold air, like the breath of a merciful god, rushed over Etheil. He felt the floor beneath his feet give. He expected to feel molten steel encase his legs, but instead the side of the mountain slipped out beneath him. He opened his eyes. He saw the night sky. He saw molten steel and huge boulders and fragments of mountain thrown into the air above him. He was falling backwards, rocks and stones and fiery droplets hanging in the air around him. 

			With an agonizing effort, Etheil swirled up his aura. He felt bodies around him captured within it and pieces of stone and molten rain cast aside. There was a hissing noise and one of the soldiers screamed. And then Etheil slammed into the snow-covered earth, his armor sizzling and casting out billows of steam.

			Etheil struggled up to his hands and knees. He felt his aura faltering, but with a roar he let all his power loose. Molten rain, enormous boulders and then the entire side of the mountain came tumbling down on him, all of it tossed aside. Tremors shook the earth as giant stones impacted all around. Etheil looked up. He could see the moon and molten steel twinkling like stars as it rained down, cooling quickly in the frigid air. His head spun. The night sky began to overtake everything, but then Etheil realized it was just his vision fading. He felt his aura give out, snow and debris swirling into a tightening, slowing spiral around him. He collapsed face-first into the snow. 

			His side didn’t hurt anymore. He felt a pleasant peacefulness laying there in the cold. There was nothing but silence and the sound of arctic wind coursing through his hair. “Solastron,” he whispered. The cold didn’t feel so cold on his flesh anymore. “I’ll see you again one day.” He thought about all the people of Duroton he had come to know and love. He thought about all the men and women of the Grimwatch he had fought beside over the years, and some that he would soon be meeting again. He wished he could see Aries smile one more time. He wanted to thank Braken for being his brother in arms, and to hear Syrus try to coax Solastron into talking. He wished he could speak to Brandrir one last time, to tell him that he was sorry. 

			And then there was only nothingness.
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			A warm summer wind full of the scent of moist earth and wildflowers tussled with Karinael’s hair as Asteroth, Raziel and Sodiel came up to the edge of a swiftly flowing river. The sun beat down upon Karinael’s armor, warming it, but she could find no joy in the day. From the moment Ovid had told her that he was going to seek out Rook Gatimarian she had been torn in half by her duty and her heart. Duty lay in Duroton. Duty was to find Isley and a strange woman named Celacia who Erygion promised had the power to awaken the Sleeping Goddess. But her heart was here in Narbereth. Her heart wanted to find Rook—a man who had touched her life in so many ways, yet she had never once met him—and warn him about Ovid. But more, her heart was tainted by the same blackness as the other Saints she was with, and a small part of her wanted to make Ovid pay for what he had done. It was that blackness that scared her. It was that blackness that had pressed her to urge the others to abandon this trip in search of Ovid. For two days she had tried her best and failed. Worse, she didn’t know if she had failed on purpose because part of her still wanted to warn Rook, and to see justice served to Ovid. She couldn’t help but wonder what Erygion would think; what Erygion would do right now. Actually, she did know. Erygion would not seek revenge. He would go to Duroton. He would follow duty. She let out a sigh that only Hadraniel who stood beside her could hear.

			“He’s been through here,” said Saint Asteroth as he crouched upon the damp grass of the riverbank. In the mud nearby were deep impressions in the telltale shape of star-metal boots. Upon the opposite side of the river, some thirty-feet away, more tracks led up the grassy fields that ran up a tall hill which hid what lay beyond. “These tracks are no more than a day old.”

			Asteroth stood up and held out his hand. It began glowing with Caliber light, and a moment later a number of white orbs coalesced and floated in his palm. He cast them to the wind and they drifted across the river like the cottony seeds of dandelions, following the tracks up and over the hill. “We’ll find him. He’s close.”

			“You think he killed those poor fools?” asked Sodiel. 

			Asteroth surveyed the opposite bank. Four bodies floated face-down, sloshing at the shore, trapped in a tangle of cattails and reeds. He shook his head and pointed to the bodies. “Some have arrows in their backs.”

			“Look.” said Raziel.

			The river bent as it flowed around the hill, and floating upon its surface came a dozen more bodies. Asteroth peered up at the blue skies, shielding his eyes from the sun with his hand. In the distance were great plumes of clouds that drifted upon the warm summer winds. His eyes focused more keenly until he became aware of something. “Smoke.”

			Karinael looked to where he was pointing. After her eyes had time to adjust for the sun that was already into the western skies, she could see a smear of dark gray being washed across the clouds.

			“You said Rook and Gabidar are from a city named Bellus?” asked Sodiel.

			Karinael nodded.

			“I’ll bet that smoke is from Bellus.” said Sodiel.

			“And Ovid’s there.” said Raziel, pleased anger oozing from his voice. He watched as the bodies floated past them, carried upon the river’s strong currents. “Death and destruction always follow him. He might not have killed these people, but I’m willing to bet he had a hand in it somehow.” Karinael watched as he took out an injector and a small, glass vial from his hipsack. Asteroth had given it to him two days ago, after Leviathan Hydra was killed. They had stuck around for many hours as Raziel clawed at the wet earth, certain he could dig her up. It was useless, they all knew, but there was no consoling Raziel. 

			Karinael frowned and turned away as he plunged the syringe through the cork stopper and took up what little remained of the Evanescence. “He’s going to pay,” spat Raziel as he stuck the needle through the leather of his bodysuit, right in the crook of his arm. “He’s going to pay for Gadrial’s death.” He exhaled deeply as he sunk down the plunger.

			“This is wrong.” said Karinael. “Erygion wouldn’t want us to seek out vengeance. Raziel, I don’t know the pain you’re feeling, but let it go. Honor Gadrial by continuing our path to Duroton.”

			Raziel’s ruby eyes turned fiery as he scowled at her. “I’ll honor her by taking Ovid’s head.” he spat.

			“Saint Ovid betrayed us all.” said Asteroth. “Because of him, Gadrial and Baradiel are dead. Because of him, Erygion is dead. He must pay for his betrayal.” The large Saint turned to Raziel and placed a hand on his pauldron. “In Bellus, if Ovid’s death does not soothe your wounds, there will be more Evanescence. I think we could all use some.”

			“Hadi,” hissed Karinael. “Say something to them. Please.”

			Hadraniel looked at her and frowned. He turned to Raziel. “You know the rules. As Saints of the Final Star, we have renounced such things. No more Ev, for any of us. Let Ovid’s death be enough.”

			Raziel fixed Hadraniel with his eyes. “How do you know what will be enough for me?” He walked up to Hadraniel and flicked the silver hair from Hadraniel’s face, revealing the burn scars that twisted his cheeks. “Had you been just a little less lucky that night, you too would know my pain.” He turned his gaze to Karinael. “You’d be dead, just like Gadrial. And he’d be alone, just like me.”

			Hadraniel cringed at that. 

			“Erygion didn’t die so that we could abandon our vows to him.” said Karinael. “He gave himself, body and Caliber, so that we could go on. If we start seeking out vengeance and taking Ev, we have let him die for nothing.”

			“Let’s not argue among ourselves.” said Sodiel. He looked at Karinael, his brown hair and eyes like sparkling tourmaline in the sun. “Let him have his Ev, just for now. He suffers a wound worse than any sword could deliver. Let’s not judge his pain.”

			Karinael puffed out a breath and frowned, shaking her head.  

			“To Bellus.” said Asteroth. “Once Ovid is dead, then we go to Duroton.” His golden Caliber flared around his body as he leapt over the river’s entire expanse. Sodiel followed close behind, and then Raziel.

			Karinael looked at Hadraniel. She shook her head. “If this is all it takes to break our constellation…”

			Hadraniel embraced her. “I know the pain Raziel must feel. I touched upon it that night Ithuriel almost took you from me. Let them have their revenge, and then we go to Duroton. In Duroton we’ll find Saint Isley and we’ll find this Celacia and it will all start to come together.”

			“I hope so.” said Karinael. Hadraniel leaned in to kiss her but she rebuked him. 

			“Hadi,” she said, peering into his silver eyes. “If I were to die, would you go back to how you were? Would you take Ev again?”

			Hadraniel looked away from her. “I don’t know. I don’t know what I would do.”

			She grabbed his arms. “Tell me you wouldn’t. Tell me you wouldn’t do Ev. Tell me you’d still go to Duroton and seek out Isley and Celacia.”

			He returned his eyes to her and brushed his hand through her amber hair. “I would,” he said, “but that won’t happen. I won’t let you die.” He took her hand in his. “We’ll make it. We all will. Erygion’s death won’t have been for nothing.” He pointed across the river. “Come on, we better catch up.”

			She held Hadraniel’s arm firmly. “Talk to Raziel. Tell him no more Ev.”

			“I will.” he said. Then together they shined their Calibers and leapt to catch up with the others.

			Atop the hill the meadows rolled out before them upon a gradual, downward slope that went on all the way to the blue horizon. They could see the city of Bellus in the distance. It was nestled in a valley a few miles away, surrounded by rolling hills where a pair of heavily trafficked rivers crossed paths. From this distance not much could be made out other than some buildings were ablaze. The rivers were also choked with ships, some of them fleeing but many others stuck as the ships ahead of them sank as their sails and masts went up in flames. 

			“I wonder what’s going on.” said Sodiel, leaning upon his bo-staff as he gazed out toward the valley.

			“Whatever it is, it’s bad.” said Asteroth. “Could be an uprising, could be something of Ovid’s doing. Whatever it is, one thing is certain: there will be Saints there to quell the unrest.”

			“Saint Ertrael was sent to Narbereth.” said Karinael. “Do you think he might be down there?”

			“If he is, we might have another ally.” added Hadraniel. “He worked with me and Karinael a few times when he was apprenticing with Adonael.”

			Asteroth looked at Karinael and Hadraniel, his golden hair and eyes sparkling in the sun. “Even if he is there, we have to approach him cautiously. There’s no way to know if he’s with us until we talk to him. For all we know, he likes his new station.”

			“Agreed.” said Karinael. “But no matter what, we all stick together. We all stay close.”

			Asteroth nodded his agreement. 

			“And if we can help the people, we do it.” added Karinael. The other Saints all gave her uncertain looks. “I mean it. If we are truly what we say we are, we help people. We don’t leave them all to die. If we can help, we will do so. If this trip is about revenge, then we also make it about redemption.”

			Raziel shook his head and sighed. Sodiel bit his lip and looked away. Asteroth looked Karinael in the eyes. “Only if we can help. We’re here for Ovid. Anything else is up for debate.”

			Now it was Karinael’s turn to shake her head and look away. Already she felt the team was crumbling. Back in Jerusa she did not have to live with Asteroth, Raziel or Sodiel. They would help deliver shipments or meet up for brief councils and then be on their way. She had believed that none of them were doing Ev, and that they were all focused on helping, just like her and Hadraniel. But more and more, Karinael was realizing how foolish she had been to assume that they were all like her and Hadraniel. They helped when and where they could, but helping had not been their sole focus. They had all been carrying out their duties and taking Ev in between the brief encounters she had with them. She wondered if their true motives were simply to get their sanguinastrums, just like Ovid. 

			Despair set in. How would they ever make it to Duroton? Would they all make it to Duroton? After they found Ovid, would a single one of them stick around? Karinael found herself wishing Erygion was here. She was supposed to be leading this constellation, but more and more it was Asteroth who was taking the reins on everything. None of them respected her or Hadraniel the way they respected Asteroth. Karinael knew that the loyalty of the others all hinged on him alone. If she were to lose Asteroth, the rest would follow quickly, if not at the same time. She looked at Hadraniel. He didn’t say anything.

			“Let’s go.” said Asteroth. The Saints all shined their Calibers and raced like comets down to the valley.

		

	
		
			— 23 —

			Old Friends 
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			Much to Diotus’s chagrin, Rook had transformed the apothecary shop into a staging area and the basement lab into a makeshift hospital where Kierza and Saint Ertrael tended the wounded. Upstairs the curtains were all open and the afternoon sun cast its rays upon heaps of armor and weapons that had been gathered and awaited any who might come to help. Much of it had been pilfered from slain city guards or knights who fought for King Dahnzeg. A large table occupied the center of the shop, and Rook gazed down upon a map of the city that Blake had given him.

			“I have men with bolt-throwers on every rooftop from here to the edge of town square.” said Grandon Faust as he traced a meaty finger from Diotus’s shop outward on the map. He was a short but stocky man whose imposing shadow fell over Rook. His trademark four swords were strapped over his back. “Same here,” he said, his finger circling around Ragtown. “Every piece of furniture and debris has been used to wall off the streets and alleys. The Saints tried to breach us here,” said Grandon, his finger tapping the map a few blocks to the south of Diotus’s shop. “But they weren’t expecting to be met with so many bolt-throwers and they retreated after that new one with blue hair caught a bolt to the throat.” Grandon chuckled. “His armor is still there. Nobody can move it.”

			“Any word from Diotus?” asked Rook. 

			“The old man last checked in four hours ago.” said Grandon. “He said the Narberian army is marching through the valley. Should be here before the sun sets. We’ll need to make preparations and get every man we can into armor.”

			Rook frowned. “What about Blake?”

			“Blake successfully got the King’s knights to believe that our defenses were weak here.” Grandon tapped the map. “We burned that alley up pretty good when they came.”

			Rook bit his bottom lip, trying to stifle his anger. He looked at Grandon. “That wasn’t the plan. You were supposed to give them a chance to surrender or join us, not just kill them.” 

			“This is war, boy.” said Grandon, fixing Rook with his steely gaze. He punched a finger into Rook’s shoulder. “You best get that through your head.”

			“We don’t kill people unless we have to.” said Rook. “And we especially don’t burn them alive.”

			“Don’t tell me how to win a war.” said Grandon. “I spent my youth training with the Knights of Narbereth. I want this city, boy, and if you want it too, you best get your head straight. In battle, you win or you die. There is no in-between. What we’ve been facing ain’t the half of it. That army is on its way. More Saints, more knights, maybe even an Exalted or two.”

			“And many of them will join us too.” said Rook. “They’ll see what we’re doing here and what we’re fighting for, and they will come to our side, just like everybody else has.”

			“Boy, I served under the Ophidian. You can’t tell me a man like that will turn to our side. He likes to watch what his poisons do to people. Like’s to watch the women and children suffer his venoms for days in howling agony. Men like that Exalted will be coming. Men like that won’t turn.”

			“Maybe not the Exalteds,” agreed Rook, “But those knights; those city guards who still fight against us, I’m willing to bet they’d rather die for what we stand for than what the King stands for.”

			“I don’t take wagers from a slave.” said Grandon. He pushed Rook on the shoulder. “And let’s just get something straight between me and you. I might be following your lead right now, but it’s only because your little speech earned you more respect than you deserve. But don’t think for one moment that I take your orders. I’ll never take orders from a slave, and that’s still what you are.” Grandon flicked the slave brand on Rook’s neck with his finger. “We got near two-thousand people fighting for us, and soon enough they’ll be wanting a real leader, not a slave who can just talk like one.”

			Rook’s dark eyes smoldered. Before he could say anything Kierza came up from the basement and sheepishly knocked on the door, even though it was already open. “Grandon,” she said. “I-I thought I heard your voice.”

			“What do you want, girl?” asked Grandon. “I got work to do.” He pulled a cigar from his pocket and struck a match off the table.

			Kierza took a couple cautious steps into the room. “Have you seen my brother, Chazod?”

			Grandon puffed on his cigar until it was fully lit, filling the shop with pungent smoke. “Take down that hood.” said Grandon. “Can’t hear a word you’re saying.”

			Kierza took down her hood, revealing her face. She had a black veil over her nose and mouth now, but the pink scars that striped her cheeks and forehead weren’t so easily hidden. “Have you seen my brother?”

			“I ain’t seen him.” said Grandon. “Ain’t seen him since the day the King and his daughters arrived. Probably took off running when the fighting started.” He stared at Kierza. “Those scars have ruined your face. You ain’t worth half you were before I lost you to the Venzis. You may as well grab a sword and join the men out in the streets.”

			Rook pushed Grandon hard on the chest. “Don’t you ever talk to her like that again!”

			“Boy,” said Grandon, straightening. Somehow the man seemed to make himself look even more imposing. “Touch me again and I’ll—”

			There was shouting outside. “Saints!” Diotus’s voice creaked and groaned like ancient steel as he yelled from somewhere out in the streets. 

			Rook ran out of the shop, Grandon Faust and Kierza on his heels. All around the city black smoke rose in pillars to the blue skies. He could hear distant shouts and sporadic bolt-thrower fire. Diotus in his black robes came barreling down the avenue, his own bolt-thrower over his back and his green lenses sparkling in the sun. “Saints!” he cried. “More Saints come!” 

			Rook ran up to him, the sun beating down on his black, leather armor. At his side Starbreaker hung in its scabbard.

			“Rook,” panted Diotus. “We need reinforcements. Five Saints are coming toward the north-east wall. If they breach us there…” 

			Rook looked at Kierza. “Get Ertrael. Tell him to meet me at the wall. We have to take them out quickly.” Rook turned his head up to the rooftops where men with bolt-throwers hid. “All of you, with me!”

			Rook and Diotus scrambled through the alleys and streets, Grandon Faust and sixteen city guards with full armor and bolt-throwers behind them. Within moments they were at the wall. The major avenues that surrounded it were all blocked by mountains of debris. The wall here was taller than other sections of the city and had plenty of stone crenelations. Before the fighting broke out, this part of the wall was rarely guarded by more than a couple archers. It was built right against the wide and fast-moving Caelestia River with no way across the river and no way over the wall. As such, Rook hadn’t bothered stationing more than a handful of men with swords and other hand-weapons here as there was little chance the King would send his soldiers this way. However, Saints could leap great distances and it would be little trouble for them to get over the wall. As Rook came running, the men on the wall turned to him, fear in their eyes.

			Rook shot up the stone staircase to the top of the wall and threw himself behind one of the crenelations. Grandon Faust ducked behind him, and Diotus took up a position a few feet away. The sixteen soldiers came filing up the staircase behind him.  

			“Five Saints,” said one of the men. “Look.”

			Cautiously, Rook poked his head out. Sure enough, there were five Saints upon the opposite side of the river. They seemed to be conversing with themselves.

			“What do we do?” asked the man.

			Rook motioned for the sixteen guards who all had bolt-throwers. “Take up positions,” whispered Rook. “You three, take the female. You three take the one with red hair. You three take the one with silver hair. You three the one with brown hair. And you last four all take that big one with the golden hair. All of you aim for their heads, but don’t shoot unless I say.”

			As the men began positioning themselves among the crenelations, Grandon grabbed Rook by the collar. “You crazy, boy?” he hissed. “We got to shoot them now while we have the chance.” He pushed Rook away. “Take aim!”

			“No!” said Rook. “Wait for Ertrael. They might be friendly.”

			“Fire on my mark!” said Grandon. 

			Most of the men looked over their shoulders, their faces torn between the mixed orders. Five of the men, however, poked the barrels of their bolt-throwers through the crenelations and began taking aim. “Put your weapons down you damn fools!” croaked Diotus. 

			“On three,” ordered Grandon. “One…”

			“Hell below, I said don’t shoot!” yelled Rook. He tried to stand but Grandon grabbed his shoulder and pulled him down. The men all began putting their fingers to their triggers.

			“Two…”

			“Wait!” yelled Ertrael. He came running down the avenue and leapt up to the wall. “Wait!” The men all froze as Ertrael ducked beneath one of the crenelations and peered out.

			“Shoot them!” barked Grandon in a loud whisper. 

			“No!” yelled Ertrael, loudly enough that the five Saints across the river heard him. “I know them!” Ertrael stood up. Startled, the Saints across the river all drew their weapons, their bodies lighting up with Caliber energy.

			“What are you doing!” growled Grandon Faust as he drew a pair of swords from his back. “They’ll kill us all!” His steel eyes fell on Rook. “He means to betray us!” he hissed. 

			Rook could see that Grandon meant to sink his swords through Ertrael’s belly as the Saint  looked out over the wall. He quickly tackled Grandon. “No!”

			“Karinael!” cried Ertrael. “Karinael of the Generous Hand!”

			Grandon pushed Rook off of him. Rook shot him an angry glare before peeking out through one of the crenelations. He watched as the female Saint of the group took a few steps closer to the river. “Saint Ertrael,” she cried. “Given the choice, what banner would you fly?”

			“Erygion’s, of course!” yelled Ertrael. 

			The five Saints all whispered among themselves for a moment. Finally, the female yelled out, “May we come over?”

			“No!” barked Grandon. “Fire on them already!”

			“Shut your fool mouth!” snapped Diotus. He looked at the soldiers. “Weapons down!”

			The men all lowered their bolt-throwers. Grandon hissed a string of expletives under his breath.

			“Come over!” yelled Ertrael. 

			Within moments the five Saints had bounded over the wall, landing in the street below. Ertrael jumped down to meet them and Rook ran down the stairs. Behind him Grandon Faust hissed into his ear, “How can we be sure they’re here to help us? What if this is a trick!”

			Rook scanned the five Saints warily. One was a female with long, spiraling locks of amber hair. The others were all males, one with silver hair draping his face, trying to conceal terrible scars. Unlike the others, he also wore gloves, Rook noted. 

			Ertrael walked up to the female Saint and wrapped her in an embrace. He shook hands with the others, as if he knew them all well. Then all the Saints’ eyes became aware of Diotus and the number of men with bolt-throwers and an uneasy tension began to mount.

			“It’s all right.” said Ertrael. “This is Diotus. He is a Jinn, yes, but he is also a friend. So are these men. They fight against King Dahnzeg.”

			Rook ordered all weapons down, and with some hesitation his men began slinging their guns over their backs.

			Ertrael cleared his throat. “Karinael,” he said, leading her to Rook. “This is Rook. Rook Gatimarian.”

			The female Saint gazed at Rook, something like wonder sparkling in her honey-colored eyes. “The Rook?”

			“It’s a trick, boy.” hissed Grandon from behind, grabbing Rook by the shoulder. “We should have them shot while we can.”

			Rook tore himself from Grandon’s clutch. “I am Rook Gatimarian.” he said, stepping up to her. “You are Karinael of the Generous Hand?”

			She smiled brightly. “It’s a pleasure to finally meet you.” She wrapped her arms around him. As she did, she whispered into his ear, “You’re a hero, in more ways than you’ll ever know. You’ve touched so many lives for the better, including mine.” She pulled away from him, smiling, leaving him suddenly awash with emotion.

			The Saint with silver hair and burn scars came up to shake his hand. “I am Saint Hadraniel,” he said, but Rook was only half aware. His mind was still trying to work its way through the emotions that flooded him. It was setting in that he really had been making a difference all these years. It was one thing to hear it from his family or from Diotus. Hearing it from Gabidar had given him hope. When Ertrael had told him, it had made his whole life feel worthwhile. But now, for what reason Rook did not know, hearing it from Karinael made everything come together as one. Pride and hope tangled his heart and a flood of raw emotion threatened to release itself from his eyes. “We have never met,” continued Hadraniel, “but long have we helped you in Jerusa. This is Saint Raziel and this is Saint Sodiel.”

			His mind buzzing, Rook absentmindedly shook their hands. But then his eyes fell upon the largest of the Saints who had golden hair and eyes. Rook’s gaze traced up the man’s Star-Armor. It was intricately sculpted with horns, and Rook was certain he had seen it before in pictures and stained glass windows when he was a child. Awe set in. His jaw almost dropped. “Are… are you Saint Bryant of the Horn?”

			“I am Saint Asteroth of the Lights.” spoke the Saint. “But yes, this is the armor of the legendary Saint Bryant of the Horn. The same Saint Bryant who slew the Cerberus of Apollyon. Saint Bryant of the Horn, who brought gifts of plenty to the people of Aeoria during the great wars.”

			 Rook’s hand went to his mouth. A tear tried to escape his eye. The legends of Saint Bryant had not been lies. As a boy, Rook had spent his days of starvation and despair clinging to the hope that one day the Saints Caliber would come and make everything better. The stained glass window in the church that depicted Saint Bryant of the Horn had filled his mind with dreams that one day things would be set right; that heroes did exist. But the demon, Bulifer, had taken those dreams from him. Bulifer had tricked him into gambling his future away on his adoration of the Saints Caliber. The day he first saw one of the Saints Caliber he thought he was living in a waking dream. That golden-haired Saint was so beautiful, and her Caliber bright and glowing. But she had not come to save him or his people. She had come to slaughter them all. And as she and the other Saints cut down everybody he knew, every dream from his young, little world was shattered. The demon had won. Bulifer had been right. The Saints Caliber were evil, and all his hopes crumbled like dust in his tiny hand. He had come to believe that Saint Bryant of the Horn was no more than a fairytale to give children hope where none existed.

			But now the sight of Saint Bryant’s armor before him was like a great wind through his heart and mind that swept away everything once shattered. All those days, as a little boy, when he had sat in the church staring at Saint Bryant’s picture, hoping and dreaming of a better day, those dreams had not been built on lies after all. Saint Bryant was not a myth. Such a great Saint did walk this earth long ago. There had always been hope. Rook’s heart couldn’t take anymore. He had to turn away lest the tears start to fall.

			“Karinael,” said Ertrael. “There is much I want to discuss, but I fear my time is very short.”

			Karinael walked up to him and took his hands into hers. “Your sanguinastrum is safe.” She smiled. 

			Ertrael’s ruby eyes seemed to light up at that. “It is? But, how?”

			“Erygion took them all.” said Karinael. “He took every last one of them from Sanctuary. You can’t be recalled. None of the Saints out in the field can be recalled. We’re all free.”

			“Is Erygion with you?”

			Karinael’s face sank. “We both have a lot to discuss.”

			“We’re here for Ovid.” said Saint Raziel, as if the statement had been eating at him for an eternity and the very name was a release for his anger and hatred. “He’s here, and he’s going to answer to our swords.”

			At Ovid’s name Rook started. His heart pounded.

			Ertrael looked at Raziel. “Ovid is here?”

			“He is.” said Asteroth. “My lights tracked him here. He has much to atone for and only by death will his debt to us be settled.” 

			“Is there a safe place to talk?” asked Karinael. She looked at Rook. “For all of us. I have much to tell you as well.”

			Rook looked at her and nodded. “Come with me.”

			Rook quickly led the group back to Diotus’s shop. From every rooftop and alley the eyes of people gazed in awe at the sight of so many Saints. At first the looks were cautious and wary, the people uncertain if the Saints should be considered friend or foe. But as more and more curious children came from their houses Karinael stopped to offer friendly smiles or pats on the head, and the wary looks softened until there were outright cheers from the people.

			Rook watched all this with some interest, taking note in the way these new Saints seemed a slightly disparate bunch. Karinael, more than any of them, delighted in the children. She was not shy with her greetings, and her smiles were genuine when she spoke; her laughter heartfelt when the children would ask her odd questions or stroke their hands down her Star-Armor. Hadraniel was much like Ertrael, shy at first but quickly warming to the attention. Both took pleasure in speaking with the townspeople and their children, and both had a warmness to their character. Rook noted that the one named Sodiel—the one with the bo-staff—also seemed to warm to the crowds. Although he was more reserved than Karinael and Hadraniel, he didn’t seem bothered to be amongst the people of Bellus. Asteroth and Raziel, on the other hand, did not seem comfortable at all. Both held themselves aloof of the crowds, but where Asteroth was quiet and withdrawn, Raziel was cold and indignant. More than once Asteroth urged Karinael to move on, and did his best to ignore the people and children around him. Raziel, however, flinched and snapped at the children who got too close to him, and in short order he was largely being left alone.

			Word spread quickly that five more Saints had come to offer Rook aid. By the time they finally got through the crowds to Diotus’s shop Rook could estimate another three-hundred new faces in the streets. Some were even defectors from the King’s ranks of knights, easily identified by their shining armor and fine weaponry. There were more from the city guard too, and even a few from the upper-class. The people cheered, saying that Aeoria was with them; saying that Bellus had been blessed by the Goddess. With so many Saints on their side, their spirits and their resolve was bolstered. 

			This was good, Rook thought. The more who joined with the people of this city, the less fighting in the streets there would be. He held hope that in time, all the people would realize that the only enemy was the King and his daughters. And with the arrival of Karinael and her friends, Rook even dared hope that one day all the Saints who fought for Sanctuary and the Kings might come to realize that. Rook felt Diotus’s hand on his shoulder and his voice in his ear. “Hic Sollas Lumin. Well done, boy. Very well done.” Rook couldn’t help but smile.

			Rook led the group into the basement of Diotus’s shop. It was overcrowded with two-dozen injured, but with the help of Karinael and her Saints they were able to heal the ones who had been waiting on Ertrael, whose Caliber was running weak from nearly non-stop service. With Diotus’s help, Rook was then able to clear out everybody, including Grandon Faust. 

			Grandon put up some resistance and took being dismissed as a slight. Rook didn’t like working with Grandon, but the man held a lot of loyalty with the other slave owners and the upper-classes. Rook tolerated the man only in so much as he would rather be working with him than fighting against him. Still, Rook didn’t want him privy to everything and wasn’t so blind as to think the man wouldn’t usurp the entire city given the chance. The only people Rook allowed to remain with him and the Saints were his parents, Kierza and Diotus. By now Sierla was doing well and was up and about, although much like Kierza, her scars were still sore and she kept herself covered with a long, brown robe. 

			Saint Karinael explained to the group all that had happened recently: Erygion fleeing Sanctuary with all of the sanguinastrums of the Saints Caliber; of Ovid’s betrayal to them and the ensuing fight with Leviathan Hydra; and finally of Erygion’s death. She explained how Erygion had been working with them all for a long time, and had been working with Saint Isley for even longer. She told Ertrael of her ability to link the Calibers of the Saints, and explained to him why he had felt her and why his Caliber had acted strangely those days. 

			The more Karinael explained, the more Rook realized that big things were in motion and that Sanctuary was not the all-powerful entity that everybody—including the Saints—thought it was. Rook could not even fit all the pieces together in his mind. Talk about a Saint Isley in Duroton and finding a woman named Celacia had him a little lost, although he understood that it all had something to do with finding and awakening the Sleeping Goddess. One thing Rook got from all the talk was that he wished he had been able to meet this Saint Erygion, one of Aeoria’s Guard. He had never heard about Saints more powerful than the Saints Caliber and Erygion sounded like a kind and wise Saint. 

			But then the conversations turned to Rook. Karinael explained how she and Hadraniel had come to meet, and how they had met Gabidar and started helping him deliver the shipments of food that Rook was sending in. Gabidar had rarely let Rook in on the details of his travels. He knew that Gabidar had befriended some Saints, but Gabidar never mentioned how incredibly dangerous these missions were. He hadn’t realized that Gabidar had lost so many companions bringing in the shipments, especially in the earlier years. And then the news turned even more devastating. Karinael explained to him exactly why they were here in search of Ovid. Not only did Ovid’s treachery lead to the deaths of Erygion, Saint Baradiel, and Raziel’s lover, Gadrial, but Ovid had also killed Gabidar and had come here in search of Rook.

			“So, you’re the one who nearly killed Ovid all those years ago in Caer Gatima.” said Hadraniel. Then more apologetically he added, “And in that case, we have met before. I was there that day. I wish I had not been.”

			Rook looked at the silver-haired Saint. The memory was an old one, and the Saint’s face was changed by the terrible burns he had endured, but now he saw a familiarity. Hadraniel was one of the Saints he hated and cursed that day, ten years ago, when he was just a boy. Hadraniel was one of the Saints that had come to slaughter the people of Caer Gatima. And Rook wanted to be angry. He wanted to strike Hadraniel down where he stood. His hand went to the pocket where he kept the Golothic. He could feel it warming, becoming hot. He chewed his lip as a new surge of anger took hold of him, but then he felt Kierza’s hand brush against the small of his back and she pulled his hand from his pocket.

			Rook breathed deeply as he looked at Hadraniel. He looked at the burn scars all over his face, more that his armor and bodysuit covered, all in an attempt to save the one he loved from the hands of a monster. In Rook’s pocket he could feel the Golothic still burning; goading him; trying to coax out his feelings of hatred. But Rook took some satisfaction in ignoring the vicious artifact. Each time he refused to succumb to its whim was a victory over the demon, Bulifer; a slap to the creature’s face. Rook exhaled his anger, reminding himself of his own words, that everybody was in this world together. Perhaps Hadraniel had paid for his crimes. Perhaps he had atoned for them by helping Gabidar. Rook nodded at Hadraniel and wrapped an arm around him. “All is forgiven.” said Rook.

			“Thank you,” said Hadraniel.

			“So, why does Ovid seek you out?” asked Saint Asteroth. “He said you had something he wanted.”

			Rook placed his hand over the pocket that held the Golothic, suddenly feeling protective of it. Ovid had seen it that day. Ovid wanted to know how Rook had managed to call a demon and make a bargain. Rook had stabbed the Saint in the neck and left him for dead. Apparently, Ovid hadn’t been dead enough. Rook breathed deeply, steeling himself for the confessions he would soon be making. He could feel the eyes of Diotus and his Ma and Pa on him; could feel their curiosity as certainly as he felt the warmth of the Golothic. Kierza alone knew of the Golothic and his bargain with the demon. He wasn’t sure he could tell anybody else, especially not Callad and Sierla.

			“What is it that you have that Ovid is so intent on?” asked Raziel.

			Rook looked at the Saints. “He knows that I owe somebody something. He wants in on the debt.”

			“What debt?” asked Sierla. “What is it you owe, my son?”

			Rook frowned. He turned to her and Callad. “When I was a boy, somebody came to me. He promised to help me and my sister, but I would owe him a favor.”

			“Owe who?” asked Callad, but Rook could see the understanding suddenly light up the Saints’ eyes. Diotus’s green lenses showed nothing, yet somehow Rook knew the old man understood.

			“A person of great power.” said Rook. “I owe him a weapon.”

			Rook felt Kierza’s hand fall on his back. Callad and Sierla looked at him, not understanding. 

			“What weapon?” asked Callad. “What person? Who is he? Is he one of the nobles? An Exalted?”

			Rook shook his head. “Somebody very powerful.” He breathed deep and closed his eyes. It took everything he had to overcome his fear and apprehension. He wanted to hide the Golothic from everybody, not because it was grotesque, but because it was his. It was a promise and a covenant, deeply personal and deeply private. It was a reminder of deeds done in darkness, but also of a hope. The demon promised safety for him and his sister, Ursula. And the Golothic meant she was still alive, somewhere.

			“Who?” prodded Callad. 

			Rook clenched his jaw. Then at last he pulled out the Golothic and held it in his palm. He could feel the warmth of it pulsing through his hand. It was made of a red, sandy-textured stone in the shape of a hand, nearly closed into a fist. Etched upon it were strange runes. 

			Sierla gasped. “What is that terrible thing?”

			“A Golothic.” said Saint Asteroth. “The promise for a demon to be Unbound.”

			“Oh my poor son!” Sierla broke into sobs, falling into Callad’s big arms. “What have you done! What have you done!”

			Tears began to roll off Rook’s cheeks. Kierza embraced him. “I was young. Just a boy left alone with my baby sister.” said Rook through his tears. “She was starving. I had no food. I had nothing and nowhere to go. The demon promised to keep us safe, and in return all I had to do was promise to make him a weapon one day.”

			“Son…” began Callad, extending his arm to Rook.

			Rook shook his head, tears streaming from his red eyes. He looked at the Saints. “I refused the demon at first. I told him the Saints Caliber would come. I told him that somebody like Saint Bryant would come to save us, and the demon laughed at me. He told me he would save us and let us go if I could answer him ‘yes’ to one question, but if I answered him ‘no’ then I would owe him a weapon.”

			“What was the question?” asked Asteroth.

			“Do you still believe the Saints are good and are here to protect the people of the world.” said Rook. “And I believed!” he cried out in anger at the Saints. “I believed in all of you! I believed in Saint Bryant!” Then, as Rook’s body was wracked by sobs, he said, “But that was the question I had to answer the demon as Ovid slaughtered all the children in the church.”

			“Oh my poor son!” wailed Sierla, running to him. She embraced him with Kierza, and then Callad wrapped his arms around them all. 

			After a moment Karinael came to Rook. She took his hand. “I am sorry for you.” she said, staring into him with her amber eyes. “I am sorry for the pain and anguish my Order has caused you and all the people of this world. But we are here now.” She looked around at the other Saints. “We might be few, but we are here, and we will help wherever we can.” She took Rook’s head into her hands. “I promise you, we shall see the Goddess awakened. I promise, we shall set this world right.”

			Rook nodded as he sniffed. He looked at Karinael. “All is forgiven.” He placed the Golothic back into his pocket. “It was a promise made long ago by a boy desperate and tricked.”

			Diotus came up behind him and whispered into his ear. “That is why I cannot mark you, boy. I cannot wipe away the demon’s mark with my own.”

			Rook felt his heart sink and felt something like shame creep into himself. Diotus had always known. 

			“So, Ovid seeks you out hoping to call a demon for himself?” said Raziel. “Ovid is a fool. Why does he need you? Why can’t he just offer his soul up on his own? I’ve heard that Saints have done it before, to escape their sanguinastrums.”

			Rook regarded Raziel for a moment. “The demon’s name I owe is Bulifer. He once told me that no demon will ever come for him because he does his master’s work willingly.” Rook looked at Karinael. “The demon told me that even in Hell souls are weighed by deeds of kindness. Not even Apollyon eats rotten fruit.”

			Rook’s words seemed to weigh on the Saints and they all fell silent. Karinael slipped her hand into Hadraniel’s. 

			“But, this Ovid you speak of is here,” said Sierla, her voice quavering with fear and despair. “And he is coming for my son?”

			Asteroth nodded. “We shall hunt him down this very day.”

			“I will go too.” said Rook. “I am at least owed finishing the job I started.”

			“No.” said Callad. “No, son. Let them handle it.”

			“It would be better if you stayed.” agreed Asteroth. “Ovid is treacherous, and you will not best him in combat.”

			Rook pursed his lips angrily.

			“Please,” said Kierza, taking Rook’s hand into hers. “Just stay with me.”

			“There is an army on the way, Rook.” croaked Diotus. “You need to make preparations here. You need to lead the people who have given everything to stand with you.”

			Rook sighed and nodded. Diotus was right. Still, he felt that Golothic burning. This was an anger and hatred he wanted to take in. It was an anger he would let Bulifer have, for this wrath felt good. His hand went to the pocket and he squeezed the sandy thing. 

			“How many of the King’s Saints are out there?” asked Asteroth.

			“There are two that I know of.” said Diotus. “Two females who came with the King’s entourage.”

			“Paniel and Rael.” said Saint Ertrael. “Saint Galavriel is already dead. You should give Rook more credit in his ability to face Ovid.”

			The Saints all looked at Rook skeptically.

			“Another Saint came from one of the nearby cities yesterday.” said Ertrael. “I believe it was Saint Dugriel. He took a bolt to the head, as I am told.”

			“There will be more Saints coming with that army.” said Karinael. She looked at Hadraniel. “Do you think we can sway them to our side?” She turned to Ertrael. “What about Paniel and Rael? Do you think they would join us?”

			Ertrael shook his head. “Not a chance with Paniel. She adores the Sisters she serves. Rael maybe, if we can catch her alone. Otherwise, she will always follow Paniel’s lead.”

			“Let us hunt down Ovid quickly then.” said Asteroth. “Then we shall deal with these new Saints.” He turned to Karinael. “Me, Raziel and Ertrael will take point. I will flush Ovid out with my lights and you, Hadraniel and Sodiel will flank him. We’ll end him quickly.”

			Rook’s hand clenched the Golothic in his pocket until he could feel its heat threatening to sear his flesh. “Leave Ertrael and Karinael with me.” said Rook, the words escaping his lips before he realized he had even spoken them. “More injured may come, and Sierla and Kierza could still benefit from Ertrael’s Caliber.”

			Ertrael looked at Rook. He turned his eyes to Kierza. “I can stay.”

			“We shouldn’t split our numbers against Ovid.” said Sodiel. “He is a powerful Saint. He took out Ithuriel on his own.”

			“I can handle the injured myself, for a time.” said Diotus.

			“Me and Ma will be fine.” said Kierza. “There’s no need—”

			“No.” growled Rook. “I will not leave my people without a healer!”

			Everybody in the room was taken aback by the ferocity in Rook’s voice, but Asteroth and Raziel took it as a slight. 

			“We are Saints, not your soldiers.” said Asteroth. “I will not be ordered about by the likes of you.”

			“It’s all right.” said Ertrael. He turned to Rook. “I’ll stay behind.”

			“I’ll stay too.” said Karinael. “If any more Saints show up while you’re gone, me and Ertrael can see if they can be persuaded to join us. Nobody knows the Saints of this land better than Ertrael.”

			“And nobody can talk sense into Saints like Karinael.” said Hadraniel. He put his hand into Karinael’s. “But I stay with her.”

			“You just don’t want to face Ovid.” said Raziel, his voice bitter. “You two have been looking for an excuse to let that bastard go since we left Jerusa.” He fixed Rook with his burning, ruby eyes. “We’re Saints, and we’re here to extract the justice of Saints. We’re not here to be healers.”

			Karinael shook her head. “We’re not supposed to be out for vengeance either. We swore ourselves to Erygion and his cause.”

			“I don’t believe his cause was to help these people either.” spat Raziel.

			“Enough.” said Asteroth. “We’ll not argue the point. We’re all free Saints.”

			Raziel smirked. “Less competition for Ovid’s head. I’ll take him on my own if I have to.”

			“Rook, don’t make them split up. Look what you’ve caused.” Kierza whispered her dismay into Rook’s ear. Diotus was about to say something when Asteroth spoke.

			“It is settled then.” said the large Saint. “Me, Raziel and Sodiel shall go hunt down Ovid. Karinael, Hadraniel and Ertrael will stay here. I suppose it’s for the best. Karinael has a way with the hearts of Saints. If any can turn a Saint to our cause, it will be Karinael.” 

			Ertrael nodded.

			“Before you go, let me paint our mark on your armor.” said Diotus. “That way our soldiers will know you are on our side.” He looked to Rook. “I’ll have Blake and Dontis send the word out as well.”

			Rook nodded and watched as Diotus led Asteroth, Raziel and Sodiel up the stairs. An ancient anger still brewed in him and he wanted to follow them. He wanted to finish Ovid himself. Kierza pulled his hand from his pocket again and held his arm tightly. “Stay.” she said. “We all need you here.”

			 ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦

			Just outside of Bellus’s walls were a number of large, yellow tents set up in neat rows. Ranks of knights stood at the ready just beyond them, as well as small clusters of lesser soldiers and city guards. Miles off in the distance Nuriel could see a sea of knights in formation marching through the valley, their plate armor gleaming in the sun as they came. It was the Narberian army, and Nuriel guessed somewhere around five-thousand soldiers. At their head rode at least two Saints that Nuriel could make out, both flying the banner of Narbereth. 

			Nuriel made her way through the rows of tents toward the largest of them all. It was tall and round, made of heavy, yellow fabric. Upon its high, center post the Narberethan flag flapped lazily in the afternoon breeze, its fabric heavy with dark stains from the blood that dripped from the mayor’s impaled head above it. The entrance was guarded by a pair of pikemen and all around its huge circumference stood knights at the ready. Nuriel approached quickly and called out to the guards, “I am Saint Nuriel. I have been sent from Sanctuary by Holy Father Admael.” The pikemen drew open the entrance for her. 

			The interior of the spacious tent was occupied by a large table cluttered with maps and papers. All around makeshift living quarters were arranged, complete with a full boudoir for the Princesses. The summer sun filtered through the canvass walls, casting the King and his two daughters at his side in dim, golden light. Beside them stood two female Saints, both with black, chainmail veils over their faces. The King looked up from the table he leaned over.

			“My King,” said Nuriel with a bow. “I am Saint Nuriel of Sanctuary. I have been sent by Holy Father Admael himself.”

			“Ah, good!” cheered the King. He picked up a golden goblet from the table. Nuriel watched as the metal became tin in his hands. He took a sip of his wine and set the cup down and it returned to its former, golden glory. The two Sisters hugged him close, their large, blue eyes peering at Nuriel. “Come in, come in. Make yourself at home. I am pleased that Sanctuary sends me more Saints. We were about to make another attempt into the city, this time near the docks. My Saints here shall infiltrate by the river and they could use the extra help.”

			“You misunderstand my business here.” said Nuriel, eyeing the two Saints. “I am here to collect Saint Ertrael and question any of your Saints who have had contact with him recently.”

			The King’s eyes focused more intently on her. The table and the papers caught in his shadow took on a cheap reflection of themselves. The two Sisters’ eyes narrowed as they watched Nuriel. “My Saints are killed or defect from me, and Sanctuary sends you to collect even more? Does Sanctuary mean to insult me?” 

			“Most Exalted King Dhanzeg,” said Nuriel. “As you are aware, constellations have been appearing in the sky. Holy Father has been made aware of a situation and is working tirelessly to correct it. He sends me with his apologies and the promise that, once this situation is rectified, more Saints will be given to you.”

			“I hope so,” said the King. He took another sip of wine. “What is this ‘situation’ you speak of?”

			“I am sorry, my King, but I am not at liberty to discuss it. Although, it is the reason I must collect Ertrael from you.”

			The King frowned. “Saint Ertrael has defected. I have been trying myself to find the traitorous bastard, and that is why I am sending Paniel and Rael into this rebellious little city ahead of my army.” His eyes hardened. “I sent word to Sanctuary to have him recalled. That has not happened yet. Why not.”

			“It’s part of the situation.” said Nuriel, happening to notice the puzzled looks of the two female Saints. “May I have permission to question your Saints?”

			The King waved his hand dismissively. 

			Nuriel turned to the Saints. “Your names.”

			“I am Saint Paniel.” said the one with golden hair.

			“Saint Rael.” stated the one with white hair.

			“Have you both worked closely with Saint Ertrael?” asked Nuriel. 

			“We have,” said Paniel. 

			“Have either of you witnessed anything strange about him since the night the constellation first appeared in the sky?”

			Rael shook her head but Paniel said, “Yes, actually.”

			Nuriel’s golden eyes narrowed. “Saint Paniel, come forward.”

			Paniel approached Nuriel. 

			“What did you witness?” asked Nuriel quietly.

			Paniel glanced over her shoulder at the King and his daughters, then returned her eyes to Nuriel. “Galavriel saw it too.” she whispered. “On the two nights that the serpent constellation appeared, his Caliber went crazy, like he couldn’t control it. He had this strange plasma coming off his body… and his armor, it was like—”

			“Did anybody else see this?” asked Nuriel.

			Paniel shook her head. “Just me and Galavriel.”

			“Where is Galavriel now?”

			Paniel frowned. “When we first came into town we were at the house of a blacksmith. He was attacked and killed.”

			In a single, graceful motion done with uncanny speed, Nuriel took the star-metal claymore from her back and took Paniel’s head from her shoulders. Paniel’s body stood for just a moment, crimson liquid pouring from the neck before collapsing into a heap on the floor.

			Across the room Saint Rael was shaken, her eyes wide. The King stood up straight as the tent around him began to turn to burlap, the furniture to cheap wicker. His daughters hugged him closely, their eyes becoming cracked marbles.

			Nuriel looked at the King and bowed deeply. “I am sorry, my King. She had to be recalled.” At Nuriel’s feet bones popped and cracked as Paniel’s body was consumed into her armor. “I shall collect her armor later and return it to Sanctuary. I am required to ask if you would prefer a male or female Saint in her place?”

			“Female.” said the King. His gaze focused on Nuriel. “Do not make Ertrael’s death so swift.”

			 ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦

			Saint Sodiel hurried down the alley after Asteroth and Raziel, taking the opposite side, hugging the wall close as he held his bo-staff at the ready. Upon their pauldrons and breastplates were hastily painted symbols of a raven above a strange hand closed into a fist. Though the people of this city had no idea the hand was, in fact, a Golothic, it was a symbol that a majority of the people seemed to recognize as Rook’s. Diotus had made them all wear it, hoping it would deter anybody from inadvertently attacking them as they searched the streets for Ovid.

			Saint Asteroth ordered them to a halt at the end of the alley. It intersected a wide avenue running north and south, either side lined with large warehouses. The scent of river water was thick in the air here and northward Sodiel could see the masts of ships as they bobbed from their docks. There were cries and shouts from the northwest and bolt-thrower fire started up. A handful of soldiers ran past and the streets began to empty of the few people who remained on them. 

			Asteroth and Raziel scanned the rooftops and side alleys as Sodiel peeked around the corner, toward the docks. “Ovid is somewhere around here, I’m sure of it.” said Asteroth quietly as the distant sound of bolt-thrower fire intensified. “When I sent out my lights I could feel him here.”

			There was more commotion from the docks and Sodiel was certain he heard the word ‘Saints’ shouted. He pointed in the direction. “You think it might be him?”

			“Send out your lights again.” said Raziel. “We should—”

			“Move!” shouted Asteroth, pushing Raziel so hard into Sodiel that the two nearly toppled over each other. Asteroth drew his two axes just as a streak of golden, Caliber light fell from the roof above them. His axes crossed over his head just in time to catch Ovid’s broadsword between them. Asteroth kicked out his foot, but Ovid nimbly leapt up on the wall and kicked himself off, tumbling over Asteroth’s head and out into the open avenue. 

			Asteroth bolted for him, his axes swinging. Star-metal thundered against star-metal as Ovid turned each of Asteroth’s axes away. Raziel grabbed his sword and shot in for an attack, and Sodiel came in with his bo-staff whirling. 

			“Tell me you three didn’t come all the way here just to find me.” said Ovid coolly as his hand shined with Caliber energy, pushing Asteroth back. He spun just in time to knock Raziel’s sword aside. Sodiel came in with his bo-staff but Ovid danced in toward him and rolled on the ground, out of harm’s way. He came up and leapt back a few feet to gain some distance as Asteroth, Raziel and Sodiel all stood before him at the ready. “I can’t help but notice you seem to be down a few.” He looked at Raziel and a cruel smile turned his lips. “Did the others not survive Leviathan Hydra? Poor Gadrial, pulled down to the cold, dark depths where not even Asteroth’s lights can find her.”

			“You’re going to pay!” spat Raziel. He charged forward. 

			Ovid moved in, his sword sweeping up, catching Raziel’s. Raziel spun but Ovid ducked and rolled backward as Raziel’s sword sailed over his head. Ovid kicked himself up to his feet and swept his sword out. Raziel moved his sword up, his weapon cracking against Ovid’s as he stumbled back, having narrowly avoided decapitation. 

			Sodiel leapt into the air, his bo-staff spinning as Asteroth darted in. Ovid took a step back as Sodiel landed, his staff spinning before striking forward, catching Ovid under his arm. Before Sodiel had a chance to turn and lock up Ovid’s arm behind him, Ovid cartwheeled to the side, dragging Sodiel’s staff to an awkward angle. As Ovid came up he kicked out, striking Sodiel right in the hip and sending him stumbling back just as Asteroth came at him. Ovid raised his sword, catching one of Asteroth’s downward strikes and then spun left as he lowered his sword, knocking aside Asteroth’s second axe. Then he pounced to the side, gaining some distance just as Raziel’s sword whirled in, narrowly missing him.

			“I’d love to stay and chat,” said Ovid, “but I have more pressing business.” He leapt up to the rooftop and then jumped across to the next. By the time Sodiel, Raziel and Asteroth were to the rooftop, Ovid had leapt to a rooftop across the avenue and they saw his Caliber light trail back down to the road before he disappeared around an alley. 

			“After him!” yelled Raziel, taking off in Ovid’s direction. They all jumped to the rooftop across the road and then dropped down into the alley Ovid had disappeared into. They tore down road after road giving chase, the light of Ovid’s Caliber always just one corner from their sight. 

			The bolt-thrower fire was getting closer now, the shouts of men having turned to screams. A thought floated across Sodiel’s mind that if those soldiers hadn’t been facing Ovid, it must mean other Saints were here. Sodiel scrambled after Asteroth and Raziel down another alley and his thoughts changed, wondering why Ovid would have attacked them just to run away at his first opportunity. Then something clicked in Sodiel’s mind. “It’s a trap!”

			Too late. Sodiel, Asteroth and Raziel skidded to a halt as they came out of the alley and onto a large, brick-paved avenue that ran parallel with the docks and river just across from it. There, ships large and small choked the river as they tried to flee the fighting. There were men on the decks of the ships, pointing down the avenue as they shouted commands at their deckhands. Sodiel, Asteroth and Raziel all snapped their heads in the direction the men were pointing.

			The street was strewn with bodies. There were pools of blood everywhere. Standing in the middle of the road was a Saint with white, opalescent hair and a black, chainmail veil over her face. It was Saint Rael, the one Ertrael had told them about. Her eyes caught them and she seemed startled. She looked around before looking back at them, and she seemed like she had something dire to say.

			“Join us!” yelled Sodiel. “We have much to say!”

			Rael shook her head. She lifted her veil. She looked pale. She mouthed the words, “She’s fucking crazy.”

			From one of the rooftops came a scream and a head fell, cracking upon the road. Clay shingles rained down, shattering as they hit. Then tumbled down the body, still holding a bolt-thrower. Rael took up a defensive stance just as another Saint dropped down onto the road. It was a Saint they all knew. It was a Saint they all feared. Nuriel’s golden eyes turned to Sodiel, Asteroth and Raziel. Her pupils widened as her lips turned up into a snarl. She pounced at them like a cat going after a rat. 

			“That bastard led us right to her!” boomed Asteroth as he crossed his axes, blocking Nuriel’s claymore. Raziel leapt to his aid, and Nuriel became a storm-surge as her claymore struck thunder upon axe and sword as she pressed in on her foes. She turned attack after attack and returned them in kind. Her movements were graceful and fluid, her sword and body spinning and whirling, as balletic as a breeze sweeping the leaves of autumn around her. But when she struck her sword was lightning and she flowed in like an unrelenting hurricane carrying a wave intent on razing everything in its path. Sodiel had never seen a Saint fight with such a deadly balance of grace and raw force, and he had never been so certain he was witnessing such a one-sided battle. Asteroth and Raziel were but reeds caught in the path of a tornado.

			Saint Rael came at Sodiel fast and hard, exhibiting none of Nuriel’s grace but cheaply mirroring her unrelenting raw-force. Sodiel whirled his bo-staff, chopping up the air as he brought it high to deflect Rael’s sword. He spun his body around, extending his staff, and Rael ducked just in time to avoid it hitting her face. Sodiel whipped his staff around again, spinning in at her and then coming with his weapon striking high. Her sword cracked against his staff and he brought the other side of it around in a sweeping motion, catching her leg. Rael fell backward, her breastplate cracking the brick road. He leapt up, his bo-staff coming down hard for her face, but she rolled and the street exploded into fragments as his weapon impacted it.

			He turned, bringing his staff up as her sword arced down on him. Deflecting that, he spun the opposite direction, wheeling his staff around his waist to knock away her next attack. He extended his hand and he pushed her back with the force of his Caliber. He came at her, sweeping his staff up. Rael tried to parry with her sword but was too late. Sodiel caught her under her left arm. He twisted in on her, his staff bringing her arm up and behind her back, and then with his new-found leverage, pushed down on her, locking up her arm behind her as she fell to her belly with him on top of her.

			“Join us,” hissed Sodiel. “There are things you need to know.”

			Rael’s voice strained against the pain of Sodiel’s staff as it wrenched her arm behind her. “I can’t! She killed Paniel! She’s fucking crazy! Just give her Ertrael and she’ll—”

			Asteroth’s body came flying across the street, nearly hitting Sodiel before impacting the stone wall of a building behind him. Bricks crumbled and the wall toppled on Asteroth. Rael reached up with her free arm and grabbed Sodiel by the collar of his breastplate and flipped him over her. 

			Sodiel tumbled forward with the force and rolled back up to his feet just as he heard Raziel howl. He glanced over just in time to see Nuriel’s sword sweep up, taking off Raziel’s left forearm at the elbow joint. Raziel screamed as Nuriel moved in to finish the job. 

			Without hesitation, Sodiel grabbed a star-metal star from the inside of his bracer and flung it at Nuriel’s head. The spinning star shot like a bullet but Nuriel seemed to sense it and flourished her sword, sending it sailing away into the river. Her golden eyes fixed on Sodiel.

			He raised his staff and was about to move in on her when he detected the flash of star-metal in his peripheral. He turned to face Rael, wheeling his staff up, but wasn’t quick enough. Her blade glanced off his breastplate and then sheared across his waist. In that moment Sodiel felt his leather bodysuit peel away and flesh flay; felt the sting of icy-cold star-metal sink into his side. Rael spun out from him, ripping her sword from Sodiel’s waist, flinging blood. Sodiel fell to his knees as he got his staff up just in time to knock Rael’s sword to the side. She brought it around to take off his head when a large chunk of broken wall smashed into her, sending her to the ground as the debris broke over her. Sodiel looked up.

			“Run!” yelled Asteroth as he stumbled out from the shattered building. Blood ran down his face from a deep gash across his forehead. He was holding his stomach and blood was pouring out from between his fingers. With his free hand he gathered up more of the fallen bricks and chunks of wall into his Caliber and flung it at Nuriel before taking off down an alley.

			As Nuriel extended her hand, golden Caliber energy coalesced around her and the debris broke harmlessly upon it. In that moment Sodiel saw Raziel scramble away down another alley, carrying his severed forearm with him. Sodiel leapt up to the nearest rooftop. He saw Asteroth and Raziel converging upon the same alley below. With all the strength his Caliber could offer, he jumped to them just as Nuriel’s sword crashed down upon the roof.

			Sodiel landed hard behind Asteroth and Raziel, his belly and waist erupting with terrible pain. He ran after them as they twisted and turned down some side streets, trying to lose Nuriel. 

			“Quickly!” yelled Asteroth. He bulled through the brick wall of a building. The occupants screamed as the Saints tore through the house. Asteroth barreled through the opposite wall, back out into the streets. He cut down an alley that ran behind a number of large warehouses and saw a door hanging open. “In there!”

			They all dove through the door and Sodiel shut it behind them. They collapsed against the wooden wall, all of them panting and bleeding. They were in a large warehouse room. There were some high windows that cast dim light upon stacks of crates and barrels. A number of frightened people huddled in the far corner, but Sodiel paid them little attention. He held his hand over his wound and shined his Caliber as brightly as he could. The cut was deep. Really deep. He thought he could even feel his sliced organs and bowels. He groaned from the pain as he focused all his attention into shining his Caliber as brightly as possible, hoping that he might yet save himself from sepsis or worse. Beside him Asteroth held Raziel’s severed limb up to the bloody stump as Raziel stifled his screams of agony, pounding on the floor with his only remaining fist.

			“We might yet be able to save your arm.” said Asteroth as blood flowed from his own wounds. His hands glowed with bright, white Caliber energy as he held Raziel’s limb in place. From Asteroth’s Caliber a number of tiny, glowing orbs came forth and began to spin around Raziel’s arm. “Help me out, Raziel. Quickly.”

			Raziel shined his Caliber as brightly as he could. Sodiel could see the limb starting to reattach. It looked as if Asteroth’s spinning orbs were fusing the very skin and bone back together.  But then a shadow fell over them all. Sodiel turned and looked up, holding his wound tightly.

			“Well, well, well,” said Ovid. “Look what the cat dragged in.” The tip of his sword went to Sodiel’s neck. 

			 ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦

			“Those are Saints Cabiel and Loganiel from Narberia.” Said Ertrael as he peered out of the small, barred window. “And it looks like they brought half the Narberian army. That would be more than six-thousand knights.”

			“Will Cabiel and Loganiel join us?” asked Rook. “Would they join you over the King?”

			Ertrael shook his head, doubtfully. “They command King Dahnzeg’s army. They have it pretty good back in Narberia.”

			Kierza stood behind Rook as he peered out the window next to Ertrael, sucking his bottom lip as he mulled things over in his mind. She rubbed her hand down his back, feeling the smooth, black leather of his armor. Her own brown robe was getting uncomfortably hot in the small, crowded chamber of the guard-tower and she took down her hood. Even with her veil and missing nose she could smell the sweat and nervous tension coming off everybody. 

			Behind her and Rook stood Blake and Callad, and at the other side of the room stood Diotus and the Saints Karinael and Hadraniel. All eyes were on the hoards of knights which were forming up ranks no more than three-hundred yards out to the north, upon the grassy fields of the long valley. At their head was the King upon a magnificent, white charger. To either side of him rode his daughters. A pair of golden-haired Saints upon their own black horses were with them as well, barking orders out to the army. In the western sky the sun held low with the fiery light of a waning day.

			“What if they knew that their sanguinastrums were safe?” asked Karinael. 

			“I don’t know.” said Ertrael. He looked at Karinael and smiled. “Should I walk up to them and start up a friendly conversation?” He chuckled to himself as he turned his head back to the window. Ertrael had been joking, but Kierza thought she could see wheels starting to turn behind Rook’s eyes. Ertrael sighed. “They’d want proof anyway.”

			“The fact that you have not been recalled might be proof enough.” said Rook. “If they see other Saints fighting against the King, they might very well join us.”

			Karinael nodded. “Sanctuary won’t be able to hide the fact that they no longer have the ability to recall any of us for much longer.”

			“Proof what side of the board Aeoria favors.” said Blake. 

			There was a long moment of silence. Outside the tower, within the city walls, Kierza could hear the people of the city gathering as they prepared for battle. Armor and weapons clanged; people talked. She could hear Grandon Faust shouting orders. Everything felt tense. Kierza pressed in closer to Rook.

			“Blake,” said Rook at last, still gazing out at the army. “How many men do we have down there?”

			“Two-thousand ready to fight.” said Blake. “Of those, about five-hundred have bolt-throwers. The rest just swords and axes. Less than half our number have armor. Grandon is dividing them up into divisions, trying to balance out weapons and armor. He’s put about two-hundred archers up on the wall as well.”

			“I’m changing plans.” said Rook. “Round me up three-hundred willing men to go out there with me to confront the King and his army.” He placed his hand on Ertrael’s shoulder. “And if willing, I’d like the Saints to come with me.”

			Kierza felt her stomach lurch at that. Stunned silence filled the room. Blake looked at Rook a little skeptically and Kierza hoped the man might talk some sense into him. “Are you sure? Grandon Faust won’t like that one bit.” said Blake.

			“We can’t face those kinds of numbers head-on, Rook.” said Callad. “I hate to admit it, but Grandon is right. We face them in the streets where their numbers won’t mean anything.”

			Blake nodded. “I know you don’t like Grandon, but I’m with him and your father on this one. Don’t change the plan now.”

			“But out in the streets they won’t be able to look upon our resolve. They won’t all be able to see that Saints stand with us.” Rook turned to Blake. “You’ve done an amazing job turning our enemies into friends. How many of the city guard in this city fight for us because of you?”

			Blake smiled and shrugged his shoulders.

			“And all you did was talk to them.” said Rook. “Maybe that’s all we need to do right now.”

			“Rook, those are hardened knights out there. They won’t be so easily turned.” said Blake.

			“So were the ones that have already joined us.” said Rook.

			Blake shook his head doubtfully. “The craziness of your plan aside, Grandon’s not going to let me just round up three-hundred soldiers for you to take out there.”

			Rook slapped Blake on the shoulder a couple times. “The men out there aren’t going to care what Grandon says if you ask them for three-hundred willing souls to follow me through those gates.” said Rook. “The ones who stay behind because of Grandon aren’t the ones I’ll need anyway. I want only those who truly believe in what we’ve started here. Out there on the field I’m going to need their unwavering spirit. And if all goes well, we won’t even have to draw swords.”

			Blake smiled, shaking his head. “Well, I’m going with you. I don’t like Grandon Faust anyway.”

			“Then go get me those men.” said Rook.

			Blake nodded at Rook. “Hic Sollas Lumin.” He headed out the door.

			“Son, what insanity do you have planned?” asked Callad, very much the wary father. Kierza knew that Callad was the last line of defense in talking sense into Rook. If he failed, Kierza knew she might have to step in. 

			Rook looked at him. “I’m going to go out there and meet them upon that field. Are you with me, Pa?”

			Callad folded his big arms over his chest and sighed. “As ready as I’ve ever been, I suppose. You’re lucky your Ma isn’t here to talk some sense into you.”

			Kierza’s heart sank. She turned Rook to face her and took his hands into hers. She peered up into his eyes. “Rook, this is insanity. You can’t go out there against that many knights.” She brushed her fingers down her scarred cheek. “You’ve seen what the Sisters alone can do.”

			Rook smiled softly down at her. “Go be with Ma at Diotus’s shop. I’ll be with you soon.”

			Go be with Ma? Anger percolated in her, manifesting in a sudden scowl and she stepped back from him. “I’m not letting you go out there by yourself!” said Kierza. Then bitterness entered her voice, “You can’t just keep hiding me away in that shop! What good were all those times you showed me how to wield a sword or fight with a dagger if you just planned to keep me locked away for my safety?”

			“Kierza…”

			“No!” Kierza stomped her foot. 

			Saint Ertrael placed a hand on Kierza’s shoulder. “Men fight boldly to see their loved ones safe. Sometimes it is the promise of a safe return that sees a victory through.”

			Kierza was taken off-guard by the Saint’s comment. She looked at him. There was something raw hidden behind the soft smile he showed her; something sad and troubling behind those ruby eyes of his.  

			“At Sanctuary there is one I love.” said Ertrael, his gaze became almost dreamy as his eyes  fixed on Kierza’s hair. “She has eyes like the purest amber, and her hair is like strands of honey.” At that Kierza suddenly felt shy under his stare and she brushed her amber locks back. Ertrael seemed to become aware of his gaze and now more directly spoke to her. “Although I miss her, I am glad she is not with me. It is not because I think she is weak or incapable. It is because I know that to see her die would break me. And I need to know I can see her again. She gives me something to return to; something to win for.”

			Saint Karinael looked at Hadraniel and smiled as she gripped his hand in hers, but Kierza could see that Hadraniel seemed uncomfortable with what Ertrael had spoken and forced only a small smile in return.

			 “The hearts of men and Saints can be frail things,” continued Ertrael, “but the thought that one day I might return to her emboldens my heart. I promised her that I would return to her one day. It is that promise that has seen me through dark times.”

			Callad nodded at Kierza. Kierza sighed. She looked at Rook, peering deep into his eyes, and he into hers. “You better come back.” she said, and she threw her arms around him.

			“I will.” promised Rook as he embraced her. He spoke softly into her ear, his warm breath ruffling her hair. “Ma still needs you. The wounded will need you. And I will need you when I return.” 

			Kierza tightened her arms around him. “I love you,” she whispered into his neck. 

			“I love you too.” he said, kissing her. He released her from his arms and then turned his attention to Karinael and Hadraniel. “Where are the other Saints? Have they returned yet? Any news on Ovid?”

			“We haven’t heard anything.” said Karinael.

			Rook pursed his lips. Kierza knew he was thinking the same thing she was; the same thing everybody was. Asteroth, Raziel and Sodiel had been gone nearly four hours. What was taking them so long? Kierza had already started to fear the worst. And if the worst had happened, that meant Ovid was still out there, perhaps waiting and watching for Rook. “I could use them out there.” said Rook. “Just having them with us could help turn the others to our side.”

			“Can you reach out to them with your Caliber?” asked Hadraniel. “Perhaps we should go find them.”

			Karinael closed her eyes. Her body began to shine with Caliber light. It swirled with golds and whites, but Kierza also saw dark rays within it. Karinael opened her eyes, her face seemed pale.

			“What is it?” asked Hadraniel.

			“I… I’m not sure.” she said. “I… I think they might be in pain.”

			Rook looked to her. “Go to them.” he said. “Go help your friends.” He walked up to her and put his hand on her arm. “I’m sorry. I should never have asked you to stay. I… I don’t know what I was thinking.” He turned to Hadraniel. “I’m sorry.”

			Karinael smiled softly at him. “I understand. But it’s not your fault. They’ll be fine, I’m sure of it.”

			“Will you see Kierza back to the shop with you?” asked Rook.

			“We will,” said Karinael, her amber eyes turned to Kierza. She smiled. “I feel we must pass that way. I feel the others beyond the shop, near the docks.”

			“Thank you,” said Rook. He gave Karinael a hug and then wrapped his arms around Hadraniel. “Thank you both. Go find your friends.” He turned to Ertrael as Karinael took Kierza by the shoulder and escorted her out of the room with Hadraniel. “Ertrael, will you ride with me?”

			“You know, I was only joking about going out there and starting up a friendly conversation with them.” said Ertrael with a smile.

			“I know.” said Rook. “Will you join me?”

			“I will.” said Ertrael. 

			“Diotus,” said Rook. “Man the wall and command the archers. And keep an eye on Grandon Faust for me.”

			“I will.” said Diotus. He patted Rook on the back. “Hic Sollas Lumin.”

			 ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦

			Outside the tower Kierza made her way with Karinael and Hadraniel through crowds of men, knights and soldiers. The people packed the streets and avenues, all of them wondering and waiting on what would happen. Through the barred gates could be seen the King and his army preparing to attack. Fear, excitement and adrenaline filled the hot, summer air. None of the people here had ever seen a war. Nobody here had ever been in a large battle. Kierza knew that some of the knights and city guards had quelled small uprisings or unrest, but none had ever been party to a true war. 

			As they pushed their way further and further into the city the streets began to clear until there was nobody left upon them. All available soldiers were up front, awaiting the battle. Those who couldn’t or wouldn’t fight were hiding in their homes. The docks would have plenty of activity as ships still struggled to flee, but those were upon the opposite side of the city. 

			“Do you think Ovid is still out here somewhere?” asked Kierza as they walked.

			“Yes.” said Hadraniel, without hesitation. Somehow his certainty didn’t sit easily with Kierza. He looked at Karinael. “The others should have been back by now.”

			“We’ll find them.” said Karinael.

			“You said you thought you felt them in pain.” said Hadraniel. “Did you feel Ovid? Did you feel any other Saints?”

			Karinael didn’t say anything, but it was clear to Kierza she was withholding something. 

			“Ovid is dangerous?” asked Kierza.

			“Very.” said Hadraniel.

			“Is he the most dangerous Saint?” she probed.

			“No.” said Hadraniel. “The most dangerous Saint is Nuriel.”

			Kierza saw Karinael squirm even as she walked. She didn’t seem to like Hadraniel’s remark. “No she’s not. She’s just lost her way.” 

			Hadraniel shook his head but didn’t say anything. Kierza got the impression that this was a subject of bitter contention between the two; a subject that neither of them would yield their views on but whose ultimate answer would one day be an inevitability for them. 

			“Who is the one Ertrael spoke of?” Kierza decided to change the subject, and deep inside she knew it was a subject that piqued her curiosity. Piqued it in a way that made her feel somehow  guilty about it, to the point that she started to regret having started this subject. “In a small way, I… I think I might remind him of her.” she said as they made their way to the avenue which led to Diotus’s shop. It was a long, straight stretch of brick-paved avenue lined on either side by houses and shops. It was devoid of any people. Kierza had never seen this part of town so deserted. It was a surreal and eerie sight.

			“I don’t know.” said Karinael. “To be honest, I don’t know Ertrael very well. He helped us back in Jerusa for a short time. That was the first time he ever mentioned somebody back at Sanctuary.”

			“Do Saints often…” Kierza struggled to find the right word. “See each other?”

			Karinael smiled at Hadraniel and he made a little laugh. “Sometimes.” said Hadraniel. “Always secretly.”

			“Why?”

			“It’s frowned upon.” said Hadraniel.

			Kierza’s brow furled, puzzled by that. “Why?”

			Karinael sighed. “It’s complicated.”

			“Can Saints have children?”

			Hadraniel shook his head. “No. We are born as blessings from the Goddess, sent into the arms of her statue back at Sanctuary.”

			Now Kierza was really puzzled. And intrigued. “So, then, how… why…”

			“Sanctuary does not want Saints taking lovers.” explained Karinael, sounding a little uncomfortable with where the conversation had gone. “They’d rather us not be so close.”

			“They’d rather us take people.” said Hadraniel flatly. “They train us to objectify you. That your lives don’t matter. We cannot produce children, so sex is not for love. It’s something simply to be taken for pleasure.”

			Kierza twisted her lips, simultaneously disgusted by what she had just heard but still curious about Saints and their secret relations. However, Hadraniel didn’t sound like he wanted the conversation pressed any further and she could see Karinael growing ever more uncomfortable with it. “Ertrael seems kind.” said Kierza, redirecting the subject back to the one that, she had to admit, made herself slightly uncomfortable. Diotus’s shop came into view, just up the block. “When he healed me his Caliber was very warm. Loving even.” Kierza felt herself blush and shook her head, smiling and feeling like a little girl for some reason. “I don’t know, maybe I’m just being stupid. I was too young to really remember my mother, but when he held me in his Caliber, it was like I was being held by her. I could feel a gentleness about him.”

			Karinael smiled. “He is kind. He’s one of the good ones, I think.”

			“When he came to our house with the King and his daughters,” said Kierza. “He tried to warn us, I think. I remember how he looked at me and smiled softly. He mouthed the words, ‘be brave’ to me. I’ll never forget how his eyes looked so much like sparkling rubies in that moment. Even before all this, I think he…”

			Hadraniel stopped in the middle of the road and grabbed Karinael by the arm. “Listen!”

			Kierza froze behind them. There was silence. Then she thought she heard a scream. It was faint and subdued, but it had to be near, from within a house. Glass broke. Another faint scream. Kierza’s heart leapt. “Ma!” She pushed past Karinael and Hadraniel and took off toward Diotus’s shop. 

			“Wait!” cried Hadraniel.

			Kierza came to the stairs of Diotus’s shop, but before she could make it up the steps, the door opened. Two Saints stepped out. The one in the lead had hair like strands of gold and eyes of the same metal. In her hand she carried a large claymore, its black, star-metal was dark and wet with blood that dripped in a trail behind her. After her came a Saint with white hair and eyes. She wore a black, chainmail veil over her face and carried a star-metal broadsword in her hand. Kierza stopped dead in her tracks. Her blood ran cold. She backed away.

			“Nuriel!” cried Karinael. Kierza’s head snapped in her direction. Hadraniel’s face lost all color. His hand slowly went for his sword. Kierza looked back up at the Saints before her. 

			Nuriel fixed Karinael with molten, golden eyes. Her lips furled into a snarl. She flourished her claymore. 

			 ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦

			“I know slaves ain’t the brightest, but boy, you’ve gone mad.” said Grandon. “To win this we have to face them in the streets. Let the archers on the wall take out what they can. Whittle their numbers until they can get through this wall. Let them come for us in the streets where their numbers mean nothing.”

			Rook’s grip tightened on his reins. 

			Callad leaned into Rook from his horse, placing a large paw on his shoulder and whispering into his ear. “Pay him no mind, son. You’ve gotten us all this far. You know what you’re doing.”

			Rook grumbled something about Grandon wearing on him. Then he shouted, “Open the gate!” Behind him, Blake’s steed clomped nervously. At his other side, Saint Ertrael sat tall and still upon his. 

			The steel portcullis began to squeal as it came to life, rising up before Rook.

			“Don’t be a fool, boy.” growled Grandon. “Those are hardened knights out there. They won’t fall for your cheap speeches.”

			Rook tugged the reins of his horse and wheeled it around to face Grandon. All of the other soldiers had a crudely painted version of Rook’s mark on their armor, but not Grandon. The man stood in the middle of the road wearing the plate armor he had pilfered from a fallen knight and painted black. Over his shoulders protruded the four handles of his swords and all down his legs were daggers. “If I planned to fight them all, you would be right about facing them in the streets.” said Rook. “Let me worry about my job, and you about yours. If the fighting should make its way past these walls, then the streets are yours to command.”

			Grandon scowled. When he spoke, he spoke loudly for all to hear. “The fighting will come past these walls, boy. There’s no sense in you leading three-hundred of my soldiers to their deaths. We need them here. We should pick off all we can with the archers right now.”

			“Do not lead any attacks outside this wall unless I order it.” said Rook. 

			Grandon huffed. “I don’t take orders from a slave.”

			“You’d do well to heed him,” said Ertrael coolly from his horse, not bothering to turn around. “The alternative is to take orders from me.”

			Rook held Grandon with his gaze for a moment and then wheeled his horse back around. He led the way out the gate, Ertrael and Callad just behind him at either side. Blake came behind, followed by the marching of three-hundred staunch soldiers who had not so much as given pause to Grandon’s protests when Blake had asked for volunteers. 

			The warm, fiery light of a summer evening cast the green valley in a golden light as Rook led his men out onto the grassy field. Ahead, the King stood before his legions upon his powerful, white horse, his daughters upon theirs at either side of him. Behind the King sat his two golden-haired Saints upon black chargers, both carrying the banner of Narbereth. Even from this distance Rook could see that their molten eyes were focused on Ertrael. One of them leaned into the King and spoke something, but the King shook his head, then waved his hand. 

			A knight with a long, yellow cape and a helmet crested with gold came forward on a brown horse. The King spoke something to him.

			“The King won’t let Cabiel or Loganiel come forward.” said Ertrael as Rook continued leading the men toward the army. “He must be afraid of what I might tell them. He must know the reason I have not been recalled.”

			The knight took a flag from Saint Cabiel and galloped out to meet Rook, who stopped his men about a hundred yards out from the King and his army. The knight brought his horse to a halt just feet from Rook and planted the flag into the ground beside him. At his waist he carried a long sword in an elaborately decorated scabbard, and around his shoulder was strapped a gold-plated bolt-thrower. His yellow cape flapped lazily with the wind as his dark eyes turned to Rook. “I am Sir Rivenal, a general of this army and authorized to speak on our Exalted King’s behalf. The King orders that you and all the rebels surrender your arms at once.” said the knight. “If you do, you are promised a swift execution and all women and children within the city’s walls shall be spared. Refuse, and we shall reduce this city to burning rubble, sparing no one.”

			Rook reached behind him and grabbed the megaphone from Blake. It was a large, heavy cone made of bronze and he put it to his lips as the knight paced his horse back a few steps. “I am Rook Gatimarian.” Rook’s voice echoed through the valley. “And I speak for all those with me, and all those within this city. We declare ourselves free men! We hold ourselves sovereign from the tyranny that enslaves us all! No longer will our daughters suffer mutilation! No longer will men be branded as slaves! At my side rides Saint Ertrael, and within our walls are even more Saints. They fight for us! They fight for themselves! People of Narbereth, hear my words: Today, men and Saints stand not against you, but in defiance of tyranny! And I urge you to stand with us! Together we are many and they are few. You are held by no more than glass chains! Break them and free yourselves!” 

			Rook drew forth Starbreaker and ignited it. Sir Rivenal eyed him nervously and paced his horse back another step. The blade thrummed through the air as Rook cut down the flag of Narbereth that Rivenal had planted. “Knights of Narbereth! Saints of the King! Stand with us this day, for here there can be a better dawn and not another long night! People of Narbereth, here shines the sun!”

			The three-hundred soldiers behind Rook all raised their swords and roared out, “Here shines the sun! Here shines the sun! Here shines the sun!” Then, from behind the city walls the voices of some two-thousand more men and women joined the chant and it thundered through the valley. 

			Ahead, the King’s face twisted in anger as purple shadows dusted his form. His horse became a large, plain mule beneath him; the field around him all weeds and crabgrass. The armor and swords of the soldiers in his presence dulled into cheap iron.

			Sir Rivenal looked at Rook and swallowed hard. He began to turn his horse around but Rook moved his forward and grabbed the man by the shoulder. “Join us,” urged Rook over the chanting, extending his hand to the knight. “Join us! Join your own people! Live and die of your own, free will, and not because that monster and his daughters tell you to!”

			The knight regarded Rook for a moment. “I am a noble. I serve my King.”

			“Tell me,” said Rook. “Do you serve him because you love him or fear him? Do you not love your own people? Should you not serve them?”

			Rivenal hesitated. “I… I have a wife and children back home. If I join you, my wife, my daughters will be…”

			“Give them a new dawn!” said Rook. “Have your titles saved your wife and daughters from mutilation? Join the King today and it is you who cuts the nose from your own granddaughters!” 

			Sir Rivenal turned and looked behind him. The King and his mule seemed larger and more terrible than they had been. “All who fail me today shall die!” roared the King, his face a cruel mask shadowed in purple light, his voice less regal and more lumbering. “I shall see this city razed and burned! I shall crush women and children between my hands so that not a whisper of defiance shall remain to haunt me!” The King now barked orders to his Saints and they spun their horses around and began shouting their commands to the army. Sir Rivenal looked back at Rook, soldiers behind him all chanting, “Here shines the sun!” as if the King’s presence meant nothing to them. 

			“Death is not the worst fate.” said Rook. “Look at your King and tell me that living in his shadow is better than death. Join us! Join us, Sir Rivenal! Join us for your wife and daughters! Join us for your grandchildren! Join us because you want something better for them!”

			Rivenal licked his lips nervously and swallowed hard. He nodded and brought his horse around beside Rook’s. 

			“Here shines the sun!” roared Rook into the megaphone. He looked at the knight and slapped him on the shoulder. “Here shines the sun!” 

			Sir Rivenal’s voice was uncertain, but he added it to the chanting nonetheless.

			Ertrael grabbed the megaphone from Rook. He raised his star-metal sword above his head and brought his horse a few steps forward, rearing up on it. “Saint Cabiel! Saint Loganiel! Join me, my brothers! Sanctuary holds no sway over us any longer! You have but to strike down your captors and you are free! Look at me and see that I stand against the King and yet cannot be recalled! Free yourselves!”

			Cabiel and Loganiel hesitated. They looked at each other. The King wheeled his horse around and began shouting at them. Even in the King’s angry presence their Star-Armor still shown black and glassy, but their leather bodysuits looked like cheap, white textile. 

			Rook watched in anticipation as the Saints raised their swords, backing their horses slightly from the King. The King seemed confused by the Saints’ hesitation. He spun around to his army and bellowed at them to attack, but the frightened ranks only seemed to shrink away from him as their shining armor faded into brittle iron. The Sisters shrieked in anger. They moved in on the Saints, transforming into the spindly hags they truly were. 

			And then the Saints struck. They pushed their horses into the Sisters. Taloned fingers raised, slashing Cabiel across the cheek. The Saint caught her arm and brought his sword around, cleaving her head from her shoulders. The other Sister climbed like a spider from her horse onto Loganiel. He slashed at her with his sword and it sparked off her long talons. Her hands raised to slice him again, but then Cabiel’s sword whipped around, her body sliding apart at the chest. 

			The King flung his steed around, his face twisted in horror and disbelief. He let loose an abominable roar and he and the mule he was on became monstrous giants, twenty-feet tall. Behind him the army descended into chaos. Men shouted and screamed. Some started to run off. The Saints looked at the King and backed their horses away.

			Rook dug his heels into his horse and charged forward, Starbreaker humming its deadly tune in his hand. “Attack! Attack! People of Narbereth, free yourselves!” screamed Rook, coming up on the King quickly. Behind him, he could hear the beating hooves of Blake, Callad and Ertrael.

			The terrible King fixed Rook with his eyes. The King took his sword from its scabbard, and it was a cruel, cold length of iron. With a shout the King charged forward on his colossal mule, hot breath smoking from its nostrils. Rook heard Callad scream at him from behind—something about how he was going to get himself killed—but Rook already knew he didn’t stand a chance against the King in a head-on charge. He was but a dwarf to that giant. Still, he thought he had one chance, though he wasn’t sure what was going to happen once he was within the King’s aura of influence. He just hoped Starbreaker would hold up. 

			Rook raised his sword as he looked down the tip of the King’s massive blade. The King let loose a monstrous discord that was something of a battle cry, something of a laugh. And then Rook leapt from his horse.

			Rook hit the ground rolling as the King’s blade impaled its way through his galloping stallion, shearing it in half. Rook’s vision was a spinning disarray of grass and sky and blood as he rolled. He felt the King’s aura on him; felt his leather armor turn to threadbare rags and felt the grass beneath him turn to weeds. But Starbreaker still thrummed, the power crystal within it granting it immunity from whatever corrupting influence the King exuded. 

			Rook tumbled up to his feet, whirling the resonating blade around. As the mule’s body passed over him he felt a slight give each time Starbreaker melted through tissue and bone. One of the creature’s hind legs hit him in the side and Rook felt the breath knocked from his lungs as he was cast to the ground. In that same instant the mule toppled, screaming as its body skidded and tumbled across the field, all but its one hind leg severed. The King was thrown and the earth shook as he hit.

			Rook scrambled to his feet. To his horror he saw the gargantuan mule writhing on the field, its one remaining leg scraping up trenches as it pushed its way toward Callad, Blake and Ertrael. Yellow teeth snapped at them from a mouth large enough to consume each of them in turn. Then an eerie shadow fell over Rook. The King towered over him, his face a mask of twisted anger darkened in a terrifying, purple light. His royal robes were but burlap now, tattered and torn as they stretched across his muscular shoulders and arms. His distended belly was bare and as bald as his thick, round head. The sword he once carried was now a club hewn from the very trunk of some ancient tree. He was an ogre; a brutish King whose crown was but tin.

			The ogre snarled, drool pouring out from tusk-like teeth. Round, white eyes stared wildly and then fixed on Rook. With a volcanic cry the ogre whipped his giant, wooden club around and Rook leapt back just as it smashed down into the earth where he had been standing. 

			Dirt and stone were thrown up from the crater but Rook let it wash over him as he danced in, his sword buzzing. The ogre brought his club back around and Rook’s sword met it. Gold sparks flew and he was pelted by sharp splinters that easily cut their way through the cheap rags he wore in the King’s presence. For a brief moment Rook could see that the King’s club had a crude bite taken from it, but was otherwise untouched. The giant brute swept his club again and Rook raised his left forearm. 

			The energy disc burst to life in an explosion of yellow electricity and ozone. The impact was so powerful that it knocked his arm right into his face and he went sailing across the field. He hit the earth hard and rolled onto his back, skidding across the grass. 

			Slightly dazed, Rook shook his head as he got to his feet. Behind him, the King’s army was in shambled ranks, none of them daring to move forward and get caught up with the monstrous ogre. Ahead, Rook’s soldiers, along with Callad, Blake and Ertrael, fought against the giant mule, its head thrashing wildly at them, its hind leg churning up the field as it tried to push itself toward them. Callad came in at it, his sword out as his stallion charged. The creature turned its neck just in time for Callad’s sword to strike its black nose. The mule squealed and a hot puff of breath washed over Callad as he drove his sword at it again.

			Blake came at it from the side but the beast whipped its head and his horse crumpled into pieces, throwing Blake a good ten-feet. The mule’s head rose, black-red eyes staring down in contempt at Callad. And then a barrage of bolt-throwers from Rook’s soldiers opened up on it. Their thunderous roar echoed through the valley as chunks of meat were taken from its neck. Another dozen soldiers scrambled on top of it, plunging their swords into it over and over again. But then the beast kicked its hind leg, tearing up the earth as it shot forward, its entire body rising into the air. The men on its back were all thrown off. Callad wheeled his horse around, urging it away as an enormous shadow came over him and the other soldiers. Bolt-throwers were raised, patches of brown fur on the beast’s belly exploded in bloody chunks. And then the creature crashed down on them all. Armor crunched and men screamed. Blood gushed from both sides of its body, spraying the field. 

			As its neck hit the ground it snapped its long maw and the rear-end of Callad’s horse was caught. The steed squealed in pain as it was lifted up. Callad fell from its side, but his boot got caught up in the stirrup and he was left dangling as he and his horse were hoisted into the air. Callad’s face went pale as he looked down into the black pit of the mule’s throat. He dropped his sword and struggled to free his boot, but the giant beast flicked its head and tossed him into the air. It opened its mouth, awaiting its meal. 

			And then there was a golden streak of light as Saint Ertrael leapt across the field. In a single bound he caught Callad just before blunt, ivory teeth crushed him. Ertrael landed on his feet, rolling to ease the weight of Callad’s bulk. The creature whipped its neck toward them and Ertrael stood up, his body aglow with Caliber energy. He caught the beast by the chin, struggling with all his might as it thrashed, its teeth chattering as it tried to nab him. 

			More bolt-throwers fired. Bloody rain fell as a few dozen holes blew open the flesh on top of its head, exposing a slimy skull beneath. The creature tried to turn away, but Ertrael held it, his face red and twisted in agony against the thing’s strength. Blake was up now and came at the thing with his sword out. He plunged it through the beast’s cheek, making it scream hot breath over Ertrael. 

			In a fit of rage the mule freed itself from the Saint’s clutches and turned to face Blake. It chomped at him and Blake leapt backward, then jabbed forward with his sword, piercing its eye. The thing’s red tongue rolled from its mouth as it shrieked, catching Blake’s legs. Blake fell and the mule lunged. 

			Ertrael shot in and rolled, picking up Blake and tossing him away as he came up on his feet. The creature’s teeth snapped down just inches from Ertrael’s face. Before it could withdraw, Ertrael whipped his sword across the ivory wall in front of him, and the teeth shattered like glass. 

			But now a shadow consumed Rook, shaking him from his daze and the fight he had been watching. He looked up and saw nothing but that giant, wooden club above him. He dove just as it crashed down. Earth and stone flew over him and he rolled onto his back.

			“I thought you a prince, boy!” boomed the Ogre-King, hoisting his foot above Rook. It was a giant thing, clothed in burlap. “I thought you one of us! But you are false!”

			Rook had an idea about what the King meant, though he didn’t have time to contemplate. He rolled as the ogre’s foot smashed down. He got up to his feet just in time to see the club swinging for him. There was no way he could leap from something that large, so with his right hand he raised Starbreaker and with his left he held out his forearm. His sword buzzed briefly and his shield crackled to life. His body exploded in pain as he was tossed off his feet. He landed on his side and tumbled across the ground, how far he had no idea. He rolled onto his back, just in time to see that foot above him again. 

			“Goodbye false prince! I snuff out your promise before it can bear its fruit!”

			The ogre’s foot blocked out the sun, consuming Rook in shadows as it came crashing down on him. Rook closed his eyes and raised his arms, ready to be smashed like an insect. And then the King roared, his foot turning away and smashing down somewhere to the side of Rook. 

			Rook opened his eyes. Saint Cabiel and Saint Loganiel were on the Ogre-King. Cabiel tore his sword across the ogre’s ankle but his blade couldn’t penetrate the leathery skin. Loganiel leapt in the air, his sword slicing across the ogre’s huge belly but leaving nothing more than a thin, white line of scratched skin. The King boomed and stomped, swinging his club wildly, swatting at them like flies.

			Rook charged forward. Cabiel and Loganiel both leapt at the King in opposite directions, their swords cutting across sinewy mountains of muscle on his arms but leaving little more than scratches. As they landed, Rook came upon a towering leg and sliced his sword up. The ogre howled as Starbreaker shaved skin and muscle away, leaving a horrific, bloody flap dangling behind the King’s calf.

			Rook could almost feel the rage pouring off the King as he turned around to face him. Rook backed a few steps away as the ogre spread wide his arms and pounded his chest, his outcry so dreadful that his army all ducked and cowered where they stood. The King stomped forward, shaking the ground, and Rook was forced to dive out of the way.

			Thinking the monster was now occupied with Rook, Cabiel leapt into the air, trying to sink his sword through its soft belly. Before he could land the blow, however, the ogre’s club hit him right across the chest, thunking on his star-metal breastplate. As Cabiel was knocked away, Loganiel’s body exploded with Caliber light as he leapt into the air, whipping his blade around at the beast’s face. The ogre flinched away but Loganiel landed on his cheek and whipped his sword out, opening a small cut in the thick skin beneath the right eye, but not enough to make it bleed. He leapt away but the ogre caught him in mid-air. 

			“Traitor! Fool!” boomed the Ogre-King. Loganiel struggled in the consuming grasp. “I squash you!”

			“Attack! Attack! Knights of Narbereth, attack!” Rook spun to see Sir Rivenal on his horse, waving his sword in the air as if to stir the King’s army. “Attack! Attack now!” Sir Rivenal  threw down his sword and hoisted his bolt-thrower. He looked at Rook as the golden barrel of his gun glistened in the evening sun. Rook was certain the man was going to shoot him, but Rivenal turned on his horse and then fired into the air. JINK-JINK-JINK!

			There were popping sounds as the bolts exploded on the ogre’s knuckles and hand. The ogre howled as he dropped Saint Loganiel, flapping his leathery paw in the air. He turned to Rivenal, his ugly face twisting ever further into anger. Rivenal’s horse became a donkey beneath him, his golden bolt-thrower turning to tin as his armor became dull iron. The Ogre-King boomed an angry sound and raised his club.

			And then the army charged. Knights screamed as swords were raised. They rushed their former King and he was engulfed by a wave of armor whose gleam faded to the pocked patina of iron. Swords hacked. Bolt-throwers fired. But Rook couldn’t see any blood. Their attacks could not penetrate the Ogre-King’s skin. 

			With a roar the ogre threw twenty or more men from him. He swung his club back and forth, his booming laughter echoing throughout the valley as knights by the dozen were cast to the wind. More came at him from the back, but the King turned, stomping four into bloody pulp and then smashing another two beneath his club.

			Rook knew there was but one chance. He looked around for Saint Ertrael and found him near the King’s left leg. “Ertrael! Saint Ertrael!”

			The Saint turned his ruby eyes to him.

			“Throw me!” cried Rook. “Toss me to his head!”

			Rook saw understanding light up Ertrael’s eyes. The Saint crouched, locking his fingers together. Nearby stood Loganiel and Cabiel and Rook could see Ertrael telling them the plan. 

			With a deep breath, Rook ran at them with all the speed he could muster. The King began to turn their direction, his club swinging back and forth, sweeping away the swarming knights. Starbreaker hummed in Rook’s grasp as he jumped into Ertrael’s hands. The Saint tossed him into the air. Rook’s legs kicked as he was hurled up past the monster’s waist. Loganiel leapt onto the ogre’s chest and grabbed Rook’s feet, tossing him higher.

			The Ogre-King turned and Rook found himself looking him in the eyes as his ascent came to a stall. “You are not our King. The people take back your crown!” 

			Rook whirled his sword. Starbreaker thrummed as it melted its way through the Ogre’s neck. Blood sprayed like a geyser as the head slid from the stump. Rook landed on the ground hard, his legs nearly giving out beneath him. Blood rained down as the head came crashing to the earth, just feet from him. 

			Rook looked up. The towering body leaned his direction and then began to topple. He and a handful of knights ran as the body fell toward them, blood still spraying from the neck, wetting the field. One of the knights slipped and fell, and then another. Rook dove to the side. The King’s body trembled the ground, smashing the hapless knights beneath it. It bounced once, and then all was silent.

			Ertrael helped Rook to his feet. Down the field he saw Callad and Blake limping toward him. To his side, the Narberian army stood in disarray, surprised by their own actions. Behind him, Cabiel and Loganiel looked around as if suddenly lost. Rook turned to see Sir Rivenal on his horse, his face pale, confused.

			Rook looked upon the lost masses before him and shouted, “Knights and Saints of Narbereth, you have freed yourselves!”

			All eyes turned to him.

			“On this day, in this valley, you have spoken in one voice!” cried Rook, turning as he addressed as many men as he could. “You have said that your sons and daughters deserve better! You have said that no justice comes from unjust laws! You have said that in Narbereth we shall not suffer another night of darkness! And you have all done this on your own! Look around and see that there are no kings and no gods among you! You’ve done this by your own will! With your own hands, you have set yourselves free! 

			“Now I ask that you all might continue to stand with me here! Bring your wives and your children to this valley! Bring all who would come with you!” Here Rook held high his sword. “Together we are the light of a new dawn! Tell all of Narbereth that here shines the sun!”

			Sir Rivenal turned on his horse. He looked at the army and fired his bolt-thrower into the sky. “Here shines the sun!”

			Cheers erupted through the ranks of knights. Thousands of voices shook the atmosphere. Swords were raised. “Here shines the sun!”

			 ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦

			Nuriel leapt down from the steps of Diotus’s shop, her golden eyes fixed on Hadraniel and Karinael. Kierza backed away as Saint Rael came down the steps toward her. Karinael could see Rael fix Kierza with eyes of milky iridescence as she strode past her. Then Kierza’s gaze fell to the Saint’s bloody sword and she screamed out to her Ma and dashed up the steps into the shop.

			“Karin,” warned Hadraniel, his sword out defensively as Nuriel stormed forward, flourishing her large claymore. He grabbed Karinael’s arm and took a step back. “We have to run.”

			Karinael’s heart thumped in her chest. I can do this, she thought as Nuriel’s hateful eyes burned into hers. We’re friends, and she’ll listen to me. All I have to do is talk to her. Karinael stepped forward, pulling her arm from Hadraniel’s grip. “Nuriel!” she cried. 

			Rael came around Nuriel’s side, pointing her sword at Hadraniel. Karinael could feel the fear building in Hadraniel. Rael and Nuriel were coming in fast.  

			“We have to run!” barked Hadraniel.

			“Let me handle Nuriel.” said Karinael. “I can handle her.” Hadraniel began to protest but she took a step forward. “Nuriel, I need to—” Karinael flinched as Nuriel shot forward, her claymore spinning.

			“I warned you!” growled Nuriel ferociously as her sword knocked Hadraniel’s aside. “I warned you not to betray Holy Father!” Karinael screamed as Nuriel’s boot caught her right in the stomach, kicking her down to the ground. 

			Karinael sat up on the road, clenching her stomach. Dazed, she looked up just in time to see Hadraniel bringing his sword up in a sweeping arc. Without even looking at him Nuriel whirled her sword, casting his aside as she spun and kicked him, landing her boot solidly in the center of his breastplate. Hadraniel flew back, crashing into the side of a building. He peeled himself from the brick wall and shook his head as he got his bearings back. But now Rael was upon him. 

			“Hadi!” cried Karinael as she struggled up to her knees. A shadow fell over her. She looked up.

			“You make me do this! It’s your fault!” growled Nuriel. Karinael screamed as Nuriel grabbed a handful of her hair and dragged her up to her feet. Blood flew from Karinael’s mouth as the back of Nuriel’s hand smacked across her cheek, toppling her back to the ground. 

			Stunned and laying on the brick road, Karinael grabbed her mouth. She could taste blood and there was a ringing in her ears. Everything was happening so quickly. Why wouldn’t Nuriel let her say anything? Why would Nuriel strike her so hard? Was Nuriel really meaning to fight?

			“How could you!?” Nuriel picked Karinael back up by her hair, her voice sounding tinny and distant in Karinael’s buzzing head. Karinael felt unsteady on her feet and her eyes rolled to the side. She saw Hadraniel call out to her, his eyes alternating between his own fight with Rael and her. She heard their swords cracking together. But then Karinael felt Nuriel’s grip wrap around her neck. Nuriel held her by the throat and brought her face to her’s, and all Karinael could see were those fierce, molten, golden eyes. “How could you do this to me!?” Nuriel shook Karinael by the throat. 

			Karinael gasped for breath as she felt herself thrown onto the brick road. She reached for her sword as she rolled, but before she could get back to her feet Nuriel’s boot landed squarely in her chest and she tumbled down the road, her breastplate tearing up the bricks. 

			“Get up!” roared Nuriel. “Get up and face me!” Blackness and stars filled Karinael’s vision as she felt the cold, unforgiving star-metal of Nuriel’s boot catch her under the chin.

			“Karin!” Karinael heard Hadraniel’s voice somewhere down the road as she struggled up to her knees, holding her sword out. She shook her dazed head, then noticed droplets of blood on the bricks beneath her. Her mouth was bleeding. She looked up just as Nuriel’s claymore came at her, knocking the blade from her hand. It flew across the road and broke through the wall of a house. Then Nuriel’s fist impacted her left eye. 

			White sparks fired in Karinael’s vision. She didn’t even register the pain before she felt Nuriel’s grip tangle in her hair and drag her up to her feet. Something in her mind urged her to say something to Nuriel—to say anything—but all she could muster was a weak yelp.

			Another backhand across her cheek. Karinael stumbled backward, clutching her face. Something rattled around in her mouth. She opened her jaw and blood and teeth poured out. She coughed, nearly choking on all the blood. She looked up and her eyes loosely focused on Hadraniel. His face seemed paler than usual, his eyes wide and frantic as he desperately pressed his attacks on Rael.

			“You betrayed me!” roared Nuriel. 

			Karinael turned her head, holding her mouth with one hand. Nuriel stormed forward. Karinael raised her other hand to her. “Nuriel, stop!”

			“I apprenticed you!” Nuriel’s sword flicked outward and Karinael’s wrist erupted with searing pain as her hand flew across the road. She screamed and recoiled her arm, blood spilling from the stump. 

			Karinael looked at Nuriel as she held her bleeding wrist against her chest. She couldn’t speak. She couldn’t react. Her mind raced but all she could focus on were the thoughts of, this can’t be really happening.

			“You embarrass me!” Nuriel swept her sword up, lopping Karinael’s right leg off at the knee. She screamed out as she toppled hard upon the road.

			Karinael clutched her bleeding arm to her chest as she rolled onto her belly. She turned her head to find Hadraniel. She watched as he spun in quickly at Rael. She moved her sword up, knocking Hadraniel’s aside. Then she spun in at him with a sweeping kick, knocking Hadraniel’s feet out from under him. He fell and for a moment Karinael’s eyes met his. “H-Hadi…” she managed.

			Hadraniel rolled just as Rael’s sword plunged into the road. He kicked himself up to his feet. “Karin!” he cried as Rael tore her sword free. Hadraniel’s face twisted in anger and hatred. His sword flashed as he met Rael’s. She spun, whipping her sword around at him but he rolled beneath it, coming up behind her as he brought his sword up, over and spun it around, taking off her head. As Rael’s body fell, Hadraniel’s head snapped in Karinael’s direction. His eyes went wide. “No!” he screamed.

			Karinael looked up. Nuriel turned her over onto her back and got on top of her. “You betrayed Holy Father!” she screamed, her eyes wild, disconnected. She was high on Ev. Karinael knew it. “You made me do this! You made me do this! I hate you!”

			Karinael felt a sting in her armpit so powerful that it completely sucked all breath from her. Coldness penetrated her body, filling her lungs. She choked and gasped as Nuriel slowly pressed her sword deeper until Karinael felt its icy touch pierce her heart.

			Nuriel stood up and Karinael felt the blade slip from her body. Breath tore its way back into her, but it was painful, like she was trying to breathe underwater, and it was full of the metallic essence of blood. Karinael glanced down at her left shoulder. Blood was pouring out from between her arm and breastplate. She tried to call out for Hadraniel but only a fountain of crimson escaped her lips. She looked up at the sky. It was so blue. Such a bright day. She knew it was warm out, but she felt so cold. She could hear Hadraniel’s boots clanging on the brick road as he raced toward her. A moment later he came skidding upon his knees, scooping her into his arms.

			“Karin! Karin!”

			She looked to him. Blood sprayed from her mouth as she coughed. She reached up to his face. Her wrist stung as the severed stump stroked down his cheek. “H-Hadi…”

			“I’m here. I’m here.” Hadraniel hugged her to his breast and shined his Caliber as brightly as he could. She could feel its warmth embrace her, but it was like it was moving away from her, or maybe she from it. “Stay with me! Karin, stay with me!”

			She smiled softly at him, then her eyes turned toward Nuriel. Hadraniel looked up. Nuriel stood before them, her chest heaving, white spit at the edges of her mouth like a rabid dog. She stared down at them. She gripped her sword. She looked like she might strike at Hadraniel.

			“Nuriel…” Karinael’s voice was hardly a whisper.

			 Nuriel hesitated.

			“What have you done!” cried Hadraniel, tears streaming from his eyes as he looked up at her. “What have you done!”

			“N-Nuriel,” croaked Karinael from Hadraniel’s arms. She coughed, spraying more blood. “I loved you, Nuriel. You were my friend, and that was more real than anything else in my childhood. I don’t know what happened to you. You shut me out. But I will always remember who you were, and that’s more important than who you are now. If you ever loved me, I-I-”

			“Stay with me,” said Hadraniel frantically. He cradled her head to his. “Stay with me. Be quiet. Focus on my Caliber. Let me heal you.”

			“Hadi,” whispered Karinael. She couldn’t feel his Caliber anymore. She couldn’t feel her own either. It was as if her Caliber was above her; as if it had become a part of something vast and beyond the reach of this world. She felt drawn to it, but she urged herself to stay a moment longer. “Hadi, I love you.” She coughed, spattering Hadraniel’s cheek with blood. “Please go to Duroton. You have to. Promise me—” She gasped a painful, wheezing gasp.

			“Don’t you die, Karin!” cried Hadraniel. “Don’t you die! Karin!” 

			Karinael felt the fingers of her good hand brush through his silver hair and stroke his cheek. It was warm and wet. Soft. She closed her eyes and smiled. He was kind and gentle and good. she thought. A good Saint. A Saint of Aeoria. And I got to know him. She felt herself pulled toward that great vastness where her Caliber lay. And then her hand fell hard upon the ground. 

			“No! Karin, no!” Hadraniel clutched her body close and tight. He shined his Caliber as brightly as he could, a globe of intense white surrounding him. “Karin, you can’t die! Karinael!”

			Bones popped and cracked in a sickening way. Her body spasmed in his arms. 

			“Karin no!” Hadraniel looked to the heavens, tears falling from his cheeks as her empty armor fell into pieces in his arms.

			Kierza came out of Diotus’s shop, her mother at her side. She turned to see Hadraniel kneeling in the road, crying out to the heavens as Nuriel stood beside him. Hadraniel’s red, wet eyes turned to Nuriel. “How could you! How could you! You killed her! This world needed her, and you took her away! You killed your own friend! All she ever wanted was to be with you again! How could you! How could you!”

			Nuriel looked around at all the blood, as if suddenly confused. She grabbed her hair up in her hands. “Holy Father, what have I done.” she panted.

			“Kill me! Just kill me!” roared Hadraniel as he grabbed up Karinael’s empty bodysuit, shaking it at Nuriel. 

			Kierza and Sierla ran up to Hadraniel as he collapsed upon Karinael’s armor, weeping.

			“Oh Karinael, my sweet Karinael.” cried Hadraniel, clutching her bodysuit to his chest. Sierla and Kierza wrapped their arms around him as he wept into her armor. 

			A sudden fierceness entered Kierza as she hugged Hadraniel in her arms, his body wracked by sobs. She looked up at Nuriel with venomous eyes. “Is this what you do? Is this what you enjoy? You’re no Saint, you’re a monster!”

			Nuriel looked down at the spot Karinael once lay. Just blood and armor there now. “What have I done? What did I do? Oh, Holy Father, what have I done?” She snatched one of Karinael’s pauldrons and then bounded up onto a roof and leapt down, disappearing into the streets.
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			Retribution 

			[image: ] 

			“Ursula.” whispered the strong man with brown eyes and beard as he trained his bolt-thrower on Agana. “I… I’m sorry. You… you’re all my fault.”

			Tears rained from Agana’s eyes as she ran and fell beside Ophelia on the floor, hugging her. “Don’t hurt Saint Ophelia! Please don’t hurt her!”

			The man pointed his barrel down at them. It trembled in his hands.

			Ophelia held her sword in one hand and put her other around Agana, tucking the girl’s face into the crook of her neck. She turned her obsidian eyes up to the man as her mangled leg bled out onto the floor. Outside the cottage there was shouting. Ophelia could hear the neighboring building’s having their doors kicked in as knights and townspeople searched for her and Agana. 

			“Shoot them!” urged the man standing in the living room as he hugged his wife tight. He looked at the man with the bolt-thrower. “This day has been too long in the making! Shoot them already! Shoot them while you have the chance!”

			The man licked his lips. His finger quivered on the trigger. “Ursula, I’m so sorry. Aeoria forgive—”

			Ophelia dropped her sword and grabbed the man up in her Caliber. She waved her arm and tossed him across the room where he crashed into the wall, smashing a small table and lantern as he fell.

			“Help! Help! They’re in here!” cried the man by the door. He ran to it and was about to open it when Ophelia pushed Agana aside and pounced at him, tackling him to the floor. He screamed but Ophelia brought her fist down hard and his skull crunched and flattened. His wife screamed and Ophelia dove at her and wrapped her arm around her neck as she tackled her. With a twist, Ophelia broke her neck. 

			Ophelia struggled to her feet, balancing on her left leg as she held onto the wall near a curtained window. Agana ran to her and threw her arms around her, nearly knocking her over. “I’m scared, Ophelia.” she sobbed. “Why are they attacking us?”

			“I don’t know.” Ophelia stroked her hand through Agana’s hair as she opened the curtain a crack. She heard bolt-thrower fire echoing through the streets, and off in the distance saw the gothic spires of the church in flames, black smoke billowing up into the stormy heavens. More immediately, however, she saw knights and townspeople surrounding the cottage. Some were coming up toward the front door, bolt-throwers at the ready. 

			She looked down at her ruined right leg and hissed from the pain. She was starting to feel dizzy and light-headed, but she had no time to try to heal herself. She looked around the cottage. There was nowhere to run, even if she could; nowhere to hide, not that it would do any good. She looked up to the thick rafters on the ceiling and the golden thatch of the roof that was woven between wooden slats. She picked Agana up and the little girl threw her arms around her neck. 

			“Hold on tight.” Ophelia took a few quick, deep breaths and encompassed herself in golden, Caliber energy. As men broke through the front and back doors Ophelia leapt up, crashing through the roof just as bolt-thrower fire riddled the house. Wood and thatch broke over Ophelia’s fist as she sailed into the air above the cottage, clutching the screaming Agana to her bosom. Thunder rumbled the dark skies above as men in the streets raised their bolt-throwers and fired into the air at them. 

			Lightheaded from the loss of blood, Ophelia felt as if she hung in the air for longer than was possible. She looked to the east where the castle sat atop the high hill. There were fires in some of the windows, red flames curling up and lapping at the dark stones, scorching them black. The eldritch forest that surrounded it and the hill was in a frenzy. Gnarly branches writhed and waved in desperate agitation, seeking any way they could to protect the castle. Lightning flashed in the black clouds above the hill, and in its brief light Ophelia caught sight of Exalted Lord Kalarus bounding through the forest. His great, wolfen form leapt across the castle’s moat and latched onto a tower. He crawled his way up to a window as easily as a spider. He tore out a barred window, ripping away the stone encasement, and slipped inside. The last thing Ophelia saw before she began to fall was a gusher of blood pour from the broken window and a dozen mangled knights tossed from it.

			Ophelia came down onto the adjacent cottage, her feet crashing through the weak roof and landing hard inside the home, tumbling across the floor with Agana as broken slats and thatch rained down on them. Ophelia rolled onto her back, panting. She was so dizzy now. She looked at her mangled leg and noticed very little blood was coming from it. She felt cold. Her Caliber energy was fading.

			“Ophelia!” Agana knelt beside her, holding her head in her lap. “Ophelia!”

			Ophelia struggled onto her side and placed her hand on Agana’s cheek. “Agana, go hide up the chimney. Hurry. I… I can’t go any further.”

			“No! I can’t leave you! I won’t!”

			“You have to, honey.” said Ophelia. “The bad men are coming for me. Hide in the chimney, and when you’re certain they’ve all left, sneak back to the hill. The forest will protect you and Lord Kalarus is at the castle now. He’ll smell you and come for you. You’ll be safe there.”

			“Why are they attacking us! Ophelia! Ophelia!” Agana tugged at her arm, But Ophelia lacked the strength to stand back up. “Come on, let’s go!”

			“I love you, Agana. I love you so much. Hurry. Hurry. Hide up the chim—”

			Crack! The door was kicked in. A dozen men and knights of Valdasia stormed in. Bolt-throwers were trained on Agana and Ophelia as the soldiers surrounded them. Then Sir Erich Spengle stepped into the room. “Don’t shoot them yet.” he ordered, slinging his bolt-thrower over his shoulder. 

			Ophelia grabbed Agana to her breast and whispered into her ear, “Don’t look.” Agana nodded as she sobbed and buried her face into Ophelia’s neck. Ophelia fixed Spengle with her eyes. “You are sworn to protect her! You are a knight of Valdasia!”

			“Not anymore.” said Sir Spengle. He motioned to one of the men and the man came up, placing the barrel of his bolt-thrower to Ophelia’s head. “We are through sacrificing our sons and daughters to the Dire Mother! We are through having friends and family vanish in the night to become spare parts for the Withered King!”

			The other men all cheered.

			“King Verami will sweep plague across this city if you kill her.” growled Ophelia.

			Spengle chuckled. “Tiffany of the Graves shall see to it that he rests peacefully in his own.” Here his voice took on a more venomous tone, “As for you, it’s time to put you in yours, Ophelia of the Many Tears.” He practically spat her name. “How many families have you torn apart? How many babes have you taken to die at the breast of the Dire Mother? You took my son fifteen years ago. His name was Marlon. Marlon Spengle!” he roared. “I found him in a jar in Queen Loretta’s chamber! You call yourself a Saint, but I swear upon my son’s soul you shall burn in Hell for your sins!”

			Sir Spengle stepped forward and grabbed Agana by the hair, ripping her from Ophelia’s grasp. She yelped as Spengle held her firmly, twisting her black hair around his fist. Tears rained off her cheeks and diffused into the blood stains on her white dress. “Don’t hurt Ophelia! Don’t hurt her!” 

			Spengle’s lips furled in disgust at her. “And you, you monstrous little bitch, you’re going to burn upon a stake for all to see.” Agana screamed as Spengle tossed her across the room by her hair.

			“You bastard!” growled Ophelia. She pushed herself up. 

			Startled, Sir Spengle jumped back. “Shoot her!”

			JINK!

			“Ophelia!” cried Agana as she watched the back of the Saint’s head explode. JINK-JINK-JINK-JINK-JINK-JINK! Bolt-throwers from every direction riddled Ophelia’s body, blowing chunks of meat from her unarmored belly or exploding off her Star-Armor. “Ophelia!” wailed Agana, running toward her with arms outstretched. A man grabbed her from behind, forcing her arms backward. She was lifted off her feet as she struggled in his arms. “No! No! Saint Ophelia!”

			Spengle pointed to the man holding Agana. “Take her to the town square. Let all the people witness the death of the Vampire of Valdasia!”

			Agana wailed in the man’s clutches as tears rolled from her red eyes. Her sobs weakened her voice as she cried, “Why, Ophelia! Why did you have to die! No! No! Ophelia!”  

			There were some sickening pops and cracks of bone and Ophelia’s mangled body began to quiver. All heads turned down and watched as her body was consumed into her armor, arms bending and breaking gruesomely as they were sucked into the breastplate; legs twisting and cracking as they were engulfed by her star-metal skirt or her grieves.

			Agana went limp in the man’s arms, her head turned down in broken defeat as horrified silence filled the room. Then Agana looked up. 

			“You killed her.” Agana’s voice was as cold as castle Valdaria and as deep and haunting as its shadows. Her eyes turned the color of blood as she stared down at the Saint’s empty armor. “You killed her.” She looked at Spengle. Blood began to flow over her bottom lip like water from a pitcher. It came down over her dress and spread out upon the floor. The man holding her dropped her, and her polished, black shoes splashed in the blood. 

			Spengle backed away, fumbling for his bolt-thrower. 

			“You killed her!” Agana stepped toward Sir Spengle. Fangs revealed themselves at the sides of her mouth. Black nails, like the talons of a raven, grew from her fingers. “You make me hungry!”

			JINK! Fire flashed from the muzzle of Spengle’s bolt-thrower. Agana staggered back, her black shoe slipping in the trail of blood she was leaving. The man behind her screamed as a hole was blown open in his belly. He collapsed, convulsing, as his intestines spilled and slid out over the floor. 

			Agana faced Spengle, crimson-filled eyes focused on him. Her lips furled, making her sharp fangs seem all the longer. There was a hole in her white dress at the center of her chest, and one out the back of it, but no wound could be seen on her flesh.

			“I’m hungry! I’m so hungry!” She moved in on Spengle.

			JINK-JINK-JINK! Spengle fired his bolt-thrower again. Agana’s body twisted and jolted as holes opened up in her dress, but she kept coming, the shots having no effect on her. “Help! Help me!” he squealed.

			“Silver!” cried one of the other men. “We need silver!”

			“Give me your blood!”

			Spengle screamed and fell backward onto the floor as Agana came at him.

			From behind a man ran up, the butt of his bolt-thrower raised. Agana lunged for Spengle, but the man brought the heavy, iron gun down hard on her head and she collapsed. As she lay limp upon the floor in a puddle of blood, her fangs retracted into her mouth, and her black talons receded into her fingers.

			“Bind her! Quickly!” ordered Spengle. “You must burn her!”
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			A Land of Gods and Monsters 
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			The narrow hall of the Holy Palace was dimly lit by gaslamps set upon the stone walls and it felt eerily cold to Eulalee as she was escorted by Saint Gabriel of the Watchtower. Her steel boots seemed to clomp more loudly than was comfortable to her and she walked with her hands balled together at her waist. It was supposed to be a great privilege to be invited to the Holy Palace, but Eulalee knew it wasn’t exactly privilege that had called her here. She took a deep breath and wanted to look around and admire the ornate tapestries that hung on the walls, but she was too nervous to take her eyes from the floor.

			She felt Saint Gabriel’s armored hand rest upon her steel pauldron. It felt heavy and burdensome within the Star-Armor. “Relax.” he said. “They just want to know what happened.”

			Eulalee swallowed hard. “Is… is Maximiel going to… Are they going to…” She couldn’t figure out how to word her question without terrifying herself even more.

			“I doubt it.” said Gabriel as he strode beside her. “This is not the first time a Saint has killed another in Sanctuary. Aeoria forgives. Remember that.”

			Eulalee nodded. Ahead, there was a plain, wooden door and she felt herself tremble as Gabriel came up to it. For some reason she had expected something more ornate, more fanciful—a door with a golden plaque bearing some sort of stellaglyph or strange writing she couldn’t read—but the simplicity of that door somehow made it more imposing. 

			“Just relax and be honest.” he said. He opened the door for her. Beyond was a windowless, circular chamber lit by gaslamps glowing with their yellow-green light. At the center of the room was a large, round table with decorative, high-backed chairs around it. Sitting upon the far end was the Oracle of the Holy Few. It wore its red, hooded robe and Eulalee found her crimson eyes staring back at herself through its mirror mask. Behind the Oracle stood its flock of Sin Eaters in their red robes and black, beaked masks. They hunched around the Oracle like ravens, their green goggles all appraising her. Eulalee swallowed hard.

			“Ah, little Eulalee. It is a pleasure.” said the Oracle, standing up. He beckoned her to take a seat with a black, gloved hand.

			Eulalee found it hard to make her legs work but she forced herself forward nonetheless. Her hands trembled as she pulled out a chair and sat down. She played with her fingers as she stared  at her lap. The door clicked shut behind her and she flinched. 

			“Do not be frightened,” said the Oracle as it sat back down. “We just have a few questions for you.”

			Eulalee nodded, still looking at her lap and playing with her fingers.

			“I understand there was a scuffle in your dorm room.” it said. “Please, tell us about it. How did it all start?”

			Eulalee swallowed and looked up. All she could see was her own reflection in the Oracle’s mirror mask and all the green eyes of the Sin Eaters staring at her. She licked her lips. “M-Maximiel stopped by and wanted to talk. I… I was working on some drawings and didn’t really want him to come in, but… But I told him it would be okay, for just a moment.”

			“Go on.”

			Eulalee played with her fingers, trying to steel herself as she stared at the edge of the table. She noticed it was carved with strange, serpentine figures. Dragons? She breathed deep and then looked back up at the Oracle. “And that’s when Preil, Theliel and Dumariel came in.”

			“I see.” said the Oracle. “What were you and Maximiel talking about?”

			Eulalee felt her mouth dry up. “We… He just wanted to see my drawings.” At that the Sin Eaters became more animated and she heard them hissing the word, “Sinner! Sinner!” She swallowed hard even though her mouth had no saliva at the moment. 

			“Yes.” said the Oracle. “I understand you are quite the artist. You know, Saint Karinael is also an artist. She used to paint pictures of landscapes when she was here at Sanctuary. What do you draw?”

			“I… well, mostly dragons.”

			“Dragons?”

			Eulalee bit her upper lip and fidgeted in her seat. “Well, just one, really.”

			“And which one is that?”

			“A black dragon.” she said, playing with her fingers as she stared down at them. “A giant, black dragon.”

			“Interesting.” said the Oracle. “And why a black dragon?”

			Eulalee hiked her shoulders. The Sin Eaters began hissing their accusations of “Sinner!” again. She swallowed hard. “I… I see him in my dreams.”

			“Interesting.” said the Oracle. “You know dragons are only myth, correct?”

			Eulalee nodded but the Sin Eaters began bobbing and swaying. “Sinner! Sinner! Sinner!” She fidgeted in her seat again and brushed the crimson hair from her face, unable to look the Oracle in that silver mirror mask.

			“Let’s go back to what you and Maximiel were talking about.” said the Oracle. “It was more than just about your drawings, I gather?”

			Eulalee sniffled and nodded. She felt warm tears welling in her eyes. 

			“What were you talking about? Be honest. There is nothing to fear.”

			“I… I had a bird.” she said. She felt tears falling from her cheeks. She sniffled and wiped at her nose. “I found it out in the yard and I healed it but it still couldn’t fly. So I kept him.”

			“I see.” said the Oracle. “Although it is against the rules to keep pets, it sounds as though your intentions were good.”

			Eulalee wiped at her eyes and nodded.

			“What happened next?”

			Eulalee sniffed. “That’s when the others showed up. P-Preil took the bird, and…”

			“Go on.”

			Eulalee wiped at her eyes and nose again. “He threw it out the window.”

			“I see.” said the Oracle. “Sin begets sin. Helping the bird was a sin against our rules of Sanctuary, and sin is always repaid in kind. You must always obey the rules, Eulalee. You must always do as you’re told by those in charge.”

			Eulalee nodded and buried her head in her hands. “I’m sorry,” she sobbed.

			“You are forgiven.” said the Oracle. “Let us continue. Tell me what happened next.”

			Eulalee sniffed and wiped her eyes. “That’s when the others left. I didn’t see them go, but Maximiel closed the door before Preil left. The next thing I knew he was choking Preil.” Eulalee wiped at her eyes some more.

			“Take your time.” said the Oracle.

			She breathed deep and sniffled. “He… he cut Preil’s arm off and then… And then he threw him out the window.”

			“Why did Maximiel throw him from the window?” asked the Oracle.

			Eulalee couldn’t stop the flow of tears. Her voice cracked as she spoke. “I… I don’t really know. He told Preil never to touch his stuff. And I think he meant me.” Eulalee was broken by her sobs. She buried her head in her hands and struggled to get her crying under control. She looked up at the Oracle, her face was red and streaming with tears. “He told me that since I wished I could fly, he was going to show me what it was like for a Saint to fly. I-I’m sorry! It’s all my fault! I should never have let him come in my room!”

			“It’s not your fault.” said the Oracle. “Try to remember your Templar training, and remove all blame from yourself. As a Saints Templar, you must have faith that your actions are guided by the Goddess.”

			“I know.” cried Eulalee. “It’s just hard, sometimes.”

			“I understand.” said the Oracle. “Tell me, Eulalee, how did that make you feel, to see Preil thrown from the window after he had just killed your bird? Were you glad? Were you happy to see him suffer for having caused you pain?”

			Eulalee felt slightly revolted by the question. She wiped her eyes with her hand and shook her head. 

			“Sinner! Sinner! Sinner!” hissed the Sin Eaters. 

			Past the tears Eulalee could see the Sin Eaters bobbing and staring at her. She looked at the Oracle. “M-Maybe just a little. But… but I didn’t want him to die!”

			“Of course,” said the Oracle. “But if a person has caused you pain, it is perfectly normal to want them to suffer for it. Would you say that you would have liked to see him suffer just a little?”

			“I… I don’t know,” cried Eulalee. “It… that doesn’t sound right.” She shook her head. “I… I don’t want anybody to have to suffer.”

			“Interesting.” said the Oracle. “You do not feel that Preil deserved punishment?”

			Eulalee sniffled and shook her head. “Maybe something, but not death.” 

			“I understand.” said the Oracle. “And what of Maximiel? Do you feel he should be punished?”

			Eulalee nodded as she wiped at her eyes.

			“Very interesting.” said the Oracle. “So, you wish punishment against the one who did you no wrong, but not against the one who caused you pain? Was Maximiel not trying to serve justice for you?”

			Eulalee dug her face into her hands. “I don’t know!” she cried. “I… I don’t know!”

			“Do you feel Maximiel should die?”

			Eulalee choked on her tears and looked at the Oracle with wide eyes. “No!”

			“You don’t feel the death of Preil should be repaid in kind?” persisted the Oracle.

			“I… but, well… I don’t know! Why are you asking me these things?”

			“We’re just trying to gauge your emotions.” said the Oracle. “I don’t think we have to go any further on the subject.”

			Eulalee sniffled and wiped at her eyes, feeling somewhat relieved. She looked at the Oracle. “You’re not going to hurt him, are you?”

			“Maximiel?” said the Oracle. “No. We have great plans for him. We just need to understand his motives. Do you like Maximiel?”

			Eulalee sniffled. “I don’t know. I… I just wouldn’t want anything bad to happen to him is all. I don’t want bad things to happen to anybody.”

			“I understand.” said the Oracle. “So, tell me, Eulalee, how is your training as a Saints Templar coming along?”

			Eulalee hiked her shoulders and wiped the last of the tears from her eyes. “Okay, I guess.”

			“Saint Galizur tells me you’re quite good at healing and that your Caliber is second to none. He tells me your Caliber outshines all others.”

			Eulalee smiled faintly at that.

			“You will make quite the Saints Caliber, I think.”

			Eulalee felt her heart skip a beat. She looked at the Oracle. “Really?” she asked as she wiped her nose.

			The Oracle nodded slightly. “Indeed.” it said. “As I understand it, there have been some complications in the field and some Star-Armor shall be returning home shortly. You’ll be receiving one of them.”

			Eulalee started. “I… I will? But… did… did a Saint die…”

			“Unfortunately, the Call to Guard for all Saints must come to an end one day.” said the Oracle. “You will carry on the honor and legacy of the Star-Armor given to you.”

			“I… I don’t know what to say…”

			The Oracle nodded slightly. “Tell me, Eulalee. Do you look forward to receiving your Call to Guard?”

			“More than anything,” said Eulalee with some excitement. “I… but… I never want it to be because another Saint has fallen.”

			“I understand.” said the Oracle. “Unfortunately, Star-Armor must cycle from Saint to Saint. That is why only the best Templars are chosen to receive their Call to Guard. Tell me, Eulalee, who is your favorite of the Saints Caliber?”

			“That’s easy.” said Eulalee. “Saint Nuriel.”

			“Nuriel?” asked the Oracle.

			“Oh yes,” said Eulalee, sitting upright in her chair. “She killed two Infernals on her own and she’s gone up against countless Unbound. She was the youngest to ever make Saints Caliber and they say her Caliber is stronger than even those of Aeoria’s Guard.”

			The Sin Eaters closed in about the Oracle and one of them seemed to whisper something into its ear. Eulalee suddenly felt nervous again.

			“Do not worry.” said the Oracle. “They tell me they feel there is another reason you admire Saint Nuriel. What is it?”

			Eulalee licked her lips. “Well, she’s also Holy Father’s personal Saint. And, well…” She felt herself blush.

			“Go on. Don’t be shy.”

			“Well, I really want to meet him.” she said. “I remember him holding me as a baby. I remember his warm hands and his smile. And well… I guess I… I’m a little jealous of Nuriel.” Eulalee chirped a little laugh and hid her face behind her hands for a moment. “I-I’m sorry.”

			“Interesting.” said the Oracle. “You draw dragons from your dreams and remember Holy Father holding you as a baby?”

			Eulalee felt her cheeks flush. She smiled as she looked away from the Oracle. “I… well, yes, I suppose.”

			“Very interesting.” said the Oracle, as if to itself. It sat in silent contemplation for a moment. Then it said to her, “You know, Saint Nuriel was much like you at your age. She was very kind and caring and the other Saints often picked on her.”

			Eulalee nodded. “I know.”

			“Does that also have something to do with your admiration of her?”

			Eulalee nodded. “Yes. I mean, they said she could never make Saints Caliber because she wasn’t tough enough, but now she is Holy Father’s personal Saint. So, I guess, I also want to show others that you don’t have to be so mean just to make Saints Caliber.”

			“Nuriel also had a fondness for Holy Father.” said the Oracle. “Even from a young age she was always seen staring at pictures of him.”

			Eulalee smiled. “Really?”

			The Oracle nodded. “Did you know that we did not want to give Nuriel her Call to Guard?” said the Oracle. “We actually advised Holy Father against it.”

			“Really?”

			The Oracle nodded. “But we were wrong about her. As you know, she has turned out to be quite the exemplary Saint. Truth be told, neither us nor the Bishops thought she would have turned out so well. Perhaps…” began the Oracle. “Perhaps she should be the one to apprentice you?”

			Eulalee felt her heart practically explode from her breastplate. Her mouth hung agape and her crimson eyes went wide. “R-Really…”

			“You both share a very powerful Caliber.” said the Oracle. “And you both share certain personality traits. With any luck Nuriel’s… aptitude as a Saints Caliber will rub off on you. Perhaps she can see to it that the same things that molded her will also shape you.”

			“I, I don’t know what to say!”

			“Don’t say anything yet.” said the Oracle. “We do not typically share such information. Keep this to yourself.” It regarded her for a moment. “Like Nuriel, you too will be the youngest to ever make Saints Caliber. Maybe that will give her a little something to be jealous about you?”

			Eulalee blushed. “I… I… Thank you!”

			“We shall be in touch.” said the Oracle. “It was a pleasure to speak with you, Eulalee. Just remember to keep our conversation to yourself.”

			Eulalee placed her hands on her breast as she stood. “Thank you! Thank you so much! I will, I promise!”

			“Have a good evening.” said the Oracle.

			Eulalee turned, and she felt the entire universe revolving around her. She smiled brightly and strode for the door. She looked back and thanked the Oracle and Sin Eaters one more time, and then walked out. Standing in the hall was Saint Gabriel with Maximiel at his side.

			“Hey Eulalee.” said Maximiel, his golden eyes fixing on her. 

			Eulalee looked up at him. “Oh, hey Max.”

			“Max?” he said. “You know, you never called me that before.”

			“Oh, um, I, I’m sorry.”

			“It’s okay.” said Maximiel. “I like it when you call me that.”

			Eulalee cringed. “Oh, well…”

			“I’ll come by later, okay?”

			“Um, well, I don’t—”

			Maximiel brushed past her into the chamber. 

			 ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦

			“Ah, Maximiel,” said the Oracle as he strode in and took a seat at the table where Eulalee had been previously. The door clicked shut behind him. The Oracle waited for Maximiel to settle in comfortably before saying, “I understand there was a little mishap?”

			“What do you mean?”

			“Saint Preil.” said the Oracle. “You cut his arm off and threw him out a window to his death.”

			“Yeah.” said Maximiel. “I did that.”

			“Is there a reason?”

			“He had it coming.” said Maximiel. “He pissed me off.”

			“I see.” said the Oracle. “Did you enjoy killing him?”

			Maximiel shrugged. “I won’t say it didn’t feel good. Like I said, he had it coming.”

			“You remind me of a young Saint Umbrial.” said the Oracle. “But with a little something more.”

			“I heard of him.” said Maximiel. “Out in Jerusa he got killed by an Unbound or something like that.”

			“Yes,” said the Oracle. “Or something like that.”

			“So what’s this all about?” asked Maximiel. “What am I here for?”

			The Oracle turned his head and looked at the Sin Eaters for a moment. Then his mirror mask turned to face Maximiel again. “I think we have even greater plans for you than we first thought.”

			“You mean the Saints Caliber?” asked Maximiel. “I already know I’m getting in. I deserve it.”

			“What if we told you that you could be something even greater?” said the Oracle. “What if we told you that you could be one of the Chosen Ones?”

			“What’s a Chosen One?”

			“It’s something great. Something beyond your wildest imagination. Tell me, Maximiel,” said the Oracle. “What is the world out there to you?”

			“It’s a land of gods and monsters.” said Maximiel. 

			“Interesting.” said the Oracle. “And who are the gods?”

			“The Kings.” said Maximiel.

			“And what are the Saints?” asked the Oracle. “The monsters?”

			“No.” said Maximiel. “We’re the angels. The angels sent by the gods to do their work.”

			“I see.” said the Oracle. “Then who are the monsters?”

			“Everyone else.” said Maximiel. 

			“Yes.” said the Oracle. “You are definitely a Chosen One.”
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			Apollyon’s Child 
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			It was cold, Rook thought, for a summer morning. Though the sun rose above the hills casting its drowsy, golden light upon the dewy fields, a layer of dark clouds drifted in the west, adding a damp briskness to the breeze. Within the confines of Sierla’s wildflower garden, just beyond Rook’s smithy, the Saints were all gathered near a small, Narberethan magnolia tree that was in a spectacular bloom of pink flowers. Beneath it, a four-pointed star of Aeoria, crudely made of bound wood, was planted. Before it laid Karinael’s star-metal broadsword upon the freshly dug earth, all sprinkled with pink flowers. Saint Hadraniel knelt beside the grave where the armor of his beloved would forever rest. His eyes were red and tears dampened his cheeks. Saint Ertrael stood beside him and Saints Cabiel and Loganiel stood nearby in silence.

			Cabiel and Loganiel were Saints like Rook had known all his life: aloof, indifferent and standoffish. At least, to everybody other than Hadraniel and Ertrael. The two had not spoken a word to him or anybody else and had wanted nothing to do with Diotus. In fact, Cabiel and Loganiel had eyed Diotus with such disdain that Ertrael suggested the old man remain out of their sight for a while. Even with Ertrael and Hadraniel the two seemed more interested in obtaining information about their own sanguinastrums than in making friends. They were slightly more friendly with Ertrael but had helped Hadraniel dig a grave for Karinael so long as the information about what had been happening with the sanguinastrums and Sanctuary’s inability to recall Saints kept coming. 

			Cabiel and Loganiel eyed Rook suspiciously as he approached with Kierza, Callad and Sierla. They each tossed a rose upon the grave. “She’ll be missed.” said Kierza. She leaned down over Hadraniel and kissed him upon his brow. Rook could see that Cabiel and Loganiel were not entirely comfortable with them. Cabiel especially seemed taken aback by Kierza giving Hadraniel a kiss. 

			Rook said a silent prayer, asking Aeoria to guide her soul to whatever lay beyond for Saints. He patted Hadraniel on the shoulder. “I’m sorry.” he said. Sierla whispered something into Hadraniel’s ear and he nodded. Callad didn’t say anything, but patted Hadraniel on the shoulder just as Rook had. After a moment of silence, Rook and his family took their leave and Ertrael came up to Rook.

			“I must speak with you.” said Ertrael softly.

			Rook nodded.

			“Me and your mother will get some food prepared.” said Callad. He looked at Kierza. “Come, help me draw some water from the well for them. They’ve had a long night.”

			Kierza nodded.

			“And you,” said Sierla, wagging a finger at Ertrael. “You should not stay out so late. Let me know if you won’t be home for dinner next time.”

			Rook blushed, embarrassed that his mother would scold a Saint like that. It took Ertrael a moment to realize Sierla had been speaking to him, and then he started. 

			“That’s right.” said Sierla as Callad smirked and shook his head. “No staying out so late.”

			Ertrael smiled and chuckled. “Yes, mother.”

			Kierza held her veil over her face as she stifled a laugh and followed Callad and Sierla back to what remained of the cottage. Though the living room and dining room walls were destroyed, enough of the kitchen remained to be useful. The bedrooms as well were pretty much intact and Rook had been thankful that they had been able to sleep in their own beds last night.

			“I’m sorry about that.” said Rook. 

			Ertrael chuckled as he led Rook a short distance from the garden. “No worries. I suppose if I am staying here, I ought to obey the rules of the house.” Ertrael cleared his throat and then took on a more serious demeanor. “I couldn’t find any sign of Asteroth or the others.” he said. “And I worry for Hadraniel and what is to become of Cabiel and Loganiel.”

			Rook nodded. They stopped near the cottage and Rook watched curiously as Cabiel handed Hadraniel a small pack. He had seen them all injecting themselves with something from it last night but had thought it would be in poor-taste to inquire about it at the time. “No sign of Ovid either?”

			Ertrael shook his head. “I wandered the city for a time late last night and I checked in with Diotus early this morning before the sun rose. Not a single Saint.”

			Rook watched as Hadraniel took off his left bracer and rolled up the leather sleeve of his bodysuit. Cabiel held what looked like an injector. Rook couldn’t contain his curiosity any longer. “What are they giving Hadraniel?” 

			“It’s called Evanescence. Ev. It’s a drug many Saints use.” said Ertrael. 

			“Do you use it?”

			“Sometimes.” admitted Ertrael. “Karinael never used it, and would never allow any Saint to use it around her.”

			“Should you stop him?” asked Rook.

			Ertrael shook his head. “Hadraniel has much to sort out. I don’t know him well enough to get involved. And Cabiel and Loganiel are here only by a thread. I don’t think they’ll stick around.”

			“I know Karinael was intent on making it to Duroton with the others.” said Rook. “Do you think Hadraniel will still go?”

			Ertrael hiked his shoulders. “Hard to say. Maybe if I can find the others there is a chance. Otherwise…”

			Rook looked at Ertrael. “Are you going to Duroton?”

			Ertrael sighed. He didn’t answer immediately. “I don’t know. I have much to sort out as well.”

			The sound of footsteps coming up the dirt road caught Rook’s attention. He turned and saw Marisal Notaro coming up the path toward him. Her eyes looked desperate and distant. Her simple, blue dress looked as tired and worn out as she. She held her black veil upon her face as the wind swept the road and she called out to him.

			Rook bit his lip and waved to her. His stomach fluttered. “That’s Marisal,” Rook said, his voice uneasy. “Gabidar’s wife.”

			Ertrael nodded with understanding and patted Rook on the shoulder. “I am going to go back to Diotus. Perhaps together we can find the others, or Ovid. And tell your mother I’ll make sure I am home in time for dinner.”

			Rook tried not to blush as he nodded. “Be careful.” Ertrael departed as Marisal approached him.

			“Rook! Rook!” she called. She seemed a little frantic and Rook noticed she did not have her three children with her. He hoped nothing had happened to them. He knew that the news of her husband’s death would shatter her, and he didn’t think he’d have the heart to tell her if something had now happened to her children during the fighting. He already felt responsible for Gabidar’s death and didn’t know if his conscience could handle anymore bad news from the family. He blew out a long breath.

			“Marisal, are you all right?” Rook came up to her. Her eyes were red and puffy. She looked as if she hadn’t slept for days. Something was definitely wrong. “Where are the little ones?”

			“Rook, you must come with me,” she pleaded. “Little Galen has fallen ill. Our ships were damaged in all the fighting. I haven’t heard from Gabidar and I just don’t know what to do.”

			Rook embraced her, but inside he was full of terror. He’d have to tell her that her husband was dead; that her husband was killed in Jerusa, where he had sent him; that Gabidar was murdered by Saint Ovid, a Saint who was now here in Bellus looking for him. He may as well tell her that he had killed Gabidar himself. A huge weight settled on his shoulders, forcing a long breath from his mouth. “Come.” said Rook. “There is much I need to speak with you about. We’ll stop by Diotus’s shop and get medicine for Galen.”

			Marisal shook her head frantically. “No. No. Just, you must come with me. Hurry.”

			Rook looked back at the cottage where his family was. He thought he ought to tell them where he was going, but Marisal took him by the hand.

			“Quickly,” she urged. “You must come with me.”

			Rook’s mind was too busy thinking of what he was going to say to her and how he was going to say it to protest. He swam in these grim thoughts until they were well within the city, and even then he was only vaguely aware of the cheers he was receiving. Bellus was full of people and already things were getting back to normal. Shops were open and children played in the streets as others rebuilt damaged buildings. If Rook weren’t so preoccupied with his thoughts, he would have even noticed the much lighter tone of everything. There were knights by the thousands and all the city guard, but they were not patrolling the streets or keeping order. They were here, among their fellow citizens, as fellow citizens.

			It was only when they came upon the warehouses did Rook notice his surroundings, and only then because something seemed off. They were not headed toward Marisal’s home near the river, but rather they were in the storage district closer to the main docks. “Where are we going?” asked Rook.

			“Here,” said Marisal, leading him toward a large warehouse in the center of an alley. She opened the wooden door and ushered Rook inside. It was a spacious building with crates and barrels stacked along the far walls. There were some dusty, high windows that let in some bleak light, but it was otherwise dark and seemingly empty. Rook’s eyes were drawn to the floor beneath him. Blood stained the wood, as if somebody had been terribly injured here. Marisal locked the door behind them.

			“Marisal, why are we—”

			“My children!” she cried, running past Rook toward the far end of the room where high stacks of crates cast the area in darkness. “I’ve done what you said, now give me my children!”

			“Hello Rook.” spoke a deep, menacing, familiar voice. Rook froze. From the shadows stepped Saint Ovid. 

			Rook drew Starbreaker from its sheath and activated it in a single motion. The golden blade’s hum reverberated eerily in the large, silent chamber. 

			“My children!” cried Marisal, falling to her knees before Ovid. “Give me my children! I’ve brought him here like you said. Please, give me my children! You promised!”

			Ovid spoke to her, but his black eyes were on Rook. “Now, now. I never said I would give them back. I only said I would let them live.” He smiled wickedly at Rook. “And I think I’ve let them live long enough.”

			“Ovid,” warned Rook. His sword buzzed as he flourished it. “Your fight is with me. Leave her and her children out of it.”

			Ovid shined his Caliber, encompassing his body in a soft, golden glow. Rook could see the grotesque, pink scar at the base of Ovid’s neck where he had plunged his dagger all those years ago and left the Saint for dead. Behind Ovid, tied to a post near the far wall, sat her three young sons. Jocab was twelve and was the eldest of them, followed by Tomas and finally Galen who was only five. Dirty cloths bound their mouths, wrists and feet. Nearby were Saints Asteroth, Sodiel and Raziel. They laid lifelessly upon the wooden floor, foamy, white saliva at their mouths. Rook couldn’t tell if they were alive or dead, but he assumed if their bodies were there that they must be alive. 

			Ovid knelt before Marisal, keeping his black eyes on Rook. “If you sink this dagger into Rook’s neck, I’ll give you your sons back.” He pressed a wood-handled dagger into her hand.

			“Ovid…” growled Rook. He took a step forward.

			“Ah-ah.” said Ovid. “Not if you want your friends here to live.”

			Rook hesitated.

			“Now,” said Ovid, looking at Marisal. “Take that dagger and sink it into his neck.”

			Marisal shook her head. “I-I can’t! I could never!”

			Ovid sighed. He stood up and drew his star-metal broadsword. “Then I guess the time is up for your children. Who’s first? Little Galen?”

			The kids began to wail and cry against their bindings.

			“No!” cried Marisal, clinging to his leg. “No! Please! Anything but that!”

			Ovid looked down at her and chuckled. “All you have to do is kill Rook. It’s that simple. Your children, or him? No matter what you do, somebody dies. I’m giving you the choice on who that is.”

			Marisal stood slowly, clutching the dagger. She turned to Rook, a wild, savage look in her wet eyes. 

			“Marisal, it’s a trick.” said Rook. “He’ll kill them anyway. Run and let me handle this.”

			“Come now, Rook.” said Ovid. “You know that I’m a man of my word.”

			“Ovid, this is between me and you.” said Rook, taking up a more defensive stance. 

			“I’ll tell you what, Marisal,” said Ovid. “I’ll make your decision a little easier. Did you know your husband, Gabidar, is dead?”

			Marisal turned to him. “What?” she gasped.

			Ovid chuckled. “Rook, have you been told the story?”

			Rook scowled. He didn’t answer.

			“Oh, it’s a good story.” said Ovid. “Once upon a time there was a little boy named Rook who lived in Jerusa. Now, Jerusa was a bad place and there was a great famine and the people of a small village decided to have an uprising. The King sent out his Saints to bring order back, and during the fighting little Rook crossed paths with one of these Saints. Rook thought he might be a hero and confronted the Saint and even managed to sink a dagger into the Saint’s neck.” Ovid wiped his fingers over the scar. “The Saint became very angry, but little Rook escaped and came to live in a city named Bellus, far from Jerusa. He grew up and met a man named Gabidar, and he sent Gabidar out to Jerusa to deliver food for him. But the Saint who this boy stabbed never forgot about that day and searched high and low for him. One day, Gabidar happened to be in Jerusa running a little errand for Rook. But poor Gabidar, he ran into the Saint. Now, all this Saint wanted to know was where to find Rook. But Gabidar was a man of honor and wouldn’t speak, so the Saint—”

			“Enough!” yelled Rook. “Marisal, it’s true. Gabidar is dead. I am sorry.”

			“And he should be.” said Ovid. “You see, your husband would still be alive if not for Rook.”

			Marisal turned to Rook, her face sinking.

			“I’m sorry,” said Rook. “Please, go. Run. Don’t listen to anything he says.”

			“Kill him.” said Ovid. “Sink that dagger into his neck and I’ll give you your children back.”

			Marisal’s face twisted in anger and fury. She ran at Rook, holding the dagger over her head. Rook side-stepped her as she came and she overran him. He turned to her. “Marisal, please! Run!”

			She spun and growled like a rabid animal, swiping at him with the dagger. Rook bent his stomach in and jumped back, narrowly avoiding the blade. She came at him again. Rook deactivated his sword and grabbed her wrist. She struggled against him, growling and screaming as she desperately sought to stab him. Rook stepped into her and with his foot, swept her legs out from under her.

			Ovid chuckled from across the room as Rook toppled on Marisal, wrestling her to the ground. She squirmed and thrashed against him. “Before you interrupted me, Rook, I was going to say that before I killed him, Gabidar told me about your sister.”

			Rook felt his limbs go numb. He grabbed up his sword and jumped off Marisal. He turned to Ovid.

			Ovid laughed. “That’s right, Rook. Gabidar lied to you. He’s known for some time where your sister is.”

			Rook turned and saw Marisal back on her feet. She clutched the dagger tightly, her eyes frantic and wild and wet with tears. Yet, behind that desperate mask Rook caught the look of knowing. “You… you knew?”

			“I’m sorry, Rook,” despite her words, her voice was savage. She held the dagger up and looked as if she were ready to strike at any moment.

			“Now, let’s make this more interesting, shall we?” said Ovid. “I’ll tell you what, Rook. You kill Marisal, and I’ll tell you where your sister is.”

			Rook’s grip tightened on Starbreaker. Marisal lunged at him. Rook easily knocked her dagger aside with his sword as he stepped into her with his left arm raised, catching her across the throat. He pushed forward and jammed her up against a wooden support post, holding her across the neck with his left arm, while his sword kept her dagger-arm pressed down at her side. “Marisal, where is my sister!”

			“I’m sorry!” she wailed, her eyes wild as she struggled to free her dagger-arm.

			“Mommy! Mommy!” screamed a young voice.

			Rook turned his head. Ovid had cut Galen free and was holding him close. 

			“Ah, poor little Galen.” said Ovid. He knelt beside the boy. “If only your mommy were a little stronger, maybe you could live.”

			The young boy trembled as Ovid laid him upon the ground. Ovid took off his bracer.

			“Ovid, no!” roared Rook. 

			Marisal screamed and pushed against Rook. Rook stepped back from her, and then she came at him with the knife. Rook ducked one swipe and then leapt aside from another. 

			“I’ll kill him!” her voice was a frantic, desperate roar. “Leave my baby alone! I’ll kill him!” She screamed as she lunged for Rook, stabbing down with the blade. Rook used his sword and parried it aside, and then dodged away from her. 

			Jocab and Tomas screamed. Rook glanced to the side and saw Ovid lay his bracer atop Galen. The little boy coughed, choked and wheezed as he struggled and fought to lift the bracer off, but Rook knew it was impossible. The boy would be crushed to death in a matter of moments. “Marisal, stop!”  

			She came at him again. Rook rolled away, coming back up to his feet. 

			“Marisal!” he parried her next stab and backed away, but she came at him again and again, each time more frantic, more desperate. Rook looked past her. “Ovid, you son of a bitch!” He grabbed Marisal by the wrist and tossed her aside. He activated Starbreaker and dashed forward.

			“That’s more like it!” said Ovid, pouncing. And then their blades struck together. Immediately Rook saw that the impact took the Saint off guard. The force of Starbreaker nearly knocked the sword from Ovid’s hand and he had to tumble with the blow. Ovid rolled back up to his feet, surprise betraying his stone-cold eyes. “Interesting.”

			Rook flipped his sword, holding the handle upright. He danced in at Ovid, his blade a thrumming whirlwind. Ovid met him, his sword clashing against Starbreaker. Rook spun, bringing his sword up high, deflecting Ovid’s attack, but before he could sweep it around for a counter-strike he saw a burst of white light from Ovid’s hand and felt a powerful impact. He was tossed backward. It felt like he had been kicked by a horse. Rook landed hard on his back and used the momentum to roll back up to his feet. He shook his head. His entire body ached.

			“There’s only one way to survive this.” said Ovid. “Give me the Golothic. Tell me how you called a demon.”

			Rook glanced to the side and then immediately dodged left just as Marisal’s dagger came down. She screamed as she turned, the dagger flailing around wildly as she came for him. Rook brought his sword up, knocking the blade aside and then pushed into her as he grabbed her shoulder and threw her away. She scrambled back to her feet, panting and wild-eyed.

			“Tell me before it’s too late.” said Ovid. He looked over at Galen. The boy was turning blue in the face, his struggles against the bracer coming to an end. “Tell me now and you might yet save the boy. Or don’t. I’m happy to kill them all, one by one.”

			Rook felt the Golothic burning in his pocket now. His eyes engaged Ovid’s. An anger swelled inside of him and he was certain he could see fiery embers drifting around him. “It doesn’t work that way!” roared Rook. “The Golothic is mine, it will do nothing for you! If you take it, it will destroy you in its quest to return to me!”

			Marisal screamed as she came at Rook, the dagger held high. Rook glanced at her. He spun in on her, and with his left arm, hit her hard across the chest with the metal disc of his forearm. The crackling energy shield burst to life, throwing her back some ten-feet. He faced Ovid again. 

			“Give it to me.” said Ovid. “Tell me how you called a demon.”

			Behind him, Rook felt an intense heat. He heard the guttural laugh of Bulifer. “Ah Rook, here we are again.” He could feel the beast’s hulking form over him; feel its heat washing over him. He knew Bulifer well and knew the demon made its presence known only to him. 

			“No demon will ever come to you!” growled Rook.

			“I felt your hatred reach out to me. Such a rare event for you.” Bulifer’s chuckle was sinister, guttural. Charred flesh, swept by infernal winds that seemed to come from below, spiraled around Rook. “You wanted to face Ovid, and I made it so. And now you’ve come to lie in the fire with me once again.”

			“Tell me how you called one.” said Ovid. “Give me the Golothic.”

			“Don’t you get it? You do the work of Apollyon willingly.” said Rook. “No matter how loudly you call, no demon will come to you. Even in Hell souls are weighed by deeds of kindness.” 

			Behind Rook the demon laughed again. “I’ve taught you too well, boy.”

			“Excuses won’t buy poor Galen any time.” said Ovid. “Or maybe you don’t care about the boy and would prefer to learn more about your sister?”

			Rook looked past Ovid to Galen’s body on the floor. The boy’s eyes were wide open, staring up at the ceiling, but his form was still, his hands resting atop the bracer on his chest. His brothers struggled against their bindings, screaming and crying. Behind Rook, Bulifer hissed in pleasure. “I can feel your hatred, Rook. It feeds me. You want so badly to exact revenge. You want so badly to taste the blood of this Saint. Such selfishness.” The demon laughed. “Had you not called to me, perhaps Karinael would still be alive. Ah, if only you hadn’t asked the others to stay behind.”

			Rook flourished his sword, his grip tightening. Tears welled in his eyes, sparkling with the beast’s fire.

			“Take my hand, boy.” said Bulifer. “Let’s finish this.”

			“I’ll give you nothing!” growled Rook.

			“That’s really too bad for poor, little Galen.” said Ovid, and he shot in at Rook.

			Starbreaker rang out as Ovid’s sword was tossed aside. Rook spun, but Ovid ducked and swept his foot out. Rook turned, narrowly avoiding tripping, as he brought his sword up high. Purple sparks erupted as Ovid’s blade knocked Rook’s down. Rook spun the opposite direction, but before he could bring Starbreaker around, Ovid’s blade cut across his back. In that second he could feel his leather armor split; felt the burn as icy-cold star-metal sliced across his flesh. Rook’s back arched from the pain, and then Ovid’s book struck the wound, kicking him away. Rook tumbled, his wound leaving patches of blood upon the floor as he rolled, like a painter’s sponge dabbing at the wood.

			As Rook got back to his feet and turned to face Ovid the demon spoke into his ear. “You know that Ovid is a foe beyond your skill. Take my hand. Lie in the fires with me. Taste my wrath. You asked for this. Don’t let Karinael’s death be in vain.” 

			“No!” growled Rook. In his pocket the Golothic burned.

			“Take my hand. You’ve done it before, to save your love.”

			“No!” Rook swept his sword up as Ovid came at him. He felt the impact of Ovid’s blade being tossed aside. He spun in, his own sword cracking against the Saint’s breastplate. Ovid kicked out, but Rook twisted away and brought his sword around. Ovid narrowly ducked it and spun the opposite direction. Rook tumbled sideways to avoid Ovid’s strike, then dashed up at Ovid with his sword extended. 

			Ovid spun, knocking Rook’s sword aside and Rook swooped his blade around just in time to parry the Saint’s counter-strike. Rook flipped backward before the Saint’s sword came back around, slicing at his neck. 

			With the extra distance between them now, Rook danced in, his sword a dizzying array of thrumming gold. But Ovid was quick. As their swords impacted against each other, Ovid extended a hand glowing with Caliber light and Rook felt the breath blasted from his lungs as he was thrown back with tremendous force. 

			Rook rolled back to his feet and took up a defensive stance, panting to catch his breath. 

			“I have to admit,” said Ovid, “You’re giving me a harder time than I expected. Tell me, what magic is in that sword of yours?”

			“Piss off.” said Rook. 

			“Come now,” said Ovid, smiling wickedly. “No reason we can’t be cordial. Though, I suppose poor, little, helpless Galen doesn’t have time for idle chat. This would all go much quicker for him if you’d just tell me what I want to know.”

			Rook glanced to the side. Galen was ghost white; his eyes and mouth open, hands limp upon the floor. In the shadows he saw the hulking demon. Its body was charred and cracked by veins of fire. Its ember eyes looked to him past curled horns as it knelt beside Galen. “Do you know why I’m here, Rook?” The demon brushed its long, clawed fingers over Galen’s face, closing his eyes. 

			“I don’t care. You’ll get nothing from me.” Rook dashed in at Ovid, his blade whirling. 

			“Have it your way.” said Ovid. “You spoil all the fun. I was really hoping I could tell you about your sister.” He leapt at Rook. 

			As their sword strikes came swift and powerful, Rook heard the demon speaking to him. “Do you know why the Sisters called you their prince?” asked Bulifer. Rook ducked a swing of Ovid’s sword and whirled in, swinging his left arm, trying to hit him with the energy disc. But Ovid was too fast and dodged it, then spun in with a kick. Rook sailed across the room and landed on the floor, rolling back up to his feet. “It is because you’re marked by me.” said the demon. “You’re Apollyon’s child. You call to me when there is no hope.” 

			Rook felt the heat of the beast behind him now. Charred embers swirled around Rook as he focused on Ovid. The Saint pounced at him and Rook danced in with Starbreaker twirling. Their sword strikes came fast and furiously, but in the end Rook felt Ovid’s boot catch him in the stomach, and once again he was cast to the floor. He struggled up to his feet, blood dripping from the side of his mouth. 

			“You’re good.” said Ovid. “But I’m afraid you’re not quite good enough. And I fear Galen’s time is just about up.”

			“We have a bargain.” said the demon. “Your safety for my weapon. You’ve sold your soul to me. You have nowhere else to turn. Take my hand. Aeoria can’t love Apollyon’s child.”

			Rook’s eyes smoldered as they fixed on Ovid. He spit blood upon the floor, his breaths coming heavy.

			“You need me as much as I need you.” spoke Bulifer. “Together we can let loose. We’ll turn out the dead. Take my hand. There is no other hope.” The beast extended its hand. Long, charred fingers tipped with charcoal claws reached out to him.

			Rook glanced over at Galen. The boy lay lifelessly beneath Ovid’s bracer. Rook’s lips furled in an angry growl. 

			“Come now, boy,” said the demon. “You asked for this. Karinael died for this. Don’t let the chance to kill Ovid slip from your grasp. Take my hand, Apollyon’s child.”

			A tear fell from Rook’s eye. If I kill Ovid, I could still learn about my sister from Marisal, he thought.

			“Last chance, Rook.” said Ovid, walking toward him. The Saint flourished his sword. “Give me the Golothic.”

			“Ah,” moaned the demon. “Your anger and hatred screams out my name. Take my hand.” urged Bulifer. “If you don’t, Galen will die. Ovid will kill the others, one by one. He shall make their deaths painful and agonizing, and he shall make you listen to each of their wails.” 

			“I’ll never give another thing to you!”

			“That’s a shame.” said Ovid. He leapt at Rook.

			Rook rolled just as Ovid’s sword plunged through the floor where he had been. Back on his feet, Rook whipped Starbreaker around and came at Ovid. Their sword’s cracked together. Rook wheeled around, bringing his sword low. Ovid jumped over it and side-kicked, his boot impacting Rook right in the ribs. 

			Rook felt bone crack as he flew across the room, rolling on the floor. He lay on his belly, coughing and spitting blood. He looked at his hands. They began to char and crack with veins of fire. A terrible anger began to rage within him. “Does Galen live?” roared Rook.

			“If you take my hand now, he might.” spoke Bulifer.

			“But if I take your hand, there is a price?” he growled.

			“There is always a price.” laughed the demon. “You’ve already paid one to be here. But wouldn’t you like to know what’s become of your sister?” The beast’s fingers reached to Rook.

			Rook grabbed the demon’s hand and pulled himself back to his feet. 

			There was a flash of steel. Rook flourished his sword; felt flesh and bone butchered upon his blade. Blood sprayed his face. A dagger clanged harmlessly to the floor beside him. Rook looked up as Marisal’s body fell in two halves. “No!”

			Ovid chuckled from across the room. “You’re a true sport, Rook. And as a man of my word, I’ll tell you that your sister is in Valdasia.” said Ovid. “Give me the Golothic and I’ll tell you the rest of the tale. I’ll tell you what poor, old Gabidar just didn’t have the heart to tell you himself.”

			Rook’s eyes gleamed with fiery light. He looked at his arms, and they were hulking, blackened things veined with molten heat. Red and orange embers swirled around him. Fires curled up his legs. His charred arms flexed as his grip tightened on Starbreaker.

			“No? Then I’ll tell you how the rest of this shall play out. I’m going to cut your arms and legs off so you can do nothing but watch as I kill each of the Saints.” said Ovid. “And if you still won’t talk, you will watch as I take apart those boys, piece by piece. Then I will take the Golothic from your corpse.” He moved in on Rook.

			Rook roared out as he charged forward. All he could see were fires and swirling embers. Swords cracked. Rook twisted, bringing his sword high, knocking Ovid’s away. He spun, swinging out with his left arm. His electricity shield burst to life and Ovid stumbled back. He whirled in, sweeping his sword up as Ovid moved to parry. Rook twisted, swooping his sword around the opposite direction and caught Ovid across the belly. Blood flew across the floor. Ovid staggered back as Rook spun. Ovid moved his sword up and Starbreaker knocked it away. Then Rook grabbed Ovid by the throat.

			Ovid choked and clutched at Rook’s wrist. In Ovid’s obsidian eyes Rook could see his own like pulsing embers. “You wanted to call a demon? Well, you’ve called one!” Rook lifted Ovid off the floor by the throat. The Saint’s eyes went wide in disbelief. His hands glowed with intense, Caliber energy, yet still he could not pry Rook’s grip from his neck. 

			“What, is this not what you had in mind?” roared Rook. “Did you think you could just take the Golothic from me? It’s a covenant between me and my demon! It’s not yours and can never be yours! Did you really think he’d let me die at your hand before taking his due from me? To raise a sword against me is to raise a sword against him!” Rook twisted his wrist and the bones in Ovid’s neck popped and cracked. He dropped the Saint and the body fell to the floor, the weight of the Star-Armor splintering the wood.

			And then fires began to lap up from the broken floor. Rook stepped back as gangly, charred arms began to reach up, clutching at Ovid’s body. 

			“Damn you! Damn you!” Rook heard desperate, hungry moans. From the floor rose flames, and from them crawled lanky, pathetic, charred men and women with eyes like pale moons. “Damn you! Damn you Ovid!”

			To Rook’s surprise, he saw Ovid’s eyes open. Horrified, he stepped back further.

			The creatures crawled upon the floor, their feet bound in shackles whose chains seemed to have their origins some place below them, with the fires. They clawed and clutched at Ovid, and to Rook’s astonishment, the Saint saw them and screamed. “Damn you Ovid! Damn you! Damn you!” they moaned and wailed. 

			Ovid looked at Rook, reaching out to him. “No! No! Don’t let them take me!” 

			One of the creature’s charred hands wrapped around Ovid’s face. “Damn you!” More hands clutched his arms and legs. Ovid struggled, but they held him firmly. “Damn you! Damn you!”

			Ovid let loose a terrible scream as the creatures dragged him under the floor where he was swallowed by fire. The remaining creatures all clawed their way after him, and then they were all gone. The fires receded, leaving behind Ovid’s dead body still in his Star-Armor. After a moment, the Saint’s body convulsed. Bones cracked. His limbs writhed, and all at once he was consumed into his armor.

			Rook fell backward on his butt. Panting, he looked at his arms. They were his own now. He looked up. Marisal’s children cried and struggled against their bindings. 

			Rook scrambled up to his feet and ran to Galen. He tried to pull the bracer off his still body, but it was no use. “Help! Help!” he screamed as he yanked and tugged on it. 

			He ran to Asteroth. The Saint was breathing, white spit foaming and bubbling at the sides of his mouth with every shallow breath. He slapped Asteroth on the cheek, trying to wake him. “Help! Help!”

			It was then that the warehouse door was kicked opened. Diotus stepped in, garbed in his plain, brown robe. Ertrael was with him. Ertrael immediately ran to Galen and threw the bracer from his lifeless body as Diotus attended the Saints. 

			Rook fell to his knees on the floor. Diotus said something about the Saints having been drugged. Rook looked to where Marisal lay. Her body was in two pieces atop a pool of crimson. In Rook’s mind he was certain he could hear Bulifer’s voice laughing at him, There is always a price. 

			Rook felt something hit his head. He turned, raising his arms as small fists pummeled him. He stood up. 

			“You killed her!” screamed Jocab, Marisal’s eldest son. “You killed Ma! I hate you! I hate you!”

			Rook backed away as Jocab came at him, punching and raking with his nails. He saw Tomas fall down before Marisal’s body, his knees splashing in the blood. Tomas’s little hands clutched at Marisal’s blood-soaked hair and he let loose a terrible, howling cry. Rook looked the other way and saw Ertrael encompassed in Caliber energy as he cradled Galen’s limp form in his arms.

			Jocab’s fists pounded on Rook’s belly, but fight was no longer in the blows. Rook looked down at him. The boy collapsed before him, crying. “You killed our Ma! You killed her!”

			Rook placed a hand on the boy’s head but didn’t say anything. All he could hear was the demon’s laughter.

		

	
		
			— 27 —

			Chazod 
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			Anxious whispers stirred Chazod from his dreamless sleep. He sat upright on the uncomfortable, wooden bench and opened his eyes, but it was dark all the same. He and the other captives in his aisle were all bound together in a row, and the chains that cuffed his wrists and ankles clanked as he felt himself tugged left and right when his fellow captives began to stir. Most of the men remained silent, but the women captives in the adjacent aisle all began to speak in hushed voices. Directly across from him he heard Adalia whispering words of comfort to her daughters. From above he could hear orders being shouted, and many boots clomped upon the ship’s decking. 

			“What’s going on?” asked Jaquin, who sat just two spots down from Chazod. Chazod couldn’t really remember what the man looked like, other than he was fair of hair and eyes and had no slave brand. Most of the men and women down here were from Ragtown, many of them slaves, though a good handful were just poor and unlucky like Jaquin. They had been kept down here in eternal darkness for nearly three-weeks and Chazod had gotten to know many of them by their voices alone. 

			“We’ve arrived, obviously.” said Chazod. Just by the way the ship rose and fell he could tell they were docked, nevermind the scraping of the hull against the pier. 

			“Arrived where?” asked Jaquin. 

			“Wherever it is they’ve taken us.” said Chazod. He yawned. “Maybe you’ll be lucky and they won’t brand slaves here. Myself, I have enough scars and don’t really want another.”

			“You don’t really think…”

			“I’ve been a slave all my life.” said Chazod. “I know slave traders when I see them.”

			At that the anxious whispers intensified. During the journey there had been a lot of speculation over where they were being taken and for what purpose, but much of it got pushed aside as everybody tried to hope for the best. Chazod didn’t hold any delusions though. He knew from the start that they were being taken to slave away somewhere. To do what, he had no idea. Fight? Mine? Labor? Whore? He really didn’t care all that much. He hoped, however, that Adalia and her three young daughters might at least be taken by a kind master. They weren’t slaves, just more of the dredge from Ragtown with no money. Adalia and her girls were kind and always helped make medicine for the needy in Ragtown without any profit to be had. Even now he could hear the girls crying. They were all pretty. They’d definitely be going to a whore house if a kind master didn’t buy them quickly. 

			A chain rattled and a large hatch in the ceiling was thrown open. Daylight painfully hit Chazod’s eyes and he and the other hundred or so captives all flinched, holding their arms to their faces. The cool, fresh air, however, was a welcome guest. It had been many days since Chazod had seen sunlight and it illuminated just how filthy he and the others were. Their clothing and possessions had all been taken before the voyage began and they were given cloth smocks to wear, none of which appeared to have been washed since the last set of captives wore them. The latrine buckets were all overflowing and explained the wetness his boots had been soaking in. Apple cores and other refuse from their paltry meals were strewn everywhere and floated in the rank trench at their feet.

			A pair of armed men jumped down into the hold, splashing sewage everywhere. They began coughing and waving their hands in front of their faces. 

			Chazod smirked. “Try living down here for three-weeks, ass-holes.”

			One of the men looked at Chazod and swatted at him, but Chazod ducked the blow. 

			“Fuck you.” said Chazod.

			The man growled and lunged for him but Chazod kicked his feet up and twisted, causing the chains at his ankles to tangle in the man’s legs. The man fell backward into the trench of stinking water.

			At the head of Chazod’s aisle a captive named Banden threw his head back in a roaring, cackling laugh as the guard struggled to his feet, drawing a dagger. “You fucking rat! I’ll gut you!” 

			Chazod could feel the cold steel at his neck, but he just turned his eyes up to the man and smiled. “If you break me, you gotta buy me. I believe that’s how it works with slave traders.”

			The man’s face was an ugly mask of red anger. Chazod felt the blade quivering at his neck.

			“He gets top billing at the pits.” said Maddox who sat beside Chazod. “You got that kind of money just to cut his throat?”

			The man turned his hateful eyes to Maddox. 

			“Come on!” said the other soldier, grabbing the man’s wrist. “Let’s just get these putrid rats out of here.”

			The man spit in Chazod’s face and pulled his dagger away. 

			Chazod huffed a laugh as he hiked his shoulder and wiped the mucus from his cheek. He watched as the two made their way to the far end of the hold and slid open a hidden doorway. From it they pulled a tall, wooden staircase and wheeled it down the aisle and secured it beneath the open hatch. 

			A familiar face now stared down, blocking the sun. “All of you, out.” said the fat man with the droopy eye. Chazod had come to know him as Garrot, one of the men who had taken him hostage back in Bellus. 

			“Gladly, you fucking piece of shit.” Banden’s voice was deep and rumbling, made more so in the cramped hold. He was the oldest but also the largest of all the captives. Even sitting down the dark-skinned man was tall, formidable and imposing. Chazod thought it was as if the very forces of nature had carved Banden from the world. His upper arms looked like they were stuffed with small boulders; his legs like the trunks of trees, braided with sinew. Chazod had fought beside Banden a handful of times in the arenas back home and considered him something of a friend. He was a fierce warrior, albeit a little slow with a sword for Chazod’s taste. He was all brute force and wrestling was his forte. He often packed arenas by promoting himself in unarmed combat against bears and other beasts. Banden’s bald head had three pinks scars across the top from where a tiger got him, and his torso was a mosaic of similar wounds. He had bought his freedom a few years ago and lived just a few streets down from Chazod back in Ragtown, still fighting in the pits to scrape together a living. Like Chazod, he had been ambushed in an alley by Garrot and Rennic. 

			Banden was the first of the men in Chazod’s aisle and as he stood up, the chains at his wrists yanked the others to their feet in a wave that flowed down the bench. Chazod was only two spots down from the large man, Padraic and Maddox being ahead of him. The two were just a few years younger than Chazod, and like himself, were owned by Grandon. Chazod had helped Grandon train both of them and they were quite good in the arena. Padraic was shorter than Maddox but both had brown hair and eyes, though Maddox’s hair was darker. During the voyage Chazod often amused himself with thoughts about how mad Grandon must have been when he realized that three of his best pit-fighters were missing.

			Banden moved toward the stairs and the others followed, all connected by rusty chains on their wrists and ankles. Chazod had to shuffle slowly behind Maddox, trying desperately to keep the pace, lest he stumble and fall into the sewage like Jaquin behind him just had. 

			As Chazod made his way up the first couple steps he had to turn his head away in disgust. Maddox had soiled himself—a while ago from the looks of it—and the air that was once so fresh now just worked to waft the stink into his face.

			“Could be worse.” said Maddox with a chuckle. “You could be behind Jaquin.”

			“Still not as bad as the first time Grandon threw you into the arena.” said Chazod. “Never saw a man shit himself fighting a woman before.”

			“That was no woman.” said Maddox. “That was your mother.”

			Chazod laughed. “Good one.”

			At last Chazod was on the ship’s deck and he began looking around in wonder, even as Garrot ushered them all into a straight line before the gangplank. They were docked behind a colossal stadium—a coliseum the likes of which none of them had ever seen before. It rose some three-hundred feet above the ship’s deck, right into the blue skies above. Between great, stone pillars were numerous arches through which Chazod could catch tantalizing images of the stadium within. He knew this was an arena for fighting, but it dwarfed any he had ever been to. Back home he had fought in pits crudely constructed of wooden walls, or sometimes more professional arenas of stone and brick. The largest arena he had ever fought in was the coliseum in Narberia which seated two-thousand. But this? He guessed it had seating for fifty-thousand or more. 

			Chazod turned his head around. The river they had come up was wide and fast-moving. Upon the opposite bank he could see the sprawl of a vast, modern city. There were large, brick buildings and well-paved avenues that cut between them. There was an arched bridge that was high enough to accommodate a galleon sailing beneath, and it connected that side of town to this one. Chazod could see there were hundreds of people walking across it even now. 

			Nearby, upon a high pole, flew a red banner emblazoned with a golden phoenix. Chazod couldn’t immediately place the flag. He didn’t know the heraldry of the other kingdoms too well, but he was certain Jerusa was a bull, Dimethica a griffon and Valdasia a crow. Narbereth, where he came from, was an eagle on a field of yellow. He couldn’t recall the flags of Penatallia or Escalapius, but hazarded a guess that they must be in Penatallia. Escalapius was far away and across the ocean. He didn’t think they had been in the ship long enough to go all the way there.

			“Move, you idiots.” barked Garrot. “Down.”

			Banden led Chazod’s line down the gangplank toward a receiving dock that was built of stone. From what Chazod could tell they were at the rear of the coliseum, a place the general public would never have access to. There were horses with loaded carts all waiting on the avenue and workers brought crates up and down ramps into the coliseum. Farther down, Chazod heard some shouting. Beyond a barred gate that led to what looked like the city proper Chazod saw a group of men and women in white and black robes. All of them had short, trimmed hair and Chazod thought they looked like a religious sort, though none of them wore the star of Aeoria. From this distance it was hard to tell, but he thought they all had a pair of red stars on their shirts. They all held signs, but Chazod couldn’t read or write, so he had no idea what they said. He could, however, hear their angry shouts. They were saying something about slavery and prostitution being an abomination in the eyes of the Goddess. Activists? The churches back home would never protest the dealings of the kingdom. Chazod wondered why the city guard weren’t mowing them down with bolt-throwers or Saints there to take off their heads. 

			Chazod shuffled down the gangplank behind Maddox, chains scraping and the plank bowing and bouncing as they went. At the bottom Chazod saw a number of finely dressed noblemen standing, their eyes raking over him and the others in appraisal. Rennic was there too. He was whispering in the nobles’ ears as he pointed at the captives coming down the gangplank. At his words the nobles would nod their heads or rub their bearded chins contemplatively. None of them seemed to notice or care how the lanky, pale man in tight, black leather danced about their space like a freak, his red lips always curled in a smile.

			Behind the nobles stood their entourage of knights. They were all in full plate armor, white and lacquered to a glossy finish. Upon their breastplates were emblazoned a golden phoenix, and white capes draped from their shoulders. Among their number were a few other knights of some type. They were clad in black armor with black shrouds over their form. It seemed strange to Chazod that there wouldn’t be any Saints there to protect so many nobles. 

			“Line up.” said Garrot. “Line up, all you.”

			Chazod and the others all formed something of a line in front of the nobles as the women and children came down the plank next. 

			“You’ve done well again, Garrot.” said one of the nobles, his dark eyes lighting up at the sight of Banden. Chazod watched the sharp-bearded man as he now walked down the line, briefly looking each of them over as Rennic skipped along beside him. “They smell awful, as usual, but we’ll get them cleaned up. Well done.”

			“Thank you, Exalted Lord Balin.” said Garrot.

			“Where are they from?” asked Balin.

			“Narbereth.” said Garrot. “Won’t be going back for a while. Some type of uprising going on.”

			“I see.” said Lord Balin, stopping in front of Jaquin. “Some of these don’t look fit for fighting, however.”

			Rennic hopped behind Jaquin. “But look how fair he is.” Rennic traced his pasty hands around the man’s face, making Jaquin flinch. “No scars, no brands. Would make a great toy at a brothel, or a splendid servant to a wealthy man.”

			Balin screwed his lips up, thinking.

			“Look with me upon him.” whispered Rennic. “He’s fair. So fair fair fair fair fair.”

			Lord Balin rubbed at his pointed beard. “Yes. Yes, I think he would make a fine servant.”

			“But…” began Jaquin. “I’m… I am a free man!”

			Rennic placed a pale finger to Jaquin’s lips. “Shh.”

			Jaquin turned around as best he could, being that he was bound to the others in the line. “Don’t shush me!” he protested. “I am a free man! I am no slave! You can’t sell me!”

			Rennic hopped back, scowling. Then those red lips of his curled into a smile. “Oh, he’s feisty.” said Rennic. He skipped around the horrified Jaquin, giggling. “Lord Balin, he will make a fine warrior for you. Look. Look at him. Such a fine, feisty warrior.”

			“A warrior? I’m no warrior!” cried Jaquin. At this point the other nobles had all walked up to do some inspections of their own.

			Balin tilted his head back and forth, his lips screwed up. Chazod huffed. He could see the noble wasn’t buying it.

			“Oh, but wouldn’t his blood run red and beautiful,” whispered Rennic. The freak traced a pale finger across Jaquin’s chest down to his belly and Chazod swore he heard Jaquin scream. “So red. So beautiful on the arena floor. Buy him. Make him fight.”

			Balin started nodding. “I… I suppose he could be in the arena…”

			At that Banden tilted his head up and let loose a roaring cackle. “Go ahead, waste your money on him!” Chazod started laughing too. The nobles all looked their way for a moment, but then Rennic caught their attention again.

			“Think of how red his blood will be.” said Rennic. “The people will cheer. The people will pay. They pay for the blood, and his will be so red and beautiful.”

			Jaquin looked even more terrified now. He began pleading his case to the nobles. “I’m no fighter! I can’t fight!”

			“Buy him. Buy him.” whispered Rennic. “Such beautiful, red, blood.”

			Chazod could hardly believe this Balin fellow was still considering buying Jaquin, let alone that interest in the man was somehow starting to pique with the other nobles. 

			“I’ll buy him!” said a larger, fatter one of their lot. He was dressed in a velvety, copper doublet and a silver coif. “I could use him. I know the perfect customer.”

			“Wait your turn, Jord.” said another noble. He was a blonde-haired man in a deep-green doublet. “Let’s start the bidding at twenty phoenix, shall we?”

			“But…” Jaquin’s face went pale as the nobles all began calling out their prices. Garrot scrawled down the bids on a piece of parchment. Chazod shook his head, thinking them all suckers.

			Even before the bidding had ended, Rennic hopped a little further down the line and came up behind Chazod. “And look at this. A great fighter, this one is. Wouldn’t you love to have him fight in your arena?”

			Chazod wrenched his shoulders from the creep. “Don’t touch me, asshole. I’ll rip your fucking throat out once I’m out of these cuffs.”

			“See!” hissed Rennic, grinning ear to ear. “So much spirit. The cheers in the arena will echo for miles. Buy him. Buy him. He’ll make you so much money.”

			All the nobles flocked to Chazod, oohing and ahhing over him. With his wrists and ankles shackled Chazod did his best to swat them away from him. 

			“I’ll give fifty phoenix, easy.” said Balin.

			“One-hundred.” said one of the other nobles.

			“Whatever the highest price, I’ll beat it by ten-percent.” said Balin.

			At that something of an argument started among the nobles, but it was finally decided that Lord Balin would buy him for two-hundred phoenix. 

			“Such a lovely price.” whispered Rennic, smiling. His cold, white hands pushed Chazod’s cheeks up into a smile.

			Chazod yanked his head away, and Rennic danced over to Maddox. Chazod spit on the ground and scowled at the freak. He watched with disgust as the nobles hung on every word Rennic said to them, as if he could speak no lie, nor ever lead them astray. Maddox went for one-hundred-and-fifty phoenix and Padraic nearly the same. Banden went for an amazing five-hundred phoenix. Chazod wasn’t sure what a ‘phoenix’ was, but he assumed it was the currency of whatever kingdom they were in, the equivalent of a gold crown back home. He watched as Rennic skipped down to the end of the line and presented the rest. Chazod shook his head as the naive nobles overpaid for more fools like Jaquin or inexperienced pit-fighters that he had never even seen in the arenas back home. 

			Eventually the bidding on the men completed and the nobles moved on to the line of women. The knights in white armor began unchaining Chazod and the other men, and they all rubbed their raw wrists and ankles as the shackles came off. They were then divided up into lots based on which noble they had been purchased by. Chazod gripped hands and smacked the backs of Banden, Maddox and Padraic, finding solace that they had all been taken by Lord Balin. It was rare in the slave trades to find yourself among friendly faces and it was a welcome chance for them all. Jaquin was part of their lot too, but he just kind of stood off to the side. None of them really knew the man and Chazod found little reason for getting to know him better. He wouldn’t last a day in the arena. 

			Chazod now watched as some knights brought forth a couple crates they called “ancillaries”. Inside the crates were sacks of clothing and the items taken off each of them when they were captured. Anything of great value such as jewelry, gold and silver was missing, but most of the other stuff remained. To his surprise, Chazod saw his Everlight dagger among the various junk and hoped he might get it back. He found it curious that neither Rennic nor Garrot had paid it any attention when they took it from him. Either they had no idea what it was worth, or they just weren’t paying attention. Chazod smirked as Jaquin began arguing with the knights to give him back his belongings. The man really just didn’t get that he was a slave now.  

			After one of the knights finally smacked Jaquin across the face, Chazod turned his attention to the female auction, hoping to see what might become of Adalia. From what he could gather, the nobles all seemed to own a brothel together and were looking for exotic beauties from around the world to bring in new customers. The women were all in a line, and like the men, wore nothing but plain smocks, though they also had simple, black veils over their faces. Chazod watched as one of the curious nobles lifted one from a woman and then recoiled. Chazod chuckled. They must never have seen a woman from Narbereth before. 

			The shock of seeing a noseless woman was too much for the noble and he began shouting his displeasure at Garrot. But then Rennic danced over to him, smiling and giggling and telling him how exotic Narberethan women were, and in short order the bidding began. 

			At first the auction started off just how Chazod thought it would. The most attractive women were quickly snatched up by the nobles to work in the brothel they owned. But then Rennic came behind Adalia’s girls, none of which were older than twelve. “Look at these pretties. So young, so nubile. And the mother. Oh, the price men would pay to have all three together. So much money. So much money.”

			Balin shook his head in disgust. “This goes too far.” He turned to Garrot. “I told you, no children.”

			“But look,” said Rennic, red lips curling in a smile. His hand danced around one of the girls’ cheeks. “So soft. Touch it. Touch it, my Lord. Some men pay more for youth.”

			“No.” said Balin. “No children.”

			“Now wait,” said Jord, the fattest of the nobles. “Maybe Rennic is right. We could be losing money.”

			Balin’s brow furled.

			“So much money,” urged Rennic. “So soft. So fair. She could please so many. Tender skin. Touch it. Touch it.”

			The nobles moved in, rubbing their paws on her cheeks.

			Balin seemed to relent. His lips twisted up in contemplation as he gazed down on the girls. 

			“The money. The money. Money money money money money.” whispered Rennic.

			“Think about it.” said Jord. “Think about the money we could make! There are laws prohibiting such youth in brothels, but in ours… We’re Exalted, Balin! We can sell them! The money! The money!”

			“King Dagrir will never go for it.” said Balin, shaking his head. 

			“I could sit on the Council.” said Rennic. He danced around the girls and then skipped his way between all the nobles. “I could talk to the King. I could make him hear me.”

			The nobles all began nodding. 

			Chazod had seen enough. He placed his hands to his mouth and called out as loudly as he could, “Hey assholes, they make medicine! They’ll make you more as nursemaids than they ever will as whores. The mom’s a terrible fuck. Gave me the red sores. They all got it. I suspect that’s why she learned how to make medicine, to try to find a cure. If they find it, let me know.” Chazod made a show of itching his crotch as the nobles all stared at him. He had never had relations with Adalia or any of her girls, but hoped the threat of incurable red sores might frighten the nobles away from buying them as prostitutes. Chazod surreptitiously kicked Banden in the foot.

			“The young bitches use too much teeth, so I take them from behind like animal!” bellowed the large, dark-skinned man, pumping his hips. “Gave me the red sores, they did!” He pulled up the front of his smock. “Look at my enormous cock! It fucking burns!” Banden threw his head back into a roaring cackle.

			Chazod stifled his own laugh. The man really did have the red sores. Chazod knew he didn’t get them from Adalia’s girls, but it definitely sold the bit. 

			The nobles took one more look at Adalia and her daughters and then moved down the line. “Fifty phoenix for the lot of them.” said Balin, passing them by. “I’ll hire them out as nursemaids.” 

			Chazod felt a gauntleted hand smack him across the back of his head. He turned. Standing there was one of the shrouded knights. He had long, brown hair and eyes of the same color. Up the arms of his black armor Chazod noticed he had spiraling ram horns painted. At his side hung a sword in a black scabbard whose pommel held an orange crystal that seemed to glow with its own light. The man stared Chazod in the eyes and nodded—almost, Chazod thought, in thanks. “Next time you pull something like that, you address the Council with, ‘my Lords’, not ‘hey assholes’. Understood?”

			Chazod smirked. “Sure thing. So who the fuck are you, my Lord?”

			“Gah-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha!” laughed Banden, slapping Chazod on the shoulder. 

			“I am Lord Raygar, Dark Star Knight of Exalted Lord Balin.” said the black-clad knight, smiling ever so faintly. He handed a large sack to one of the white knights. In it were all of Chazod’s and the others’ possessions. “Come with me.”

			He and two of the knights in white armor led Chazod and his fellow captives down a ramp that led into the coliseum’s underworld. It was a network of arched tunnels lit by gaslamps on the walls. There were many branches leading off, and many gated doorways with armed guards. As they made their way, Chazod could hear the clamor of swords on shields. It wasn’t real battle, he knew. Just sparring matches by the sounds of it. The smell of sweat also became more pronounced. 

			“Where are we?” asked Jaquin.

			“The coliseum of Durtania.” said Raygar. 

			“No, I mean, what country?” said Jaquin.

			“Duroton.”

			Chazod and the others all looked at one another. Duroton? Chazod eyed the curious, spiraling ram horns painted on the man’s armor and that brilliant, orange crystal in his sword’s pommel and wondered if he was one of the unholy knights of Duroton he had heard of; a man born of a union of woman and demon.

			Jaquin’s face lost its color. “D-Duroton? Y-You mean to sacrifice us to demons?” Chazod thought Jaquin looked ready to run.

			Raygar stopped and turned to them all as they came upon a wide hall lined on one side with some crates and what looked like spare building materials. There were some large stones and stacks of bricks set against the wall. “You will quickly unlearn the lies told to you in your kingdom. You need not fear any demons here.”

			“Then what are you?” asked Chazod. “You’re not one of the demon knights?”

			Raygar gave an amused smile. “Dark Star Knights are not the spawns of demons.” he said. He turned his head and lifted his long hair, revealing a strange mark scarred upon the back of his neck. Chazod thought it was not unlike the stellaglyphs tattooed upon the necks of Saints. Raygar’s was a tilted disc with some type of beam radiating from it.

			“You’re a Saint?” asked Padraic. 

			Chazod huffed. “He’s a cheap imitation. That’s not Star Armor, and his sword’s not star-metal.”

			Raygar smirked. “No. Dark Star Knights are not Saints. But neither are we cheap imitations.” He took off his shroud and handed it to one of the white knights, revealing his pitch-black armor. Chazod suddenly felt a strange force surround him; like he might simultaneously float away or be crushed to the earth. A disc of fine dust was swept off the stone floor and began spinning around Raygar’s waist. Chazod and the others all stepped back. 

			“We control the power of the Dark Stars.” said Raygar, holding out his hands. The spiraling disc spread out from him, and in an instant Chazod felt himself tossed backward with the others and they tumbled across the floor. The knights in white armor laughed. 

			Chazod got to his feet, eyeing the man suspiciously. Behind him he heard Jaquin start whimpering. Banden whispered something about witchcraft. 

			“And we also control the power gifted to our Crystallic Swords.” said Raygar, drawing the broadsword from his side. He walked over to the stacks of stones where a large boulder sat. “My sword’s name is Rampart and its power is strength.” The sword began to glow with an orange aura that encompassed Raygar. He turned to the boulder and slammed his fist down upon it, shattering it like glass. 

			Raygar looked at Chazod and laughed at his astonishment. “But do not worry,” he said, sheathing his sword. “My power comes not from demon or devil, but from the Jinn who blessed me so that I might defend the Lands of Duroton.” He took his shroud back from the knight and slipped it over his head. “Now, come with me. You will learn all there is to know about Duroton in due time.”

			Raygar turned a corner and led them down a narrow corridor that came to a spacious, round chamber where a fire blazed in a pit at its center. All around where holding cells where dirty men sat, most of them shirtless or in rags. Chazod could tell that some of them were from Narbereth by the slave brands on their necks. Others, however, looked like southerners from Escalapius with tawny complexions or dark skin like Banden. A few were pale with dark hair, surely from Valdasia. All were muscular but malnourished.

			“They mean to keep us like animals.” whispered Jaquin, looking around the chamber and the captives that lazed in their cells.

			Raygar placed a gauntleted hand upon Jaquin’s shoulder. “This is merely a holding chamber for new arrivals.” he said. “Unfortunately, slavers like Garrot don’t always treat their captives well, and the journey here can be long.” Lord Raygar led Jaquin toward an empty cell, and Chazod followed with the others behind him. “You will only stay here until you’re cleaned, fed and ready. Then you shall all have chambers of your own, four to a room with your own beds and your own possessions.”

			“Our own beds and our own possessions, huh?” said Chazod.

			Raygar looked at him. “There are laws in Duroton about keeping slaves, and those laws include feeding and bedding them well.”

			Chazod huffed. “Bedding them well like the women out there who’ll be going to work in a brothel?” asked Chazod. “Feeding us men well before we die fighting in this coliseum?”

			Raygar’s eyes turned down for a moment. “Slavery is a new and complicated matter here in Duroton. Some of us don’t condone it.”

			“But that’s what we are, right?” Jaquin looked more nervous than ever. He trembled as he looked into the empty cell. “We’re slaves. We’re nothing but slaves now.” He looked at Raygar. “I… I don’t belong here. I don’t want to be here!” 

			One of the knights in white armor pushed him into the cell. “Come on, move it!”

			“I’m sorry.” said Raygar as Chazod and the others filed into the cell. “Few want to be here. But if it is any comfort, you shall be given a chance to prove your worth.”

			Jaquin stared at Raygar through the bars. “My worth? I won’t last! Rennic said my blood would…” Jaquin choked on his own words.

			Raygar’s face seemed to sour at that name. He shut the cell door and Jaquin flinched as the locking mechanism clanged into place. “It’s best not to hear the words of that creature.” 

			Raygar took the sack of possessions from one of the knights and dumped the contents onto the floor. Out spilled some clothing and a number of cheap weapons and odds and ends. “Let’s see what we got here.”

			“I want my sword.” said Maddox. “I made it myself and it brings me luck in the arena.”

			Raygar looked at him. “Made your own weapon, did you?”

			“We all have,” said Chazod, motioning at Padraic and Maddox. “Our old master, Grandon Faust, made us learn the smithy. Made us make our own weapons.”

			“Interesting.” said Raygar. “But no weapons in the cell. You’ll get good, Durotonian weapons before long.”

			“I would like my bracelet back.” said Banden. “It was my father’s. He gave it to me when I was first sold as a boy. I have carried it ever since.”

			Raygar rummaged through the pile and found a cheap, copper band, green with tarnish.

			“That is mine.” said Banden.

			Lord Raygar inspected it for a moment and then tossed it to him. Banden slapped it around his huge wrist. 

			In the pile Chazod saw his dagger. Raygar picked it up and was about to toss it aside when Chazod said, “That’s mine.”

			Raygar seemed to absentmindedly hand it to Chazod through the bars, and neither of the white knights seemed to notice. Banden and the others looked at Chazod. 

			“I thought you said—” Chazod kicked Maddox in the ankle before he could finish his sentence. Then he slipped the dagger up the sleeve of his smock.

			Raygar gathered up the clothing and handed it to them all through the bars. “Save these for later. We’ll get you all cleaned and fed, and then tomorrow you will train.”

			“T-Train for what?” asked Jaquin.

			“To fight, of course. You are all going to be gladiators for Exalted Lord Balin Yagdril.” said Raygar. “You will take names for yourselves and fight in the arena. Most of you will die. But some of you will win titles for yourselves and have fame, fortune, women, and in time, your freedom back.”

			“I’m already trained.” said Chazod. “I know how to fight.”

			“Me too.” said Banden. “I will fight today. I am one of those who will earn fame.”

			Lord Raygar chuckled. “You may know how to fight, but do you know the battle of King Tharick and Apollyon? Do you know the battle that was the Reclaiming of the Stellarium? Do you know how to fight in ten-feet of water as Lord Graylon did when he fought the serpent of the crags? Do you know how to fight upon swinging chains as the Lords of the Mines did to clear the griffons from the peaks of Mount Yotun?” 

			Banden’s face seemed to melt with confusion and Raygar laughed. “You are gladiators, men! You are not mere fighters, you are entertainment for the people of Duroton!”
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			Awake 
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			There was darkness all around. The moon loomed a monolithic god as Etheil drifted before it, as diminutive as an insect. Far away, a single star burned white, steady and bright. Etheil felt entranced by it; drawn to it. He reached out a hand, as if to grab it in his clutches, and he glided forward, the silver, pocked surface of the moon tracing away from him. 

			And then he realized there was something else in the blackness; something darker than the void of space; something that light dared not touch. It was a serpent—a dragon—and it slithered its way through the endless, empty expanse of the universe. Etheil hesitated to think it a god, for it seemed more primordial, like a founding pillar of the very universe. It was of a magnitude beyond even that of the earth and moon; of a scope no human mind could comprehend. It swam its way toward the final star, but moved as if it counted its minutes in years and seconds in days. Still, Etheil could see that it would be upon the star soon, within the confines of human conception. Its head turned slightly, and blazing, red eyes more terrible than dying suns came into view like stars from orbit. 

			Etheil froze. Terror engulfed him.

			“Etheil Freydir,” rumbled a great voice. “You have come to this place too soon.”

			Etheil turned. Resting upon the arc of the moon, as if it were no more than a perch, was Solastron. “S-Solastron? You’re…  Where… Is this death?”

			Solastron turned his head toward the great, writhing ribbon of blackness at the edge of the universe. “I told you once that my charge comes due.” he rumbled. “The hour is late.” He turned his head back to Etheil. “I told you of the Dragonstones that I must one day retrieve. You promised to be at my side upon the hour of my death. I release you of that bond, should you wish to journey further this day and go to the place of your brothers and sisters, mothers and fathers. Go to the light of the star, but head not for that blackness, for there you shall find no salvation.”

			“No,” said Etheil. “Do not release me.” He wanted to reach out and stroke the giant wolf, but he was no more than a speck of dust before him. “If ever I can help bear your burden, I will be there for you. Do not release me of the promise I spoke to you.”

			“Very well, Etheil Freydir.” rumbled Solastron. He bounded from the moon, and to Etheil’s surprise, came to stand before him at a scale more recognizable. Etheil reached out to stroke his head, but the wolf flinched back.

			“Touch me not while you are here in this place.” spoke Solastron. “Follow me and I shall shepherd you home.” Solastron bounded off, leaving a trail of sparkling, falling, dust.

			Etheil ran after him, but came to realize that he had no legs. He was floating, devoid of any body, shape or form. He was but consciousness; a formless spirit. He followed Solastron around the moon until the earth came into view. It was a beautiful, blue marble swirled with clouds, floating in the darkness. Beyond it was the sun, a blazing beacon of pure, white light.

			“Come, Etheil.” said Solastron. “You must not dally.” The wolf bounded off toward the earth, and Etheil followed. “You shall not remember what has come to pass this day, for what you have witnessed is knowledge earned only upon your eternal visit.”

			The disc of the earth now swallowed Etheil and then bright, white clouds enveloped him.

			“You are home, Etheil.” rumbled the wolf. “You are home.”

			 ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦

			Breath tore into Etheil’s lungs as he sat up in bed. He felt cold, clammy. He shivered as he wrapped his arms around his naked body. He opened his eyes and squinted against the sunlight that streamed through his bedroom window. He could smell the ubiquitous scent of oily steel that permeated the Grimwatch as if it were a new sensation, and it mixed with the cold, stale air of his chamber. His head spun. A sudden nausea took him and he leaned to the side and vomit spewed from his mouth, splattering on the floor. 

			Etheil heard the chamber door squeak open as he heaved again.

			“I thought you said he had passed?” Mordikir’s voice was unmistakable, like autumn branches creaking and groaning in the wind. 

			“I… I felt no pulse.” said a woman.

			Etheil sat back up, wiping at his mouth. Mordikir came up to him and began poking and pressing at his body. Etheil groaned. “What happened?”

			“You nearly died. That’s what happened.” said the old man, the green lenses of his goggles sparkling in the sun as he scanned over Etheil’s body. Mordikir took down his black hood. He was bald in front, his scalp mottled with liver spots, but in back he still had long lengths of gray hair and they fell over his thin shoulders.

			Etheil looked down at his bare body. A sheet was over his waist and he could see brown and pink stains where it had been soiled with blood and medicines. He had a number of nasty scars on his abdomen, and the one beneath his ribs had some particularly gruesome stitches. In his wrist was stuck a silver syringe and his eyes traced a thin, copper tube from it to a mechanical device at his side that clicked as steadily as a clock.

			“No new parts.” said Mordikir, his thin lips twisting his wrinkly face into a smile. 

			For that Etheil was thankful. The thought of one day waking up from battle to discover a mechanical arm or leg wasn’t very pleasing to him. Worse, he could end up like Haylon who stood behind the old Jinn.

			Haylon was a favorite nurse among the men of the Grimwatch. She was in her early thirties, beautiful and kind, and didn’t mind flirting with the wounded if it made them feel better. She had come to the Grimwatch when she was just ten, seeking lungs to replace her failing ones. On her back she carried a rather large contraption that rasped as a bellows in its center rose and fell with a timed rhythm. Beside that were a pair of brass tanks. Long, thick, flexible metal tubes ran from them and were plugged down through her collarbones. Her sides were slightly wider than normal where brass plates and pipes were affixed to her lungs, giving her a pronounced hourglass shape, even in her white gown. 

			She smiled at Etheil and handed him a glass of water. “You gave me quite a scare a moment ago. I thought for sure your pulse had ceased.”

			“How long have I been out?” asked Etheil. He drank down the entire glass. 

			“A few days.” said Haylon, taking the empty cup from him. “You were in bad shape when they found you and the others out on the ice. You’re lucky to be alive.”

			“What of Brandrir and the others?” asked Etheil. 

			Mordikir turned to Haylon. “Would you go attend my lab, Haylon? I need some time alone with Lord Etheil.”

			“Certainly.” She smiled. She turned to Etheil. “I’ll be back later if you need anything.”

			“Thank you,” said Etheil, watching as she slipped out of the room and closed the door. 

			Etheil hissed as Mordikir slid the needle out of his arm. He began wrapping Etheil’s wrist with a bandage as he spoke. “You are indeed lucky to be alive. Truth be told, I didn’t think you’d make it. I was sure today would be your last. But, miracles happen.”

			“What about Brandrir? What about the others?”

			“Aries, Braken and Syrus are all fine.” assured Mordikir. “Braken is up and about and Aries and Syrus are both as good as new. Two of the soldiers they found with you weren’t so lucky though. The third should make a full recovery.”

			Etheil felt a fear rising in him. He wanted to get out of bed, but Mordikir held him with a firm hand on the chest. “What about Brandrir?”

			“He’s being attended.” said Mordikir. “But, like you, he was in bad shape. Worse, really.”

			“I have to go see him.” said Etheil. He turned to get out of bed. His side stung from the wounds, but not nearly as much as he expected. 

			“You can’t see him right now.” said Mordikir as Etheil cautiously placed his bare feet on the stone floor. “And you need bed rest.” 

			Etheil groaned, holding his side as he stood up. He held the sheet around his waist with his other hand. On the floor, nearby, was his armor. He hobbled over to his dresser for some clothing. 

			“I’m afraid I can’t allow any visitors to him.” said Mordikir. “He’s been placed in a coma for the time being.”

			“I can still speak words of comfort to him.” said Etheil, opening a drawer and pulling out some clothing.

			Mordikir sighed. “He’s in my lab.”

			Etheil froze. If Brandrir was in Mordikir’s lab, that could only mean things were incredibly dire. 

			“It’s bad.” said Mordikir, placing a soft, cold hand upon Etheil’s back. “That arm of his was connected very deeply. When it was torn off of him, the wires and rods cut his lung and heart as they sheared away and pulled nerves from his spine. Not only that, but the knife wounds made a mess of the rest of him. His bowels were torn.”

			Etheil turned to him, his heart racing.

			“I’m doing all I can.” said Mordikir.

			Etheil slipped some black pants on. “I have to go to him.”

			“I need to speak with you alone in council.” said Mordikir. “Right now, you lead the Grimwatch.”

			“We can have council later.” said Etheil. 

			“Tell me,” said Mordikir. “What was the beast that Brandrir saw?”

			Etheil pulled a black shirt over his body and turned to the old Jinn. “What?”

			“The others already debriefed me on what happened.” said Mordikir. “I must know what Brandrir saw.”

			“I don’t know.” said Etheil. He groaned as he leaned down to pick up his boots. He sat down on his bed, and with excruciating effort, began putting them on his feet. “He wouldn’t tell me. He said something about it being a personal matter.”

			Mordikir sighed. He waited silently as Etheil laced up his boots and then followed him out the door.

			Mordikir’s lab was in the deepest confines of the Grimwatch but it was neither dark nor dungeonesque. It was a sprawling chamber with many smaller rooms attached to it, all brightly lit by gaslamps. Down the center of the chamber was a row of large beds, each upon a mechanical frame that allowed it to rise or tilt in any direction. Above them hung many-armed apparatuses with different medical tools or injectors attached to jars of colored liquids. Nearby were other mechanical devices on castors. All along the walls were shelves and tables strewn with gears and parts, many of which had half-finished arms and legs on them. 

			Once, not so very long ago, this lab would have been alive with activity as a dozen or more Jinn and all of their assistants worked upon patients. Now, it was just Mordikir and his two head nurses, Haylon and Gabrella. The silhouettes of the two nurses could be seen behind a thin, white curtain that was drawn around one of the room’s beds. They were attending somebody upon a monstrous table. From beyond the curtains the rhythmic purr of mechanical devices could be heard, as well as the wheezing of a large respirator. 

			Etheil raced across the chamber to the bed and threw aside the curtain. His hand went to his mouth and he had to turn away. Laying on a cold, metal table, plugged into more than a dozen different machines, was the King of the Grims. Primitive devices pumped liquids of different colors into his veins, and a bellows of sorts rose and fell as it pumped air into his mouth. His chest and left ribs were opened wide, steel fingers from the contraption above holding the splayed skin and bones apart. Some sort of device with a white, glowing healing crystal was on top of his heart. It made a terrible, artificial beating sound between the whirs of wet gears. His stomach too was opened, but his bowels were hidden behind a large machine that loomed above, its leather tubing throbbing in an odd pattern to the sound of clacking gears. 

			Haylon and Gabrella paid Etheil little attention. Gabrella was too busy making adjustments to the various contraptions. Haylon had a white healing crystal in her hand and gently massaged it over Brandrir’s body while she cleaned the blood that leaked from his wounds.

			“His heart gave out this morning.” said Mordikir, coming up to Etheil. “The new parts aren’t taking so well. I’ve exhausted my magic hooking everything up. Healing crystals will have to do for now.”

			Etheil knew that the magic of the Jinn was in their knowledge of mechanics and biology, and in the crystals they created at the Stellarium. The Stellarium was located atop Mount Cloudborn near Durtania. Before the Age of the Great Falling it was said to be the home of Aeoria and her angels. Today it was the temple of the High Jinn and the place where their entire Order was trained and learned in the ancient arts. There the magic crystals were created, infused with the powers of the sun, stars and moon. The Jinn could channel energies of lightning, fire, water, strength, healing and others into the crystals. 

			To make lesser crystals, like those that powered bolt-throwers and machinery or held minor healing attributes, the process wasn’t very complex and could be done just about anywhere, given that a Jinn had the proper equipment and time. However, the process to make High Crystals—the crystals strong enough to fuel Crystallic weapons or to fuse a body with parts as intricate as Syrus—was incredibly time-consuming and could only be done at the Stellarium. Unfortunately, High Crystals were another thing the Grimwatch had exhausted, and Etheil was concerned that the lesser crystals Mordikir could make himself were not enough to save Brandrir. 

			Etheil turned back to gaze upon his King. A sense of hopelessness entered him. “Will he live?” asked Etheil.

			Mordikir was silent. 

			Etheil turned back to him. “Will he live?”

			“Give me some time to answer that.” said Mordikir. “Tell me, that thing that did this to him, it was after the Mard Grander, wasn’t it. I don’t suspect it made off with his arm for no reason.”

			Etheil nodded.

			“Is the rest of the hammer safe?” asked the Jinn. “Once it realizes it only has but one of the fragments, I expect it to be back.”

			“It will never find them.” said Etheil. “Only me and the lieutenants know where they are, and we would all die before giving up their location.” He looked at Mordikir more grimly now. “How did it know? How did it know to fire the flare to seal the Grimwalk?”

			“A revenant was once a person.” said Mordikir. “They retain their memories, but in a twisted and disjointed form. I suspect it once knew of the Grimwalk.”

			“But, that would mean that it was once one of us.” said Etheil. “One of our own.”

			Mordikir nodded. “No better revenant to send here than one who already knows the place. Do you know who sent it?”

			“The Council? Lord Tarquin?” Etheil looked at Mordikir. “The Jinn?”

			“The Jinn would not send a revenant to do their work.” said Mordikir. “Necromancy is forbidden among my Order.”

			“That never stopped the Iron Witch.” said Etheil.

			“No, it didn’t.” said Mordikir. “Still, my Order would not raise a revenant. If one of the Jinn is behind it, he or she is working for somebody else. That somebody would likely be the Council, or even King Dagrir himself.”

			Etheil shook his head. “Dagrir would never send something like that after his own brother.”

			“No, perhaps not. But the Council would.” said Mordikir. “The Council will not rest until they get the Mard Grander back. If you wish to find that creature, I would start at the Council. The next time it appears, there is no telling how many more men will need new parts.”

			Etheil turned and stared down at Brandrir, an anger rising in him. “I will find it and return it to death. And I will find who sent it.” Etheil took Brandrir’s hand in his own. “Will he survive this? Can you make him whole again?”

			“He’s going to have many new parts.” said Mordikir. 

			Etheil looked at him. “But will he survive? Will he…”

			“He won’t be as complex as Syrus, if that’s what you mean.” said Mordikir. “But much of his left side will have to be rebuilt. I will do the best with what I have.”

			“No.” said Etheil, shaking his head. “What do you need? I’ll get it myself if I have to.”

			Mordikir regarded Etheil for a moment. “Many men here need parts. This wall needs parts. And I’m afraid it is not just that. I need help, Etheil. I am one man, and I am old. What will this wall do when I am gone?”

			Etheil held his head low for a moment. The Grimwatch once had many Jinn. Mordikir only stayed because Etheil was his creation, his Dark Star Knight. And there was a certain shame in that, Etheil knew. Shortly before the phoenix failed to rise in Brandrir’s name, King Garidrir had named Etheil an enemy of Duroton and had him locked away in the Black Cells. Brandrir broke Etheil out before returning to the Grimwatch, and it was then that King Garidrir released Mordikir of his duties in shame. Mordikir stayed here, choosing to spend his days with the men and women of the Grimwatch who he had come to love, rather than banish himself to one of the other countries. There was a certain sadness to that, Etheil thought, and he regretted that Mordikir had to bear the responsibilities alone that once two-dozen of his peers helped carry.

			Etheil looked back to Mordikir. “With Brandrir like this, I am the Grimwatch’s leader. I will go to Durtania and seek talks with King Dagrir. I will appeal to him for equipment and aid, and more Jinn.”

			Mordikir shook his head. “The Jinn will not come here, not unless the Mard Grander is given back to Durtania along with the Grimwatch. Brandrir would have to renounce his crown, and all the men here would have to bow fealty to Dagrir and the Council.”

			“That would never happen.” said Etheil. “I will speak with Dagrir. Dagrir is compassionate. Dagrir still loves his brother. It was Dagrir who allowed Lord Egret and Saint Isley to bring the Mard Grander here. If I speak with him, he will send aid. He will give us Jinn.”

			“Go to Dagrir.” said Mordikir. “Seek aid. Seek supplies. But no other Jinn will come, Lord Etheil. Not even if King Dagrir orders it.”

			Etheil looked at him. “Why? Is your Order’s hatred of Brandrir so great that they cannot at least come to help the others? There are many here who need repairs and new parts. There are many throughout Duroton who would come here could we accept them.”

			Mordikir turned to Haylon and Gabrella. “I must speak with Lord Etheil alone, please.”

			The two women nodded and took their leave. After they were gone and the door shut, Mordikir turned to Etheil. “Do you know why the prophesies say that Brandrir’s reign will bring Duroton to ruin?” asked Mordikir. “Do you know why the phoenix failed to rise in his name? Why the Lands denounced him?”

			Etheil looked at Mordikir but didn’t say anything.

			Mordikir took the black hood of his cloak up and turned his back to Etheil. “Brandrir wanted to be a Dark Star Knight, but the Jinn could not mark him.” said Mordikir. His hands worked at something on his face. “It wasn’t because he was the son of a King. Throughout history Kings have had their sons marked as Dark Star Knights. It was an excuse, and King Garidrir only enforced the law once he came to know the secret I am about to tell you.” 

			There was a soft click and Mordikir hissed, as if in pain, and he drew something away from his face. He adjusted his hood so that the black sides of it overhung his eyes, concealing them. He turned around and held out his goggles to Etheil. 

			Etheil looked at them. Around the edges were sharp spikes, and from within the sides of the inside lenses were thin, copper wires, wet with blood. 

			“Take them.” said Mordikir. “Hold them to your eyes and gaze upon Brandrir.”

			Hesitantly, Etheil took the goggles. He held them to his eyes the best he could, then turned around. The world looked different to him. Certain things luminesced in the emerald vision they provided. Everything was in a strange, sharp contrast, and even things hidden in the shadows of the lab became clear. His gaze fell upon Brandrir. All over his flesh were strange runes that were at once beautiful and terrifying. They held an infernal grace to them, and they seemed to radiate with fire.

			Etheil took off the goggles and turned back to Mordikir.

			Mordikir took his goggles back and turned around, affixing them to his eyes as he spoke. “Brandrir is marked by a demon. Not a Kald, but something more infernal.” He turned back around, looking at Etheil. “Brandrir walks hand-in-hand with one of Apollyon’s own, and it is this demon who lays claim to Brandrir’s destiny.”

			“But… Are you sure?” asked Etheil. “When? How?”

			“We don’t know.” said the Jinn. “We only know that he is marked.” He fixed Etheil with his emerald-lensed gaze. “Go to Duroton. Ask King Dagrir for aid. But do not ask him to send any of my Order, for they shall not come.”

			Etheil breathed out a long breath. He turned and looked down at Brandrir. “I will get you help, old friend. Whatever demon makes claim against you, he also makes claim against me. I shall not let him collect so easily.” Etheil leaned over and kissed Brandrir upon the brow. 

			“Solastron came through here.” said Mordikir. “Came bounding over the entire wall shortly before you and the others were found.”

			Etheil turned to the old man.

			“The watchers on the wall said it was quite the sight.” said Mordikir. “They said he jumped over it as if it were nothing.” 

			“Was he alright?” asked Etheil. “He was wounded.”

			“I don’t know.” said Mordikir. “He took off to the south.” Here Mordikir regarded Etheil more fully. “Your wolf has always born scars, much like Brandrir’s, only his are deeper and crueler. But I expect you already knew that.”

			Etheil nodded. “Have you always known? Have all the Jinn always known?”

			“The Jinn know many things.” said Mordikir. “And many things we keep to ourselves. Some knowledge is not for all to know. Some knowledge is best left a secret.”

			Etheil looked at the old Jinn, wondering what else he might know about Solastron.

			“Don’t worry, Etheil. I will ask you nothing about Solastron.” said Mordikir. “I am old. Many new things will be revealed to me soon enough. Your secrets are yours to have.”

			“Thank you.” said Etheil. “Let the others know I have gone to Durtania, but tell them I have ordered them not to follow. My presence will stir enough animosity there, and I don’t want this to turn into a battle.”

			Mordikir nodded. “Be safe, Etheil Freydir.”

			Etheil bowed and turned to make his leave when Mordikir stopped him, grabbing his arm.

			“Saint Isley is in Durtania. Saints are healers.” said Mordikir. He looked at Brandrir. “The Grimwatch could use a healer.”
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			Free Narbereth 
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			Rook woke from a dreamless slumber to the sound of a robin’s cheery whistling in the tree just beyond the bedroom’s far wall. Drowsy, golden sun came through the curtains and Kierza’s amber locks were cradled in his neck. Her soft arm was over his chest and the striped, pink scars on it shined in the diffuse light. He looked down at her and saw her brilliant eyes smiling up at him, her unveiled face happy and content. He smiled back. “Good morning.” He kissed her forehead as the robin sang out its morning song once again.

			“We could make it a better morning,” she purred, throwing the sheet from his naked body and pressing her own against his. Her hand caressed its way from his chest, down his abdominal muscles, and settled upon the last place her gentle fingers could reach. 

			Rook smiled and leaned in to her. Their lips locked as his hand brushed through her hair. “I love you.”

			She pressed her body more forcefully upon his, making her way atop him as her lips moved from his face to his neck. Her hands massaged over his chest and shoulders. Rook reached up, her breasts filling his hands, and they made love as the birds outside sang to the dawn’s sun. 

			They laid in bed, forehead to forehead, lost in each others’ eyes until the sound of horses and carts coming up the road broke the peace. Rook could hear Callad exit the house. His father always managed to shut doors too loudly. Outside, he heard Callad speaking with Blake and Dontis and heard the sounds of people unloading wood and stone. 

			“I guess they were serious about coming to rebuild the house today.” said Kierza, her forehead still against Rook’s.

			He nodded. He drew a finger across the scar on her cheek and across her noseless face, and then down her lips. He smiled as he looked into her eyes. “Which means one of these walls might be coming down at any moment.”

			“Should we give them a show?” Kierza playfully bit at his lip.

			Rook leaned in, pressing his lips to hers. Her hand stroked down his back. And then there was a knocking on the bedroom door. “Time to wake up, my lazy children.” came Sierla’s voice.

			Rook and Kierza groaned in unison as they both rolled over on their backs and stretched. 

			“Maybe not quite as lazy as it might seem.” said the voice of Saint Ertrael.

			Rook and Kierza looked at each other. Kierza’s cheeks flushed red and they both giggled.

			Then there was a rapping on the window. “Rook, you ought to get up and see your surprise!”

			Rook looked at Kierza. She smiled, knowingly. Rook rolled his eyes. “Alright, what is all this about?”

			“You’ll see.” she chirped. She pecked him on the cheek. 

			Rook rolled off the bed and onto his feet. He put on his black, leather armor and strapped Starbreaker to his side. Rook couldn’t help but watch as Kierza slipped into a green, silken summer dress. He smiled. Green really was her color, he thought, as she tied a matching veil over her face. 

			Outside the bedroom stood Saint Ertrael with Diotus. Ertrael had been staying with them at the cottage and had made the ruined living room into something of his own bedroom. He didn’t seem to mind that it meant he was basically sleeping outside. Rook felt a little humbled by how quickly Ertrael was becoming one of the family. Rook even thought that Ertrael had come to enjoy how much Sierla doted on him, as if he were some long-lost son who finally came home. He could tell Ertrael even looked forward to all the home-cooked meals and seemed fascinated by family life. It was obvious he wasn’t used to being looked after and cared about, and Rook recalled how he actually seemed to enjoy the first time Sierla scolded him for coming home too late. But Rook was surprised to see Saints Asteroth, Sodiel, Raziel, Hadraniel, Cabiel and Loganiel all gathered in what remained of the living room. They had been keeping mostly to themselves at the church in town. The Priest, Sin Eaters and all the clergy had fled when the fighting started so the Saints had it all to themselves, except for those who came to pray in silence. 

			Jocab and Tomas were also in the mix. They too had come to live here. Currently they slept with Callad and Sierla in their bedroom, but Rook knew that one of the plans with rebuilding the cottage included another bedroom just for them. Tomas was only nine and stood beside Sierla like a lost, frightened puppy. Rook hoped his young age might help him forget the horror he endured two weeks earlier. Rook didn’t think that Tomas had seen him kill his mother, but Jocab definitely had. Even now Jocab eyed Rook hatefully from Sierla’s side. 

			“Who’s tending Galen?” Kierza asked Diotus. Despite Ertrael’s best efforts at healing, Galen was still in rough shape and was laid up in Diotus’s basement. Once the cottage was repaired the plan was to bring Galen home. For now, however, Kierza, Ertrael and Diotus helped take care of the boy during the day. At night a few of the local women took turns tending him. 

			“Val and her children are there now.” said Diotus. He no longer wore his Jinn outfit. He was back to his civilian robe, the brown one with the hood with black circles that concealed his eyes. 

			“Oh good,” said Kierza. She turned to Saint Ertrael and placed her hand upon his breastplate. “We should go see him after all this.”

			Ertrael nodded.

			Blake, Dontis and Callad came into the room through one of the toppled walls. Blake’s eyes lit up when he saw Rook. “Have we got something for you! Just wait until you see it.”

			Rook looked at all the gathered people. “Wait until I see what? What is this about?”

			Sierla smiled. “Well, my son. I’ve finished it. It’s not much, but here it is.” She walked over to the couch where there was a large, white, rolled up bundle of fabric. Callad, Blake, Dontis and Ertrael helped Sierla unroll it and then held it up for all to see.

			Kierza looked at Rook, smiling brightly. Rook looked at it and couldn’t believe his eyes. It was a great banner. It was a field of white, and upon its center was a golden sun. Around the top, in golden embroidery accentuated with silver, were the words, ‘Free Narbereth’, and around the bottom, ‘Hic Sollas Lumin’. 

			“I helped her get the words right.” croaked Diotus.

			“I don’t know what to say.” said Rook. “What… what is this for?”

			“It’s a flag, silly boy.” said Sierla. “For flying above one’s country.”

			“We took a poll.” said Dontis. “Well, as best we could, anyway—so many people and more coming each day. Most people want to call our country Free Narbereth.”

			“But everybody agrees that our country’s motto has to be ‘Here Shines the Sun’.” said Blake, smiling. He came up to Rook and slapped him on the back. “Hic Sollas Lumin, Rook.”

			“Wait, wait, wait… Our country?” asked Rook.

			Blake nodded. “Our. Country.” he said. “Like you said that day, there were no kings and no gods among us. We took this land. We freed this land. This is no longer the Kingdom of Narbereth. This land is all of ours. That means this is our country.”

			“I don’t know what to say,” said Rook. 

			“Well you better think of something fast.” said Blake. “The people are in the town square waiting for you to raise the flag this morning.”

			Rook swallowed hard. Kierza kissed him on the cheek. “Let’s not keep them waiting.” she said. 

			It had been more than two weeks since King Dahnzeg and his daughters fell to the swords of their own army. In that time Rook had little chance to do anything but tend to city affairs with Diotus, Blake and a few select others who he trusted unconditionally. Rook never thought such a revolution would have been started by his actions, and he could never have imagined that he would be thrown into a position of such leadership over so many people. But more and more, Rook realized that was what he was becoming, and it was not at all by his own will. Everybody was looking to him for answers, and in many cases, they were answers he just didn’t have. The population of Bellus had exploded overnight with all the knights and soldiers, and already people from neighboring cities were flocking here. News that the King and his daughters were dead spread fast, and faster still spread the rumors that Bellus had become a free and independent city without rule. Food supplies were a primary concern, as was the infrastructure to support so many people. Buildings and streets still needed repairs from the initial skirmishes and housing was becoming a premium. Outside the city walls a village of tents had already gone up. 

			But there were other, more dire concerns. Ertrael and Diotus didn’t think Bellus had seen the last of its enemies. The Queen of Narbereth, Queen Lustille, was out there somewhere, as were all of Narbereth’s Exalteds and Saints. Ertrael and Hadraniel didn’t believe that they’d see any Saints for a while. Sanctuary would keep them as far from Bellus as possible and would do everything in their power to prevent word from spreading that they had lost the ability to recall their Saints. It was rumored that Queen Lustille had been seen fleeing the capital city of Narberia with her Exalteds the day after the King and his daughters fell. However, that did not mean they wouldn’t seek to attack. They could be trying to amass an army, or seeking aid from Sanctuary or another kingdom. Bellus, for all the people here had achieved, was far from safe right now. Rook had sent scouts out far and wide to monitor the countryside for attacks. Thus far, all was quiet. But for how long, Rook couldn’t be sure. 

			Right now, however, battle plans and city infrastructure issues went to the back of Rook’s mind as he and his entourage made their way into the city square. The streets were choked with people. When they saw him coming, their cheers roared through the avenues like an ocean wave and they all parted for him. Rook felt hands reaching out to touch him; saw people pointing at him and waving banners painted with a sun. Through the tumult he heard his name cheered, thanked and praised. 

			Rook felt himself shrink into his armor as he walked behind the Saints who all helped to clear the way for him. He had been cheered in the streets before; he had been cheered when the King and his daughters fell. But that had all been for victorious battle. These cheers, however, were for something else. They held a different kind of weight, and it was crushing him. These were the cheers of people looking upon a leader; a ruler; an idol; a hero. He wasn’t any of those things. He was just a slave of Narbereth who had stood up one day. It wasn’t anything more than the rest of these people could do. But more than that, deep down he felt himself a villain. His actions had led to the deaths of Karinael and Marisal, and nearly the deaths of Galen and the other Saints. He had called upon the demon, and those close to him had paid the price. He wanted to run.

			Rook slipped his hand into Kierza’s. At his other side Diotus leaned into him and said, “In Duroton there was once a young man named Rankin Parvailes. He was an orphan and stole food from vendors in the streets when times were tough and the orphanage was overcrowded and could not provide for all the children. But one day he was caught and tried as a thief, and then he was sent to be a laborer, indentured to the Lands. He was a slave really, such is the fate of many thieves in Duroton. 

			“He was about your age when the Iron Witch rose to power in the east of Duroton, near Mount Yotun. The Iron Witch was once a Jinn, but her mind was twisted by the blood magic and spells of the dead she dabbled in. She rose to great power, and none dared venture to her tower, for even the King feared her curses. The people cowered in the night, never knowing when she would strike next, coming to steal away children for sacrifices to her blood magic.

			“One night, the Iron Witch and her servants struck upon a small village near the Blue Wilds. It was the village where Rankin grew up, and he knew many of the young children the Iron Witch stole from the orphanage. Rankin was strong from laboring and digging the trenches for gas lines, but he was not a warrior. Still, he vowed that he would put an end to the Iron Witch, and asked that any who had the courage might follow him. But nobody would join him, for he was nothing but a laborer.

			“But Rankin was determined to end the reign of the Iron Witch and her servants of the dead, the revenants. Few had stood against such creatures, and fewer still lived to tell their tale. It was said that only a blessed hand or blessed weapon could turn them away. Knowing this, Rankin thought to obtain the one blessed artifact he knew of. It was a sword named the Valclarinax, a holy weapon that had been blessed by Saint Rachiel of the Blessed Hand during the First Age. The sword was kept as a treasured artifact in the great church of Durtania, and Rankin stole it away one night.

			“With the holy Valclarinax in hand, Rankin went to the tower of the Iron Witch and faced her alone. She sent her revenants upon him, but by the light of the Valclarinax they were turned. Then he came upon the Iron Witch herself, and a fearsome foe was she. They battled, and like King Tharick who broke the Mard Grander when he struck down Apollyon, Rankin broke the holy sword when he struck it upon the Iron Witch. As she died, the army of revenants crumbled to dust, their souls free and at peace at last.

			“Rankin returned home with many children and brought the mask of the Iron Witch back with him as proof that her powers were no more. He was hailed a hero and even the King summoned him to the throne to receive titles and honors. The King sent men to tear down the cursed tower, and in its place put a statue of Rankin, so that all might remember that heroes are born of courage and not their skill with a sword.

			“Tales of his deed spread throughout Duroton and people came to believe that his very shadow would bring courage and strength to any who might stand in it. People would make long pilgrimages to his statue, for it was said that to touch it could make a warrior out of any man. Rankin was never at peace with the honors and titles he received. He told me once that he didn’t feel he deserved as much attention as he got; that all he had done was what any man could have done. In Duroton, even today, if you were to ask who Rankin Parvailes is, they will tell you he is the man who struck down a horde of the undead with naught but the courage in his heart and the righteousness of his hands; the man who faced down the most powerful warlock of our age and rescued a thousand villages from the shadow of the cursed tower. He eats the swords of his enemies for breakfast and he can spit fireballs from his ass.”

			 Rook chuckled. “So what’s this have to do with anything?”

			“My point is, Rook, that no good man feels equal to the power given him by those who adore his name. A hero might earn his title through deeds, but his legend is born of the ideas he stands for. Many times, those ideas are more than the man. Do not fear your ability to live up to the cheers these crowds bestow upon you. It is not you, your deeds or actions they revere, but the ideas that were born from you.”

			As they came upon the town square Rook could see that the golden statues of the Sisters had been torn down. In their place now stood a flagpole higher than any building in the entire city. Rook could hardly believe it and wondered when it had gone up. He supposed it had been done late last night, all part of the plan to keep this a surprise for him. 

			Callad, Sierla, Diotus, Ertrael and Kierza led Rook toward the massive flagpole where a small platform and podium had been erected. It still smelled of fresh wood. Rook’s legs felt weak as he walked up the steps. He had never seen so many people gathered at once. Every street and alley was packed with people, their arms raised in cheers. Children sat on the shoulders of their fathers. The armor of knights and soldiers gleamed in the sun. People dressed in finery and people dressed in rags mingled together everywhere. But of all the raised hands, Rook saw not a single slave bracelet catch in the sun’s rays. He saw people with brands—the same one he and Kierza had—but not a single bracelet. And every raised hand had a sun painted in red upon it. Rook now noticed that it was painted on shirts and the sides of buildings as well. It was also painted upon the podium. 

			Rook didn’t think it possible, but as he stepped up to the podium the cheers intensified. It was a roar without beginning or end; white noise that did not ebb, but flowed like an unending wave rushing over him. It rumbled in his chest and rattled the nearby windows. Rook felt his cheeks flush. He trembled. 

			Kierza slipped her hand into his. She leaned into his ear and whispered, “Be brave. You know what to say.” 

			He squeezed her hand, nearly crushing it. His heart pounded as he settled in at the podium. Upon it was a megaphone. The same megaphone he had used to rally the army against the King. His hand shook as he picked it up. He looked behind. Kierza, Callad, Sierla and Ertrael all smiled brightly at him, holding the rolled-up flag. Behind them, Saints Hadraniel, Raziel, Asteroth, Cabiel, Sodiel and Loganiel all stood. Diotus looked at him and smiled, then flapped his hand, shooing him toward his duty. 

			Rook looked out at the crowd and placed the megaphone to his mouth. The roar of the crowd receded to near silence, and now thousands of staring, expecting eyes became his burden. It was a weight greater than the cheering had been. Rook swallowed hard, and then spoke into the megaphone. 

			“People of Narbereth,” he began. Stars above, I have no idea what to say. “You honor me with your cheers. But, on this day, it is all of you that I must honor. Your courage, your bravery, have given us all this chance at freedom—true freedom!—not just for us, but for all the people of Narbereth. Maybe even for all the people of the world. But, it is just that: a chance. What you have all won is more valuable than gold. It is more valuable than all the riches of all the kingdoms. And thus there will be those who want to take it from you. There will be more battles to fight. There will be no rest for any of us for a long time.”

			Rook took a deep breath, trying to rally his thoughts. Before him stood that immense sea of people, all watching, listening. And then off to his left he caught sight of a puddle of blackness. In the shadows of a tall inn stood Grandon Faust and a number of men. They all wore black armor. None of them bore the sign of the sun. Grandon eyed Rook coldly as he puffed on a cigar, his men smirking and whispering amongst themselves.

			Rook looked back out to the people. “But I tell you all this: the greatest threat you will yet face will not come from armies of men, or Queen Lustille and her Exalteds. Freedom is not a treasure easily taken away by force of arms. It cannot be stolen away in the night by thieves. Freedom is indeed a treasure, but it is not tangible or ageless like gold and silver. Freedom is something that lives, and all things that live can decay. Those who would take this treasure from you will try to corrupt it from within. They will try to sway you back to the ways of old by promises of strong kings and armies to protect you from the threats of the outside. They will poison you with temptation, to bring back slaves so that some might have an easier life. Do not be fooled! Freedom is something that lives, and the more darkness you cast upon it, the more it will wither and die.

			“I do not know what the future will hold for us, but I tell you all this: I am Rook Gatimarian. My family starved in Jerusa. I was made a slave in Narbereth. But today I am free, and so are all of you! Whatever shadows we have cast, let them remain behind us, for before us shines only the sun! So what say you? Shall this land where we stand go back to shadows, or will you raise your hand and say with me, Here Shines the Sun!”

			Fists raised into the air and the chant of, “Here Shines the Sun!” rattled the windows of the buildings and thundered through every alley. Rook glanced behind him, and to his relief he saw that Callad, Diotus and Ertrael had fixed the flag to the rope and were ready to raise it.

			Rook held his hand up to the flag as it began its ascent. “People of Narbereth, behold your treasure!”

			The flag began to rise into the air, and the crowd erupted into a cacophony of cheers, whistles, hoots and hollers. Rook looked to where Grandon Faust and his men were. Grandon cast him a steely gaze, then his folded arms bounced as he huffed a laugh. Grandon spit his cigar to the ground and waved his hand, and fifty or so of his black-clad men turned and disappeared down the alley.

			Rook looked back to the cheering crowds as the flag reached full height. “Celebrate, for today you are all citizens of Free Narbereth! Here Shines the Sun!”

			Bolt-throwers fired into the air and people roared out in unison. Rook turned around and was immediately scooped up into a painful squeeze by Callad’s large arms. “Well done, son. Well done.” 

			Callad released him and Sierla hugged him to her chest. She was crying and said something about being proud, but Rook couldn’t hear over the commotion. Then Kierza spun him around and embraced him into a long kiss that only seemed to make the people roar out louder. By the time Rook was out of Kierza’s arms, Hadraniel, Sodiel, Raziel, Cabiel and Loganiel were already gone. 

			Saint Ertrael patted Rook on the back. “They went back to the church, but they’ll stick around for a while, I think.” said Ertrael. “I don’t think they’ve decided what they’re going to do yet.”

			“And what of you?” asked Rook.

			“I’ll stay, I think.” said Ertrael. “But right now, I better get back to Galen.”

			“I’ll go too.” said Kierza.

			Rook looked out at the crowds. “I think I’ll make my escape as well.”

			“Not so fast.” croaked Diotus, taking Rook by the arm. “Your people out there are going to expect a few handshakes and a few pints of beer with you.”

			No sooner than Diotus said that then Blake and Dontis came up to the podium. “Rook, c’mon!” Blake extended a hand to him. “Tavern’s all ready. There are some people you need to meet. They all need to run something by you. C’mon!”

			Rook gulped.

			“I’ll go with you.” said Callad, patting Rook on the shoulder. 

			Rook called out to Kierza as he was dragged away by Blake and Dontis, “I’ll meet you at Diotus’s!”

			Kierza smiled and blew him a kiss.

			 ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦

			Rook hadn’t really believed he would be doing much celebrating, and he was right. On the way to the tavern there were some handshakes and cheers and even a couple pints of ale shared. However, once at the tavern, Rook’s political duties reared their ugly head again. The tables had all been pushed together to form a circle, and seated around them were a number of people. They introduced themselves to Rook as the First Council of Free Narbereth, the ones the city had more or less elected to represent itself. They consisted of some dozen men from various walks of life. There was the new constable of the city guard, a man named Tamus Garo who had taken over now that his predecessor had been killed in the fighting. For the knights of the King’s former army sat Sir Rivenal, who was the one Rook had met out on the battlefield before the King. There was a wealthy nobleman named Lucus who sat for the merchants and their guilds, and also a farmer who Rook already knew fairly well, named Aethan. And then there was Barzoo. He was a rather large and imposing Escalapian man with the darkest skin Rook had ever seen. Rook was familiar with him. He had been one of Grandon Faust’s slaves. His leather armor was old and beat-up, his hands gnarled from years of labor and battle. Still, Barzoo brought a sense of peace to Rook, for it showed that the people of Free Narbereth had decided that even the lowest of their numbers had a voice. 

			Notably absent, however, were any of the Saints. According to the Council, the Saints had been invited but had declined any part. Rook couldn’t help but wonder if Karinael would still be here if things had gone better. He also wondered if this meant that if the Saints all stayed, they’d still count themselves apart from the people. Grandon Faust and his men were also absent. Rook thought for sure that this Council would be something the man would demand to be a part of. The fact that he wasn’t here actually did not sit too easily with Rook. 

			The surprise the Council had in store for Rook was a large sheet of parchment and a quill pen and inkwell. Together with Rook, they wanted to draft an official declaration of independence; something that would officially state that Free Narbereth was free from the rule of any King recognized by Sanctuary, and from Sanctuary itself. 

			Of all the people in the Council, only Rook himself, Sir Rivenal and Lucus the merchant could read and write, so most of the work fell upon Rook. In fact, the Council really just wanted Rook to draft the declaration himself, only using their input where they felt necessary. In the end, Rook had scribed some two-thousand words declaring Free Narbereth its own, sovereign country which was to be governed under the premises of freedom and liberty for all, and absolving itself from the rule of Sanctuary and any of its Kings. Rook and all the Council signed it. It was then agreed that Lucus would have a copy of it made in bronze to be displayed in the town square beside the flag, and Rook would provide a public reading. 

			By the time everything was said and done and the Council adjourned, the sun had set and Rook found himself walking blessedly alone upon the streets. It was just dark enough that the gaslamps along the roads began to flicker to life. It had been a long day and Rook’s hands were sore and stained black with ink. His mind was exhausted and he was thankful for the quiet he enjoyed on the way to Diotus’s shop. But away from the hectic duties the city placed on him, Rook found his thoughts troubled by things that now refused to be kept at bay.

			For two weeks his sleep had been dreamless, his mind haunted by thoughts of his sister. Every night as he lay beside Kierza he couldn’t help but think that it was another night away from Ursula. Was she safe? Was she loved? Was she cold and hungry? How could he just stay here, now that he knew where to find her? He had to get to her. He had to tell her that he loved her; tell her about what had happened to their mother and father; about all he had done to try to save her. Even now the thoughts were so maddening that he almost felt compelled to run off to Valdasia at the very moment.

			But, Rook hadn’t even told Kierza or anybody else that he knew where his sister was. He hadn’t even sorted out his feelings over what had happened with Karinael, Gabidar and Marisal. On one hand, the guilt of their deaths—and of what happened to little Galen, and that all three boys were now without parents—ate away at his heart. On the other hand, anger that Gabidar had found his sister but didn’t tell him burned within his mind. It all made sense now, why Marisal had become so against Gabidar going off in search of Ursula. How long had they known Ursula was in Valdasia? Months? Years? Why had Gabidar kept it a secret? What, in Valdasia, had become of Ursula that was so dreadful that Gabidar had decided he was better off not knowing? 

			As Rook came upon Diotus’s shop a somberness, confused by guilt and anger, entered him. He wanted nothing more than to tell Kierza tonight, but he knew that to tell her would be to tell her that he was leaving. She would, of course, insist on coming with him. But Valdasia was a long and dangerous journey. He wasn’t certain he could risk her life. And what of Callad and Sierla? Could he leave them behind? And what of this city and all its people? They looked to him. They needed him. But, what if Ursula needed him? He had to get to her, but when? 

			With a heavy heart, Rook snuck quietly down into the basement lab. Galen was the only patient that remained here. Across the street a larger building had been converted into a makeshift hospital and everybody else had been moved there. Though relatively few remained who were injured in the fighting, the influx of people had brought a number of ill, especially from those living out in the tent city beyond the wall. 

			Diotus was mixing up some sort of tea and handing it to Kierza as Ertrael’s hand, glowing with Caliber light, caressed over Galen’s small chest. Beside Galen’s cot stood his older brothers, Jocab and Tomas. Galen lay still upon the cot, much as he had the last two weeks. His labored, wheezing breaths were easily heard across the room. Rook sighed. Listening to Galen’s pained breaths and seeing the worry in his brothers’ eyes  almost made him long for the distraction of the Council again. Diotus took notice of Rook and walked over to him.

			“Will Galen survive?” Rook asked quietly as Diotus came to his side. Kierza and Saint Ertrael tried to get Galen to take a sip of Diotus’s medicinal tea but Galen just shook his head and pursed his lips, refusing to drink. Jocab looked over his shoulder and cast Rook a bitter glare.

			“It’s hard to say. It’s been some fourteen days and he’s not much better off.” croaked Diotus. “I don’t think he’ll ever breathe properly again. His chest and ribs were crushed. Ertrael healed the bones as best his powers could, but they were grievous wounds. The child should be dead. It’s something of a miracle he is even alive.” Diotus looked at Rook. “If we were in Duroton, I would say bring him to the Grimwatch. The Jinn there can rebuild bodies. But alas, I have neither the skill nor the equipment.” Diotus breathed out. “Still, he’s only five. He’s young and resilient. There is hope.”

			Rook squirmed on his feet. Jocab released him from his hateful stare. 

			Diotus looked up at Rook. “You’ve always done the best you could. Remember that.”

			Rook nodded silently, but didn’t exactly agree.

			“I must return to my station across the street.” said Diotus, patting Rook on the back. “Galen is in good hands with Kierza and Ertrael. Go home and get some rest. You look tired.”

			Rook watched as Galen swatted the cup from Kierza’s hand. The thick, brown liquid splattered on Ertrael’s breastplate and Galen blew a raspberry at them. Kierza looked up at Ertrael and the two laughed as she dabbed the spill from his armor with a rag. 

			Diotus turned to leave but Rook caught him by the shoulder.

			“There’s something I never told you.” said Rook, not really looking at Diotus, just lost in the memory. “There was an old man. He appeared to me in the church when I was a boy. He held a cane that was sprouted with leaves. Through his chest was sunk a sword. He was bleeding from the wound, but somehow it was not frightening. He told me that he had come to visit me, because I had been given a chance to do great good or great evil. He said that all good needs is for one person to have the courage to cast light upon evil. He told me that one day I would stand up, and everybody else would stand with me.”

			Diotus cast him a strange look. “That seems to have come to pass.”

			“He also told me that when you look upon evil, you must not blink.” Rook cast his eyes to Diotus now. “But that day when I faced Ovid in the warehouse, I blinked. I am cursed, Diotus. Everything I do is tainted by the mark of the demon. Everything I have is his to take.”

			Diotus looked at Rook and shook his head. “No.” he said. “He can only take what you feed him. But what you feed him, he shall devour.” Diotus turned and walked up the stairs.

		

	
		
			— 30 —

			Assassin 

			[image: ] 

			Lord Tarquin sat alone in the small chamber he called his study, a room carved from the stone of the mountain. The gaslamps on the walls illuminated the document he had upon the table. It was an old schematic of Brandrir’s arm, with the shaft of the broken Mard Grander used as its primary piston. It was clever of Brandrir to have hidden a piece of the ancient hammer within himself, and he wondered if the rest of the Mard Grander might be hidden within the bodies of Brandrir’s lieutenants. Tarquin tapped a finger on the document as he contemplated that last thought. As he did, a black portal opened beside him and the Ghost stepped out. Tarquin eyed the revenant as it glided forward and looked over his shoulder, eyeing the schematic hungrily. 

			“You did well to bring me Brandrir’s arm.” said Tarquin, reclining in his chair. He watched for a moment as the Ghost’s expressionless, iron mask stared at the paper. “Diotus.” said Tarquin at last, and the Ghost turned its head toward him. “It’s that name that caught your attention, wasn’t it?”

			The Ghost remained silent, but returned its hollow eyes to the paper. 

			Tarquin chuckled. “You had no idea what this schematic was when you took it, did you? All you saw was the name of Diotus scrawled upon it.” Tarquin supposed it was a happy chance that the same Jinn who had killed Lord Ardur was the same Jinn who had made Brandrir’s arm. He also found it curious how the dead could cling to their anger; how feelings of retribution might transcend the mortal world. “Continue to serve me well and one day I will let you have your vengeance.”

			Tarquin rolled up the schematic and placed it on a shelf among other books and documents. Then he walked over to a crude, iron pedestal in the corner of the room. Upon it was what he had taken from Brandrir’s arm. “But first you must help me find the rest of this,” said Tarquin, picking up the object. He marveled at the handle of the Mard Grander, turning the narrow shaft in his hand. It was as black and glassy as star-metal, but within it the light caught a rainbow sheen. Reds, blues, and yellows all moved and sparkled within the blackness the way colors play upon a slick of oil. “The power this thing holds.” said Tarquin. “But where is the rest, Brandrir? Where is the rest?”

			A knock on the steel door of the chamber stirred Tarquin from his thoughts and caused the Ghost to stare in its direction. “Enter.” spoke Tarquin, placing the handle of the Mard Grander back on the pedestal.

			The door squealed on its hinges as Lord Rodin, one of Tarquin’s Guardians, entered the study. “Commander,” said the armored man, bowing deeply. He had blue waves painted up the sleeves of his orange dragon armor. He looked at Tarquin and swallowed hard, averting his gaze slightly. “A new blacksmith has arrived from Byfrust. Hamir Hothbrook. Says he was sent here on orders by Councilman Balin.” Lord Rodin handed Tarquin a rolled parchment.

			Tarquin broke the wax seal and unfurled the document, scanning it with a frown. It was an official order by Councilman Balin for Hamir to serve a duty to the Lands of no less than one year at the Dragon Forge. Tarquin looked up from the paper to see that Rodin had finally taken notice of the Ghost. Startled, the Guardian turned his gaze away from it. Tarquin’s lips curled into a smile. He tossed the document to the table. “Is there something wrong, Lord Rodin?” asked Tarquin.

			“No, Commander.” The man shifted uncomfortably on his feet, still not looking Tarquin in the eyes.

			“Then look upon your Commander when you address him.” said Tarquin.

			“Yes, my Lord.” said Rodin, fixing Tarquin with his gaze. He swallowed hard. Then his eyes returned to the Ghost briefly. He seemed as if he were about to say something but then thought better of his words.

			“Is there something else, Lord Rodin?” asked Tarquin.

			“It’s… it’s just, the men worry.” said Rodin. He looked at the Ghost and his voice became no more than a whisper, “There are rumors that you are raising the dead, my Lord.”

			Tarquin scowled at the man.

			Rodin shifted on his feet and returned his eyes to Tarquin. “The men call them the Others.” said Rodin. “And the more who serve you, the more…” His voice trailed off as his eyes went to the floor. 

			“Go on,” said Tarquin, annoyed. “Out with it.”

			“The more you become like them, my Lord.” whispered Rodin. He looked at Tarquin. “The men are worried.”

			“Are they.” said Tarquin. He turned from Rodin. Upon the far wall was a mirror and Tarquin caught sight of himself in it. The left side of his face that had been withered when Celacia’s aura touched him was now scabbed and pocked with rusty iron as red as blood. Tarquin’s mechanical hand went to the necklace of iron fingernails around his neck. Where once there were three, it was now heavier by two. The five horrific things clacked as he thumbed at them.

			“Shall I escort you to Hamir, my Lord?”

			Tarquin turned back around to face Lord Rodin. “Tell this blacksmith that I shall meet him momentarily.”

			“Yes, Commander.” Rodin bowed and then turned to leave. He stopped, nearly jumping out of his boots. Standing there were the rest of Tarquin’s revenants. Shade, with a red ‘X’ painted on its mask; Specter, with the bloody-looking handprint, and his two newest additions, Shadow and Phantom. Shadow had a red flame painted upon its iron mask; Phantom a skull and crossbones. 

			“Tell the rest of my Guardians that I shall hear of no more whispered rumors about me or my servants.” said Tarquin. “Tell them that there is a worse fate than death that awaits those who are disloyal to the Dragon Forge, and that is all they need know.”

			“Y-Yes, my Lord.”

			Like an iron curtain the revenants parted for Lord Rodin and Tarquin watched as he made a quick exit. Then Tarquin looked upon his servants and chuckled. “The Others. I like it.” His flesh hand rubbed at his cheek. It felt rough, hard and cold wherever the iron scabs were. He huffed. He motioned with his hand to his revenants. “Come. Let us meet this blacksmith.”

			The five revenants followed Tarquin through the narrow halls and down the steps that led out onto the floor of the Dragon Forge. There, hundreds of workers labored to keep the smelting of scrap metal and ore in full swing. All around great machines rumbled and thundered. Steam billowed from them, cloaking the skull in an eerie fog, diffusing its roaring fires into a soft, orange glow that lit the massive chamber. 

			Ahead, Tarquin saw Tabar in his leather apron welcoming the newest blacksmith and his entourage of apprentices and helpers. Hamir was a short and stocky man with black hair and a beard. He was much younger looking than Tabar or any of the previous smiths. Tarquin scowled. He didn’t hold much hope for this man, but wondered what credentials he had that Councilman Balin thought it fit to send him here. 

			Tarquin strode toward the new arrivals when he was wracked by a tremendous impact that blasted a hole wide open in the center of his breastplate. Tarquin fell backward, hardly aware of what had just happened. Laying on his back, he found himself staring up at the maze of rusty ductwork hundreds of feet up. For an instant he caught the gleam of green goggles in the shadows of the catwalks and he came to a sudden realization: He had been hit by a bolt-thrower, but the surrounding machinery had drowned out its blast. Tarquin rolled just as a fiery flash ignited in the high walkways. A second later and a hole was blown open in the floor where he had been laying. 

			The revenants encircled Tarquin protectively as he struggled up to his feet. He looked at his chest, half expecting to see blood and mangled flesh. But he had been lucky. The shot had torn a huge hole in his steel breastplate right over his heart. However, his mechanical left arm had a thick, steel plate that affixed over his shoulder and came down over his chest. That plate was fractured, but the bolt had not penetrated it. 

			Tarquin growled as he ripped off his ruined breastplate with his mechanical hand, exposing his bare chest and torso. As one, his revenants all drew long, black daggers and stared up at the ceiling. The Ghost was about to walk through a portal when Tarquin caught its shoulder. “No!” he barked. “This one is mine!” 

			Tarquin unsheathed Whisper and swiped his thumb over the activation rune. An instant later and he was up on the rusty catwalks, hundreds of feet above. Here, everything was in darkness and shadow. Beneath him the glowing steam around the skull lay like a fiery abyss. Above his head, massive pipes and ducts of rusty steel ran this way and that, and huge ventilation fans rumbled and roared, blowing hot breath as they spun. At the end of the catwalk Tarquin saw a cloaked figure. Its face was concealed behind a veil of black fabric, though its green-lensed goggles stared at Tarquin as it frantically worked to reload a long, narrow sniping rifle.

			Tarquin charged forward as the gun barrel was raised to him. He waved his sword and disappeared and then reappeared directly behind the Jinn just as fire erupted from the muzzle and the loud JINK echoed off the steel ductwork.

			The Jinn spun and fired again, but Tarquin knocked the barrel aside with Whisper. The deadly projectile punctured a pipe in the ceiling a few yards away and it squealed as it sprayed clouds of steam. The rusty catwalk shook as the Jinn leapt backward from Tarquin, dropping the rifle before whipping a volley of daggers from its sleeve. Tarquin flourished his sword, casting aside two of the knives but a third struck his mechanical arm, sparking off of it. Tarquin fixed the Jinn with his eyes and scowled. With a growl he charged forward, flourishing Whisper in deadly motions.

			The Jinn drew a large pistol from his pocket and raised the barrel. Just before Tarquin was on him, it fired and the Jinn leapt from the catwalk, swinging on the grappling line it had just shot. The Jinn swung around and landed on top of a large, rusty duct and began running, its footsteps echoing within the boxy construction.

			Tarquin cursed and waved Whisper. An instant later and he was on top of the duct, just in front of the Jinn. The Jinn skidded to a stop and threw something to the ground before Tarquin had a chance to engage. Tarquin leapt off the duct as an explosion rocked it, lighting up the spiderweb of pipes and catwalks in a ball of fire. As Tarquin fell he waved Whisper and once again reappeared atop the duct, right behind the Jinn. 

			Seeming to sense Tarquin behind, the Jinn leapt off the duct and landed on a narrow, rusty catwalk a few feet below. Tarquin jumped down after it in pursuit. The catwalk branched off in a couple directions and Tarquin waved Whisper as the Jinn feinted right. Tarquin appeared  where the Jinn would have been had it not scrambled in the other direction. Tarquin cursed as he saw the Jinn jump up onto a ladder and then leap off onto a network of huge pipes, disappearing into the shadows.

			With a wave of Whisper Tarquin appeared on the pipes. There were four of them, each a good four-feet in diameter and they were all strapped together by steel bands, creating something like a roadway between huge ducts on either side. Fiery light seeped up from between the pipes, illuminating the shadowy maze that Tarquin found himself in. He looked around but didn’t see anything, nor could he hear anything above the tumult of the roaring fans above and the heavy machinery below. 

			Cautiously, Tarquin moved forward with Whisper out defensively. Ahead, the pipes bent around a corner that was obscured by the huge ducts. He pressed himself against the hot, rumbling wall of the duct and peered around the corner. About fifteen-feet away there was a rusty ladder leading up. Tarquin turned the corner, but as he did something dropped down onto the pipes behind him.

			Tarquin spun, getting his sword up just in time to deflect a dagger strike. The Jinn stabbed down at him again, but Tarquin bent low and turned, coming up on the Jinn’s side. He swung Whisper around but the Jinn tumbled beneath the strike and past him. 

			As the Jinn came up to its feet and turned to face Tarquin, it clicked its heels together to deploy serrated blades at the tips of its boots. The Jinn threw its dagger and Tarquin turned to the side, narrowly dodging it. The Jinn spun in with a kick and Tarquin stumbled backward as its bladed boot cut him across the belly. 

			Cursing, Tarquin moved in, swinging Whisper around. The Jinn flipped backward, avoiding the strike, and tossed something to the ground before running toward the ladder. There was a flash of blinding light and a cloud of green, noxious fumes engulfed Tarquin. Holding his breath, he waved Whisper and appeared on the other side of the toxic cloud and scrambled after the Jinn who was already up the ladder.

			The ladder led up onto a network of narrow catwalks and Tarquin raced down them, quickly catching up. As he came upon the Jinn he saw it reaching into its robe for something. He waved Whisper and appeared right above the Jinn, tackling it to the ground as he landed.

			Now on top of the Jinn, Tarquin saw the gleam of a knife in its gloved hand. With his mechanical hand, Tarquin grabbed the Jinn’s wrist and then flipped it around to the dagger-hand, causing the Jinn’s wrist to be twisted and wrenched. It screamed and dropped its blade as the bones in its wrist cracked and snapped. Tarquin now held his dagger-hand to the Jinn’s throat, and with his flesh hand tore the black veil and green goggles from its face. The Jinn wailed as a wet suction released the goggles from its eyes. With them, thin, copper wires slick with blood were pulled out from its empty eye sockets. 

			Tarquin’s lips furled in anger as he came to recognize the face. “Ganomir.” he growled. 

			The Jinn clenched his eyes shut, blood oozing out from them. Long, gray hair with a few streaks of black fell out from his hood now. He panted to catch his breath, but the old man did not struggle against Tarquin. “I didn’t want to believe it true, but now I have seen it.” said Ganomir. “You make debt upon the Lands, Lord Tarquin. And your face—what have you done, my Knight? What have you done?”

			“Who sent you!” barked Tarquin, bashing the old man’s head against the grated steel of the catwalk. “Who sent you!”

			“You may kill me, but do not think you have won, Lord Tarquin.” said Ganomir. “You dabble in forbidden magic, and for it you will pay a far worse price than I would have dealt you.”

			“Was it the Council then?” growled Tarquin, standing up from the old man and dragging him to his feet by the hair. “Was it Balin who sent you to collect upon me?”

			“Tarquin, you must not go any further down the path you walk.” warned Ganomir. “If you do, you—” Ganomir screamed as Tarquin’s dagger-hand cut the man’s left ear from his head in a single, quick stroke.

			“Who sent you to collect upon me!” roared Tarquin, shaking him.

			“You cannot deny that you make debt upon the Lands!” yelled Ganomir against the pain. “Repent and take no more of the dead, lest it be too late!”

			Tarquin flicked his dagger-hand, lopping off Ganomir’s other ear. “Tell me who sent you or I swear I shall make you suffer for days!” He placed the bloody dagger to the man’s crotch.

			“Rankin! Rankin Parvailes!” screamed the Jinn.

			Tarquin flipped his dagger-hand back around to his mechanical hand and grabbed a handful of Ganomir’s hair. He waved Whisper and instantly the two were atop the dragon skull, standing before Tarquin’s iron throne. Below, hundreds of workers all looked up, trying to see what was going on.

			“What… what are you doing?” panted Ganomir, his eyes still bleeding and clenched shut as he held his bloody scalp where his ears had once been.

			Tarquin pulled him by the hair toward the volcanic opening. “Who else?” barked Tarquin. “Who else on the Council sent you?”

			“No one! It was Parvailes alone!”

			Tarquin grabbed Ganomir by the wrist and with his mechanical hand broke one of the man’s fingers off. Ganomir howled as blood shot from the torn digit. “Who else!”

			“It was Rankin alone, I swear it!” cried the old Jinn. “He called me to meet with him in secret!”

			Tarquin scowled. Before him, five dark portals opened and out stepped his revenants. He looked at Ganomir. “Councilman Parvailes is going to find out the hard way that I shall not be collected upon easily. As for you, I’ve changed my mind. Death is too easy a fate for you. You once made me a Dark Star Knight. Let me return the favor and make you into something more.” He looked at his revenants. “Take a fingernail and bring him to the Chamber of the Crucible.”

			“No! No!” Ganomir’s legs gave out and he fell to the floor. “No! Not that!”

			Like vultures the iron-shrouded creatures descended upon Ganomir. An obsidian dagger flashed and the old man screamed as the Phantom cut a nail from his finger. Ganomir kicked and screamed, struggling for all he was worth, but the five hoisted him up and began dragging him away. 

			Tarquin grabbed the Ghost by the shoulder. “Not you.” he said. His lips twisted into a wicked smile. “I have a job for you.”

		

	
		
			— 31 —

			Traitors 

			[image: ] 

			Queen Loretta stood in front of the mirror, brushing out her long, black hair. The mattress squeaked as King Verami rolled off of it and slid into his rusty wheelchair and then slipped into his robe. Thunder rumbled the castle but there was another sound with it and Loretta paused her brushing. Lightning flashed in the barred window and a warm, storm wind swept up the purple curtains there. Loretta set down her brush and stared at the window.

			“What is it, my dear?” asked Verami as he buttoned up his robe.

			“Shh.” hissed Loretta. The metallic clamor of bolt-throwers rang like distant wind-chimes. She ran to the window and threw open the curtains, nearly tearing them from their hooks. Rusty wheels squeaked as Verami rolled himself to the window. In the distant city, fires burned from the church windows. There was more bolt-thrower fire, and Loretta thought she could almost hear the angry shouts of men. “My poor Agana!” she gasped.

			“I’ll send for Lord Kalarus,” croaked Verami. “Go summon our Saints. They’ll end this quickly enough.”

			Loretta turned from the window when the chamber door was kicked from its hinges. Verami spun around in his chair as the heavy, wooden slab smacked onto the stone floor. Saint Tiffany of the Graves stood there, looking almost naked without the cloak she always wore. The soft glow of lanterns in the hall played off her rounded Star-Armor, illuminating the crusty patches of dirt that stained it. Her white bodysuit was grimy, especially dirty at her knees and arms. In a gloved hand nearly black with soil she gripped her star-metal broadsword. From the halls there were sporadic shots from bolt-throwers and shouts from the castle guards. Saint Tiffany didn’t speak, but stepped into the room.

			Loretta’s hand went to her heart. “Saint Tiffany, thank the Goddess you’re here! What is going on?” She was about to run to her when Verami grabbed her wrist.

			“No, my dear.” croaked the King from his wheelchair. “I believe she is a part of what is going on.”

			With her amber eyes locked on them, Tiffany hugged the perimeter of the room as she slunk around them like a cat on the prowl. She held her broadsword with both hands, its blade held up before her. She had a wild look in her eyes, her pale lips something between a smile and a snarl.

			“Get our daughter.” cracked Verami. “I’ll handle this, my dear.”

			Loretta ran from the room. 

			Like a mummy raised from an age-old slumber, Verami slowly stood from his wheelchair. As he did, his royal gown turned to black, as if a bucket of ink had been spilled over his shoulders and washed down its length. His eyes sunk into his skull until only dark pits remained as the flesh from his face and scalp rotted from the bone and fell to the floor with a wet smacking. 

			Saint Tiffany’s head bobbed as she nodded frantically at him. “Yes… yes…” she breathed. “Kill you. All I have to do is kill you and the dead will haunt me no more. They’ll lead me back to my love. They promise me as much!” She swatted around the air even as she stared at him. 

			Tendrils of green mist seeped up from the floor around Verami, and in his skeletal hand a large scythe appeared. “It has been long since my last harvest.” his voice rang like hollow, iron bells from behind his yellow teeth and ancient skull. “Plague.” He smacked the end of his scythe upon the floor and green mist rolled from its sharp, iron blade. “Pestilence.” He smacked it again and more mist billowed forth. “May it all befall you.” Fingers of green vapor began to encroach upon Tiffany. Wherever they touched her flesh there was a sizzle and a red pustule formed. 

			Tiffany’s body began to glow in a soft, yellow orb swirled with white and the creeping mist recoiled from her, the sores washed from her body. Her voice cracked and then went out as she tried to scream, leaping into the air with her black broadsword held high.

			Verami swept his scythe up, catching her sword and knocking her aside. Tiffany hit the floor and rolled, her breastplate cracking the stone of the wall when she hit. She scrambled to her feet and came at him again, whirling her sword chaotically. Black sparks struck off Verami’s scythe as he used it to turn away each of her blows. Then he swung it around as if reaping wheat from a field. Tiffany leapt back, narrowly escaping being gutted. She pushed out her hand, and in a blast of Caliber energy Verami was sent against the far wall. 

			She charged at him, her mouth open in a voiceless scream. She leapt into the air, swinging her sword at his skull. Verami whipped his scythe around, its curved blade hooking around her breastplate and slamming her into the wall. The room shook from the impact of her armor against the stone. Bricks cracked and the wall nearly toppled. She fell to the floor on her back, but before she could get up a skeletal foot stomped down on her wrist, preventing her from getting her sword up. Then the edge of Verami’s scythe pressed against her throat, pinning her. 

			Yellow teeth clacked as a laugh escaped Verami’s jaw. “Disease and death!”

			Sickening green mist poured over Tiffany’s face. She coughed and choked as it infiltrated her faltering Caliber light. Sores began to pock her flesh and pustules exploded on her cheeks, oozing stinking fluid. Her mouth opened in a silent scream, and blisters boiled up all down her esophagus.

			 ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦

			“Calm down, Tabitha.” said Saint Belphegor. He wrestled with the creature’s giant, hairy leg as he held it beneath one arm and tried to straighten it out with his other. It was a soft thing, covered in course, black hair with orange upon its many joints. However, near the foot was a patch of burnt, red flesh that was oozing puss and Belphegor needed to heal it and prevent the infection from spreading. The tarantula wasn’t agitated, just being fussy. However, even by tarantula standards Tabitha was enormous, and her fidgeting was proving difficult for Belphegor to control.

			At last he got the leg steady and quickly placed his hand upon the wound. Just as his Caliber began to shine, Tabitha made something of a hiss and tore her leg away. Her many limbs danced with a soft patter as she spun around to face Belphegor, nearly knocking him over with the plump bulb that was her abdomen. She raised her front legs nearly to the ceiling in warning as her eight, beady eyes stared down at him. Blobs of yellow venom glistened upon a pair of splayed, obsidian fangs.

			“Easy, girl.” said Belphegor, grabbing a bundle of gauze off the table. “Now I just have to bind it and you’ll be good as new. Next time when I tell you to stay away from Cinder’s cage maybe you’ll listen.”

			The spider scuttled up the stone wall and into the high rafters. Belphegor sighed as the creature hung upside down, watching him. He was about to contemplate what sort of treat might coax her down when the sound of distant bolt-thrower fire caught his attention. He ran to the window of his tower room and saw smoke rising from the city. 

			Belphegor hurried and grabbed a large set of iron keys from his shelf and slung them around the belt of his scabbard. He fastened it to his waist as he bolted from his room and kicked in the door across the hall. “Malachi! Trouble in the city!”

			Malachi was slightly shorter than Belphegor, though they shared the same rich, brown tourmaline hair and eyes. He grabbed up his star-metal mace and followed Belphegor out into the dark hall of the tower. There, Saints Beckeliel and Dengarial were stepping out from their respective rooms.

			“Do you guys hear that?” asked Beckeliel. “I hear bolt-throwers.” The white-haired Saint held her sword in one hand, her head cocked as she listened to the sounds of the castle.

			“What’s going on?” asked Dengarial, brushing his long, ruby hair from his eyes with a hand. Like Beckeliel, he held his sword at the ready.

			“Trouble in the city.” said Belphegor, motioning to them with his hand. “To the King and Queen.”

			The four Saints ran down the hall, their star-metal boots clanking loudly on the stone floor. They flew down a spiraling flight of stairs and came to a large chamber lit by lanterns on the walls. Across the room was a rusty portcullis that howled as the storm winds swept through it. It led out onto a high walkway which crossed over to the castle proper. As the Saints headed toward the gate a group of knights came into the chamber across the room. 

			“Trouble in the city!” Belphegor called to them. “Assemble in the—”

			JINK-JINK-JINK-JINK-JINK-JINK!

			Belphegor dove as the floor around him and the wall behind him exploded from bolt-thrower fire. Malachi ducked and put his mace up defensively. He grunted as a bolt cracked on his pauldron, the impact twisting him to the side. Beckeliel yelped as a bolt impacted her arm, exploding off her star-metal bracer. Dengarial wasn’t as lucky as the others. His sword fell to the floor with a tremendous crack as his unarmored belly was torn open by the gunfire. He stumbled and fell backward, screaming as his innards spilled out.

			JINK-JINK-JINK-JINK-JINK-JINK!

			As a single unit, Belphegor, Malachi and Beckeliel scrambled toward the gate as bolts destroyed the floor and walls. Malachi and Beckeliel flourished their weapons, bolts bursting into showers of sparks upon them. 

			Belphegor threw his arms up as he barreled through the steel bars of the portcullis and out onto the narrow walkway. It was an iron bridge with a grated floor, railed with decorative bars in the shape of ravens. The long bridge was swept by the wind and overlooked the castle’s courtyard some two-hundred feet below. Above, dark storm clouds swirled and lightning flashed in their depths. At the opposite end, about fifty-yards off, the castle proper stood with another barred gate leading in. The three ran out onto the walkway, rain pelting them and beading off their Star-Armor and leather bodysuits. About half-way across, Belphegor skid to a halt, Malachi crashing into him and Beckeliel into Malachi. From the opposite gate another group of knights came out, all of them with bolt-throwers raised. 

			Belphegor turned. Past Malachi and Beckeliel the knights who had first shot at them were coming out onto the bridge. 

			“Move! Go!” screamed Beckeliel as bolt-throwers were raised to her. She tried to push her way past Malachi when the knights behind her began shooting.

			JINK-JINK-JINK-JINK-JINK-JINK!

			Belphegor and Malachi ducked as Beckeliel screamed. Her side was torn open, and then her sword fell as her arm exploded at the elbow. She fell and another bolt impacted her head, destroying it. 

			JINK-JINK-JINK-JINK-JINK-JINK! The knights from both ends of the walkway began firing. Belphegor raised his sword and brought it down hard, sweeping it across the iron railings and cutting through the grated floor. There was a squeal from both ends of the bridge as iron bent, and then the two halves collapsed where Belphegor had cut. 

			Belphegor felt the entire walkway tilt as it began to fall and swing toward the far side of the castle and he grabbed onto one of the railings. Beckeliel’s body toppled and fell just as she began to consume into her armor. Malachi slid but managed to grab onto the grated floor just in time.

			Belphegor and Malachi braced for impact as the walkway swung downward toward the castle. Encompassed in Caliber energy, the two hit the stone wall, their star-metal breastplates like wrecking balls. Stone broke over them as they crashed through the castle. They tumbled and rolled across the floor of a chamber, both of them coming up onto their feet, running. 

			“To the King and Queen!” yelled Belphegor. They tore across the chamber floor and up a flight of stairs as they headed into the royal tower. As they rounded a corner they saw Queen Loretta running toward them.

			“Saint Belphegor!” cried Loretta as she ran toward the Saint. The hall was dark but for a few torches on the wall and the occasional flash of lightning through the barred windows.

			“Milady, we must get you and the King out of here!” said Saint Belphegor, looking around the halls nervously with his sword at the ready. “Some sort of rebellion among the knights. They took us all by surprise. They’ve already killed Saints Beckeliel and Dengarial.” All throughout the castle bolt-thrower fire and the screams of men echoed. 

			 “Agana!” said the Queen. “She’s out in the town with Ophelia!”

			Malachi nodded and took Loretta’s hand. “We’ll find her. First, let’s get you to safety. Where is King Ver—”

			JINK-JINK-JINK-JINK-JINK-JINK!

			Belphegor and Malachi wrapped themselves around the Queen and ran her back down the hall as bolt-thrower fire rocked the corridor. Ceiling and floor exploded, showering them with fragments of stone. A bolt burst on the back of Belphegor’s breastplate just as they got around a corner and into a long hall. They ushered the Queen through the corridor and up a spiraling flight of stairs. They rushed her through another hall and rounded a few more corners, coming to a small, tower chamber. At the other end of the room was another flight of stairs leading up. “This way, quickly!” said Belphegor.

			Belphegor raced to the stairs and was about to go up when he stopped. Torchlight and many boots were coming down. He turned Loretta around and began heading back the other way.

			JINK-JINK-JINK!

			Malachi got his mace up defensively as knights poured into the room, firing on him. A bolt exploded off his breastplate, and one off his greave. He flourished his mace, blocking another shot, but the knights all began firing at once. Another bolt burst off his breastplate and then his mace, but then his body twisted as one hit him in the stomach, blowing a bloody chunk of meat out of him. He fell to his knees just as another exploded on his face. 

			Belphegor grabbed Loretta and pushed her against the wall, standing before her like a shield. JINK-JINK-JINK! Belphegor flourished his sword, bolt’s breaking upon his blade. Loretta screamed as one of the bolt fragments hit her cheek, slicing it open. JINK-JINK-JINK-JINK-JINK-JINK! Blood and bone exploded from Belphegor’s arms and legs. He fell to his knees as more bolts opened up his belly and then finally took off his head. And now the knights all trained their weapons on Loretta. 

			Lightning flashed in the barred window of the chamber. In the brief, white light Loretta saw  huge, wolfen hands wrapping around the bars. The knights were about to fire when the entire encasement was torn from the wall.

			They all turned as a hulking, bestial form slipped into the room. Before they could even train their weapons on it the shaggy, gray-furred thing tore into their ranks. Claws flashed. White teeth snapped from a snarling muzzle. A gusher of blood and limbs was thrown into the air, painting the walls, floor and ceiling red as mangled bodies were tossed from the window. And then it was done. Blood and entrails dripped from the ceiling. A fecal odor filled the room. The creature turned and fixed the stairway with its yellow eyes. Bootsteps and shouts; torchlight coming down the stairs toward them.

			“Kalarus,” said Loretta. “Agana is in the city. Find her.”

			Kalarus eyed the stairs as he stepped in front of Loretta. “Let me devour these for you first!” he growled.

			“No.” said Loretta coldly. She wiped at her bleeding cheek and looked at the blood. “Naughty. So naughty.” she said with frigid ruthlessness. She looked at the hulking wolf-man. “Find Agana. Bring her back to me safe and sound. Leave these naughty people to me.”

			Kalarus turned and bounded out of the broken window he had come through. Loretta stepped toward the stairway. As she did, she became tall, rigid and cruel, her eyes hateful, dark orbs. Twenty knights poured down the stairs and into the room. They stopped in their tracks as they saw Loretta. Bolt-throwers were raised.

			“You’ve all been naughty, naughty children!”

			The knights all backed up, lowering their weapons. They held their heads low, as if suddenly ashamed of themselves. 

			“You can’t do anything right! You disgust me! You’re all terrible children! So weak! So pathetic! You make your mother angry!” 

			All at once the knights began to tremble. Bolt-throwers fell from their hands, as if they were suddenly too heavy for them to hold. 

			“Look at you, you’re all pathetic! Worthless! Weak! Crying brats, the lot of you!”

			The knights all fell to their knees, trembling and weeping. Loretta loomed over them, glowering, and they huddled together like frightened children. From her gown Loretta produced a menacing, iron paddle. Dried bits of flesh clung to the rusty spikes that covered its broad, flat end.

			“Mother will punish you! Mother will punish all of you!” She raised her paddle and brought it down on the first knight. He wailed like a child in agony. She raised the paddle again, blood and gore dripping from it, and she brought it down once more.

			 ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦

			Sir Spengle stood in the shadows of an alley between two shops at the perimeter of the town square. A handful of his most trusted knights stood by him ready for any orders he might have. Beyond the tall shops and inns he could see the spires of the church in flames. His knights and  the townspeople had taken care of the Saints and clergy there and he felt some satisfaction knowing that there were no more threats within the city. Castle Valdaria, however, still had him on edge. To the east he could see some fires raging from the windows of the castle and wondered if the King and Queen and their Saints were dead, or if he and his men might be set upon at any moment. His finger nervously tapped the handle of the bolt-thrower strapped around his shoulder.

			“Sir, perhaps you should leave this to the townspeople?” asked one of Spengle’s knights. “Our skills might be better put to use aiding our men within the castle?”

			“No.” said Spengle. “I must see her burn.” At the center of the town square, in front of a great topiary in the form of a raven, his knights had set a number of wooden posts and were in the process of binding Agana, the Priest and his Oracle and Sin Eaters to them. Townspeople worked quickly to pile wood at their feet, tossing armloads at a time. The Priest, Oracle and Sin Eaters were already dead—all of them had been shot or taken down by swords—so burning them was more for closure’s sake than anything else. But Agana was still alive and the little girl was beginning to come to. 

			“Sir, perhaps we should help with the pyre then?” asked the knight.

			Sir Spengle shook his head. “No. I need you here by me.”

			“But Sir, if we get this over with quickly we may yet be able to help the others within the castle.”

			“No.” said Spengle. “Let Saint Tiffany handle all of that. We’ve done our part.”

			“Sir, with all due respect,” began another knight. “They may need our help in there. Look how many we have here. At least let me lead our knights to the castle. While Tiffany and the others strike from within, we can strike from without. We can end this all quickly.”

			Spengle shook his head. “You there!” cried Spengle. He stepped from the alley and grabbed a passing man by the arm. “Find a torch. Burn them now! The Vampire is awakening.”

			“I’ll do it.” said another man. He was a strong, tall fellow with a bolt-thrower over his shoulder. Spengle thought he could see the flicker of regret in the man’s brown eyes. “I should be the one. If she must burn, it should be by my hand.”

			Spengle nodded. “Quickly then. Get a torch.”

			“Ophelia?” Spengle turned to see Agana lift her head. She looked around, confused. “Ophelia?” She squirmed against the post she was bound to and Sir Spengle suddenly worried that she might slip from the ropes that wound around her body.

			“Burn her! Quickly!” yelled Spengle. “Burn her now!”

			 “What’s happening? Where’s Jackson? What are you doing to me?” Agana’s voice was getting more frantic as consciousness began to return to her. 

			Spengle stepped back into the shadows of the alley. He watched as the man he had spoken to came up to Agana with a torch in hand. Beneath Agana some townspeople began splashing kerosene on the wood. Others began shouting obscenities at her or spitting in her direction. 

			“Where’s Jackson?” cried Agana. “I want Jackson!” She looked at the man with the torch. “I want my mommy! I want my mommy!”

			“Burn her! Burn the Vampire!” The rest of the townspeople were becoming as restless as Spengle, wanting to watch the flames cleanse her from the world. As much as Spengle had wanted to end her quickly, nothing but fire would do for the people. Agana had taken many of their children. Agana was a nightmare that kept parents awake at night. They would not settle for a silver bolt through her head, or an axe upon her neck. They wanted her ashes carried away upon the winds; to know that not even her bones remained to haunt them. “Light her! Burn her! Cleanse her from this world!” they shouted.

			“Wait! There is something I must confess!” cried the man with the torch. “She was my doing! She was my sin! Before she burns, let the Goddess hear my confession!” He looked at Agana. “Ursula.” he said. “That was her name.”

			Agana looked at him, tears rolling from her eyes. “Why do you keep calling me that? I want my mommy! I want my mommy!” 

			“I… I wanted to tell you before, back at the house.” said the man. “I… I must confess my sins to you.”

			“Please! Please!” cried Agana. “I want my mommy!”

			The man looked down for a moment. “Your name was Ursula.” He looked back at Agana. “You had a brother named Rook, as I was told, but your parents had died of starvation. You came from the country of Jerusa.”

			Agana looked at him with red eyes. “Why are you saying that? My name is Agana! My mom is Queen Loretta and my father is King Verami!”

			The man shook his head and wiped at his eyes. “I bought you from a slaver to save my own daughter. When Saint Ophelia came, we gave you to her and said that you were our daughter. My wife, her name was Britina. She held you as a baby, and Saint Ophelia tore you from her arms. She… she didn’t want to give you up. She had only held you for a short time, but she wept for a week after you were taken.”

			Agana shook her head. “Why are you saying this? I want my brother! I want Jackson! Mommy, mommy! Help me!” she screamed.

			“Do it now!” yelled Spengle from his alley. “Do it now!”

			“I’m so sorry.” said the man, his voice breaking with tears. “Aeoria forgive me.” He tossed the torch into the pyre. 

			Flames began to spread, engulfing the pile of wood. To Agana’s left, the fingers of fire began to lick at the ends of the Priest’s long, black robes. In the cracked mirror-mask of the Oracle, bright, red flames flickered.

			“Help! Help!” shrieked Agana. “Mommy!”

			Screams, but not from the pyre. Heads began to turn and then people began to run. Sir Spengle peeked around the corner of the alley he stood in. Like an approaching wave, blood and limbs shot above the rooftops, rushing toward the town square. Men screamed and bolt-throwers fired. Townspeople ran. And then Sir Spengle saw him. It was Exalted Lord Kalarus. He bounded down the avenue, his jaws and claws ripping through the ranks of those unlucky enough to be in his way. 

			Sir Spengle, threw his back against the wall and sunk into the alley’s shadows. His hands trembled and his teeth began chattering. His breaths came in frantic pants.

			“Sir,” said one of his knights. “Come, we must fight!”

			Spengle looked at the man.

			“Sir, hurry!”

			Spengle took his bolt-thrower in his hand. The knight turned from him. JINK! 

			The rest of his knights turned, stunned by the sudden burst of blood and armor. One of them looked at Spengle. “You son of a bitch!” The man lunged at him.

			JINK-JINK-JINK! JINK-JINK-JINK! The knights all fell, torn armor and chunks of meat painting the alley walls.

			Spengle stepped over the fallen knights and into the town square. JINK-JINK-JINK! JINK-JINK-JINK! “Kalarus! Kalarus!” he cried as he mowed down the knights and townspeople in the square. “Quickly, we must save the Princess!” JINK-JINK-JINK! JINK!-click-click. 

			Sir Spengle tossed his bolt-thrower to the ground and grabbed a fully loaded one off the body of one of his fallen knights. Then he raced toward the pyre where Agana cried as the flames began to lap up around her. “Kalarus!” JINK-JINK-JINK! JINK-JINK-JINK! Spengle shot down everybody near the pyre before they even knew what was happening. He slung the bolt-thrower over his shoulder and began kicking away the burning wood at Agana’s feet. “Don’t worry! Don’t worry, Princess! I’ll save you!”

			Spengle felt a tremendous impact as he tumbled across the cobblestone road. He looked up and saw Kalarus’s monstrous, wolfen form in the flames. With a roar, Kalarus ripped Agana, pole and all, from the fires and bounded out of them. He stood over her on all fours, snapping up a man in his jaws and shaking him so ferociously that blood and limps flew high into the air. Knights and men ran up, firing at him with bolt-throwers. The beast’s thick, gray fur jolted from every blast but seemed to have no effect on him.

			“Silver!” cried a man. “We need the silver bolts!”

			Spengle got up to his knees. JINK-JINK-JINK! He blew the man’s body apart. He turned his weapon on others, JINK-JINK-JINK! JINK-JINK-JINK! “Kalarus! Get the Princess to safety!”

			With claws as black as pitch, Kalarus tore the ropes from Agana and cradled the crying girl under one arm, tucking her up against his chest. He leapt into a group of knights, scattering them, just as some townspeople fired, opening up a string of bloodless holes in his fur. Kalarus snapped his enormous, wolfen head toward them and roared out as Spengle turned his bolt-thrower and mowed them all down. 

			Kalarus fixed Spengle with his yellow eyes. “We must get back to the castle! The King and Queen are in danger!”

			Spengle nodded. Kalarus turned to bound off when fur and blood exploded off his back. Kalarus fell and howled. He tucked Agana beneath him. JINK! JINK! A chunk was blown from the beast’s side, and one from his left leg. 

			Spengle looked up. From the rooftops were three men, each with long, slender-barreled bolt-throwers. They began reloading and in one of their hands Spengle saw the gleam of a silver bolt. He raised his own bolt-thrower to them. JINK!-click-click-click. Spengle looked at his weapon and cursed. He tossed it to the ground.

			The men on the rooftops all trained their barrels down at Kalarus. Agana screamed as a volley of fire rocked his body.

			Spengle scrambled to a dead knight and picked up a bolt-thrower. He turned it up to the roofs. JINK-JINK-JINK! JINK-JINK-JINK! JINK-JINK-JINK! Two of the men fell before they realized what was happening. The third turned his gun from Kalarus and pointed it at Spengle. JINK!

			Sir Spengle dove as the cobblestone at his feet broke apart from the blast. The man on the roof started reloading as Spengle ran toward the fallen Kalarus and threw himself against the beast’s body. Kalarus stirred and struggled up to his feet. JINK!  Kalarus made a terrible howl and then collapsed again. Spengle stood up and fired on the rooftop. JINK-JINK-JINK! The man screamed and tumbled from the roof. Spengle then turned around, scanning the streets frantically. The wounded and mangled were everywhere, some of them still moaning and writhing in the bloodied streets, but everybody who could flee had done so at this point. 

			Spengle heard Agana’s muffled cries beneath Kalarus. He pushed on him, hands sinking into wiry fur, but couldn’t budge the enormous beast. He ran around to Kalarus’s head and then froze before turning away in disgust. A silver bolt had blown the back of his skull out. Spengle ran around Kalarus’s other side and dragged Agana out from under him. She screamed and cried.

			“It’s all right! It’s all right!” said Spengle, hugging her close. “I’m here! I’ll protect you!”

			“You’re one of the bad men! You killed Ophelia! You killed Ophelia!” she cried.

			“No! No!” said Spengle, hugging her and stroking his hand down the back of her head. “It was the others. I tried to stop them, but there were too many. Don’t you remember?”

			“I want my mommy!” cried the girl.

			“Shh,” Spengle cooed to her. “It’s all right now. I’m here. I’ll protect you.” He turned his eyes up to the hill in the distance. The eldritch forest was in a frenzy. Flames roared from many of the castle’s windows. He looked down the empty avenues of the city. He’d have to find a house to hide in with the girl until he knew what his next move would be.

			 ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦

			Saint Tiffany couldn’t breathe. Verami held the back edge of his scythe blade against her neck and he had her sword arm pinned under his skeletal foot. The sickening green mist infiltrated her nose and mouth and she could feel the sores down her throat bursting and swelling her esophagus shut. Hollow, black eyes stared down at her from an ancient skull, yellow teeth chattering in laughter. “I defile your body and reap your pure soul for my master!”

			Tiffany coughed and choked. She felt vomit bubbling up her throat. She closed her eyes and focused on her Caliber. She reached out her free hand and a flickering, yellow glow encompassed it. Within her Caliber she could feel Verami’s skeletal body beneath his black robes, but no matter how hard she tried, she could not budge him.

			“Your Caliber is weak! Weak but precious! Your soul will be pleasing to the underworld!”

			Tiffany wanted to cry. Her body burned. She felt boils and blisters exploding beneath her bodysuit and her Star-Armor. She wanted to give up and die, but the ghostly voices whispered into her ear that she must live. “I can’t! I can’t!” she screamed in a voiceless scream. You must! You must! came the whispered voices in her ear. There were a thousand of them all speaking at once, all haunting her and torturing her with their disparate cries. Be strong and live! Sing to us! Your Caliber can overcome! Sing! He killed me! There is no light here. Sing to us! You must live! Why am I dead? We’ll lead you to your love if you live! Sing us a song! Tiffany held out her hand again. She felt it warm with Caliber energy.

			Verami laughed. “Weak!”

			Tiffany wanted her Caliber to be strong—strong like her love’s—but it wasn’t. She was weak and frail and haunted by those her Caliber couldn’t help. But her Caliber had been strong once. It was strong the day she mustered the courage to confront the Holy Few and tell them that the dead whispered to her about the sins of Saints, and those of her love. It was strong the day she received her Call to Guard. It was strong when she first donned the Star-Armor, preventing herself from being consumed into it. She had thought about her love and his voice and the way it soothed her to sleep and it had become strong. Yes, be strong! Your love! Sing to us! I was murdered by a Saint. Think of your love! Where is the light? Sing us a song! We’ll take you to your love! He killed me! Sing! Sing!

			Tiffany closed her eyes. She thought of her love. She felt her hand slide through his ruby hair as she lay in his lap. She could hear his singing, so soft; so soothing to her. The voices went silent and she felt his Caliber. His was strong. It was strong and white and shone like a star in a sea of blackness. She reached for it. She felt her own Caliber begin to touch upon it. Her fingers burned as she took it up, and then she felt shards of steel pelt her face and a terrible shriek broke her reverie.

			The pressure on her throat was gone and breath tore its way into her lungs as her eyes went wide. She saw Verami stumble back from her, the blade of his scythe broken and shattered all over the floor. She grabbed her sword and struggled to her feet, blood dripping from her face. She wiped her hand down her cheek and shards of broken scythe came off.

			“Your soul is mine! I shall harvest you yet!” Verami pointed a bony claw toward her.

			In a silent scream, Tiffany leapt at Verami, swinging her sword. He caught her by the throat and whipped her against the wall, then he dragged her across it, her breastplate shattering stone and tearing a gash through to the outside. Then she felt herself tumble across the floor and her armor cracked against the far wall. 

			She looked up and saw Verami storming toward her. Wind howled through the broken wall across the room. Loose stone crumbled and rained down from it. Sing to us! He’ll kill you if you don’t move! Why aren’t you singing? Move! Fight! Sing to us! You must live to see your love again! It’s so dark here. Sing! Why am I dead?

			A bony hand wrapped around Tiffany’s neck. She felt herself lifted into the air and tossed across the room. Her breastplate hit the floor with a thunderous crack and she rolled. She felt damp storm winds upon her face, ruffling her amber hair. She looked up and saw black clouds flashing with lightning. And then a dark form loomed over her.

			“Time to complete the harvest!” Verami knelt and his skeletal hands clutched her neck and squeezed.

			Don’t die yet! Sing to us! They took my baby! It’s so dark and cold here. Live and we’ll bring you to your love! Sing! Sing to us! Tiffany tried to breathe but couldn’t. Her head was hanging out of the broken wall, and hundreds of feet beneath her she could see the dark, green lawn of the courtyard. The placid Graymere Lake spread out and in the distance she could see the endless cemetery. She looked up and peered into the lightless sockets of Verami’s laughing skull. Die and you’ll sing for eternity! I was killed by Saint Ertrael! Where is your lantern? Sing for us! Grab his neck and let yourself go! 

			Tiffany reached her arms up and wrapped them around the back of Verami’s neck, grabbing on tightly to the collar of his black robe. She felt her vision fading; felt her limbs going numb. Her mouth opened and closed, but no breath could be had. The sharp tips of Verami’s fingers dug into her neck. What little Caliber she had began to fade. With it, she felt her Star-Armor becoming heavier and heavier. The damaged floor beneath her cracked. Part of the wall beside her crumbled and tumbled down the length of the tower. She felt her flesh crawling up into the frigid star-metal of her armor. And then, in her hands, she felt bone crack.

			“No! No! Let go!” Verami released his grip on her neck and began struggling.

			Hold on tightly! Don’t let go! Why won’t you sing to us! There was a pop and a crack. Mummified tendons snapped. And as breath tore back into Tiffany’s lungs, Verami’s skull came off in her hands and she fell from the broken tower.

			 ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦

			“Naughty! Naughty! Mother must punish you!” shrieked Loretta as she brought her paddle down again and again upon the huddled knights. Each time she brought it up, more and more blood painted the walls. From the hall came maniacal screams and Loretta turned. “More naughty children! Mother will punish you too!”

			A dozen or more ragged men rushed into the room with swords and bolt-throwers, all of them howling like rabid dogs. From their ears dried trails of blood clung to their cheeks and jaws. 

			“Look at yourselves! You’re pathetic! Weak! Invalids the lot of you!” 

			JINK-JINK-JINK! Loretta’s tall, rigid form turned from the impact of the blasts. 

			“Stop it! Stop it you brats!”

			The men pressed in on her, hacking with their swords. Loretta raised her arms. “Stop it! Listen to your mother! You hateful, ungrateful little brats! Stop it! Stop it at once!” But the men did not cease. Swords stabbed in at her or sliced across her body, tearing gashes in her gown. Loretta struck at them with her paddle. “Punished! You must be punished!”

			Loretta swung her paddle, knocking aside three men. She brought it down on another, destroying his face. “Die! Die, you wretched brats! You’re flies! Pests! Weak little insects!” She whipped the paddle back and forth and bodies crumpled upon it. 

			And then there was fire. One of the men held a large, glass jar in his hand and there was a dirty rag hanging from it, the tip of which burned. Loretta turned to him. The man howled and charged her. She brought her paddle down on him as he collided with her, and the jar shattered. Fire spilled out like water and Loretta’s gown burned. 

			“You hateful little monsters! You terrible children! Naughty! Naughty!”  She patted at the flames, but they began to cling to her long fingers and crawl up her sleeves. The man before her burned and he screamed like a wild beast as he fell and wrapped his arms around her legs. “Naughty! Naughty!” Loretta fell. Fires spread out over the floor. “Naughty! Naughty!” She struggled up to her knees as flames engulfed her face. Her hair burned like dried straw. 

			Loretta wailed horrifically. She bolted from the room, tearing down hall after hall, crashing into curtains and furniture, setting them ablaze. She ran and ran until at last she dove through a barred window, sundering the wall. She fell for a hundred feet, her body thudding on the lawn. Rains pattered down on her, sizzling. At length the flames went out and all that was left upon the charred grass was a blackened, unmoving corpse.

			 ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦

			Throughout the city square mangled bodies lay and blood pooled in all the cracks of the cobblestone. Sir Spengle tugged on Agana’s arm but the little girl clung to Kalarus’s corpse, gray fur poking between her white knuckles.  “Agana, you must come with me!” 

			“You’re one of the bad men! You killed Ophelia! You made me turn scary like mommy!”

			“No! That wasn’t me!” Spengle tugged her arm. “Come! We must go before more bad men come!”

			“Go away! Go away! Leave me alone!” shrieked Agana.

			Spengle backed off, afraid that he might awaken whatever demon possessed her. He looked around the empty streets, his keen eyes raking over the rooftops. He wondered if anybody who fled had seen what he had done. If they had, it wouldn’t be safe for him here in the city for long. He could go back to the castle, but Agana knew too much and if she returned he would have hell to pay. Also, what if Saint Tiffany had succeeded? What if the King and Queen were dead? Either way, if he returned to the castle, he couldn’t do it with Agana. Then he had a thought: The men on the roof who had shot Kalarus had silver bolts. If he could find one of them… 

			He turned to the buildings where they had fallen. There on the ground he saw one of their slender rifles. He tossed his bolt-thrower to the ground and ran over to it, grabbing it out of the dead man’s hands. He pulled the lever back and checked the chamber. There was a single, silver bolt inside. He looked at Agana who clung to the fallen beast’s side, screaming and crying. He threw the gun’s lever up and forward, locking in the round. He walked over to her.

			“Go away! Go away!” screamed Agana at his approach. She buried her head into the bloody fur of Kalarus. 

			Spengle raised the barrel to her head. His finger went to the trigger. JINK!

			Agana screamed. Spengle stumbled back as blood and fragments of his armor splattered everywhere. He dropped his riffle and fell backward onto the cobblestone. His eyes went to his chest, and he screamed. Frantic, he looked around. Crawling toward Agana was the man who had tossed the torch into the pyre. In his hand he held a bolt-thrower.

			“You traitor! You son of a bitch!” cried the man, dropping the gun. His legs had been torn off by Kalarus and he left a gruesome path of blood as he clawed his way toward the Princess.

			Spengle’s arms felt around the street for his rifle, but his hands were going numb. He tried to roll over but the effort drained the last of his strength. His vision faded into blackness as his face smacked upon the street. His last conscious thought was of Marlon, and the skeletal eyes staring at him through the glass. 

			Agana turned to the crawling man. She took a step back.

			“Ursula,” he said, his voice weak. “Your name was Ursula. Ursula of Jerusa. You had a brother named Rook. I gave you to the Queen.” He reached out his arm and dragged his body closer.

			Agana took another step back.

			“Your sins are mine.” said the man. He grasped at the cracks in the cobblestone and pulled himself another arm-length closer. “You are as much my creation as the Devil’s. Tell me… tell me you’ve heard my confession!”

			Agana looked down at the man as he stared up at her, life fading from his brown eyes. She stepped toward him and knelt. 

			“You were my daughter for a time.” said the man. “Will you forgive me?”

			Agana took his hand and brought his wrist to her mouth. She bit down but the man made no sound. She drank until his body went limp and the blood no longer flowed. 

			A peal of thunder coursed its way across the dark clouds above, tracing their unseen path toward the castle’s hill. Agana looked up and saw fires raging from the windows of her home. Then lightning flashed, illuminating a lone figure coming down the street toward her. Rain began to fall. Agana stood up. It was a Saint with dirty, amber hair and honey-colored eyes. Her Star-Armor glinted in the lightning. She held her head in her hands as she trudged down the road. 

			“Tiffany!” cried Agana. “Tiffany!” She ran down the avenue toward the Saint, her black shoes splashing in bloody puddles.

			“They don’t stop! They never stop!” rasped Tiffany as she clutched at her head. 

			“Oh Tiffany!” cried Agana, barreling into the Saint and throwing her arms around her waist. “Tiffany! Tiffany!” Agana looked up. Tiffany’s face was pocked with small cuts and she didn’t seem to take any notice of her.

			“They don’t stop! They don’t stop!” Tiffany tugged at her hair.

			Agana began humming a tune as she clung to the Saint’s leg.

			After a moment, Tiffany looked down at her. Agana looked up and smiled as she continued her tune, the rain washing blood down her chin. Tiffany put a hand on the girl’s head and Agana leaned into her, resting her cheek upon Tiffany’s side. Tiffany’s other hand went to her sword as Agana continued to hum. Her hand trembled as it hovered over the sword’s pommel. Her other hand squeezed at Agana’s head. And then she fell to her knees in the street.

			Agana hugged Tiffany close. “It’s all right, Tiffany. I’ll sing for you.”

			Tiffany began to cry. Her arms wrapped around the girl’s back.

			“I’ll sing for as long as you like.” said Agana. “And then you can take me home to mommy.”

		

	
		
			— 32 —

			Beautiful Blood 

			[image: ] 

			In Duroton the summer sun was never very hot. As such, the awning that could shade the entire arena was kept retracted, leaving the dozens of masts to stick out from their corbels like skeletal fingers, casting the arena floor in shaded stripes. Today was trial practice for Exalted Lord Balin’s Woodswords—the newest gladiators—leaving the hundred-thousand seats that circled the ovular arena mostly empty. Raygar made his way down the stone steps toward the private boxes where Balin and the other Councilmen were gathered. King Dagrir Thorodin rarely attended the trials and Balin sat in the King’s box, in the King’s seat, with Jord, Gefjon, Aldur and Hymnar beneath him. Attractive attendants in sheer, silken gowns stood nearby with platters of grapes and cheese, or pitchers of wine. 

			“Where’s the old-man?” asked Raygar, taking a handful of grapes from a tall brunette. There was a seductive touch to her polite smile and her eyes lingered on his shrouded form for a moment. 

			“Rankin sold off his women and fighters to me.” said Balin. He took a sip from his goblet and set it down beside him.

			Raygar stood beside Balin, leaning up against the large, high-backed throne as he munched on his grapes. “Why’s that?”

			“Said he was through making debt against the Lands.” said Balin. “Renounced his title of Exalted even. His loss.”

			Raygar looked over his shoulder at the brunette. She winked at him and swayed her slender hips. “Indeed.”

			“I hope we’re in for a good show.” said Balin. “The people are eager for some new champions to arise.”

			“There were some proficient fighters in that last lot from Narbereth.” said Raygar, turning his eyes down to the arena. It was a huge area, nearly four-hundred feet long and two-hundred feet in width, circled by marble walls twenty-feet high. At all ends were various portcullises and hidden doors. Its floor was smooth and flat, paved with tightly interlocking brick, home to a number of trapdoors of its own. In the center was the newest attraction: a full-sized galleon, complete with sails and cannons. The hull, however, was only partially built, leaving the bottom half open, exposing the mechanical contraption it was built upon. Iron scaffolding led up to the massive girders and hydraulic pistons the ship was attached to. The deck sat twenty-feet off the arena floor, making it level with the lowest seats and giving the King’s box a tremendous view.

			“I hope so. I’d like to see Jorund lose one of these days and wipe the smug look off Gefjon’s face.” said Balin, his voice carrying an edge of bitterness. Even now Raygar could hear Gefjon boasting about the invincibility of his prize fighter to the other Councilmen as they sat in their plush seats beneath Balin’s throne.

			From the galleon’s deck, arena workers began lowering rope ladders as twenty gladiators in full, plate armor came from an open portcullis and marched toward the ship. All of them carried broadswords in their scabbards, though the blades were flat and dull, as was typical for trials. Jorund was a large and muscular man from Dimethica. He was in black plate armor and a shroud, much like Raygar, and was playing the role of Lord Cailith, a Dark Star Knight who captained His Grace’s Ship, Bounty some sixty-years ago. The HGS Bounty was carrying gold and silver when it was besieged by pirates. Cailith held them off and sent them all to a watery grave in the shark-infested seas near the Crashingstones.

			“Come on, men!” barked Jorund. His head was full of brown hair so dark that it was almost black. His beard was short and brown but he had a deep scar running down the entire right-side of his cheek that looked like a pink worm in the dirt. “Let’s show these Woodswords how it’s done!”

			“Hoo!” the twenty gladiators in steel armor thumped their chests as they began climbing the rope ladders to the deck, Jorund shouting at them to move quicker.

			Balin sighed. “Who’s this new one you were telling me about?”

			“Chazod.” said Raygar. “Keep your eye on him. He’s got promise, and already seems to have some loyal followers. He’s your next champion.”

			“Jorund has a habit of accidentally killing those with promise during trials.” said Balin. He drank down his wine and then stood up. “Let’s get this over with.”

			 ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦

			“Alright you Woodswords, this is it!” bellowed one of the Arena Masters as he stood before Chazod and some one-hundred-thirty other men. His brown, leather armor was nicely polished and its brass studs sparkled in the gaslamps. He cracked his whip. “Line up! Line up!”

			Chazod and the rest of the men all began forming up in front of the steel bars of the portcullis. Banden was behind him, followed by Maddox and Padraic. Jaquin was there too, the scrawny, fair-haired man always clinging to them. Past those in front, Chazod could see the giant ship sitting atop an iron contraption. Jorund, a Steelclad Champion, and his fully armored gladiators—all Steelclads themselves—were climbing the ropes onto the ship’s deck. Just outside the portcullis were twenty small rowboats sitting on the brick floor of the arena. 

			“Is this really all we get to wear?” whispered Jaquin.

			“Aye. We’re pirates!” said Maddox, trying to sound as salty as possible. And they all really looked the part, none of them wearing anything but short trousers and dirty bandannas.

			“But… but… but they all have armor!” whined Jaquin. “We’re Woodswords and they’re all Steelclads!”

			“Yeah, but we got a Chazod.” said Padraic.

			Chazod smirked as he gazed past the bars, trying to figure out how the machine beneath the ship worked. He could see hydraulic pistons, each of them secured by huge bolts to the iron beams the ship’s partial hull was rigged to. 

			“What about weapons?” said Jaquin.

			“Shut up and listen.” said Banden. The dark-skinned man actually looked far more intimidating without a shirt on. He was nothing but slabs of muscle beneath scarred flesh. 

			“Take your pick!” cried the Arena Master as other workers wheeled some weapon racks over. All the swords were wooden, though there were a handful of metal weapons such as spears and chains. Anything that would normally have a sharp edge had been flattened and dulled. “I suggest sabers and rapiers! The better you play your part, the more favor you’ll win with Exalted Lord Balin.”

			“Take a chain and a spear.” said Chazod. He turned around to face his friends. “All of you, take a chain and a spear. Jaquin, you too. Make sure you all take the metal spears, not the wooden ones.”

			“Are you crazy?” asked Maddox. “I’m not boarding that ship against those Steelclads carrying a chain.”

			“We’re not going to board it.” said Chazod. “Trust me. Do it.”

			Padraic hiked his shoulders. “You’re the boss.”

			As the workers wheeled the cart over, Banden grabbed up a spear and the longest, heaviest chain there was. Durotonian fighting chains had large rings at either end so that they could be slipped around the wrist and held with a firmer grip. Typically, the iron links would also be barbed but in this case they were not. That didn’t matter though. Chazod only needed them to have those large rings at both ends. 

			“Mariners fight with a spear and a net.” yelled the Arena Master.

			“Banden fights with a spear and chain.” drummed the large man.

			“Have it your way.” said the Master. “That chain’ll take you right to the bottom. Won’t win no favors with your Lord if you’re drowned.”

			Maddox hesitantly picked up his own chain and spear and Padraic took his and swung the chain over his shoulder. “Let’s hope we don’t sink.” he said. 

			Chazod grabbed his own chain and spear. The spears were all metal, a little rusty, and had flattened tips and edges. He watched as Jaquin went for a wooden sword. “A spear and a chain.” he said.

			“They’re metal!” protested Jaquin. “They’ll sink me to the bottom! You heard the Master!”

			Chazod grabbed the last spear and a chain and shoved them into Jaquin’s arms. “You’re taking these.”

			Now the portcullis began to rise. Chazod looked at his team. “All of us in the same boat. Follow my lead.” 

			The line began to move forward, men hopping into the rowboats waiting outside. The galleon was situated at the opposite end of the arena, its entire starboard side facing the fleet. Chazod quickly pushed his way forward and leapt into an empty boat and defended it against anybody else until Banden, Maddox, Padraic and Jaquin all filed in. After them, another four men straggled over and boarded. They were a muscular lot, but Chazod could see it wasn’t fighting strength. They had likely been laborers prior to coming here and had the type of sinewy shoulders and forearms men developed swinging pick axes or hammers over and over again in an unending rhythm for years on end. Chazod thought it a happy chance they came aboard. They would make swift rowers and he decided they’d be known as his oar goons. 

			“I ain’t gonna be called no goon by the likes of you!” protested one of the men.

			“Shut up, goon.” said Chazod, taking stock of what was in the rowboat. There were four pairs of oars and three grappling hooks, each connected to what looked about fifty-feet of neatly coiled rope. He shoved a pair of oars into each of the goons’ hands. 

			As everybody settled in their boats Chazod could see Exalted Lord Balin rise from his seat in the King’s box. He shouted something about the honor of taking part in this combat trial, promising this and that to those who show the most promise. And then he went into some bullshit about the Duroton sky and the Lands taking witness of them. Chazod, however, didn’t care what the idiot had to say. He was still focused on the workings of the machine beneath the galleon. 

			As Balin’s speech came to an end, the portcullises around the arena all shut and steel gates came down over them, sealing them with a thud and a clank. Chazod looked up to the top of the arena wall beyond the galleon. There were a dozen round portals spread out down the length, each about ten-feet in diameter and closed off by rusty bars. Valves moaned from deep within them, and a moment later water gushed forth. The entire opposite wall was transformed into something like a waterfall, filling the air with a fresh, pleasant mist as thousands of gallons slapped down upon the stone floor and quickly began spreading throughout the arena.

			A foul odor drifted into Chazod’s nose and he traced the miasma over to Jaquin. The goons all scooted away from him, waving their hands in front of their noses and coughing. “Jaquin, you fucking shit head!” protested Maddox, half laughing as he moved away from the man.

			Chazod fixed Jaquin with his dark eyes and grabbed the man by the ear and pulled him to the end of the boat. A foul, brown liquid trickled from Jaquin’s shorts and down his legs, leaving a trail of sewage as he went. 

			“You’re going to have to do something more than shit yourself if you stay with us.” Chazod pushed the man down into the last bench of the boat. Then he turned his attention to the goons. “You four row, and row fast.” said Chazod as water spread its way around the boat. “Get us away from the rest of the fleet as quickly as you can and bring us around to the back of the galleon.”

			One of the goons looked at him with a scowl. “You call these rowboats a fleet? And we can’t board no galleon from the rear. The square galley’s too high.” He held up one of the grappling hooks. “We got to go in at the side. That’s why they got it facing us like this.”

			Chazod reached over and smacked the man across the skull. “We ain’t boarding the ship, dumb-ass.”

			“What do you mean we ain’t boarding the ship?” protested the man. “They’ll think we cowards! They’ll whip us for sure!”

			“We ain’t gonna be cowards.” said Chazod. “We’re gonna be the winners.”

			“We ain’t gonna be no winners against them in that ship.” said one of the other goons. “They just want to see what we can do. They wanna see if their ship contraption thing works, and see which ones of us get hurt the least.”

			“We ain’t got to take no orders from him.” said another goon.

			“Yes, you do.” said Banden coolly from his seat. The man looked at him and Banden crossed his arms over his powerful chest.

			“What are we doing, anyway?” asked Maddox. Water began to inch its way up the side of their rowboat.

			Chazod huddled in with his team and spoke softly. “You see those hydraulics beneath the hull? They hold up the iron beams the ship rests on. Water’s gonna rise up and cover most of the ship’s hull, and we’ll swim under, loosen those bolts that connect the hydraulics to the deck, and the whole thing capsizes.”

			“We’ll drown for sure!” said Jaquin. 

			Chazod smacked him on the head. “We ain’t gonna drown. There won’t be any water under the hull.”

			One of the goons laughed. “Magic water! You’re a damn fool, you know that?”

			Chazod cast him a dark look. “Your master ever make you wash dishes? Ever put a bowl upside down in the water? The air stays in the bowl even as the water goes above it.”

			“If you’re so smart, then how you plan to loosen them bolts? With your bare hands?” said a goon. “Them thing’s are like three-feet around and last I looked you ain’t got no wrench that big.”

			Chazod took Padraic’s chain from him. “We wrap a chain around a bolt,” he said, circling it around the most annoying of the goons’ waist a couple times. Then Chazod took a spear and slid it between the wide links at either end, connecting the chain together. “One end of the spear rests flat against the chain and the bolt. And we use the other end as a lever.” He pushed on the end of the spear, and it immediately constricted the chain around the man’s body. His flesh twisted and pooled up in the links and turned red. Chazod applied a little more force and the man yelped. Chazod released his grip, letting the chain slide off the man.

			Padraic looked at Chazod. “That’s a fucking brilliant plan.”

			“No.” said Maddox. “That’s a really fucking stupid plan. If I drown, I’m haunting you the rest of your days. Try getting it up for a woman with my pale, bloated face staring at you from the shadows.”

			“I got it up for your mother and she’s twice as ugly as you.” quipped Chazod.

			“Gah-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha!” cackled Banden, slapping Chazod on the back. The rest of the team all laughed too. 

			Water continued to rise at a surprising rate. Before long the fleet of rowboats were floating. Chazod kept his eyes on the scaffolding beneath the ship, watching as the waters inched their way up until they overtook the galleon’s partial hull and he could no longer see it. At that point there began a rhythmic clanking from beneath the ship and it began to slowly sway back and forth, as if rocked by the ocean. The swaying, in turn, created small waves that spread forward, and the fleet began to rise and fall with them. 

			From the King’s box Balin shouted, “The Lands take witness of your bravery this day!” And then the rowers began to move the boats forward.

			“Skirt around.” said Chazod. “Don’t follow forward. Head for the ship’s stern.” The entire fleet pulled away as Chazod’s boat moved around to the left.

			“Fire at will, men!” From the galleon’s deck Jorund began barking orders. The ship’s starboard side was fully facing the fleet and from the cannon ports Chazod could see wicks sparkling to life.

			“They’re going to fire cannons at us?!” cried Jaquin.

			“Heads down.” said Chazod, ducking and covering himself with his arms as best he could.

			A volley of cannon blasts echoed through the arena. Men screamed. Jorund laughed nearly as loud as his cannons. Chazod looked up as his rowers paddled as quickly as they could around the outskirts of the arena. Small, leather pellets floated everywhere on the water. At the front of the fleet a few men clutched at their eyes, screaming. Others had red welts all over their bodies. The boats continued to move forward, coming upon the galleon.

			“Nice of them not to use steel, I suppose.” said Maddox.

			“Hurry.” said Chazod. “Keep rowing. They’re going to focus on the boats closest.”

			They all watched as another volley of cannon fire was let loose. This time men jumped into the water before their boat could be sprayed. They came up bobbing with the waves as the closest boatmen began whirling their grappling hooks, then tossing them at the ship’s rails. 

			Slowly and steadily Chazod’s boat came around to the galleon’s rear. There was a high, enclosed deck, full of galley windows, though Chazod suspected they were for show and that no such rooms were actually built within the ship.

			“How do we get under with the chains?” asked Banden. He bounced his heavy coil in his hand. “Can’t swim with this.”

			Chazod began grabbing the wooden swords that the four goons had taken. Then, as they came up to the back of the ship, he took the wooden oars from them. “Start wrapping the chains around these.” he said. “Should give just enough buoyancy that they won’t sink like stones, and we’ll be able to swim them under with us. I’m going to go inspect what’s beneath the ship.” 

			 As his men began wrapping the chains around the oars and wooden swords, Chazod dove into the water. Its coldness nearly sucked his breath away as bubbles and waves overtook his hearing. Beneath the waters Chazod opened his eyes. Dust and rust particles clouded it, but he could see clearly enough. He swam deep to avoid the rocking ship, and then went under the partial hull. As he suspected, he came up into a pocket of air and immediately the world became an unbearably loud place. 

			He shook his head and wiped the water from his eyes as he looked around. The hydraulics hissed and steel screamed as the entire ship moved back and forth in a dizzying display around him, though the surface of the water in here was quite calm. It wasn’t as dark as he feared it might be. Light streamed in through the decking above, giving him a good view of the heavy, iron beams that swayed back and forth high above his head. There were six steel pistons and they moved in and out and seemed far more powerful and intimidating up close. The bolts that connected them to the iron beams holding the ship also seemed far larger and more imposing than he had thought. 

			He watched a moment as the six iron arms moved up and down together. Between them, narrow scaffolding led up to the hydraulics that controlled them. There he saw some grated platforms where, if they stood, they could reach the bolts. But there were a couple of issues. First, they’d have to be careful not to get clobbered by any of the huge, moving parts as they went up the scaffolding. There seemed to be just enough clearance to make it, though he had his doubts about Banden’s bulk. Second, once they got to those platforms, it would be difficult to get the chains around the bolts. As the hydraulics were moving up and down they made a huge crankshaft turn. It was between those cranks that the bolts were exposed. They’d have to time wrapping the chains and using them to wrench the bolts free, working between each revolution of the crankshaft. Still, it was all moving slowly enough that he thought they had a chance.

			Taking a huge breath, Chazod went back into the silence of the water and came up beside the boat. “Let’s do this.”

			Banden’s chain was wrapped around a pair of oars and he tossed it in. It sank just beneath the water’s surface, but stayed floating there. Then the large man jumped in with spear in hand. Padraic and Maddox followed quickly but Jaquin seemed reluctant to get out of the boat.

			“Come on!” yelled Chazod. “Hurry!”

			Jaquin breathed deeply, but before he could jump one of the goons pushed him and he fell in with a splash. 

			Together, the five swam under the hull, pushing their chains and spears with the help of the oars and wooden swords. They came up within the belly of the ship and Chazod swam over to the clanking, hissing, turning, monster of a contraption with the others following behind him. “We climb up this scaffolding.” said Chazod, pointing up.

			Jaquin gulped. Padraic slapped him on the back. “You’re last. I don’t want a face full of shit.”

			With Chazod in the lead, they began to scale up the narrow bars of the scaffolding, carrying the chains around their shoulders and their spears in hand. Clunk-Hiss, Clunk-Hiss, Clunk-Hiss, the machine turned over and over with each bar they climbed. A couple times during his assent Chazod felt the cold, heavy, iron bars slide across his back and he was pushed against the scaffolding, the breath knocked from his lungs. The gap they had to climb up was just wide enough to avoid getting hit, and the slightest deviation would put their backs to the moving arms. Banden had the most difficulty, but also complained the least when getting knocked against the scaffolding.

			At last they made it, and they found themselves standing on the narrow platform at the top. Here, if they stretched, they could reach up and touch the ship’s deck, the iron girders it was attached to threatening to smash their heads as it swayed back and forth in its slow, rhythmic motion. They could clearly hear the boots of Jorund and his knights above them; hear their laughter as they thwarted somebody from boarding the ship. 

			“Now what?” asked Maddox, looking at the pistons and the turning crankshaft that connected them. They were uncomfortably close to the massive things; could smell the wet iron, grease and oil. The power of each revolution was enough to make the entire platform vibrate uncomfortably, and one wrong move would result in an unpleasant mangling. The bolts that connected the pistons to the crankshaft were set between each of the cranks. To get the chains around and wrench them free would require standing right between those huge, powerful, moving parts. “How do we get the chains around those?”

			“Very carefully.” said Chazod, holding his chain in a loop by both ends. Timing his movements with the in and out motion of the crankshaft, he slipped the chain around one bolt and wrapped it around. Then he put the spear through the large loops at the ends. Taking a deep breath, he pulled up on the spear as the hydraulic arm fully extended. Somewhat surprisingly, even to himself, the bolt turned. Before the hydraulic arm could come back down, Chazod slipped the spear from the chain and let the piston fall. Working quickly he slipped the spear back through the loops of the chain, waited for the arm to go back up, and made another quick turn.

			Chazod looked at the others. “Each time the arm extends, turn quickly, remove your spear, and wait for it to come back down.”

			“There’s six pistons and only five of us.” remarked Maddox.

			“We get these five off and that last one won’t matter.” said Chazod. “We need to try and make sure our bolts all fall at the same time. If one comes off before the others this whole thing might shake apart.”

			“To those about to die, I salute you.” said Padraic, shaking his head.

			Nearby there was a pattering sound on the platform as Jaquin’s bladder released. With some prodding, Banden got the man to stand in position in front of his bolt. 

			“You guys ready?” asked Chazod.

			“To die?” said Maddox. “Sure. Today’s as good a day as any.” He got his chain around his bolt. They all waited for Jaquin to get his secured. It took him a few tries, but he eventually got it.

			“Timing is everything.” said Chazod, looking at Jaquin. “I mean it.”

			With a deep breath, they all got to work. Banden, Padraic and Maddox each got the first turn of their bolt, but Jaquin got held up. “I… I can’t turn it!”

			“Get your spear out before it comes back down!” yelled Chazod.

			Jaquin fumbled with the thing. Just as the piston began to fall, he slipped the spear out. The crankshaft turned, and the piston retracted. Chazod puffed out a breath. If the spear were to get  caught in the up position as the piston came down, it would bend or break the spear, forcing it into the crankshaft. Or worse.

			“Try again!” ordered Chazod. “We need to unbolt these at the same time!”

			Reluctantly, Jaquin got back in front of the bolt. As his piston came back down, he slipped his spear between the chain’s loops and pulled up with the piston, turning the bolt. Then he slipped the spear out and waited for the piston to fall again.

			With a sigh of relief, they all got back to work. The bolts began to loosen as the machine turned over and over and over. “We’re almost there!” cried Chazod.

			“I got about three more turns before my bolt comes out!” yelled Maddox.

			“Me too.” said Banden.

			“I think I need four!” yelled Padraic.

			“How many you got, Jaquin?” shouted Chazod.

			“I don’t know!” cried Jaquin. Chazod watched as the man turned his bolt. He was hardly moving it at all.

			“Hell below, Jaquin!” screamed Chazod. “How far out is your bolt sticking?”

			“I… I don’t know!” cried the man, scrambling to insert his spear again. His piston went up and the man pulled up on his spear, but it didn’t really move.

			“My bolt’s gonna come out!” yelled Padraic.

			“Stop! Everybody stop for a minute!” screamed Chazod.

			Jaquin fumbled to get his spear out. “I can’t! I can’t get—”

			The piston began to fall and Jaquin moved away, the spear still sticking straight up. The entire arm fell, catching the spear, and it began to bend, twisting in on the crankshaft. The crankshaft turned around, snapping the shaft of the spear. Like a bullet, the steel fragment whipped across Jaquin’s bare chest, opening a wide gash. Jaquin screamed as blood poured out of the wound. He stumbled to the side as one of the iron arms came down and pushed him into the crankshaft.

			Flesh came off like a shirt being peeled from a body. Bones snapped. Blood slapped across Maddox’s body. Screams were drowned out in the hissing of hydraulics. 

			As Jaquin’s mangled remains began plopping into the water below, Chazod heard Padraic curse. He turned and saw a giant bolt come loose and fall. It hit the platform, not with a boom, but with the pop of weld-seams breaking. The platform twisted in and the bolt slid down, plunging into the water with a huge splash. Padraic stumbled, but before the steel piston could come loose and fall on him, he slipped off the platform and dove into the crimson water below.

			Fuck, was all Chazod could think as that piston fell from the crankshaft. It hit the platform and Chazod felt himself rocked to the side. Maddox screamed something and he saw the man dive into the water just as his own bolt came free, dropping its piston. There was a terrible grinding sound now as the crankshaft turned over, no longer properly aligned by all the pistons. Above, the entire deck of the ship jumped up and then fell hard.

			“Let’s finish this!” thundered Banden. Chazod saw him turn his bolt loose and jump toward him. Chazod turned his bolt, and then was grabbed by Banden just as the two pistons came loose and fell upon the platform. Banden reached his long arms over and grabbed hold of the scaffolding, taking Chazod with him as the platform fell away. 

			Chazod clung to the scaffolding beside Banden. Torn metal tangled in the crankshaft. Steam hissed from the broken pistons, a searing jet narrowly missing Chazod’s back. Above the deck, Chazod heard men scream and the only remaining piston suddenly retracted with a jerk, ripping the girder from the deck above. There was a crunching noise as that last hydraulic arm worked to sway the ship, but now it was all lopsided. The decking above began to crack and twist. Men on the ship screamed. And then the entire ship began to fall to the side. Chazod held onto the scaffolding for dear life as the crankshaft ground away, tearing itself loose. Steel moaned as it collapsed, taking with it the rest of the ship.

			Chazod closed his eyes as he and Banden clung to the still standing scaffolding. The water roared with a thousand splashes. Planking hit Chazod’s back, and he thought maybe even a person, but his fingers were embedded in that scaffold and there was no way he was letting go. Sunlight began to show through Chazod’s closed eyes as more and more things splashed, throwing water up all around him. He felt the summer breeze. At last there was a relative silence. Men shouted and kicked in the water, but there was no more shearing metal; no more cracking wood. 

			Chazod opened his eyes. The water was red, the offal of Jaquin’s body floating beneath him. There was debris everywhere, and people clung to it or paddled among it. All eyes turned up to him. He saw Padraic and Maddox dog-paddling beneath him. Maddox looked up at him and gave him a big, smiling, thumbs-up.

			“You fucking crazy bastard!” cried one of the goons from their bobbing rowboat. The four all began laughing.

			“Gah-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha!” cackled Banden as he clung to the scaffolding beside Chazod. He smacked Chazod on the back. “We did it! We win!”

			The stadium was empty but for a few hundred people scattered throughout. Still, their cheers echoed loudly. Chazod turned his eyes to the King’s box and waved.

			Balin stood up from his seat and looked at Raygar. “I don’t recall the history books saying anything about Lord Cailith’s ship being sunk.” He turned back to the arena. “But that blood sure is red and beautiful.”

			 ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦

			“And you were like this!” roared Banden, contorting his scarred face into the dopiest look he could muster as he flailed his arms and sank to the floor. He pointed at Jorund. “Gah-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha!” 

			Banden’s roar echoed through the dank, interior chamber of the arena as Jorund and his men sulked in their corner, drying themselves with towels. Banden continued stalking them, laughing and taunting and mimicking the surprised faces they made when they plunged into the water. “Gah-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha!” 

			At the center of the large room was a blazing fire in a steel pit that cast its flickering light on all the stone walls and portcullises. There, Padraic and Maddox were hard at work instilling the legend of how they and Chazod fought off sharks swimming beneath the ship and of how they defended Chazod against biting gears, breaths of steam, and crackling energy bolts so that he could disable the abominable machine. Chazod listened to all this with some amusement as he dried himself off. Men came up to slap him on the back, promising him their loyalty in the arena or boasting that he had surely won favor with Lord Balin. 

			As Chazod squeezed the water from the ends of the shorts he was wearing, the portcullis at the far end of the chamber rattled its way up into the ceiling. Chazod looked over his shoulder to see a number of soldiers part to let Lord Raygar and Exalted Lord Balin through. As they entered the chamber the idle chatter died off and even Banden’s laughter was cut short. Chazod saw Raygar point his direction and whisper something into Balin’s ear. He stood up and watched as the two approached.

			“Chazod Fausts,” said Balin with a smile. He removed his gloves and extended a hand. Chazod just looked at it. Balin’s smile faded. “Ah, yes. Now I remember. You’re the one who called me an asshole.”

			“To be fair, I called everybody an asshole.” Behind Balin, Chazod could see Raygar shaking his head in warning. The Dark Star Knight had been amiable and fair to him and the others during these last couple weeks of training, not taking offense to the jokes he poked at him. But Chazod knew the man had his limits, and one of those was insulting his Exalted Lord. Chazod decided to tone it down a notch. For Raygar’s sake.

			He took Balin by the hand and shook. “Sorry, where I come from slaves aren’t allowed to shake their master’s hand. We might break the dainty thing, you know.”

			“You have knowledge in combat and wit in conversation, but you’re sorely lacking the wisdom to go with either.” said Balin, unamused. “Impressive use of mechanical knowledge, taking apart that ship. However, a little wisdom might have told you your master wouldn’t be pleased with the cost of repairing it.”

			“Trust me, I thought of that too. Just didn’t care.”

			“I see.” said Balin. “In that case, let me share with you this: I can make your life a living hell or a pleasurable experience. Either way, I don’t care. What I do care about, however, are the victories my gladiators win in the arena. Victories mean money, and I love my money.”

			“In that case you’d do well to make my life and my friends’ lives a pleasurable experience.” said Chazod. “Because we can make opening your purse a pleasure or a living hell.”

			Balin smirked. “You play a good game, Chazod. I respect that. However, one win at a trial does not turn a Woodsword into an Ironsword, much less a Steelclad Champion. So, let’s not let this little victory go to your head. Who else do I owe the honor of my visit to?”

			Padraic, Maddox, Banden and the four goons all came over and Chazod introduced them as such, much to the chagrin of the goons.

			“You’re missing a man.” said Balin after congratulating them. “Who was the one that bloodied the waters?”

			“Jaquin.” said Maddox. “He also shit and pissed in it.”

			Balin turned to Chazod. “Was he weak? Did you expect him to die?”

			Chazod hiked his shoulders. “He wanted to hang with us so I treated him like one of us. He didn’t make the cut.”

			Balin seemed to brighten at that. “Willing to let others in but not willing to let them tag along for the ride. I like that. Maybe you are a leader. Maybe you are my next champion.” Balin’s eyes raked over him, appraising him. His eyes lingered for a moment at Chazod’s waist, and Chazod remembered that he had his dagger hidden there. Odd, he thought, for somebody to take notice of it. Nobody ever took notice of it. Balin turned to Raygar. “Get these men some whores and ale for their well-deserved victory.”

			The goons hooted. Banden looked at Balin and fell into his roaring cackle, slapping the noble on his ass. Maddox and Padraic smacked each others’ hands and then roughed Chazod on the shoulders.

			“There will be much more should you all continue down this path.” said Balin. “I want the audience to cheer for you. I want Steelclad Champions. I want victories.” Now he turned his eyes back to Chazod alone. “But there is one last thing. Why do you have a dagger in your waist?” He turned to Raygar. “That’s not one of ours. How was one of my Woodswords able to smuggle a weapon into the arena?”

			“I’m sorry, Exalted Lord Balin.” spoke Raygar. “I must have accidentally given it to him when I was going through their ancillaries on arrival.”

			Balin looked back to Chazod and held out his hand.

			Chazod felt his heart sink. Why the hell is this guy taking notice? All those years with Grandon and the man never once seemed to even see it; Rennic and Garrot had just thrown it in with all the other junk from their captives; Raygar had given it back to him as if it were nothing but a toy. Chazod cursed himself for having been careless with it.

			“Give it here.” said Balin.

			Chazod frowned and took it from his waist. With a sigh, he placed it in Balin’s hand.

			Balin looked as if he were about to hand it over to Raygar, but then he stopped. He regarded it for a moment, his face betraying more and more awe. Finally, he looked back at Chazod. “Where did this come from?”

			“He had it with him when he arrived.” said Raygar. “I apologize for not—”

			Balin disregarded the knight with a wave of his hand. “You were a blacksmith as well as a fighter back in Narbereth, were you not?”

			“I was.” said Chazod.

			“Did you make this?”

			Chazod licked his lips. He thought about that question. It was loaded, he knew. If he said ‘yes’, what would that mean? Would he be sent to labor away with a blacksmith? It would likely be a less hazardous life, but he hated smithing. He hated the heat of the forge; hated hammering metal day in and day out. He much preferred the arena. Besides, he didn’t know how to make Everlight anyway. But if he said ‘no’, what, exactly, would that mean? Why was Balin so taken with that simple dagger? It was magically light, sure, but it wasn’t like it was made of gold. What was so special about that dagger to the man, and why had he, of all people, taken notice of it? Chazod knew that question was going to eat at him for the rest of his days. After a sigh, he looked at Balin. “No. I didn’t make it.”

			“How did you come by this?”

			“It was given to me. Can I have it back?”

			“Given to you by whom?”

			“My dear, dead father.” said Chazod. “Can I have it back? It’s all I have to remember him by.”

			Balin nodded. “Of course.” He thrust the dagger to Chazod’s throat. “Tell me another lie and you will certainly get this back, just not in a way I think you’d want it.”

			Chazod swallowed, feeling the apple of his throat bob against the dagger’s wicked-sharp tip. He felt Raygar grab him from behind, holding his arms. “Just tell him.” whispered Maddox.

			Chazod tilted his eyes to Balin. “Back in Narbereth, in Bellus where I came from, there’s a guy who makes weapons out of that stuff. He calls it Everlight.”

			“What is his name?”

			“Rook Gatimarian.” said Chazod. “A slave to the Venzi’s, Callad and Sierla.”

			“Thank you.” said Balin. Raygar released Chazod and Balin handed the dagger over to his Dark Star Knight. “Send this with our fastest quick-hound to Lord Tarquin at once. With it, send a letter detailing everything Chazod knows about this Rook Gatimarian. I want it all in Tarquin’s hands before the sun sets today.”

			Raygar bowed. “Beneath the Duroton sky, it shall be done.”

			“If you’re going after Rook, don’t take my sister.” said Chazod. “My sister, Kierza, might be with him. Promise you won’t take her. She has it good where she is.”

			“Ah, a teachable moment in wisdom.” said Balin. “When you have the upper hand, never take off your glove, no matter how much it itches. It gives your opponent all he needs to take his position back. Kierza. I’ll keep that name in mind. Now, win me some victories.” He turned to Raygar. “Send that quick-hound to Lord Tarquin at once. Then get these men their whores and ale as I promised.”

			Chazod chewed his lip as he stared at the stone floor. He suddenly didn’t feel like whores or ale anymore.
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			Thrones 

			[image: ] 

			The evening sun streamed through the tall, stained glass windows of the Holy Cathedra, bringing the depictions of the Sleeping Goddess and her youthful savior, Saint Admael, to fiery life. The light cast colorful puddles upon the white, marble walls and floor and danced around the tall, polished columns. Six imposing statues of the Bishops formed a path along the crimson carpet which led up to a dais, which was made of concentric, circular platforms which doubled as steps. At the top was a magnificent, golden throne, sculpted so that a pair of angels created a lap to sit upon. Seated there was Holy Father Admael in his white robes, and the beautiful faces of the angels leaned in on him, as if to whisper their thoughts into his ears. Their golden wings were spread behind him, as if he himself were uplifted by them. 

			Admael did not seem a frail old man upon that seat, and there was a hardness about him, whether imparted from the chamber or of his own countenance it was hard to tell. His golden mitre crown was caught in the light of a vast window in the shape of Aeoria’s star upon the far wall. Through it was a spectacular view of Sanctuary and all its marble buildings and avenues of star-metal far below. Above the throne was a high, domed ceiling of black star-metal where the last remaining star in the sky shone like a silver candlelight upon its surface. 

			An Oracle flanked by four Sin Eaters all in black robes entered the chamber and strode the long, red carpet to the foot of the dais. They stopped before a pair of bronze braziers set upon pedestals. Strings of white smoke rose from them, filling the room with a strange but pleasing incense. 

			The Oracle bowed deeply to Holy Father. “There is an issue, your Holiness.” spoke the Oracle calmly, looking up to Admael. “There is an uprising in Valdaria.”

			“I am aware.” said Holy Father, his voice echoing upon the cold, hard, marble walls of the chamber. “The Holy Few have already informed me.”

			The Oracle was silent for a moment. Behind him the Sin Eaters crouched and bobbed, whispering to each other. The Oracle said, “The issue in Bellus has grown worse. And there is rumor that Sanctuary has lost its ability to recall its Saints.”

			“Unfortunately the enemies of Sanctuary planted their roots within our very walls.” said Holy Father. “But it is of little concern to me now.” He waved his hand, as if presenting that single star that shone above him. “The word has gone out to all our Saints in Narbereth that they are to stay out of Bellus. I have sent Queen Lustille to seek aid from King Gatima in Jerusa. He and his Exalteds should be more than enough to handle the situation.”

			“Your Holiness,” said the Oracle. “Gatima’s Exalteds are not exactly sanctioned by us. I believe it was Saint Nuriel’s actions in Jerusa that first brought it to our attention that Gatima had been Exalting his own nobles without seeking our endorsement. Remember that Behemoth Kraken was created by Gatima, not us. In ten years his Exalteds have grown and they share little loyalty to Sanctuary. In fact, it is well known that Gatima has been forcing us out of his lands for some time. I fear—”

			“Again, I am aware.” said Admael. “But Gatima’s loyalty is to Sanctuary. Let Lustille’s appeal to him be a test of that loyalty.”

			The Oracle nodded. “What if the number of defecting Saints grows? What if word spreads to the other kingdoms that we have lost the ability to recall our Saints? What if we lose Valdaria next?”

			“Saint Nuriel will handle a cleansing of Saints, should issues progress further.”

			“Your Holiness,” said the Oracle. “I feel that I must confess to you my doubts in Saint Nuriel’s ability to handle such a momentous task. She failed to handle the manual recall of all the Saints in Bellus already. As I understand it, she only managed to recall Saint Karinael and Saint Paniel.”

			“She recalled the one of most importance to me.” said Holy Father. “After that she returned to me for guidance. I will not fault her for that. The other Saints shall follow in due time.”

			“Your Holiness, I feel it is my duty to object to—”

			“Leave me.” Admael waved his hand, holding his brow with the other. “I am tired.”

			“But, your Holiness, already more Saints defect. Saint Nuriel is not…” the Oracle’s voice trailed off as Saint Nuriel stepped from behind the dais. Her star-metal boots chimed like cold, iron bells on the marble floor. “Oh, Saint Nuriel, forgive me, but—”

			Nuriel raised her hand, grabbing the Oracle within the unseen clutches of her Caliber. The Oracle grasped at its throat, choking, as Nuriel raised him off his feet. The Sin Eaters backed away, hissing. Nuriel’s golden eyes fixed on her helpless victim. Her lips furled into a snarl. She closed her fist, and the Oracle’s body was like a bundle of twigs being twisted and snapped. She released her grip and the Oracle fell to the floor, its mirror-mask cracking on the marble. Nuriel stepped forward, and the Sin Eaters shrunk back, bobbing and hissing with fear.

			“Let the word go forth,” said Admael from his throne. “That to speak against Nuriel is to speak against me.” 

			Like specters materializing from another world the six Bishops stepped from their respective statues. They bowed to Admael and silently glided down the carpet, out of the chamber. 

			Admael fixed the Sin Eaters with his silver eyes. “Find out where Mephistasis of the Red Path is. Tell him that a final cleansing is at hand.”

			 ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦

			The golden doors to Gatima’s massive throne room opened and Queen Lustille, accompanied by her Exalteds, Lord and Lordess Virago, walked in. The Viragos could be brother and sister, both fair of face with tall, slender builds. They both wore full armor sculpted with dull feathers, the steel all enameled in browns and tans, giving the two the appearance of hawkish warriors. Rather than swords, they each carried a cat-o-nine-tails whose ends raked the floor as they walked. The handles were wound with brown leather, polished and shiny, but the chains and barbs were all rusty iron with bits of dried flesh still clung to them.

			Queen Lustille was a tall and voluptuous woman, full of breast and lips, with nails painted like wet blood. Her blonde hair was long, silken and flowing. It draped over her slender shoulders and down her back. Upon her head was a crown of white-gold that shined with hundreds of diamonds and it complimented the lacy, ivory gown she wore. It was intricately dazzled with yellow diamonds in a large, flowing eagle all up and down its front and back. 

			Though her Exalteds were larger than the Saints who attended the doors, the Queen was larger still. But, before Gatima, all were dwarfed. Lustille bowed politely as she stepped before the council table which was all laden with food. The emaciated men in their robes feasted as Gatima towered over them. The aromas of hams and turkeys, vegetables and fruits all mingled with the stench of the King, filling the chamber with a sickly sweet odor. Off to the side stood an Oracle in a black robe, its mirror-mask gleaming in the gaslight.

			“QUEEN LUSTILLE OF NARBERETH, WELCOME, WELCOME.” said Gatima in his consuming, sluggish voice. His tiny arms flapped at his sides.

			The Oracle bowed. “Thank you for coming, Queen Lustille.” He turned to her Exalteds. “It is always a pleasure, most Exalted Lord and Lordess, Virago.”

			The enormous golden doors closed with a rumble like thunder.

			“Thank you all for taking the time to meet with me.” said the Oracle, addressing Lustille as well as Gatima. “This is a very informal meeting, so feel free to make yourselves comfortable.”

			All at once Lustille and her Exalteds shed their forms. The Viragos’ armor seemed to become part of their bodies, the feathers all oily and matted with grime. Their faces took on a jaundiced cast, making them more fiendish. Their noses became long and curled. Their wrists and hands, ankles and feet had a more yellow tone to them, the flesh course and dry. Their fingers and toes became the talons of vultures, with dull, black nails. They stood hunched and menacing, greasy wings folded up on their backs. Harpies, the both of them.

			Lustille’s figure remained beautiful, but her flesh paled until it was nearly as white as snow. Her eyes were dark, hollow sockets and her gown was a tattered, wispy shroud that waved as if stirred by winds. When she spoke, her voice was a sad and haunting song; as alluring and chilling as a grieving maiden’s cries before throwing herself from an ocean’s cliff. “There is descent in my kingdom. My husband and daughters slain by the very Saints sworn to protect them. And yet, Sanctuary does nothing!”

			“YET THERE IS MORE. MUCH MORE. MY SAINTS FLEE. MY SAINTS DECEIVE. WHAT’S TO BE DONE? WHAT IS TO BE DONE?”

			“Holy Father Admael is well aware of the situation and has sent me to ensure you both that all will be rectified.” said the Oracle. “Holy Father personally sends his apologies and he promises that amends shall be made. You shall each have first choice of any new Saints Caliber in the coming weeks.”

			“NOT ENOUGH. NOT ENOUGH.” Gatima’s huge head wagged slowly. “SO MUCH DECEIT. WHY DO MY SAINTS LEAVE? THEY ARE MINE. ALL MINE.”

			“King Gatima,” said the Oracle. “Sanctuary understands your frustration and promises—”

			“Indeed it is not enough!” cried Lustille as the Virago harpies hissed at the Oracle. “My King is dead! My daughters murdered! And it is because Sanctuary sits idle!”

			The Oracle began to say something, but Gatima’s voice filled the room. “THERE MUST BE MORE. MUCH MORE. IT SHOULD ALL BE MINE. I WANT IT. IT IS MINE.”

			The Oracle looked up at Gatima. “I’m sorry, King Gatima. But I don’t quite underst—”

			“SO MUCH SHOULD BE MINE. ALL THE SAINTS SHOULD BE MINE.”

			“Then what of me!” Lustille’s voice became shrill and terrible and the councilmen gave brief pause in their feasting when a handful of their glass pitchers and platters shattered from her voice. “Not all is for you, Gatima!”

			“Most Exalted King Gatima,” began the Oracle. As he spoke, a titanic shadow crept from around Gatima’s throne. “Sanctuary has long had an understanding with you and the other Kings that—”

			Thunder shook the entire chamber as a gargantuan mallet, whose head was the very log of some prehistoric tree, came down upon the Oracle. Huge, meaty hands with blocky knuckles tanned by dirt gripped the handle. 

			Titan Mammoth stood to his full height, almost reaching to the top of Gatima’s mountainous bulk. But for all his height he looked wide and squat with a musculature that seemed built from the foundation stones of a fortress. He was a living monolith; a wall both impassable and impenetrable. He was covered in armor cut from the largest of trees, bark and moss still clinging to it. His face was masked by a helmet built from felled logs in the form of a mammoth’s head, with great, wooden shields for ears and long, yellowed tusks protruding from the cheeks. An iron trunk, spiked with barbs, draped from the center of his face, reddened by rust from each rivet that held its many segments together. From behind the mask stared dull, brown eyes. They were devoid of any emotion; of any spark of benevolence or even intellect.

			Titan Mammoth lifted his hammer. The Oracle’s robe was flattened in a puddle of offal, its bones and mirror-mask all pulverized to dust. Blood dripped from the mallet as Titan Mammoth hoisted it up upon his shoulder.

			Lustille shrunk back. Her Exalteds, hissed and screeched. 

			“BUT THERE IS MORE. MUCH MORE. IT MUST ALL BE MINE. ALL THE KINGDOMS SHOULD BE MINE.”

			From around the other side of Gatima’s throne came another terrible being. Goliath Minotaur was not quite as large as Titan Mammoth, but was every bit as imposing. His body of flesh was clothed in fur boots and a loincloth, his chest crossed by leather straps. His head, however, was that of some nightmarish, black bull and it looked too large even for his titanic body. Atop his head were long horns, banded in gold and jewels. From his wet, black nose hot breath billowed like smoke, and he fixed Lustille and her Exalteds with eyes as red as blood.

			The Virago harpies screeched and rushed forward, flapping up into the air. From his back Goliath Minotaur took down the most frightening axe that had ever been made. It was an enormous, iron thing, red with rust and blood. The harpies flailed their cat-o-nine-tails and the flesh flayed from Goliath Minotaur’s chest and shoulders. But the giant creature did not so much as flinch. With a single swing of his axe, both the Viragos fell in pieces at his feet.

			Lustille backed away. Red and orange light began to play upon the back of her ghostly robe, and the ends began to quiver as scorching hot air filled the room. Slowly, Lustille turned around. She started to shriek, but her voice was cut short as two giant hands covered in leathery, red scales tore her in half. The vertical pupils of Colossus Dragon’s golden eyes narrowed. He turned his head to Gatima. When he spoke, smoke and fire billowed out from rows of white fangs. His voice was like the wrath of a volcano and it shook the roots of the castle. “What is thy bidding, Master?”

			“IT SHOULD ALL BE MINE. IT MUST ALL BE MINE. MAKE IT SO. TAKE NARBERETH NOW AND THEN THE REST. IT SHOULD ALL BE MINE.”

		

	
		
			— 34 —

			Bar Fight 
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			Small, pink flowers drifted down like snow from a sky of gray nothingness. That same nothingness surrounded Hadraniel like a fog as he sat upon the cold bricks of an empty street, cradling Karinael in his arms. Her eyes were closed and there was a peaceful look upon her face. Tears fell from Hadraniel’s eyes, splashing like the rains of Leviathan Hydra into her black, star-metal breastplate. He didn’t dare look up from her, because the shadowy form of Nuriel stood in the fog, her golden eyes burning like candlelights in the mist. 

			“We should have run, Karinael. We should have run.” sobbed Hadraniel.

			“You have to let me go now.” whispered Karinael, though her eyes remained closed and her body limp.

			Hadraniel closed his eyes, squeezing hot tears from them as he shook his head.

			“If you don’t, you’ll be consumed.”

			“No.” sobbed Hadraniel. He slipped his hand into Karinael’s. He felt the warmth of the Ev within his body as if it were Karinael’s Caliber. “I want to stay here with you, where I can feel your Caliber.”

			“It’s not real.” she whispered. “You must go. Only when you go away from here will you feel me again.”

			Hadraniel looked up. He could see the street leading away into infinite fog toward Duroton. But blocking the path was Nuriel, her umbral form haunting him. Her chest heaved with each breath of furious rage. The pink flowers that fell around her turned red, and then became droplets of blood that floated down as delicately as petals. 

			“She’s mine!” roared Hadraniel, staring into those burning, golden eyes. “She’s mine!” Hadraniel hugged Karinael closer, desperately seeking the warmth of the Ev as if it were her Caliber.

			“We have to go.” whispered Karinael.

			“I won’t leave you!” cried Hadraniel, but he could feel the Ev slipping away from him, just as her Caliber had done. He closed his eyes and shook his head. “You can’t go. You can’t go.”

			“You have to go.” said Karinael.

			Hadraniel opened his eyes, and in his arms he held only empty armor. “No!”

			“We have to go! Get up!” Hadraniel felt a sting upon his cheek. He shook his head and felt consciousness hitting him like cold hailstones. He looked up to see Asteroth’s golden eyes staring down at him. Asteroth smacked him across the face. “We have to go!” he yelled.

			Hadraniel sat up on the cold, stone floor of the church’s inner chamber. He was in a dark corner, and behind Asteroth he could see Sodiel, Cabiel, Loganiel and Raziel standing and staring. “W-What time is it?”

			“You need to lay off the Ev.” said Asteroth. “Get up. It’s time to go.”

			Hadraniel rubbed at his arm. He looked down and saw his leather pack. Inside of it was his injector and a couple vials of Evanescence. He wanted to take more and be with Karinael again.

			“Come.” said Sodiel, extending an arm. “Let’s go and get this over with.”

			 ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦

			“Glad you all could come.” said Grandon Faust. The dying, evening sun fell on his oiled, black leather armor and sparkled off the four polished scabbards on his back. He threw open the oaken doors of the inn and held them for the Saints. 

			Hadraniel looked around the room warily as Asteroth, Loganiel, Raziel, Sodiel and Cabiel all filed in behind him. Then the short and stocky Grandon led them past empty tables toward the bar at the far end. It was a large building with two higher levels above whose terraces overlooked the spacious tavern. Women wearing little more than silk veils over their faces stood before their bedroom doorways and looked down from the brass railings, their seductive eyes following Hadraniel and his fellow Saints. There didn’t seem to be anybody besides the women here, but Hadraniel wasn’t naive enough to believe a man like Grandon wouldn’t have soldiers in hiding somewhere close. A man like Grandon couldn’t be trusted. And a man like Grandon wasn’t somebody Karinael would have approved of. 

			That’s how Hadraniel measured everything these days, by what Karinael would do. At least, that’s how he tried to measure everything during the interludes of lucidity when the Evanescence wore thin. He tried to make those interludes stretch out, but eventually that unbearable numbness would come; that emptiness that Karinael once filled. He wanted to reach for her and feel her Caliber, and the warm call of Evanescence would answer. But right now was one of those terrible interludes of lucidity, and Hadraniel knew Karinael wouldn’t have come here at Grandon’s invitation. He hadn’t wanted to, but Grandon’s soldiers had showed up at the church yesterday requesting they meet with him. Hadraniel had voted not to come, because that was what Karinael would have done. Neither Asteroth nor Sodiel had wanted to come either, but Raziel, Loganiel and Cabiel wanted to hear what the man had to say.

			Hadraniel could still feel the eyes of the prostitutes on him as Grandon led them up to the bar. He could feel their eyes raking over the ruined flesh of his face and he hung his head low, letting his chrome hair fall over his cheeks. He rubbed at his arm. The Ev he had last taken had worn off, and try as he might to milk more from the injection site, the warmth was gone. He wished he had taken more before leaving, but Karinael wouldn’t approve of him taking Ev. Karinael would never stand for it. Karinael wouldn’t be here. Karinael would have left for Duroton by now. Karinael would not want him to— 

			Hadraniel felt Sodiel place a hand on his shoulder. He shook his head of his thoughts and rubbed at his arm more vigorously, then composed himself. 

			“Have a seat, men.” said Grandon, motioning at the high-backed stools in front of the bar. It was a large, circular thing that took up a good portion of the tavern’s rear. It was made of a marbled wood that was stained to a rich, red color. Grandon went around to the other side of the bar and pulled down some copper-banded drinking horns. Behind him were a number of stacked barrels tapped with brass spouts and he began filling the horns with an ale from the highest barrel. “I figure you Saints must be tired of the church’s wine.” He set one of the horns before Hadraniel and began filling another. “This is the best ale in all of Narbereth.”

			“Why are we here?” asked Asteroth as Grandon set a filled horn before him.

			“You tell me.” said Grandon. He pointed across the room to the women who stood in sultry poses high above. “I’ve got women, good ale, and if you’re really bored, I’ve got a couple unruly slaves downstairs you can use as playthings.”

			Hadraniel stared at the creamy, golden liquid in his horn and swished it around, making a little vortex in it. He wondered how far down Gadrial had been dragged. He wondered if her and Karinael were together in the beyond. He shook the thought from his head and began rubbing his arm again. “I thought there were no slaves in Free Narbereth?”

			Grandon huffed. “Says who? That boy? He don’t run this city.”

			Hadraniel looked at him. “Do you?”

			Grandon’s lips curled in a smile. “I will. Believe me, I will.”

			Raziel drank down his ale and pushed the empty horn to Grandon.

			“There you go.” laughed Grandon. “Told you it was the best.” He refilled the horn and gave it back to the Saint.

			“I’ve had better.” said Sodiel after a sip. He set his horn down and pushed it away. He looked at Hadraniel with his tourmaline eyes. They flicked up toward the prostitutes. 

			Hadraniel nodded slightly, taking into his own Caliber what Sodiel’s had sensed. He knew Asteroth and Raziel felt it too, though with Raziel there was a detachment, as if he didn’t care. Despite Karinael’s passing, their Calibers were still linked, although it was to a much lesser degree. They couldn’t link with Cabiel or Loganiel, but on occasion they touched upon dim points of Caliber that were far off; the Calibers of the Saints from the Serpent constellation they had formed with Karinael. However, none of them could fully link like they had been able to with Karinael. They were connected; they could sense each others’ thoughts; they could coordinate without speaking a word. But that seemed to be the extent of it. 

			Back at the church Asteroth wanted them all to practice, but Hadraniel didn’t like the practice sessions. Raziel didn’t either and often refused to participate. Hadraniel supposed it was for the same reasons he had. During the practice sessions he could almost feel Karinael there. It was like her Caliber was just out of reach; as if his fingers were just an inch too short to touch her. It was a cruel trick thinking that he might touch Karinael’s Caliber again, only to remember that she was gone. It was too much to bear, and like Raziel, he had been refusing to participate. The Ev, at least, gave him a taste of what had been. 

			“Why are we here?” asked Asteroth again. His drinking horn remained untouched on the bar. 

			“Like I said, take your pick.” Grandon pointed up toward a woman in nothing more than a thin, green sarong and a veil on her face. She had long, straight, strawberry hair and she curled it around her finger as she wagged her breasts toward them with a wink. “That one there will do things to you that even Apollyon himself would condemn.” He chuckled.

			Raziel drank down his second horn and slammed it on the bar. “You got one with blue hair?”

			Cabiel turned his eyes up. “You’re not going to find one that looks like Gadrial.” he said. He took a drink of his ale. “Take some Ev and forget her already.”

			Raziel’s crimson eyes flashed like blood in the gaslight of the bar. “What did you just say?”

			Grandon laughed and pushed another filled horn into Raziel’s hand. “You want blue, I’ll die the whore’s hair myself. And if you want blood, well, that’s what slaves and whores are for. Take one for your plaything. I’ll eat the cost of the first if you get too rough, but after that you got to pay.”

			“Settle yourself, Raziel.” said Asteroth. He turned his golden eyes to Grandon. “Enough small talk. What do you want with us?”

			Grandon drank down his horn and tossed it over his shoulder. Then he struck a match and lit up a cigar. “How long before Sanctuary sends its Saints to deal with this city?” He puffed at the cigar, filling the air around him with an earthy-smelling cloud of smoke. “How long before an Exalted comes with a full army in tow?”

			“Get to your point.” said Asteroth.

			Grandon set his cigar down on the bar and leaned into the big Saint. “That Rook boy, he ain’t a leader. He’s just a slave who’s got a way with words. He sways the weak-minded to him, nothing more. That red-haired Saint that stays with him—Ertrael, I think his name is—he’s weak-minded. But the six of you, you’re strong. That’s why you keep to yourselves. And the strong, they follow me. Make no mistake, this is my city. Rook ain’t got the backing he thinks.”

			“We’re not here to play sides.” said Hadraniel, still looking into his ale.

			“Then what are you here for?” asked Grandon. 

			Hadraniel frowned. He didn’t even know anymore. With the failing practice sessions also failed the desires to go to Duroton. Asteroth, who had once been adamant that they leave as soon as they could perfect what lingering abilities their linked Calibers had, was now content to remain silent on the subject. Cabiel and Loganiel had no desire to go to Duroton, and Raziel was satisfied to stay here and see how everything played out. Sodiel still wanted to go, and often urged Hadraniel and the others to leave. But Hadraniel wondered if he wasn’t content to stay here as well; to stay in the place where Karinael’s Star-Armor rested. Leaving for Duroton felt like leaving her behind. Every step that he took away from this place would be another step further from her. Hadraniel swished his drink around, wishing he had taken more Ev.

			Grandon chuckled. “You don’t even know why you’re here.” He picked up his cigar and began puffing on it. He walked over toward Hadraniel and leaned up against the bar across from him. “You looking for power? A leader? Somebody who will utilize you for what you’re meant?”

			Hadraniel turned his silver eyes to the man. “And what is it that we are meant for?”

			Grandon chuckled and tapped the ashes off his cigar. “You Saints are attack dogs, no? Collared by Sanctuary with your leashes held by the Kings you serve. But as I understand it, you’re all lost dogs right now, broke off your collars. Now, I ain’t asking to put any collars back on any of you. All I want to do is hold your leashes. I’m going to be King of this city, make no mistake. And when I am, you’ll have a life of comfort. You’ll get whores, your own room at my castle. You’ll be the cock of the walk. Fight for me, not that boy. You’ll be glad you did.”

			“And who says we fight for anybody?” asked Hadraniel.

			“You speak for this whole group?” asked Grandon. He turned to Raziel. “Or do you each have a say?”

			Asteroth stood up from his seat. “We are the Saints of the Final Star. We are as one, and we are our own.” He turned to the Saints. “Let us go.”

			“Go where?” asked Grandon as the other Saints stood up. “To the church? That’s my church, and I don’t believe I yet gave you permission to live there.”

			Asteroth turned to him. “I have sat reserved in your presence, but now you stir my anger. You speak boldly, but you are just a human. You call us dogs, but we are more akin to the lion, and a lion bows to no man. Even should you wear a golden crown, you are no King to a Saint, for what mere mortal could hold the leash of a beast such as we? No, you are no King to us.”

			“In the fighting pits of Narberia I have seen lions and bears and all manner of beasts held by the hands of men.” said Grandon. From the doorways of the second and third-floor rooms came armored men with bolt-throwers. Fifty or more barrels trained down on the Saints. Grandon fixed Asteroth with his steel eyes. “As I understand it, that slave-boy Rook even managed to kill one of your own. And if he can kill one, imagine what a man such as I could do? It’s become apparent that Saints aren’t the all-powerful beings some would believe.” He looked up at his soldiers. “Now, I don’t believe you Saints are immune to bolt-throwers, are you? If you are, by all means, take off my head.”

			Faster than a lightning strike Asteroth, Sodiel, Raziel and Hadraniel all drew their weapons, encompassed by the glow of their Calibers. In that same instant Sodiel whirled his star-metal bo-staff around, coming in front of the group as Hadraniel and Raziel took up the sides around Asteroth. Cabiel and Loganiel, whose Calibers were not linked with the others’, were slower to the draw. They reached for their weapons as Asteroth swept both his axes in a scissoring strike at Grandon’s neck. But the short man was quick for a human and he ducked the Saint’s blades. Grandon came up at Asteroth’s side with his dagger’s tip right to Loganiel’s throat.

			“I believe this is checkmate.” said Grandon, his cigar dangling from the edge of his smirking lips. 

			“Bolt-throwers aren’t accurate.” said Asteroth. “They fire on us and you’ll be hit as well.”

			Grandon chuckled as he kept the blade pressed to Loganiel’s neck. He kicked at the bar and his boot made a clanking sound.“Steel reinforced wall. All I got to do is duck. Besides, those are sniping rifles. One highly accurate shot from all fifty barrels. I believe each of your heads have at least ten rifles pointed at them.”

			Asteroth lowered his axes.

			“Now.” said Grandon, spitting his cigar. “I believe we have a matter of allegiance to settle.”

			Asteroth turned from Grandon. “I’ve already told you,” said Asteroth. “We are the Saints of the Final Star, and we bow to no man.”

			As one unit, Asteroth, Raziel, Sodiel and Hadraniel exploded their Calibers. Grandon was knocked back into the barrels behind the bar, the wood cracking and spilling their contents onto him as he fell. Above, all the soldiers were thrown back into the rooms they had come from.

			“I will spare your life tonight for the sake of the peace this city has enjoyed.” said Asteroth as a red-faced and dripping-wet Grandon stood up behind the bar. “But should you cross my path again, I will take your head from its neck.”

			“Where do you think you’re going!” barked Grandon as the Saints strode from the room.

			“Back to our church.” said Asteroth.

			“You’ll regret this! You have no idea what I can do!”
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			Haunted 
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			The failing sun of a summer night had the western skies awash in blues and purples, and in the east the moon could already be seen. Its silver orb looked down through the domed glass ceiling of the council room, gaslamps on the wall filling the chamber with their soft light. It was quiet in the room but for Rennic Finn’s giggling. Rankin eyed the vampiric man with contempt as he clacked the beads of his abacus, trying to drown out the incessant laughter. If any of the other Councilmen heard it, Rankin thought they were doing a good job of ignoring it. 

			The Councilmen all sat quietly at their seats as King Dagrir Thorodin’s dark eyes scanned over a document. Dagrir sat at the head of the long table in his kingly, black armor with a red cape over his shoulders. Upon his head was the crown of Duroton, a lithe weave of silver and gold braids that formed geometric patterns around its circumference. Rankin Parvailes sat at the opposite end of the table, slouched in his seat with his red robes over his gaunt form. He watched the King’s scowl deepen the further down the parchment he read. 

			Behind the King stood Lord Egret in his black shroud. The Dark Star Knight was the King’s personal guardian and his eyes were cast down, surreptitiously reading along with the King, his lips turned up in disgust. 

			Rankin wiped his hand down his face. He couldn’t take Rennic’s giggling anymore. He was about to stand up and shout some expletives when Dagrir began shaking his head. “No.” said the King. He tossed the parchment to the table. “This goes too far.”

			Rankin didn’t let his pleasure betray the scowl he always wore in the council room, but he did stop flicking the beads on his abacus. Rennic also stopped giggling. 

			“How so?” asked a displeased Jord. The rotund man slapped his hand on the table.

			Dagrir turned his eyes to the man. “I’ll not see children working brothels.”

			“Your Grace,” said Gefjon, “we of the Exalted Council believe—”

			“No.” said Dagrir. “My veto not withstanding, this document is missing the signature of Rankin Parvailes. Without it, this ‘Exalted Council’ should not have even placed this wretched paper before me.”

			“Might I remind you, my Liege, that Councilman Parvailes has renounced his title of Exalted.” said Balin. “The document stands.”

			Rennic hopped up from his seat beside Balin and jumped up onto the table. “But the money!” he said, doing a little spin. Rankin glowered at the lanky man all in tight, black leather as he danced up to the King, giggling and laughing about all the gold and money that could be made. He watched with some satisfaction as Lord Egret caught the freak and pulled him off the table.

			“But Liege,” persisted Rennic, slipping like an oiled snake from Egret’s grasp. He hopped around the King’s seat, red lips smiling ear to ear as he raked a pale hand over Dagrir’s shoulders. “Think about the love of the people. The people will love you for this!” Rennic leaned into Dagrir’s ear. “They’ll come to the brothels for the young ones, and praise the name of their King! There will be praise for you. So much praise! Praise praise praise praise praise!”

			Dagrir rubbed his eyes and wiped a hand down his thin beard. He looked at the document.

			Rennic giggled and placed a quill pen into the King’s hand. “Sign it and all the praise will be yours. Can’t you hear the people singing your name? Listen! Listen with me! You can hear them singing your name even now!”

			Dagrir reached for the paper but Lord Egret slammed his fist down on top of it. “Your Grace, come to your senses!”

			Dagrir started. He looked around the room as if he had been lost in a dream. 

			“Don’t sign this!” boomed Egret. “This Council should be ashamed of itself!”

			“No. No, I won’t sign this.” said Dagrir. He grabbed the parchment and tore it in half, much to Rankin’s satisfaction. Rankin watched as Rennic’s disgusting smile faded into a sneer. 

			Rennic turned his eyes to Lord Egret. “Lord Egret, you mustn’t speak for the King.” Rennic pranced his way over to the man and did a twirl. “Lord Egret you speak too much. Lord Egret must be silent in Council. Lord Egret, wouldn’t it be nice to be silent with your own thoughts? Wouldn’t you—”

			Lord Egret drew his arm back and whipped the back of his hand across Rennic’s face, sending the lanky man stumbling and falling to the floor. “Speak not to me, you disgusting demon! Your words are poison!”

			The Councilmen all stood up. Hymnar, Aldur, and Baldir all began barking at Lord Egret. “This is an outrage!” roared Jord. “Your Grace, Lord Egret has struck an honored guest of the Council,” said Gefjon. “This is a crime! A crime!”

			“Enough!” yelled Dagrir, slamming his hand on the table. “I’m adjourning this Council for the evening.”

			“But your Grace,” protested Balin. “You must at least hear our case. You cannot veto without first—”

			“I am the King.” said Dagrir coldly. “I can do as I please. This Council is adjourned and I will hear no more of this…” he waved a hand over the torn paper, “this filth!” 

			“There is one last matter before we adjourn.” croaked Rankin. He sat up in his seat and placed his thin-framed glasses to his old eyes and then took up his stack of papers. “Lord Egret is on the agenda.”

			The Councilmen all turned to Egret with muddled looks. Balin snatched the agenda from Rankin’s hand. Rennic Finn skulked in the corner behind Balin, his black eyes full of venom and locked on Egret. Balin’s lips screwed up in displeasure. “When was this added? It was not on the agenda this morning.”

			“The agenda was amended this afternoon.” said Rankin. “Lord Egret asked me if he might address the Council with a question of his own.”

			Balin crumpled the paper and tossed it to the table. He turned his eyes to Egret. “Well, what is it then?”

			“I would like to ask the Council what the Dark Holds are, and where they are located.” said Egret.

			Rankin lifted an eyebrow. The Councilmen all went silent. Even King Dagrir seemed taken aback by the question.

			Balin smirked and reclined in his seat. “You know very well what and where the Black Cells are. In my opinion, your little outburst just now should land you inside of one for a day or two.”

			Egret fixed Balin with his icy eyes. “What and where are the Dark Holds?”

			“No such thing.” said Balin, his eyes flicking to Dagrir.

			The King seemed suddenly uncomfortable in his chair but remained silent.

			Egret looked down at him. “My Liege,” he said. “Is there a such place as the Dark Holds?”

			“No.” said Dagrir, shaking his head but not returning Egret’s gaze. He instead looked out upon the Council. “There is no such place that I, nor any on this Council, know of.” Now he looked up at his knight. “Why do you ask?”

			“I came across a document from this very Council that referenced them.” said Egret. “It piqued my curiosity.”

			“A mistranslation.” said Gefjon, waving his hand dismissively. “Dark Holds, Black Cells. Same difference.”

			“Is that all, Lord Egret?” asked Balin.

			Lord Egret nodded. 

			“Very well.” said Balin. “I believe our King has adjourned this Council.”

			Dagrir stood from his seat. “Lands took witness.” he said, waving a hand at the domed ceiling where the moon looked down upon them all. Lord Egret opened the door and escorted Dagrir out. 

			Rankin jotted some final notes in his ledger and then gathered up his papers under one arm and his abacus under another. “Good evening, gentlemen.” he said, a satisfied smile on his face. “May the Lands take witness of the rest of your dealings.”

			“Councilman Parvailes,” said Balin as Rankin shuffled his way toward the door. “I’m sure it goes without saying, but the Dark Holds are secret knowledge. It would be treason to speak of them to any but those in this room or the King.”

			Rankin nodded. “I am aware. Beneath the Duroton sky, I would not betray the oaths of my station.”

			“Very good.” said Balin. “Shut the door on your way out, please.”

			Rankin nodded. He hobbled out the door and used his foot to close it behind him.

			After Rankin was gone the Councilmen began arguing among themselves. “I told you Dagrir would never go for it.” said Balin.

			“He almost did!” said Jord. “If not for Lord Egret, he would have signed it!”

			“He will sign.” said Rennic, coming up to the table. He seemed to stand taller than usual. “He will sign. He will sign whatever I want him to sign. Let me bring more women, more children. He will sign, and there will be money.”

			There was a knock upon the door and the Councilmen all went silent. “Come in.” said Balin.

			They all watched as the door opened and a messenger stepped in with a rolled parchment in his hand. “An urgent message for the King.”

			“Council was adjourned.” said Balin. “King Dagrir just took his leave.”

			“Thank you, Exalted Lord Balin.” said the young man with a bow. As he turned to leave Rennic leaned into Balin’s ear, whispering.

			“One moment.” said Balin, just before the man slipped from the door.

			“Yes, my Lord?”

			“I shall deliver that to Dagrir.” said Balin. “Leave it with me, please.”

			“I’m sorry, my Lord.” said the man. “I have instruction to place this in the King’s hand directly.”

			Balin raised an eyebrow. “Who is it from?”

			“I don’t know.” said the man. “I was just told to deliver it to King Dagrir and nobody else. I am sorry, my Lord.”

			Rennic pranced over to the man, giggling. “But we could deliver it for you.” sang Rennic as he skipped circles around him. “Your job will be so much easier. Think about how easy it is just to leave it with us. You could leave and do what you want. How great it would be to just do as you want right now.”

			The man nodded. He handed Rennic the paper. “Thank you, my Lord.” He bowed and then took his leave. Rennic skipped over to Balin and set the scroll before him, spinning it on the table.

			Balin scooped it up. It was from Hammer’s Hill and the wax seal bore the stamp of Lord Samrildar, its guardian. Balin popped the seal off with his finger and unrolled it. His eyes flicked back and forth as he read, and his lips slowly curled into a smile.

			“Well?” asked Jord. “What is it?”

			Balin looked up from the paper. “It seems Lord Etheil sends dire word about Dagrir’s brother, Brandrir. Etheil is seeking a private meeting with our King.”

			“What type of dire word?” asked Baldir.

			“Doesn’t say.” said Balin. “But Etheil awaits our King out on Hammer’s Hill tomorrow morning.”

			The Councilmen all looked at each other. “Etheil was named an enemy of Duroton by our late King.” said Gefjon. “Brandrir is a traitor to the Lands and Etheil is his captain. He is a criminal! Dagrir cannot speak with him, especially not alone.”

			Balin nodded. He tossed the paper to Gefjon. “See to it that this burns.” He looked to the others. “What say we go meet Etheil ourselves?”

			 ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦

			Rankin strode the lonely hall of the castle toward his chambers, carrying his ledgers and his abacus beneath his arms. There was a coldness, he noticed, and it made his joints ache. The arched corridor was well lit by gaslamps, yet the shadows between doorways and adjoining halls seemed darker than was normal. Rankin slowed his pace, his footfalls silent on the red carpeting that lined the hall. His thin lips pursed. There was something familiar about this coldness. And then that smell of wet rust hit his nose.

			He stopped. His old eyes focused down the hall. From between a pair of gaslamps stepped a figure shrouded in iron, its face a mask of rusty slag painted with a red shockwave. He had seen this creature before. It was with Tarquin at the Dragon Forge. But Rankin had seen creatures like this long before then. He knew what this thing was. His papers fell from his arm, drifting and scattering in the hall. His abacus slipped from his other and cracked as it hit the floor.

			The figure stepped forward, coming into the light of a gaslamp. With a gloved hand, it pulled a cruel, obsidian dagger from its waist. 

			Trembling, Rankin’s hand fumbled in the pocket of his robe. He pulled out a long sliver of silver steel. It was jagged and sharp, like a fragment of broken glass. He held it up before him. “B-Back!” he said, his old voice cracking with fear. 

			The figure began striding forward.

			Rankin walked backward, still holding the shard of metal out. “Back!” he said. But the creature did not stop. “Help! Help!”

			Rankin turned, his foot slipping on one of his fallen papers, and he fell. The smell of wet rust filled his nose. He turned to see the figure bearing down on him. “No!” he cried, and he thrust out the shard, touching it to the thing’s chest. There was a sizzle and some smoke, and the thing shrieked and recoiled. Rankin scrambled to his feet. “Back! Back!” he cried, brandishing the shard.

			The thing stood in the hall, regarding the metal fragment curiously.

			“This is a shard of the blessed Valclarinax!” said Rankin, backing away. The figure’s head tilted, not understanding. “Be gone!”

			The figure swam forward, its black dagger whipping back and forth. Rankin screamed and threw the metal shard. It hit the figure in its mask and it shrieked, clutching at its face with its hands. Metal sizzled and smoked, and the shard fell to the floor and the figure stumbled back. 

			“Help! Help!” cried Rankin. Doors in the hall began to open. The creature looked down at the shard on the floor and recoiled. It stepped away. Rankin ran up and grabbed it, then held it high. “Back! Back I say!”

			“What’s going on?” a man in a robe stepped from his room. A servant woman came from another and dropped what she was carrying and screamed. 

			The creature held out its knife and was about to strike out but Rankin stepped forward, brandishing the shard. “Back!”

			It hesitated, and then the sound of armor and boots filled the corridor. The figure fixed Rankin with its hollow eyes and then stepped through a black portal and vanished. 

			“What’s going on?” Three knights in white armor raced down the hall.

			“An intruder!” yelled the man in a robe from his door.

			The maidservant pointed. “It… it was just there! It was a phantom! I’ll swear to it on my grave!”

			“Councilman!” cried one of the knights, running up to him. “Are you hurt?”

			Rankin clutched the shard of Valclarinax to his breast. If Tarquin had sent the creature for him, it meant that Tarquin knew he had sent Ganomir to collect on him. It meant that Ganomir had failed. Rankin’s eyes began darting around the hall, wondering where the thing might appear next. 

			“Councilman,” said the knight, grabbing Rankin by the shoulders. “Where did he go? Did you see him? What did he look like?”

			Rankin looked at the knight and then tore himself away. “The Iron Witch is reborn!” he cried, backing away. “The Iron Witch comes again!”

			“Councilman?”

			Rankin turned and fled down the hall.

			 ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦

			Saint Isley was in his private chamber of the church’s tower. The gaslamp on the wall was turned low as he sat alone at his desk, his finger tracing passages from a bible as he read them. His window was opened and the curtain fluttered with the soft, night breeze, but on it there was a cry. Isley sat up straight, listening. He heard the cry again. He went to his window and pulled back the curtain.

			The wide avenue below was well lit by gaslamps and Isley was certain that he saw Councilman Parvailes in his red robes. He was running—stumbling really—toward the church, often looking behind him or to his sides. He waved something in his hands around. “No!” Isley heard him cry. “Back! Back whence you came! Leave me!”

			Isley turned from his window and raced from his room. It was late and the nave was mostly empty but for a handful of his Wolves that were praying, though the church’s wide, double-doors were still open to any who might come. Isley strode down the isle between the pews toward the doors and stepped out onto the steps leading up to the church. Rankin was at the bottom of them, clawing his way up, his head turning from side to side, or glancing behind him, all the while waving a sparkling, silver shard in his hands. “Back!” cried the old man. “Back! Leave me!”

			Isley hopped down the stairs and helped the old man to his feet. “Councilman Parvailes,” said Isley. “Tell me what troubles you?” Isley scanned the streets. Other than a few passer-byes who were watching Parvailes with some alarm, he saw nothing. 

			Rankin turned to face Isley, his bony hands gripping at the Saint’s breastplate. His gray eyes were wide and shone with wild fear. “He’s sent them for me! He’s sent them to take me! Help me! Help me!”

			Isley took Rankin by the hand. To say he was surprised to see the Councilman here would be an understatement. None of the Councilmen had ever been amiable with him, and Isley could not say he was fond of them either. Still, he held no enmity toward them and if Rankin had come to him for aid, he would provide all he could. “Of course I will help you. Tell me what troubles you, my brother? Who has sent who to take you?”

			“Lord Tarquin raises the dead against me!” cried Rankin. “The unholy seek me out! They come to claim me, and my soul is heavy! I shall sink into the earth upon my passing! The Lands will take their dues!”

			Isley smiled softly at the Councilman. “The dead hold no sway here.” said Isley, doing his best to conceal his own curiosity. He wondered if the Councilman spoke of the same unholy specter that had paid him a visit not so long ago. “The unholy grasp at you with but frail fingers. Take the Goddess’s hand and you shall be uplifted from more than just they.”

			“Tell me, Saint,” said Rankin, still clutching at Isley. “If I repent my sins can my debts to the Lands yet be paid? Can my soul be eased into the next world?”

			“Aeoria forgives all, and these Lands are her’s.” said Isley warmly. “Aeoria reaches out with her love to all who seek it. Fear nothing, my brother, for the Goddess is with you.”

			Isley led Rankin into the church and sat with him upon one of the front-most pews near the altar. He sent one of his Wolves to fetch some tea and another to burn a brazier with an incense of purification. The old man was silent, but seemed calmer and more at ease now that he was sitting here. Isley did not press the Councilman for information, nor did he seek to speak the words of Aeoria to him. Instead, Isley wanted the man to reach out to him in his own time and sat silently beside him. As Rankin sat with a cup of steaming tea held to his breast, Isley eyed the silver shard he clutched. At length, Parvailes took notice.

			“What is that?” asked Isley.

			The old man handed it to Isley. It was a fine metal, polished smooth, but sharp and ragged like a piece of broken glass. “That is a fragment of the Valclarinax.” said Rankin. “It is all that remains of the holy sword.”

			Isley had never heard of the Valclarinax before, but being that the Councilman said it was a holy weapon, it piqued his curiosity. “How did you come about this?”

			“When I was a young man, I stole the sword from this very church.” said Rankin. “It was said that the sword had been blessed by Saint Rachiel of the Blessed Hand in the First Age. I took it to slay the Iron Witch, and when I struck her down, the sword shattered like glass and all of her unholy revenants fell.”

			Isley had heard an occasional mention of the Iron Witch from the people in the city, though he did not know the entire story. He had also heard that Rankin was once hailed a hero before becoming a Councilman. “So, the stories of your heroics are true?”

			Parvailes looked at Isley. “I am so far from the man I once was.”

			“Then tell me of who you once were,” said Isley, handing him back the shard. “And together we might find where you went astray.”

			Rankin nodded. He told Isley the tale of how the Iron Witch came to power, and of the horrors she brought upon the people of Duroton. He told him of her revenants—creatures brought to life through magic and Blood Iron—and how they had all fallen when he struck the Iron Witch down with the Valclarinax. Finally, Rankin told Isley that when he went to the Dragon Forge he had seen a necklace of Blood Iron around Lord Tarquin’s neck, and that Tarquin sat upon an iron throne. He told Isley that Tarquin had a servant shrouded in black iron with a mask of slag painted with a shockwave down its front. It was a revenant, like the ones he had faced down as a young man, and Tarquin had sent it after him this night in retribution for having sent Ganomir to collect on him.

			Isley did not tell Rankin that he himself had been visited by the same creature a few nights ago. He felt an ease, however, knowing that it was not the Council or the King who had sent it, but rather Lord Tarquin. Isley would deal with Tarquin in due time. Right now, however, he had a duty to this man. If the Councilman was honest in wanting to repent, Isley would see to it that he was back in the Goddess’s graces. 

			“To face down one such as the Iron Witch all alone took great courage.” said Isley. “I suspect it is a courage you still possess, for the Goddess does not bestow such gifts to men lightly. Tell me why, then, you fear Lord Tarquin? What broke the resolve of the man you once were?”

			“The people put me upon a pedestal for what I had done.” said Rankin. “I struggled with the notion that I was a hero, and in time that struggle turned to contempt as I looked out upon them and realized that I had accomplished what their nobles and knights dared not. I was nothing but an indentured servant to the Lands. I had nothing. I had come from nothing. Yet, I risked my life for all those who had everything yet repaid nothing to the Lands. 

			“I let a blackness take my heart, and when the King offered me titles I accepted everything, always playing the humble hero. In time my humility earned me a seat upon the Council, for the King said that Duroton needed somebody as virtuous as me to lend it a voice. But on the Council I watched how the others worked their wills to get more. And my own hand started grasping.” 

			Here Rankin paused. Great weights seemed to settle upon his shoulders. He looked at Isley. “But that is the thing about sin, Saint Isley. It’s always tit for tat. A treasure for a treasure; a lie for a lie. Upon the Council we all worked our deals. In time we were all bound together by our perversions of justice. It became hard to distinguish right from wrong; every wrong I was party to made the last seem not quite so bad. Over the years I would try to atone for my sins, but being party to corruption means you are ever in its shadow. Everything is traded in gain, and even when you want to do right, you must sign for a wrong to see it happen. Tit for tat. This for that.”

			Isley nodded with understanding. “Let us pray. Let me help lead you to your salvation.”

			Rankin shook his head. “Do not pray for me until you have heard all of my confessions.”

			“What do you wish to confess?” asked Isley.

			“Too much for one night.” said Rankin.

			“The church is always open.” said Isley. “My hand is always extended to you or anybody else who would take it.”

			“Thank you, Saint Isley.” said Rankin. “Thank you for hearing me. Thank you for not treating me as a stranger, as I have treated you all these years.”

			“No man is a stranger to the Goddess, and therefore no man shall be a stranger to me.” said Isley. “Get rest, and see me again tomorrow.”

			“Saint Isley,” began Rankin. He turned his eyes down. “I… I fear to return to the castle.” He looked back at Isley. “What if the specter comes to me again? My soul is still heavy. I have not confessed everything.”

			Isley waved over a couple of his Wolves. A pair of men in white and black robes came up to him. “Make a room for the Councilman within the Hallowed Halls, near Father Bellarifon’s chamber.” said Isley to them. “See to it that he is comfortable.” Isley turned back to Rankin. “The Hallowed Halls are built upon an ancient ground that was blessed by the Goddess herself. You will be safe there, for no demon or wraith can walk those halls.”

			“Thank you, Saint Isley.” said Rankin. “I do not deserve your generosity.”

			“We are all brothers in this world. We must all help those who extend their hand to us.” said Isley. He motioned to the Wolves and they escorted Rankin away. Isley watched until the old man was gone from view and then he breathed a long breath, thinking the night couldn’t get any stranger. 

			He walked the dark halls and up the winding stairs back to his own chamber. He shut the door behind him and went to the bible he had been reading, marking the page he was on with a ribbon and then closing it gently. 

			“Saint Isley of the Long Hours.” rumbled a great voice. Isley spun around. Sitting in the shadows of the corner near his open window was the giant, blue wolf, Solastron. Upon his chest the fur was caked with dried blood, and the fur upon his belly was red and crusty. “I know the hour is late, but would you give council to me this night?”

			“I… Why, certainly.” said Isley, rattled by the fact that a wolf was speaking to him. He had never had any dealings with Solastron before. He knew that Solastron was Lord Etheil’s beast; he had heard the whispers that he was the spirit of the Blue Wilds. But Saint Isley had never heard that the wolf could speak, and he didn’t quite know what to make of it. “I did not know you spoke in the tongue of men.”

			“Very few do.” rumbled the wolf. “Count yourself alone with Lord Etheil on the matter. But I must ask that you do not share this knowledge with any.”

			“Of course.” said Isley. He looked at the wolf’s bloodied fur. “You are injured. Bear the touch of my hand and they shall be healed.”

			The wolf wuffled and then stood up to his full, menacing height. His eyes sparkled like blue gemstones in the moonlight. “The wounds I carry cannot be healed so easily, Saint Isley of the Long Hours. They were born in an ancient age by the swords of Hell’s Judges. The one upon my chest is Anger and the sword that cut me is named War. Upon my sides are the scars of Desire, Pestilence, Famine, Scorn and Fear.”

			“They are ancient, yet they still bleed?” asked Isley.

			“I was upon the Shardgrims. There I sensed a great evil and my wounds were awoken.” rumbled Solastron. “The hour is late, Saint Isley. This age wanes, and there shall be a violent birth of the next. I have been idle, stayed by the scar of Fear upon my side. But Anger’s bite has stirred me.” He turned his head and wuffled. Then he said, “My charge comes due, and I must not fail.” He looked to Saint Isley. “Speak words of comfort to me. I desire to hear the Goddess’s voice as it was penned in Her book for mankind.”

			Isley glanced at his bible and picked it up. He turned to Solastron and nodded. “Certainly.” Isley pulled his chair out and turned it around to face the wolf. He sat down and Solastron padded up to him, sitting before him. Isley looked up to see the wolf’s massive head above him, aquamarine eyes staring down intently.  Isley had given sermons to thousands. He had sat alone with hundreds of different people to read them passages. But never had he felt so awkward in doing so as he did now. Isley cleared his throat as he paged through the tome in his hand. Having sensed the wolf’s troubled heart, Isley went to a passage he thought might help ease his spirits.

			“The people of Jebuthon were dismayed when Aeoria told them that she would be going away. ‘But what should we do?’ they asked. ‘Will we not be like a flock without a shepherd, destined to scatter and lose our way?’

			“To them Aeoria said, ‘Let not your hearts be troubled, for you have heard my words and seen my deeds and therefore will not be left as orphans. If you keep my words I shall never leave you. Believe in me, for in the house of my Mother and Father there are many rooms. If it were not so, would I have told you that I go to prepare a place for you? And if I go and prepare a place for you, would you not sit again before me? When I am gone remember me and my words, and where I am you may be also, and you will know the way to where I am going.

			“‘Yes, a little while and the world will see me no more, but you will see me if you keep my name. As I have lived, you can also live. And if you do you will know that I dwell within you, and you within me.’”

			Solastron made a contemplative rumble. 

			Isley looked up to him. “Have you heard the words and deeds of Aeoria, my friend?”

			Solastron regarded the Saint for a moment. “More than that. For I am her hound.”

			Isley eyed the wolf keenly. “You are her hound?”

			Solastron swished his tail. “I have heard it said that you seek a woman named Celacia, and that with her you believe you shall awaken the Goddess.”

			“I do.” said Isley.

			Solastron swished his tail again, his eyes flashing in the gaslight.

			“Does that displease you?” asked Isley.

			“She is the final herald.” rumbled Solastron. “When Death walks the Earth and the Raven wields Dragonfire, my final charge to the Goddess comes due.”

			“What is your charge to the Goddess?” asked Isley.

			“Sit with me, Isley of the Long Hours, and I shall tell you the tale of Aeoria’s fall.” said the wolf.

		

	
		
			— 36 —

			Burnt Offerings 

			[image: ] 

			The bright face of the moon just began to show itself in the darkening, summer sky and a cool breeze swept through the open windows of the fully renovated Venzi cottage where two extra bedrooms had been added. One was home to Saint Ertrael and a larger one was made for the three young Notaro boys. Jocab and Tomas shared a bed and beside them, on his own bed, was little Galen. All three were bundled up tight in their blankets and their eyes were closed in sleep. Galen had a peaceful look on his face, but his chest moved up and down with ragged breaths. 

			Ertrael sat reclined at the end of Galen’s bed, his head resting on the wall as he sang a soft and somber song. Kierza had been listening to it with some interest as she stood with Rook in the shadows of the room. It wasn’t a song she had ever heard before, and its words were sad but somehow made comforting by the Saint’s voice, which, like his Caliber, was warm and soothing. She thought it some type of elegy; a lamentation to somebody dear and departed; a song to ease a loved one into their final slumber.

			Kierza slipped her hand into Rook’s. “It’s a beautiful song.” she whispered.

			“Do you think Galen will sleep through the night?” asked Rook.

			Kierza smiled and nodded. “I think he will. I think tonight he will.”

			The bedroom door creaked open as Ertrael’s song came to a close. Sierla floated into the room in her nightgown, carrying a tray of cookies and some glasses of warm milk. “Oh,” she said with some surprise. “They are sleeping.”

			Kierza smiled. “It turns out that Saint Ertrael knows a lullaby or two.”

			“Not really lullabies” he said quietly. “Just some songs somebody I know used to sing.” Ertrael sat up on the bed, careful not to disturb Galen. Kierza watched with amusement as the Saint’s eyes went to the cookies and he licked his lips like a little boy.

			Sierla shivered. “It is cold in here.” She went to the window, resting her tray on the sill. She was about to close the window but stopped and stared out into the yard for a moment.

			“Something wrong?” asked Ertrael.

			“It was nothing.” Sierla said. She closed the window and locked it. Then she padded over to Ertrael and he scooped up a couple cookies and a glass of milk. Sierla gently placed the tray on the nightstand next to the bottles of medicine for Galen. “I’ll leave these here then,” she whispered. “Just in case they wake.” She turned back to Ertrael and pecked him on the cheek. “Goodnight, my Saint.” she whispered. She tapped him on the nose with a finger. “And save some cookies for the boys.”

			“Goodnight.” said Ertrael, wrapping his arm around her back.

			Sierla smiled and then went over to Galen and then Tomas and Jocab, giving them each a kiss on the forehead, saying her goodnights to the sleeping boys. Finally, she went to Rook and Kierza, giving them each a kiss. “Goodnight my handsome son and beautiful daughter,” she said. She turned to Rook and placed something in his hand. “Ralf just sent this. You come home before it’s too late. No more staying out until all hours.”

			Kierza stared down at the scroll in Rook’s hand as Sierla slipped out of the room. She chewed her bottom lip, resisting all urge to say anything as Rook unrolled it, scanning it with his eyes. 

			Rook rolled it back up and slipped it into the waist of his black, leather armor before Kierza could see what was drawn on it. “I have to go.”

			“So, you’re going out?” She tried not to sound as bitter as she was, but failed miserably. She knew it. She knew by the way he was still wearing his leather armor and carrying his sword at his side. She knew he couldn’t just stay home, not even for one night. Rook was hardly home at all anymore. During the day he was with Sir Rivenal, Tamus and all the others on the First Council whose names she couldn’t remember. He’d spend the day at the Council Manor poring over documents and ledgers or compiling plans based off what news his scouts and quick-hounds would return with. At night he’d be at Diotus’s lab building more bolt-throwers or doing stars-know-what. He had promised to stay home tonight and let Blake and Dontis deal with the returning scouts and quick-hounds. He had kept part of his word by spending the evening playing games with the boys, but Kierza had been looking forward to her own time alone with him.

			“I have to go to the gate. I need to speak with Blake.” said Rook. Kierza did nothing to hide the resentment on her face and she let him take it all in. “I’m sorry, but I have to go.” He brushed his hand through her hair but Kierza turned away from him. If it weren’t for the sleeping boys, she’d have a few choice words to say. Already she was mentally perfecting them for when he did eventually come back home. 

			“Do you want me to go instead?” asked Ertrael, chomping on a cookie.

			Rook shook his head. “Thank you, but… No, I better just go.” He looked at Kierza. “I’m sorry, but this is important. I’ll be back soon.” He lifted her veil to give her a kiss but she swatted his hand back down.

			“It’s always important. Stay as long as you need.”

			Rook pursed his lips in a frown. For a moment he looked as if he might say something else, but then he turned from her, letting his hand slowly slip from hers as he went to the door. She couldn’t bring herself to look at him as he walked out, shutting the door gently behind him.

			“He wants to be with you.” said Ertrael. He took a gulp of milk even as he chewed his cookie. “But duty is a mistress. The people of this city look to him. He is the keystone that holds everything here together.” He gulped down the rest of his milk.

			“That was a beautiful song,” said Kierza, not wanting to hear another word about duty or responsibility. She watched Ertrael set down the glass of milk and look at her with a creamy mustache. She almost giggled. She pointed at him. “You have a…” She motioned at her own mouth.

			Ertrael wiped a hand down his mouth and Kierza thought she could even see him blush. “Sorry.”

			She walked over to him and leaned on the wall beside the bed. “Where did you learn how to sing?”

			Ertrael reclined in the bed. “I once told you that there is somebody I love back at Sanctuary. Her name is Asriel, and she often sang to the dead.”

			“To the dead? That sounds a little morbid.”

			Ertrael breathed deeply. Beside him Galen stirred slightly but then his ragged breaths began their gentle rhythm again. “She was haunted by their voices. She told me that the voices only stopped when she sang. Sometimes, when we were together, I would hold her in my arms and sing for her. It was the only time she was ever at peace.”

			Kierza gently sat down on the edge of the bed next to Ertrael and placed her hand on his leg. “That’s sweet.” she said, smiling at him. 

			Ertrael stared up at the ceiling and smiled too, as if lost in a pleasant memory. “At night I would hold her and sing her songs until she fell asleep beside me. I think those nights were the only time she ever slept.”

			Kierza gently scooched her way beside him, careful not to jostle Galen. She leaned back on Ertrael, resting the side of her face on the cold metal of his breastplate. “Would you sing me another one of her songs?”

			Ertrael gazed down at her amber hair. She felt his hand hesitantly nestle on her back. Then his voice began into a gentle song, and Kierza closed her eyes and listened. This was a sadder song than the last, of snow falling upon a grave and a man who would come each morning to clear it, until one day he didn’t show up and another grave was set beside the first. 

			She put her arm over Ertrael, stroking her hand over the smooth, glassy surface of his star-metal pauldron. She loved the way it felt to the touch, and how cool it was on such a summer night. As his song played in her ears, she thought about Rook. Where once he had been like a stone for her—something that was solid, certain and always there—he was becoming like water in her hand and she felt him slipping between her fingers. But it was more than that. It felt like he was the one letting go, and she was left to grasp at what little remained in her palm.

			Duty is a mistress. Ertrael’s words floated in her mind like a discordant instrument against the melody of his song. She was being selfish, she knew. She didn’t need Ertrael to remind her that the people of this city needed Rook. But love is a selfish thing, she thought. The heart wants the love of somebody special all to itself. In fairytales, love was always an immutable thing. It stood fast against all odds. But this world was not a fairytale. The only thing immutable in this world was star-metal, and it was a cold, black thing. 

			Kierza stroked her hand upon Ertrael’s breastplate. She had learned a few things from him about Star-Armor. It was passed down from Saint to Saint, haunted by the memories of those who came before. Perhaps love was like star-metal. Perhaps it could stand fast, but change owners; always to be haunted by those who came before. She hoped that wasn’t true. She loved Rook. But was she becoming relegated to memories; becoming the one who came before duty arrived?

			A tear fell from Kierza’s eye and rolled off the sleek surface of Ertrael’s breastplate. She closed her eyes, taking in his song as if it were his Caliber. As she lay there with him, she was reminded of the days and nights that he cradled her in his arms as he healed her with his Caliber. He had taken all her pain away, and she never wanted to leave his embrace. As she thought about Rook, she wondered if his Caliber might take that hurt away too.

			Kierza stared at her reflection in the mirror surface of his breastplate. Her veil covered her mutilated nose. The rest of her face was disfigured by pink stripes from where the Sisters had flayed the flesh from her. Kierza wondered that if duty was a mistress, if it had become a more beautiful one than she in Rook’s eyes. More silent tears rolled off Kierza’s cheeks. And then Ertrael’s voice cut short in the middle of a song. 

			“What’s wrong?” whispered Kierza, not looking up at him. 

			Ertrael breathed deeply. “I… sometimes I feel her, like Asriel is reaching out to me. Like I can feel her fingers in my Caliber, not unlike what Karinael could do.” he said. “I… I thought I felt her now, is all. I thought I felt her reaching to me from a dark place; a painful place.”

			“Can you shine your Caliber for her?” whispered Kierza. “Maybe if you shine it, she can find you.”

			Ertrael didn’t say anything. They both lay together in a silence broken only by the soft breathing of the boys. At last Kierza spoke, her voice plain and without emotion, “Do you want to go to her?”

			“I don’t know.” whispered Ertrael. “I am torn between two worlds. Though I love her, she is part of an old world; a world that becomes uglier to me each passing day. But in this house I feel I am reborn to a new world. It’s a world strange and foreign to me, but one that somehow feels right; a world I do not want to slip from my hand.”

			“Will you shine your Caliber for me?”

			Ertrael was silent, but she felt a warmth embrace her. She closed her eyes, squeezing away the last of the tears. She pushed herself further up on him, hoping he might put his other arm around her and hold her like he had done so many times when healing her. She puffed a hot breath, fogging Ertrael’s breastplate. Then, in the dim light of his golden Caliber, she wrote Rook’s name upon it. Ertrael began another song, placing his other arm around her. She watched as Rook’s name slowly faded from his breastplate, and then she closed her eyes and waited for sleep to take her.

			 ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦

			Rook was surprised to see Ralf outside the cottage. The pudgy man was bent over and breathing heavily, bathed in the light of a gaslamp just outside the door and was in an old suit of leather armor that was at least two-sizes too small for him. The brown leather was badly scuffed and the metal studs were rusty, but Rook could see that Ralf gave it all the love he had, having oiled it and polished it as best he could. Unlike his armor, the dented helmet that capped his head was too big and sat low on his brow, sweaty cords of red hair sticking from it. He was sweating profusely and the gaslight made his pallor seem more jaundiced. “Ralf?”

			“Rook,” gasped Ralf, struggling up to his feet. He swallowed hard. “Rook, Blake needs you right away. It’s really important.”

			Rook looked down the hill the cottage sat upon. Even from here he could see all the torches at the city’s main gate, their bright flames reflecting off the armor of the knights gathered there. The message Blake had sent Ralf to deliver had a drawing of a star above a drawing of the city gate. That meant a new Saint had shown up. There was only one star, and Rook hoped that number was accurate and not just scrawled for lack of time. He didn’t hear any bolt-thrower fire, so he was hopeful that whatever their number, the Saints came in peace. The message also had an ‘X’ on it, which was code for Rook to come alone without Ertrael.

			Rook looked back at Ralf. The man wiped a big hand down his face, drawing away a sheet of sweat. His knees were shaking and he looked as though he might collapse at any moment. Rook knew that Ralf had a big heart and wanted to do his part to help secure the future of Free Narbereth. Rook had talked Blake into training Ralf as a city guard, but now he was worried that maybe Blake was pushing the man a little too hard. “Is there just one Saint?”

			Ralf nodded, but Rook could see his eyes darting about the shadows of the cottage.

			“Are you okay, Ralf?”

			Ralf’s head bobbed up and down. 

			Rook took Ralf by the shoulder. “Come on, Ralf. Come with me to the gate. I’ll meet this new Saint and afterward I’ll take you home. It’s getting late.”

			Ralf pulled away from Rook and shook his head, the over-sized helmet twisting on his scalp.

			“Ralf, there’s nothing to be afraid of. If the Saint meant us harm we’d certainly hear bolt-throwers by now. Come on.”

			“It’s not that, Rook.” said Ralf, his eyes scanning the darkness around the cottage. He swallowed hard and moved closer to Rook, then he said in a small voice, “There’s something out here.”

			Rook looked around but didn’t see anything. He thought guard duty was most certainly getting to be a little too much for Ralf and that he was just spooked by the arrival of a new Saint. Rook looked Ralf in the eyes and smiled. “Come on, Ralf. If there is somebody out here, then all the more reason I need an escort from one of our city’s finest.”

			Ralf forced a smile. “Well, okay then, Rook.” The man took one last look around and then trundled behind Rook, doing his best to keep the brisk pace that Rook was setting.

			As Rook and Ralf came upon the high wall of the city, Blake began running toward them. “Saint!” cried Blake. He was in his full armor with a bolt-thrower over his shoulder. “A Saint!”

			“Who is he?” asked Rook, jogging up to him.

			“Said his name is Adonael of the River’s Edge. Said he would only speak with Saint Karinael.”

			“Where is he?” asked Rook.

			“Outside the gate.” said Blake. “Won’t come in until he sees Karinael.”

			“Well that’s a problem.” said Rook. He hurried the rest of the way to the gate with Blake. Atop the wall there were about a dozen knights with their guns trained down. In front of the closed portcullis stood about a dozen more with bolt-throwers ready. Rook pushed his way past them and saw the lone Saint standing beyond the bars, his hair shining like polished rubies in the torchlight. He was tall and imposing, but not quite to the same degree as Asteroth, with smooth, rounded Star-Armor similar to Cabiel’s. The Saint looked nervous, his crimson eyes darting all around at the knights on the wall. At his side he carried a star-metal sword in a scabbard as black as his Star-Armor.

			There was something familiar about this Saint. Rook thought he had seen him before, he was certain of it. A memory of himself when he was just a boy stirred in his mind. And then he could place the face. This was one of the Saints who had come to slaughter the people of Caer Gatima. This was one of the Saints who had been with Ovid and Hadraniel that day. Rook forced himself to choke down his anger. He had forgiven Hadraniel, and he could forgive this Saint as well, provided he had been a friend to Karinael. 

			“Saint Adonael of the River’s Edge,” called Rook, coming up to the portcullis. “I am Rook Gatimarian. I speak for the people of Free Narbereth. Are you friend or foe?”

			“I will only speak with Saint Karinael.” said the Saint, scanning Rook with his eyes.

			“So you are a friend?”

			“To Saint Karinael.” said the Saint. “Is she here?”

			Rook looked at Blake and then back to the Saint. “Her friends are here. Saints Hadraniel, Asteroth, Cabiel, Loganiel, Sodiel and Ertrael. Will you speak with any of them?”

			“I might with Ertrael, Hadraniel or Asteroth,” said the Saint. “But I do not know the others you speak of. These are strange times and I will not speak with a Saint I do not fully trust. Where is Karinael?”

			Rook motioned with his hand to raise the portcullis. Gears began to clank and Rook slipped his way under them even as they rose. He approached the Saint alone. “Please, will you follow me? I will take you to Hadraniel and the others.”

			The Saint eyed him suspiciously, his gaze alternating between Rook and all the knights beyond the wall. “Why can I not speak with Karinael?”

			Rook breathed deeply. He looked the Saint in the eyes. “She fell in battle, against a Saint named Nuriel.”

			Adonael turned his eyes down.

			“I believe I have seen you before.” said Rook, and the Saint returned his eyes to him. “Ten years ago you were at Caer Gatima in Jerusa, with Saint Hadraniel and Saint Ovid. You slaughtered the people of my city.” 

			Adonael placed his hand on his sword but did not draw it. “In that case, you also know the one who killed Karinael. Saint Nuriel was there that day as well.”

			Rook wondered if she was the golden-haired Saint that day. She was the first Saint he had ever seen. He had been captivated by her beauty and the magic of her Caliber as it radiated from her body. She could have been an angel. But his awe had quickly turned to fear when she loosed her sword on the townspeople. Rook returned his attention to Adonael and said, “I was just a boy then, but Ovid left knowing my knife. He came here shortly after Karinael arrived, though he was no friend to her or the others.”

			“Is Ovid here now?”

			Rook shook his head. “I finished what I was not able to accomplish when I was a boy.” Adonael looked at him skeptically, but Rook continued, “If you are a friend to Karinael, then you are a friend to me and the others. Will you let me take you to them?”

			Adonael regarded Rook for a moment. At length he nodded his head.

			Adonael kept his hand close to his sword, scanning the ranks of soldiers with his eyes as Rook led him inside the city’s walls. Blake fell in beside Rook and leaned into his ear and whispered, “Want me to come with you?”

			Rook shook his head and replied in a low voice, “I’ll have Ralf come with me.”

			“Ralf?” Blake was incredulous; his whisper a little too loud, causing Ralf to look their way.

			 Rook looked toward Ralf and waved him over with a smile. “Do me a favor,” said Rook quietly. “Give Ralf a few days off. He’s spooked and I’d hate to see him have a heart attack. I’m taking him back home after this.”

			“You sure? Ralf hasn’t spooked yet, and I sent him outside the city to scout with the others last night. He’s actually doing quite well.”

			“He was pale and spooked at my house.” said Rook. “I think his nerves are getting to him. I’m sure he wants to put on a brave face for you and the others.”

			“Alright, you’re the boss.” said Blake as Ralf rolled up to them. Blake handed Ralf his bolt-thrower and slapped the man on the shoulder. “Take good care of Rook and our guest.”

			“I will, Blake. I will.” said Ralf with a nod. 

			Wanting to avoid as much attention as possible, Rook escorted Adonael through the dark roads of the city. Ralf tagged behind, the bolt-thrower at the ready and his eyes scanning every alley and rooftop with what Rook thought an uncanny amount of professionalism. The moon shone brightly in the sky when it could be seen between the tall buildings, and it was haunted by wispy clouds reflecting in its silver light. But for such a moonlit night, Rook had to admit there was a strange darkness about the streets and alleys. There was a chill in the air as well. It was not carried by the breeze, but instead seemed to be intrinsic to the shadows. Adonael appeared to be keenly aware of it, and Rook noticed the Saint was on edge, looking around the rooftops and alleys in the same manner Ralf had been doing back at the cottage. “Your city has an ill feel to it.” stated the Saint.

			Rook looked back at Ralf. The pudgy man didn’t speak it, but Rook could see the concurrence in his pale face. Now he himself began to wonder if he had been too quick to dismiss Ralf. He was reminded of Sierla now, and how she had seemed to notice something out the bedroom window earlier. He began inspecting the rooftops and the shadows between streetlights more thoroughly. Blake had warned him that Grandon and his men were up to something and there was concern that he might launch an attack. Rook knew that the attack would likely be against him, and his mind began toying with the idea that Grandon’s men might be watching him now.

			With a new sense of urgency, Rook cut back down to a main avenue that led directly to the church. He instructed Ralf to wait outside as he snuck Adonael into the building through the rear, near the clergy’s rooms to avoid any who might be in the nave praying near the altar, which seemed to be quite busy this night. 

			It was strange, but Rook thought the people’s faith in the Sleeping Goddess had increased since the Priest, his Oracle and Sin Eaters were removed. In the ten-years he had lived in Narbereth he had never seen so many people at the church, either by day or by night. There was nobody to read passages from the bible to them and nobody to shout at them from the pulpit, just lots of silent prayer. 

			And Rook thought that maybe that was the way it was supposed to be, for everybody to find their strength in the Goddess on their own. He certainly had. He had not been to a service since he was a boy in Jerusa; since that day his mother was taken from him. He recalled the day he was in the church with Ursula and the strange, old man with the sword through his heart came to him. Rook had asked him how anybody could know what was right, when nobody could even read the bible. The old man had told him that the beautiful thing about good is that you don’t need books or gods to tell you what is right or wrong; that the Goddess had placed all that knowledge inside every man’s heart. Rook liked that, and he believed it more now than he ever had. The knights who had turned against King Dahnzeg proved it. People knew what was right. But like the old man had also told him, sometimes good just needs a person brave enough to hold a light to evil. 

			In that Rook wasn’t sure he was the right man. Despite all that had happened and all that he had helped accomplish, he didn’t know if he could sustain holding that light. And besides, the light he held was tainted by the fires of Bulifer. That much had also been proven to him. Rook wasn’t exactly sure what the demon had in store for him, but he knew enough to know that it wouldn’t be for his benefit. Could he really be a hero if he was destined to help a villain? Rook often wished he could hold a light to his own self, but deep inside he was terrified of what lurked in the shadows. And chief among those frightening shadows was his sister, Ursula, who he had failed to protect. But he couldn’t think of that right now, so he pushed it aside. 

			Instead, Rook found himself wondering if Saints were given a heart that knew right and wrong. He had seen the terrible things Saints do to people. He had witnessed them slaughter an entire town as if its people were nothing but rats to be exterminated. Still, he couldn’t deny that not all were like that. Despite the briefness of their relationship, Rook knew that Karinael had been a good, loving person. Ertrael was friendly and kind. Karinael and her fellow Saints had even helped Gabidar deliver his shipments of food into Jerusa. 

			Yet, Hadraniel and these other Saints were still a mystery to him. They avoided everybody in town, including Ertrael. Karinael, more than any of them, had been the one to orchestrate the shipments with Gabidar. Without Karinael, Rook wondered if they’d all go back to doing what they did best? It was revenge, after all, that had brought them here in search of Ovid, rather than heading to Duroton as Karinael wanted. And he was reminded that Hadraniel himself had been one of the Saints he had witnessed slaughter an entire city with the help of the very Saint he was now escorting. He half feared what they might be up to. Despite having saved them from Ovid, he really didn’t know any of them very well. He didn’t even know if they still planned on going to Duroton, though part of him was curious about their mission there. More than curious, actually. Ever since he met Diotus, Duroton had been a subject of interest to him. A thought crossed his mind that he might even want to go with them. 

			But that suddenly made him feel selfish. Finding Ursula should be his priority. Finding his sister should come even before Free Narbereth. And now that he knew she was somewhere in Valdasia, could he really stay here? Another thought crossed his mind: perhaps he was slowly pushing Kierza, Sierla and Callad away because he knew his time in Narbereth was coming to an end. Now those frightening shadows were getting some light again and he pushed the thoughts away. 

			Rook led Adonael through the stone halls and to the church’s meeting room where Hadraniel and the other Saints often spent their time. As he neared the closed door he could hear them laughing. A brief image played upon his mind of him going into the room to find them torturing somebody, making a game of carving them up, piece by piece. They could be doing any number of vile things. Vile things were what Saints were known for. Steeling himself, Rook knocked on the door and entered.

			It was a large chamber with a polished table down its center and a great fireplace at the far end. It was lit by numerous gaslamps on the wall, and though there were stained glass windows at one end, the Saints had broken out the glass on the face of Holy Father Admael and any that depicted an Oracle or Sin Eater. To Rook’s relief, the Saints were seated at the table, playing cards and drinking wine. Asteroth sat reclined at the head of the table, his feet up and resting on it as he held some cards in one hand and a chalice of wine in another. To either side of him sat Cabiel, Loganiel and Sodiel. Sodiel was laughing at something with Cabiel and Loganiel, but Raziel was further down the table sulking alone with a couple empty wine bottles on the floor beneath his chair and another one tipped over on the table beside him. They all stopped and their voices went silent as Rook entered, followed by Adonael. 

			“Adonael?” Sodiel stood up, followed by the rest.

			Adonael nodded. His eyes fixed past them to a dark corner of the room. There, Rook saw the silver-haired Saint, Hadraniel, passed out on the floor. Beside him Rook could see an injector and a half-empty vial of clear liquid. It was that drug he had seen him taking before. Adonael turned his eyes back to the other Saints. “Hadraniel’s burns look terrible. Is he back to doing Ev?”

			“We’ve all been through a lot, recently.” said Sodiel. “He’s coping the best he can.” Beside him stood Raziel and Rook thought he saw a flicker of anger in the Saint’s crimson eyes. 

			Adonael seemed to think better of his words and apologized, saying he had heard rumors of Hadraniel’s and Karinael’s encounter with Ithuriel. Then he said, “I also heard rumor that I might find you all here, though your numbers are fewer than what left Jerusa. I am sorry to have heard about Karinael. The news of her death is new to me.” He looked at Raziel. “And I am sorry about Gadrial. I found her bodysuit upon the river’s shore. I buried it beneath a peaceful willow for you.”

			Rook saw Raziel’s hands ball up into fists. Asteroth placed a hand on the Saint’s chest and then stepped forward. “Why do you come now?” asked Asteroth. “Why did you not come with Erygion? If you had, perhaps our numbers would be whole.”

			Adonael bent his head. “I haven’t come to discuss my actions,” he said. “I am given to Titan Mammoth and my time here is very short. I’ve come to tell you that you’re all in danger.”

			“Danger from who?” asked Asteroth. “Sanctuary?”

			“That would be the least of it.” said Adonael. “King Gatima’s Exalteds march on Narbereth as we speak.”

			Cabiel snickered. “Sanctuary knows they can’t recall their Saints. They don’t want word getting out so they’re having Gatima do their work.”

			 “No.” said Adonael. “Gatima’s Exalteds come to take these lands for Gatima.”

			The other Saints all looked at each other. “You mean to say Gatima betrays Sanctuary?” asked Sodiel.

			Adonael nodded. “Queen Lustille and her Exalteds, the Viragos, came before Gatima to seek aid. Gatima had them killed, as well as an Oracle from Sanctuary.”

			“That means Narbereth truly is ours,” said Rook, mostly to himself. “We really have taken this country.”

			Adonael looked at him. “You have taken nothing. Gatima will take these lands. Count them his already.” 

			Rook turned his eyes to the Saint. He felt the Golothic burning in his pocket. Pent-up anger and hatred from his childhood began to bubble to the surface, manifesting in his voice, “It is Gatima who has taken nothing. We have taken these lands, and we will keep these lands.”

			Adonael sneered. “I’ll give you people due respect for what you have done thus far, but you will not defeat Gatima. He is ancient. He is a King of Kings. His Exalteds are more terrible than your imagination can allow for. Goliath Minotaur shall tear your walls from their foundations. Titan Mammoth will grind you to dust beneath his feet. And what they leave behind, Colossus Dragon shall reduce to burnt offerings in the name of Gatima, the King of Kings.” Adonael held Rook with his gaze for a moment. Then he said, “Where is Ertrael? You told me my old apprentice was here as well.”

			Raziel smirked. “He stays with that one and his parents.”

			“I can bring him, if you like.” said Rook, trying to cool his anger. Being dismissed so openly by Adonael had stirred some bitterness in him, but he’d be lying if he said that Adonael’s words hadn’t cast some doubts about his ability to defend this city.

			Adonael nodded. “Bring him. I would like to speak with him before I leave.”

			Rook nodded. Before he could take his leave he heard Ralf’s panicked shouts. “Rook! Rook!” he could hear Ralf screaming. “Rook!”

			The Saints all looked at Rook. Rook sighed. “I’ll see what the matter is.” He turned his eyes to Adonael. “I’ll bring Saint Ertrael by shortly.”

			“With haste.” said Adonael. “My time here is short.”

			Rook nodded and then slipped out of the chamber.

			“Why does Ertrael not stay here with his fellow Saints?” asked Adonael.

			“He’s taken a liking to Rook and his family.” said Raziel with some disgust. “If not for him, perhaps Ovid’s head would have been mine.”

			“It’s not his fault.” said Sodiel.

			Raziel’s eyes narrowed. He stared at Sodiel. “If not for him splitting our numbers, maybe we could have taken Nuriel and Karinael would still be alive.”

			“Enough.” said Asteroth.

			In the background Saint Sodiel seemed to take notice of something unseen. His head cocked to the side, as if listening. Then he came forward. “You said you were given to Titan Mammoth.” Sodiel’s hand went to his bo-staff. “And you seem to speak highly of Gatima, though you know Sanctuary holds no sway over you. Tell me again why you are here, exactly?”

			At once the other Saints all seemed to be on edge. Asteroth began looking around the room. Hands went for weapons. 

			“He means to betray us!” shouted Asteroth, grabbing his axes.

			Adonael looked at them, “What?”

			Asteroth moved in on Adonael.

			“Wait!” yelled Sodiel. “It’s not him! There’s something in the church!”

			Heads turned to Sodiel. 

			“We need to get out!” yelled Sodiel, but already he knew it was too late, and now Asteroth and Raziel sensed the same thing.

			And then blinding white light and fire filled their vision.

			 ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦

			“You have to reach to me, Hadraniel.” whispered Karinael.

			Hot tears rolled from Hadraniel’s eyes as he clutched Karinael’s limp body in his arms. He shook his head.

			“You have to reach for me.” she whispered again, but her voice was not from her body. It came from somewhere in the fog that surrounded Hadraniel. 

			“But I’m holding you.” sobbed Hadraniel. “I’m holding on to you.”

			“That’s not me.” said Karinael’s voice from the obscure bleakness.

			“Yes it is.” said Hadraniel. He sniffled and brushed his hand through her long hair of crystalline amber. 

			“Look up and reach to me.” she said.

			“I… I can’t.” He started rocking on his knees as he held Karinael’s body to his own. He knew that if he looked up he would see Nuriel’s eyes burning like golden embers in the mist. He also knew that to look away from her was to risk losing her again. If he closed his eyes or looked away, her armor would empty in his hands. “Don’t leave me. Don’t leave me, Karin.”

			“I never left you.” said Karinael. “Reach out to me and you’ll feel me again.”

			Hadraniel was wracked by sobs as he clutched her possessively to his breast. “I can feel you now. I want to stay like this.”

			“That’s not me. You have to reach.”

			“I… I don’t want to.”

			“Close your eyes, Hadi. Close your eyes.”

			Hadraniel clenched his eyes shut, squeezing tears from them.

			“Now open your eyes. Let all that you’re holding go, and reach to me here.”

			Hadraniel shook his head. “No. You’ll be gone.”

			“You must hurry.”

			“I can’t. I can’t lose you again.”

			“Let it go, Hadi. Stop clinging to my death and reach for me. Reach for me and I can live again in your heart.”

			Hadraniel sobbed as he cracked his eyes open. He was only holding Karinael’s empty armor, her bodysuit limp and draped over his legs. “No! No! Don’t leave!”

			“Reach to me.”

			“I… I don’t want to.”

			“Don’t be afraid of her.”

			Hadraniel lifted his head. He saw those burning, golden eyes menacing him from the mist.

			“Reach to me. You must hurry.”

			Beyond the shroud of fog Hadraniel saw Karinael. She stood upon the fringes of the murky reality, her form dusted in a light that softened the form of her body into a hazy creation of Caliber energy. Behind her was a young Saint he didn’t know. She had the richest crimson hair and eyes he had ever seen and she wore the steel armor of a Templar, not the Star-Armor of a Saints Caliber. She was shy, hiding behind Karinael, but holding her hand. It was her Caliber, not Karin’s, that encompassed them. “K-Karin…”

			She smiled. “Reach to me.”

			Hadraniel stood up. Nuriel moved in on him, fixing him with her molten, hateful eyes. Hadraniel hesitated.

			“Reach. Quickly.”

			Slowly, Hadraniel extended his hand. Nuriel drew her claymore and flourished it. 

			“Hurry, you must reach to me.”

			Hadraniel stepped forward. Nuriel growled and swung at him with her claymore, but it passed through his body. 

			“Reach!”

			Hadraniel moved his arm out, and felt himself sucked away into a blinding, white light. “Karin! Karin! Where are you?!”

			“Among the heavens where my Caliber has always been.”

			Hadraniel felt a terrible heat course through his body. He closed his eyes, yet still the white light was blinding. He felt energy drifting from his eyes and hands; felt as though his body would be torn apart. “Karin!”

			He felt soft lips upon his forehead. “Protect them all. And then go to Duroton.”

			Hadraniel screamed as he felt the very fibers of his body tearing apart.

			 ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦

			Thunder, louder than Kierza had ever heard, rocked the house and she shot up in bed. Ertrael sat up too, and Tomas, Jocab and Galen all started crying. Dust and loose thatch fell from the ceiling above.

			“What was that?” Kierza’s hand went to her chest. She was trembling.

			Ertrael looked to the window and pushed his way past Kierza. He threw the curtains open. Down in the city a ball of fire rose and distant screams floated on the winds.

			Kierza ran to Ertrael’s side, watching as the fireball crawled its way into the night sky, lighting up the city. “Stars above,” she breathed. “What happened?”

			Callad burst through the doors with Sierla. “Where’s Rook?” 

			Kierza and Ertrael looked back out the window, neither of them daring to speculate.

			Sierla quickly got the boys out of bed and gathered them to her. “There now, little ones.” she cooed as they cried into her bosom. “Everything will be all right.”

			Kierza looked up at Ertrael. “You… you don’t think Rook…”

			Ertrael raced from the room, pushing aside Callad. Like a comet trailing white light, he tore down the hill and into the city, bounding over walls and buildings as he headed toward the church. Everywhere people were running and screaming. As he neared the avenue that led toward the church Ertrael saw a cloud of thick, powdery dust pouring down the street. He slowed his pace to a walk and cupped a hand over his mouth as the cloud rolled over him. It smelled of brick and stone and smoke. He coughed. Through the cloud a dozen or more dark shadows hobbled toward him and Ertrael heard a child screaming and a woman sobbing. He stopped and watched as the group of bloodied people passed him. 

			Ertrael looked down the avenue. The dust cloud began to thin, and through it he now saw fires burning. Slowly, he walked forward. Ragged, shadowy forms came into view. They were like giant, crooked teeth standing hither and thither, and as Ertrael moved his way past the dust, he realized he was staring at what remained of the church. Rubble burned everywhere. Fragments of wall leaned at precarious angles. One of the church’s spires lay upon the ground, its shingles ablaze. The road was scorched all around the perimeter and the surrounding buildings were missing great pieces of their walls. A few had their roofs smashed where the church’s high steeples had fallen in on them. One of the buildings began to crumble and collapse even as Ertrael watched. There was nothing left. The church was gone. Somewhere a woman screamed. A child wailed. A man moaned.

			It took Ertrael a moment to process it all; to remember that this was the church where Hadraniel, Asteroth, Sodiel, Cabiel and Loganiel were. As Ertrael stared at the disaster before him, something across the street caught his eye. In the shadows of an alley stood the dark forms of many men. An orange ember burned bright for a moment, and in its light Ertrael caught a glimpse of Grandon’s face. He watched as the man flicked his cigar to the street, and then turned and disappeared into the alley.

			Ertrael looked back at the burning ruins. Slowly, he stepped forward. There was a strange silence in the air that made every little sound more real; more dreadful. Wood cracked and popped as it burned. Somebody coughed. A fragment of wall crumbled and glass broke. There was an arm laying on the street. He saw a smoldering shoe, covered in dust, laying upon a cracked slab of stone among some broken stained glass. He took a few more steps toward the rubble. He bent down and picked something black up from beneath a pile of shattered bricks. It was a star-metal axe. It was one of Saint Asteroth’s. 

			Behind him, Ertrael now heard the shouts of men, barking dogs and clomping boots. He turned around to see Blake with some thirty knights racing toward him. A handful of the knights were led by slender, rawboned quick-hounds that tugged at their leashes, hollering their high-pitched cries. 

			“Quickly!” he heard Blake shout. “There could be survivors!” Then Blake’s eyes caught Ertrael’s and he came running up to him. “Where’s Rook?! Have you seen Rook?!”

			Ertrael didn’t answer. He looked at the axe he held in his hand. It fell from his grip and hit the road with a tremendous impact. The loudness shook him from his daze and he looked at Blake. “Rook was here?”

			“He came here with another Saint. Adonael, I think his name was. Did you see him?”

			Ertrael opened and closed his mouth, but he couldn’t get any words to come out. Adonael? Adonael had come here? Saint Adonael had been his mentor, back in his days in Jerusa. He looked back down at the star-metal axe that lay upon the street. The church was gone. Adonael had come here with Rook; Asteroth and the others were staying here, and it was gone.

			Blake turned to the knights. “Get the dogs into the debris!” he ordered. “There could be survivors!” Blake knocked Ertrael on the shoulder. “Come on, we need you!” he shouted, and then he and his men ran off, scattering into the ruins, the knights being tugged this way and that by their quick-hounds. 

			Ertrael shook his head, trying to get his wits back. He didn’t know why this destruction phased him so much. He had seen cities slaughtered; witnessed roads running red with blood. He had seen fellow Saints fall to a well-placed shot from a bolt-thrower. Death and destruction were not new to him, and yet standing here among the devastation—wondering if Rook had been inside the church; wondering if the other Saints, and maybe even his old mentor, were inside—was tearing his mind down; threatening to topple him. He saw a blackened hand sticking from the rubble like a charred branch and he shook his head again, refusing to fall back into a daze.

			“Rook! Rook!” he cried. He jumped up onto a pile of rubble and began tossing huge chunks of debris. “Rook! Hadraniel!” Frantic, Ertrael began calling out any of the Saints’ names that came to mind. He groaned as he heaved up a burning timber and tossed it aside. He turned his head away. Blackened, smoking bodies lay scattered beneath bricks, glass and broken pews. Their identities, Ertrael knew, would never be known.

			Then a cry pierced the silence that surrounded Ertrael. “We found something!” He turned and saw Blake clambering across the remnants of a fallen wall to where two knights stood. At their feet a quick-hound was barking and scratching at the debris.

			Even from where Ertrael stood he could see a faint glow coming from the cracks between fallen fragments of stone, lighting up a broken pane of stained glass. It was not the glow of fire, but rather of pure light, soft but brilliantly white. It was Caliber light.

			Ertrael bounded over to Blake and his men and immediately heaved away a giant section of toppled wall. Beneath it lay Saint Hadraniel, a shell of fading Caliber light enveloping his limp body. 

			“Hadraniel!” Ertrael scooped away more debris and pulled Hadraniel from where he lay. “Hadraniel!” He gently slapped the Saint’s face as the last of the Caliber shell faded out. “Hadraniel!” 

			Blake knelt down beside them, his hand going to the Saint’s neck. He looked up at Ertrael. “His heart still beats. He lives.” 

			“Blake, over here!” cried a knight. A short distance away a number of men were waving him over.

			Blake stood up and pointed back to where Hadraniel had been found. “The others might be there, close by.” He gave Ertrael a grim but hopeful smile and then he and his men tromped away across the rubble.

			Ertrael gently laid Hadraniel down and began tossing away more pieces of wall and broken glass, desperately searching for the others. He called out Adonael’s name as he heaved a slab of roof away; called out for Asteroth as he threw aside a giant stone. 

			And then he heard her scream—loud and shrill and anguished—and he froze. The pain of her cry cut him deeply, and a sudden realization struck him. It was Kierza and her family. They were why this devastation was hard to confront. He didn’t want them to feel pain. He didn’t want Rook to be in this wreckage. He wanted to be with them all, at their house on the hill. He wanted to hear Callad’s laughter in the evening as they ate dinner. He wanted Sierla’s honey bread in the mornings and her soft kisses at night. He wanted Sierla’s reprimanding when he stayed out too late, and Callad’s pat on the shoulder when he was proud of him. He wanted little Galen’s raspberries when he tried to give him his medicine, and to hear him and his brothers arguing and laughing and playing games at the house. But most of all, he realized, he wanted Kierza’s smile when she was happy. He wanted her to ask him to sing again, or to heal her if she were hurting. He wanted to see those green eyes of her’s light up whenever Rook came home. He realized he wanted to be happy, and that happiness was being with the Venzis and being in this city with its people; people who looked to Rook for guidance.

			His lips pursed and he looked down, taking in a big breath to steel himself. Then he turned around.

			“Stars above, what happened?” Kierza was standing in the road with her hands to her mouth, looking as though her knees might give out at any moment. Callad and Sierla were both at her side, their faces pale, not understanding—or perhaps, not wanting to understand.

			Ertrael rushed over to them. “You should go back to the house. It’s not safe here.”

			Kierza looked at him, her eyes frantic, lost; full of both knowing and denial. When she spoke, her voice was a pained whisper, “What happened?”

			Ertrael shook his head. “A bomb or something. Please, go back to the house.”

			Callad grabbed Ertrael by the shoulder. “Was Rook here? Do you know if Rook was here?”

			Ertrael didn’t have the heart to tell them what Blake had said. “I… I don’t know…”

			“We got something!” yelled one of the knights. 

			Ertrael, Kierza, Sierla and Callad all turned their heads. The quick-hounds barked and barked as one of the knights pulled something from under the debris. Ertrael couldn’t see exactly what it was, but Blake took one look at it and fell to his knees.

			Kierza rushed toward them, clambering across fallen bricks and broken windows, Callad and Sierla close behind. Ertrael came at her side, wanting to hold her back but knowing that he must let her go. And then she stopped. Ertrael grabbed her by the arm before she could fall. Laying half-buried by stone and broken glass was Ralf, his corpse badly burned and mangled. In Blake’s hand was Rook’s sword, Starbreaker.

			“No!” screamed Kierza. She struggled out of Ertrael’s grasp and over to Blake.

			Blake turned around and caught her. “Don’t come any closer!”

			“Rook!” screamed Kierza. “Rook!” She fought off Blake and slipped past him and then fell to her knees, screaming hysterically.  

			Ertrael bit his lip and came up. Kierza was knelt before three blackened bodies that smoldered near Ralf, limbs and faces hidden beneath fragments of brick and glass and burning shingles.

			“No! No!” wailed Kierza.

			Callad and Sierla came up too. They stopped when they saw what Kierza had already seen. Sierla fell to her knees. “Not my boy! Not my boy!”

			Then warm wetness struck them all across the face, startling them and immediately silencing everyone. The knight beside Blake fell to his knees, clutching at what little remained of his chest. 

			JINK! The head of another knight was torn open, throwing gore in all directions as his body spun and fell upon the rubble. JINK-JINK-JINK-JINK-JINK!

			Ertrael grabbed Kierza and dove on top of her. He felt a hard impact upon the back of his breastplate and it knocked the breath from him. Rubble exploded all around. He heard men scream. More bolt-thrower fire. 

			Without hesitating he got back to his feet. Kierza yelped as he yanked her hard by the arm and dove with her behind a large fragment of wall. Kierza screamed something but the blast of bolt-thrower fire drowned out her words. Ertrael peeked around the wall and saw Blake and the other soldiers scrambling for cover, sporadically blasting at the rooftops across the street. Ertrael’s eyes flicked upward and he saw the distinct glow of a cigar ember. Then, in the flashes of bolt-thrower fire, he caught the shadows of four sword handles upon the back of a haughty figure. There were dozens of Grandon’s men on the rooftops. They had them all pinned down. 

			“Mom!” screamed Kierza.

			Ertrael looked and saw Sierla slip on some broken glass and fall. Callad ran to her, scooping her up just as a bolt exploded at his feet, sending them both toppling upon the ground. Ertrael dashed from the wall and threw them both up to their feet and pushed them toward the wall where Kierza was. He drew his sword and flourished it, and another bolt exploded off his star-metal blade. 

			“Aim for the Saint! Aim for the Saint!” he heard Grandon bark.

			JINK-JINK-JINK! JINK-JINK-JINK!

			Ertrael dove and rolled up to his feet as a string of explosions tore up the ground where he had been standing. Anger suddenly burned within him as he fixed on Grandon Faust. With a roar, he ran forward and leapt.

			Grandon drew a sword into each hand just as Ertrael landed on the flat roof beside him. Steel flashed in the night as Ertrael’s broadsword swept around, sparking off one of Grandon’s swords and shearing away the blade of the other.

			Grandon let the broken sword fall as he rolled, his good sword whipping around as his other hand reached for another. Ertrael felt steel cut through the leather of his bodysuit and felt the burn of the blade at his side. He turned to face Grandon but now there were six bolt-throwers aimed at him. He shined his Caliber brightly, lighting up the rooftops and the soldiers in black armor before him. His sword worked in quick motions, bolts exploding off the blade, another off his pauldron. He flipped backward as a string of bolt-thrower fire tore up the roof where he had been standing. 

			The shots paused for just a moment, and Ertrael dashed forward like a burning, white star. He felt his star-metal blade bite through armor and flesh; felt bolt-throwers shear in half as he spun; felt the spray of blood as limbs and heads thumped upon the ground. 

			And then searing pain erupted in the back of his knee. Ertrael whipped around, his leg not giving out only by the sheer will of his Caliber. A dagger shot from Grandon’s hand and Ertrael’s sword flashed and sparked as the knife tumbled away. Then Grandon came in at him, two swords whirling high and low. Ertrael moved forward, his sword blocking one sword and then another as Grandon passed him. Ertrael spun and ducked a blade at his neck, and then flipped backward before the other sword could come up at his chin. 

			Grandon pressed forward again, both swords working in a dizzying array. Ertrael spun in and kicked, but the short man was agile and rolled beneath, kicking out his own leg and throwing Ertrael off balance. 

			Ertrael fell upon the roof and he had to roll as Grandon’s twin swords cracked down where he had been. He got back to his feet and swung out with his sword and Grandon rolled to the side, flinging another dagger. Ertrael got his sword down but not low enough and he felt the blade cut across the back of his hand.

			Grandon chuckled as he flourished his swords, backing up. “It’s over.”

			Ertrael’s lips furled in anger. “Hardly.”

			“Oh but it is.” said Grandon, still backing away, twirling his swords. “It’s over for you and it’s over for your friends.”

			Ertrael was about to move in on Grandon when bolt-thrower fire erupted below. It came from every alley; from high and low. An unending thunder that drowned out the screams.

			Grandon chuckled. “It’s over.” He turned and ran, and Ertrael thought to go after him, but Kierza’s scream made him think better. 

			Below, Ertrael saw flashes lighting up the alleys as bolt-throwers roared to life. From the surrounding rooftops came more flashes. Bolts exploded everywhere. Blake’s soldiers were returning fire, but were being pushed back. And then he saw Callad and Blake desperately trying to drag Hadraniel’s limp form away. A barking quick-hound near Callad hardly made a yelp as its body was disintegrated by a blast. A knight at Blake’s side returned fire, but his shoulder exploded and he turned and fell.

			“I can’t move him!” boomed Callad. “He’s too heavy in this armor!”

			“Dad!” screamed Kierza.

			Callad looked up and began to throw his arms up defensively just as Ertrael dropped from the rooftop in front of him, taking a painful bolt square in his breastplate. The blast knocked more than just the wind from him; he felt dizzy all of a sudden. He extended a hand glowing with faltering waves of gold and white, and he grabbed up as much debris as he could within his Caliber. He flung it forward, and the bolt-thrower fire ceased. 

			“Quick!” he shouted. “Get to—” his voice cracked and he coughed, forgetting what he was about to say as vomit poured out of his mouth. 

			Ertrael stood for a moment, his head spinning. He heard shouts all around, but nothing seemed to make sense. Something struck his face and he turned. Callad was yelling at him. Ertrael’s eyes followed the man’s arm down past his pointing finger and he saw Hadraniel laying there. He thought Callad said something about picking him up. Absentmindedly, Ertrael bent over and grabbed Hadraniel and slung him over his shoulder. 

			He saw Callad and Blake running and followed after them. The debris all around him exploded with bolt-thrower fire. He saw a soldier fall; a knight’s chest explode. The thunder of the bolt-throwers sounded tinny and sharp; oddly distant. His peripheral vision was all dark, and as he ran he followed the tunnel of light that led to Kierza’s out-stretched hand. 

			He stumbled down to a knee. In his mouth he became aware of a sour taste, and he wondered if he had just thrown up again. He got back up and he felt lighter for some reason. He heard Kierza yelling to him, “Just keep going… Just keep going… Just keep going…” the words droned in his mind until he didn’t know if they were her’s or his own or maybe somebody else’s.  

			More of that sour taste. There was hot wetness down under his breastplate. He was vaguely aware of the vomit that now oozed out from beneath it. He was still running. He couldn’t see anything. There was just a pinhole of light through which he saw Kierza’s amber hair—or maybe it was Saint Asriel’s hair. “Just keep going… Just keep going… Just keep going…”
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			Names 
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			Thunder cracked overhead as black clouds overtook the moon. Tiffany’s lantern swayed upon its pole in the night’s winds, its soft glow falling upon King Verami’s tombstone. Agana knelt in the muddy soil of the freshly filled grave, staring at the crooked thing as rain fell in heavy strings all around. Her black hair was matted into dripping cords; her white dress soaked and clinging to her little frame. She wiped at her eyes as Saint Tiffany carried the charred corpse of Loretta to the empty grave beside her husband’s.  

			Sing to us! Sing to us! Comfort the child! Her name was Ursula! She is all my fault! All the light is gone. Sing us a song! “It is time, Agana.” rasped Tiffany as she held the rigid corpse. The charred skin was slimy with rain water, blackened crusts sliding off in her hands. A sickly sweet odor drifted from it, carried away by the wind.

			Agana sniffled and stood up. She walked over to Tiffany and took Loretta’s stiff hand into her own. Charcoal flesh cracked to reveal terrible red beneath. Tears and rain poured off Agana’s cheeks as she leaned forward and kissed the Queen on her crumbling lips. “Oh mother! Why did they do this to you!” Her body was broken by sobs and she collapsed into a grassy puddle.

			Tiffany gently set the corpse into the grave. “Ashes to ashes, stardust to stardust.” She was ruthless and wicked! She murdered my child! Where are the songs! Stay with the girl! Tiffany grabbed up her shovel and began breathing an elegy.

			Agana stared down into the dark hole as soil was thrown into it. Once Loretta’s body could no longer be seen through the dirt she looked up at Tiffany. “Why did the bad men come? Why did mommy and daddy have to die?”

			Tiffany stopped her tune and croaked, “The dead want what they want, is all.” She scooped another shovelful of dirt and tossed it into the grave. Sing! Sing! Where are the songs! Tiffany rubbed her throat and began in on her song again.

			“Tiffany,” said Agana, staring into the grave. “Is it true what the man said about me?”

			Tiffany nodded as she sang.

			“But, that means they weren’t my real mommy and daddy.”

			Tiffany nodded again as she threw more dirt into the grave.

			Agana looked up at Tiffany, tears mingling with the rain in her eyes. “Does that mean they didn’t love me?”

			Tiffany stopped singing and set the shovel down. She knelt beside Agana and hugged her tightly. Sing! Sing! There was so much blood. Why do you not sing! “No, no, my dear,” she rasped. “They loved you very much. You were their joy. You were all they loved.”

			“Then why did they have to die? Why did Ophelia have to die?” Agana sobbed into Tiffany’s shoulder. 

			Soothe the girl, she is innocent! Sing to us! The Saints are murderers! Tiffany patted Agana on the back. “All must die.” she breathed. “All must return to stardust.”

			“But I don’t want them to be dead!” wailed Agana. “I don’t want them to be dead! Who will take care of me? Where will I go now?”

			Help the girl! Return to your love! Sing us a song! Your lantern can light the way! The girl is innocent! Why won’t you sing? “I’ll take care of you now.” croaked Tiffany. 

			Agana sniffled and squeezed her arms around Tiffany. “Oh Tiffany! You’re always so kind!”

			Tiffany held Agana for a long moment. She gave her one last rub on the back and then said, “I must finish before the night is over, lest the dead be angered.”

			Agana sniffled and nodded. She began singing softly as Tiffany filled the grave. At last it was done, and thunder shook the earth. Lightning flashed in the clouds as Tiffany turned the headstone up and set it before the grave. Agana traced her finger over the letters of Loretta’s name scratched into the stone and said, “The man said my name is Ursula. Is that what I should be called now?”

			Tiffany stroked her hand down Agana’s wet hair. “Your name is what feels right to you,” she rasped.

			Agana looked up at her. “I don’t know what feels right anymore.”

			Tell her! Tell her! Where is my body? Sing! Tell her! Tiffany knelt beside Agana. She licked her lips and looked at the ground. “My name was not always Tiffany.”

			“What do you mean?” asked Agana. 

			Tiffany looked at her. “I was born Saint Asriel.” she croaked. “When I came here, the King told me I was to be known as Tiffany of the Graves.”

			Agana’s brow scrunched up. “What do you mean? You were always here.”

			Tiffany shook her head. “I was born in a far away place where all the Saints come from. I was sent here shortly before you were born.”

			“Why were you sent here?”

			“Because of what the dead told me.”

			“What did the dead tell you?”

			Tell her! Sing! We will take you to your love! A Saint took off my head! Sing to us some more! “They told me bad things.”

			Agana frowned. Then she said, “So which name feels right to you?”

			Tiffany looked at Agana and held her hand. “I am Tiffany of the Graves.”

			“Then I am Agana Valdara.”

			Tiffany smiled at her.

			“Do you want to go back home?” asked Agana. “Back to where you came from?”

			Tiffany shook her head. 

			“Then will we stay here?”

			Tiffany shook her head again. “The bad people are here now. We cannot stay, child.”

			“But then where will we go?” asked Agana, upset.

			“I don’t know.” croaked Tiffany. She sat down in the mud beside Agana and put her arm around her. “Sing for me, will you?”

			Agana began humming a tune and they sat in the rain beside one another for a long while. At length, when the sun began to wrestle with the eastern clouds, desperately trying to cast its rays upon the mirror-surface of the Graymere, Agana stopped singing and yawned. She rested her head upon Tiffany’s shoulder and said, “I know where we should go now.”

			“Where is that, child?”

			“The man said I had a brother named Rook.” said Agana. “I want to find him. I want to find him and marry him, just like mommy married her brother.”

			Yes! Take her! Bring her to her brother and I am forgiven! Why do you not sing! Follow the child and we shall lead you to your love! Sing for us! I was killed near a river by a Saint! Follow her! Let your lantern light the way! Tiffany squeezed Agana’s hand and they both closed their eyes and slept upon the graves.
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			Hammer’s Hill 

			[image: ] 

			Solastron yawned as he lay beneath Isley’s open window. The great wolf took up most of the room’s far wall and Isley could feel his aquamarine eyes watching him as he stood before his mirror, tidying up his silver hair as he tried to get ready for the morning’s sermon. 

			Solastron yawned again and stretched, black claws scraping upon the stone floor. “Lord Egret comes.” he rumbled lazily.

			Isley turned to the wolf. “How do you know this?”

			There was a knock on the door. Solastron rested his head upon his paws and watched as Isley strode over and opened the door to find Egret standing there. “Lord Egret,” said Isley with some surprise. “I was not expecting you.”

			“May I have a moment?”

			Isley looked over his shoulder and Solastron gave him a wink. He turned back to Egret. “Certainly. I have a guest, but please, come in.”

			“A guest? Who is she?” said Egret playfully, but when he stepped into the room he was taken aback by the sight of the huge, blue and purple-striped wolf laying beneath the open window.

			“I was as surprised as you.” said Isley, patting Egret on the shoulder. 

			“Solastron?” said Egret. The wolf looked at him with sparkling eyes and made a big, whining yawn. Egret turned to Isley. “Is Lord Etheil here?”

			Isley shook his head. “Solastron showed up just the other night. He’s been staying with me here in my chamber.”

			“Why?”

			“I don’t know.” said Isley, and it was partially true. Solastron hadn’t said much to Isley about his true reasons for coming here, filling the last couple days with stories from the Grimwatch or enigmatic memories of ages long past. Solastron liked to reminisce, but was wary of sharing too many details, often explaining to Isley that the knowledge had not been earned by him or anybody of this world. And in that, Solastron seemed to hold some contempt toward him and everybody else. All Isley really knew was that Solastron had fled the north when his wounds were awoken by a great evil in the Shardgrims. Solastron wouldn’t say what that evil was, but he had confessed that he had attacked Etheil and others of the Grimwatch when the wound of Anger sent him into a rage. Isley figured Solastron was afraid to go back north, but he also knew Solastron had other reasons for coming here. The wolf’s charge to the Goddess was coming due.

			Solastron somehow knew that Isley was seeking to find Celacia, and Solastron had told him the story of the Dragonstones and his duty to protect them and retrieve them only when the prophecy of Death walking the land and the Raven wielding Dragonfire had come to pass. It was quite obvious to both of them that Celacia was Death walking the land, but who the Raven was neither of them could speculate. Isley believed Solastron was staying here to find out, and he also believed the Dragonstones were somewhere nearby. Solastron was here to make good on his duty to the Goddess, and in that was all Isley could be certain.

			Egret cautiously approached the big wolf. Solastron sat up to his full height as Egret knelt before him and rubbed at his chest. “Hey boy. What’s wrong?”

			Solastron barked and swished his tail. 

			“Everything all right back home?” asked Egret, brushing his gauntleted hand over the wolf’s head. Solastron licked at Egret’s face, causing him to recoil and stand back up. Egret turned back to Isley. “I hope everything is well back at the Grimwatch. Odd that Solastron should show up here.”

			“I think all is fine.” said Isley, looking at Solastron. The wolf regarded him in turn with a slight nod of his big head. “I think he perhaps needed some time alone to reflect on things. The house of Aeoria is a good place to get a baring on ones’ life.”

			“I’m not sure what type of baring a wolf needs on its life.” said Egret. “But the sentiments of wolves isn’t why I’ve come.”

			“Well, if it’s baring on your own life, service starts in an hour if you wish to stay.” said Isley with a smile.

			Egret smirked. “I have no time for sermons. I came to tell you that I learned something about the Dark Holds.”

			Isley’s eyes lit up. Behind Egret, Solastron’s ears perked and the wolf stared at Isley. 

			“Don’t get too excited.” said Egret. “I asked about them in council yesterday. The Councilmen all denied anything about them, but I could tell I struck a nerve. The Dark Holds exist, that much I am certain, but where they are and what they are for I have no clue.”

			Isley screwed his lips up. He looked past Egret to Solastron, who seemed to be troubled by this subject. Egret must have sensed the silent communication between the two, and he turned around. Solastron tilted his head at him. 

			Egret looked back at Isley. “At least you know you were on to something. I thought you might like to know that.”

			“Absolutely.” said Isley, still looking at the wolf.

			Egret turned around and the wolf once again cocked his head at him. Egret looked back at Isley. “Is there something you two aren’t telling me?”

			“Sorry.” said Isley. “A thought occurred to me.”

			“What type of thought?”

			“I must reflect on it before I say anymore.” said Isley, curious as to what Solastron knew of the Dark Holds.

			“Reflect on it with Solastron?” Egret chuckled. 

			Isley looked at Egret. Excitement was getting the better of him and he wanted to converse alone with Solastron. “Thank you for coming here, Lord Egret.”

			“I’ll try to find out more.” said Egret. “But the Council is going to be tight lipped on this. Not sure what else I might find.”

			Solastron started whining and looking at the door. He barked.

			Isley turned to the door just as it swung open. Lord Gregin came in, followed quickly by two of Isley’s Wolves. “I’m sorry, Saint Isley,” said a young man in white and black robes as he grabbed Gregin’s arm. “I told him that—”

			Lord Gregin tore his arm away and pushed the man into the other. “Put your hand on me again and I’ll cut it off, you fanatic freak.” Gregin pushed his black shroud aside, revealing tidal-wave designs painted up and down the arms of his armor. His hand went for the sword at his side, its blue power crystal sparkling. 

			“Cool yourself, Lord Gregin.” said Egret. “What brings you?”

			Lord Gregin scowled one last time at the two Wolves. Isley nodded at them and waved them away with his hand. The two bowed before taking their leave. Gregin turned around and noticed Solastron standing in the corner. His dark eyes flicked to Isley, then turned to Egret. “Something important, my Lord.”

			“Report.” said Egret.

			Gregin looked at Isley with something of a snarl and then stepped into Lord Egret and whispered into his ear. Isley knew that Lord Gregin was one of Egret’s lieutenants and a powerful Dark Star Knight. Next to Egret, he was shorter and stockier and his red hair was done up in long, thin braids that matched those of his beard. Isley couldn’t hear what Gregin whispered, but whatever it was it made Egret’s face sink. 

			Egret nodded at Gregin and turned to Isley. “Duty calls. Have a good sermon, Saint Isley.”

			“Is something the matter?” asked Isley, sensing a dire urgency in the man.

			“Nothing to concern yourself with.” said Egret. He looked at Solastron. “But do me a favor and make sure Solastron stays in your room this morning. Don’t let him leave the church.”

			Isley nodded. “I will do my best.”

			Egret turned and Lord Gregin followed him quickly out of the room. Isley heard their boots rushing down the stairs.

			“Lord Etheil has come.” rumbled the wolf.

			Isley turned to him. “How do you know?”

			“Humans whisper too loudly for my keen ears.” said Solastron.

			“Do you need to go to him?” asked Isley.

			Solastron swished his tail and wuffled. “I shall respect Lord Egret’s wish that I stay here.”

			Isley nodded. “Thank you.”

			Solastron fixed Isley with his eyes. “The Dark Holds are a forbidden place, Saint Isley of the Long Hours. Why do you seek them?”

			“I think they might be where Celacia is being held. Do you know of them?”

			“I do.” said the wolf.

			“Can you tell me where they are?”

			“I have told you the legends of the Dragon Kings and their Avatars.” rumbled Solastron. “I have told you the tale of how Celacia killed the other Avatars for her master, Darkendrog, the great, black serpent. I have told you that it was done in the name of Apollyon, so that the Kaldenthrax might devour Aeoria’s soul.”

			Isley nodded.

			“And still you believe that Celacia would awaken the Goddess? Still you believe you must find her; find the one whose footsteps are the tidings of an age’s doom?”

			“I do.” said Isley. “More than anything.”

			 ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦

			Located just a few miles east of Durtania, Hammer’s Hill was an ancient and sacred place dating back to the First Age; dual citadels carefully preserved for the last thousand and more years. They exactly mirrored each other but stood lonesome and independently, situated atop a pair of small mountains some five-hundred feet apart from one another. The mountains they were built upon were curious things and not truly mountains in the strictest sense of the word. They were inselbergs—colossal, sheer-faced stones jutting from the grassy fields—and looked as if the hand of a God had simply placed them there upon the land. Each rose nearly a thousand feet from the green fields that surrounded them and were crowned with those stern and rigid citadels whose size admitted no appeasement or compromise to the lands they dominated, nor to the heavens their high ramparts encroached upon. 

			The walls of the citadels were as sheer as the cliffs and built right up to the edges. The ages had done little to weather their smooth, sand-colored granite blocks, and the corners of each of their four walls were as sharp as the day they were built. Each citadel had four towers, one upon each corner, and they too were perfectly square. They rose like pikes into the sky, capped with pyramidal roofs of granite. There were no windows allowing relief to the uncompromising geometry of the giant blocks, although the citadels did snarl with great, iron portcullises large enough to accommodate the giants of legend.

			These portcullises were spanned by a bridge of massive timbers, paved with square slabs of stone, each twenty-feet on all sides. It took more than two-dozen of these slabs to complete the length of the gorge that separated the citadels, and the entire bridge was held aloft by iron chains whose links were larger than a man. These chains were secured to the citadel walls, just above those dark portcullises. 

			It was on the northern side of this bridge, just outside the citadel, that Etheil stood. The drowsy but fiery light of a rising sun in the east cast the citadels in a contrast of burnished stone on one side and cold shadows on the other. So high up, Etheil could see the fields and trees bend as the wind swept its hand across them. At the other side of the bridge stood the southern citadel, blocking any view of the road to Durtania behind it, as well as the great steps that led up to it. The portcullis there was opened, the great, iron teeth raised to reveal only a dark throat into the complex beyond. 

			Etheil’s black shroud gave a loud flap as a powerful gust swept the bridge. Firebrand was in its scabbard at his side, and the red power crystal was caught in the dawn’s early light. Behind him stood Lord Samrildar, the Guardian of Hammer’s Hill, and a dozen of his Keepers of the Hill in silvery shrouds that shimmered with a rainbow sheen. Samrildar was a Dark Star Knight like Etheil, though he was much larger and broader of shoulder. His hair was as black as his armor and shroud, and where Etheil had flames painted up his sleeves, Samrildar’s glossy armor had rippling patterns like shockwaves in a contrasting matte, black finish. His sword, Warmouth, was something legendary among the order of Dark Star Knights. In its pommel a black crystal radiated a light all its own.

			Etheil could sense the uneasiness of Samrildar and his men and he puffed out a long breath. He hoped the King had received his message and would come to speak with him, and he chewed his bottom lip nervously as he waited for Dagrir to make an appearance at the opposite side of the bridge. King Dagrir was level-headed and Etheil knew he loved his brother. It was more than likely he would come, and equally as likely he would offer whatever aid Etheil asked for. Still, there was a chance this meeting could go very wrong. Etheil knew he was considered an Enemy of Duroton, and as such his head was fair game. Samrildar allowed Etheil here only by virtue of Hammer’s Hill being a sacred and neutral location. 

			Hammer’s Hill was considered its own, unique entity within Duroton, and as such, Duroton’s laws did not apply. Despite that, there was a tension in Etheil about the possibility that the Council would send their men to arrest him—or worse—and Lord Samrildar sensed it too. “If so much as a single stone here is scuffed, I shall throw you from this bridge, Enemy of Duroton.” intoned the man. 

			Etheil’s eyes turned to the side of the bridge and the great expanse between the two mountains it stretched. Such a fall would be a long and unpleasant one. Legend said that at one time the inselbergs were a single stone, but the claw of a dragon scraped the land and cleaved it in half. 

			With the thought of dragons now in his mind, Etheil contemplated the history of this storied location. Before being called Hammer’s Hill it was known as the High Citadels. In their day, the citadels atop these two monolithic stones were a symbol of Duroton’s might and their steadfast courage in holding back the Kald from reaching the southern kingdoms. They were the strongholds of the Durotonian Guard, elite soldiers that predated the Dark Star Knights. Only the most worthy were chosen to study and train at the High Citadels and they were made into warriors unrivaled in their skills with sabers. 

			Affectionately known as the whirling warriors, the Durotonian Guard were renowned for their acrobatics in combat and their furious and unstoppable spinning attacks—a fighting style known as Terra Praesidio, whose techniques were long lost to history, and which most people of Duroton today believed were greatly exaggerated or even just a myth. But the Durotonian Guard had been more than just the Land’s protectors and the bastions of Duroton. They were scholars, schooled in magic and mechanics and they predated the Jinn. 

			It wasn’t until a thousand years ago—at the end of the First Age—that things changed at the High Citadels. Great wars against Apollyon and the Kald were fought, and the reign of the Dragon Kings came to an end. It was here at the High Citadels that the most legendary of battles took place. As cities burned across Duroton, a final front against the Kald invaders was stationed here. The Durotonian Guard, along with fifty-thousand soldiers, stood fast against the ranks of icy demons. The people fought well, but the Kald had a new breed among them. They were the Megathrax, mindless, bestial Kald who stood twenty-feet high. The Durotonian Guard focused all their number on the giant fiends and took them out before they could bring down the walls of the citadels. In doing so, most of the Durotonian Guard were wiped out, but the few who remained led the people of Duroton in the battles that lingered for weeks on end. And when it was all over, the people of Duroton had managed to hold off the Kald and not a single demon made it past the citadels. The southern kingdoms were kept safe yet again. 

			The First Age’s end was also a new beginning for Duroton and the High Citadels. But for Darkendrog who went into hiding, and Rellenar the White who stood beside the Goddess, all of the Dragon Kings had been slain. They had fallen victim to Darkendrog’s scheming with Apollyon, and his Avatar, Celacia, who hunted down and killed their Avatars. Before the end, it was said that Felvurn of the Flames collected all of the fallen Avatars’ armors and forged them into the Elemental Chain so that Rellenar could bind the Kaldenthrax—the terrible child of Apollyon and the great, blue Dragon of the seas, Formos—to the Abyss where it could terrorize the world no more. And the Old Gods—the Great Mother and Father of the Universe—took the weapons of the fallen Avatars and forged them into the Mard Grander. 

			Before giving themselves up to become the domains of Heaven and Hell, the Old Gods came upon the mountains of the High Citadels and gifted the magical hammer to the people of Duroton in gratitude of their bravery and their steadfast mission to keep the Kald at bay in the far north. And so it was that the High Citadels became known as Hammer’s Hill, a sacred place once blessed by the High Gods themselves. Within the citadels the Mard Grander was kept safe, and the remaining Durotonian Guard were its wardens. They would protect the hammer for the King of Duroton until such a time should arise when its awesome powers were needed. 

			As the Second Age dawned into peace and prosperity, the Durotonian Guard began to study magic. With the hammer in their possession, they unlocked the secrets of the elemental forces it contained. As time past, they became more adept and slowly shed their focus on battle. The title of Durotonian Guard faded into something more ceremonial and began being used by the knights who directly protected the King and the walls of the city of Durtania. And those at the Citadels became known as the Jinn.

			It remained so for nearly four centuries, until the Great Falling. The Great Falling was another age of terrible wars. Apollyon once again sought to destroy his sister, Aeoria, and take the world for himself. With his six Judges of Hell and an army of infernal demons called from the Underworld, Apollyon waged war upon the kingdoms of man.

			From the Stellarium in Duroton, Aeoria called down her angels and long battles were fought. In the end, however, Apollyon and his minions took the Stellarium from her. It was at this time that King Tharick called upon the Jinn to bestow unto him the Mard Grander. With the all-powerful hammer in his hand, Tharick led an army up Mount Cloudborn to reclaim the Stellarium in the name of Aeoria. The legends said that as Tharick raised the Mard Grander against the devils of Hell, lightning flashed upon the mountains and the earth shook with terrible tremors. Great winds howled upon the peaks and torrential rains came down. And in the end Apollyon and his demons were routed. 

			But that was far from the end of the wars. So defeated in Duroton, Apollyon led his forces south against all the kingdoms of man. The wars of the Great Falling would culminate at Sanctuary, the earthly home of the Goddess. There, a final confrontation between Rallenar and Darkendrog, Aeoria and Apollyon, would be fought. But King Tharick would not remain idle. Having realized the invincible powers of the Mard Grander, Tharick rallied his army and set off for Sanctuary. 

			It was here that the legends of the southern kingdoms and those of Duroton diverged. In all forms, it was agreed that the angel, Admael, was called down to protect Aeoria as Apollyon and his Judges of Hell came upon her. In the Durotonian legends, it was said that Admael became corrupted and tempted by the power of Apollyon and turned against the Goddess, leaving her wounded so greatly that she fell into an eternal slumber. But then Tharick and his army arrived and he struck down the angel, Admael, leaving him the wingless, frail man he was to this day. Tharick then turned the hammer upon Apollyon and his Judges of Hell. So powerful was the strike that he landed upon Apollyon that the hammer shattered, killing Tharick but banishing Apollyon back to the underworld. 

			Of course, in the southern kingdoms, it was Tharick, not Admael, that was corrupted by Apollyon’s will. In the south they said that Tharick shattered the hammer when he struck Aeoria with it, sending her into her eternal slumber. Etheil, however, knew that the truth was somewhere in between the two versions of the legend. 

			Solastron had told him what had really happened, for he had been there that day defending the Goddess. It was on that day that Solastron received the scars that were hidden beneath his fur, though the tale gave no clue as to why they began to bleed out on the Shardgrims. According to Solastron, he had defended the Goddess against Apollyon and his Judges of Hell, taking the bites of each of their swords. He laid dying, consciousness fading in and out as Apollyon moved in to finish off his sister. It was then that Darkendrog came from hiding, but it was not to attack Aeoria. The great, black serpent had come to redeem himself and protect her as Apollyon drew forth Sin, the sword of Hell, and sent Hellfire toward Aeoria. But rather than let Darkendrog be consumed by it, Aeoria drew forth Grace, the sword of Heaven. Hellfire shattered her blade and knocked her to the floor.

			Darkendrog scooped the Goddess into his arms and protected her as the Judges of Hell plunged their swords into him. Wracked by pain, the Dragon King dropped the Goddess, and with the last of his power called to the heavens and the Angel, Admael appeared in a blazing comet of starfire. 

			Rallenar had heard Darkendrog’s cry and as Admael did battle against Apollyon and his Judges, the white Dragon King left the battles he was waging against the minions of Hell and came to the Goddess’s aid. He thought Darkendrog had come to finish off the Goddess, and he clashed with the black serpent. Admael fought well against Apollyon and the Judges, but he was outnumbered. And when it looked as if Admael would falter, that’s when the Gallarhorn sounded—the warhorn of Duroton—and King Tharick and his armies arrived. 

			King Tharick and his men fought alongside Admael to defeat Apollyon as the two Dragon Kings clashed in the heavens. But it was at this point when Solastron’s strength gave out and he fell unconscious. When next Solastron awoke, King Tharick was wielding the Mard Grander against Admael, and in Admael’s hand was the sword of Hell, Sin. The two clashed over and over again, neither giving the other any quarter, until at last Admael stumbled. Solastron watched as Tharick brought the Mard Grander down upon his back, and the hammer exploded with tremendous force and a burst of light. Tharick was thrown back and the hammer was sundered. As it split, from it fell five colored stones—the Dragon Stones which Solastron was charged with keeping safe.

			So powerful was the strike of the Mard Grander that it shattered Admael’s wings. When he stood up, he was older, frailer. He was no longer the youthful and powerful Angel of Aeoria’s star. Admael’s face twisted in anger and he picked up Sin and dragged it to Tharick who lay stricken upon the ground. He sank Sin deep into Tharick’s breast, and after a moment, struck his head with a great stone to kill him. It was then that Admael turned and began dragging the sword of Hell toward the sleeping Goddess. 

			Solastron let loose a howl that summoned the very moon to the skies, blocking out the sun. Hearing his cry, Rallenar tossed Darkendrog away and shot toward the fallen Goddess like a comet. He scooped her into his arms and Admael sank Sin deep into his chest. The white Dragon fell upon the floor, clutching the Goddess to his belly, the sword of Hell still sticking from his breast. Hellfire sprang up around him, and Rallenar sank into the earth with the Goddess still in his arms. 

			Admael fled in a rage, and in the heavens Darkendrog disappeared. Solastron took the fallen Dragon Stones from the broken Mard Grander and hid them away, and brought the shattered remains of the hammer back to Duroton.

			That was the true story of the Great Falling, a truth that, as far as Etheil knew, was known only by him and Solastron. Etheil often wished he could share the tale, but Solastron would not allow it. To Solastron, knowledge was something that had to be earned, and the people of this world had not earned the truth. And so it was that Etheil had kept the wolf’s secrets all these years.

			After the Great Falling, with the Mard Grander shattered, the Citadels were largely abandoned. The Jinn went to the Stellarium which Duroton now claimed as their own. There they unlocked many secrets, one of which was binding men to the unseen, dark stars of the heavens. This was the birth of the Dark Star Knights of Duroton. The Citadels slowly faded into an obscure chapter in history, becoming the abandoned landmark they were today.

			Etheil was shaken from his thoughts as the portcullis of the southern citadel began to chuckle with the clomping of horse hooves deep within its throat. Behind him, Etheil could sense Samrildar and his Keepers take up a more rigid stance, and even the winds seemed to hold their breath in anticipation. Etheil’s eyes fixed on the portcullis, and one by one the Councilmen came forth upon their tall, Icelandic Great-hoofs, each of them flanked by two Dark Star Knights. 

			Etheil had heard that the Council had begun granting new titles of “Exalted” to certain nobility, including themselves, much like the southern kingdoms did. In the southern kingdoms the Exalted were given Saints as personal champions and bodyguards. Here in Duroton, they were given Dark Star Knights. It was well known that the number of Dark Star Knights were few, so having two each was a flagrant statement by the Council of their power and influence.

			Balin Yagdril led them from the citadel, his personal Dark Star Knights close at hand. Etheil knew Lord Raygar. His sword, Rampart, held a rare, orange power crystal which bestowed him uncanny strength. The sleeves of his armor were painted with spiraling ram horns. Etheil didn’t know the name of Balin’s other personal Dark Star Knight. He was a dark-haired man with a blue power crystal in the pommel of his sword and snowflakes painted up the sleeves of his armor. 

			Following Balin and his guards were the familiar faces of Jord, Baldir, Gefjon, Aldur and Hymnar, as well as their retinue of Dark Star Knights. The old man, Rankin Parvailes, was noticeably absent from the lot, but at Balin’s right-hand side rode a new face that Etheil did not recognize. He was a tall, pale and lanky figure all in tight, black leather. He stared at Etheil with icy-blue eyes and bright red lips curled into a clown-like smile. Something about the man gave Etheil an ill feeling, and the more Etheil watched, the more he was certain that he was the one leading Balin and the others out onto the bridge. Etheil watched as the lanky figure leaned into Balin’s ear, cupping a pale hand to his mouth as he whispered something, all the while keeping those icy eyes fixed on him. Etheil didn’t know why, but he suddenly felt uncomfortable and shifted on his feet.

			“King Dagrir Thorodin is not with them.” spoke Samrildar, his voice heavy with the same dismay that Etheil felt at the revelation. 

			 Etheil wondered if Dagrir had sent the Councilmen in his stead, or if the Council had somehow intercepted his message. Etheil feared it was the latter, and suspected the King didn’t even know that he was here. He felt his heart sink. Without Dagrir here, there was no way this meeting was going to go well. Thoughts of Brandrir and the Grimwatch filled Etheil with a sudden dread. More than ever the Grimwatch needed him. Brandrir needed him. If he were to be taken captive now, then only the worst was in store back home. There would be no aid; Brandrir might not survive; They would have no Captain and no Dark Star Knight. Etheil’s lips pursed into a tight line. 

			That pale, vampiric man leaned back from Balin and sat upright in his saddle. He cast a vile sort of smile at Etheil and a fear as precipitous as the cliffs gripped him. Etheil suddenly had in mind the thought to turn and flee now, but Samrildar seemed to sense his intentions and placed a large hand on his shoulder. “Hammer’s Hill is neutral ground, but I am a Dark Star Knight sworn to Duroton. I shall hear if the Council makes charges against you, and by their words determine your fate.”

			Etheil nodded. He watched Balin lead his horse a few paces out onto the bridge. “Etheil Freydir, beneath the Duroton sky you were charged by the late King, Garidrir Thorodin—father of the Standing King, Dagrir Thorodin—as an enemy of Duroton. It is a charge the Lands took witness of, and which this Exalted Council still holds against you.”

			Etheil felt Samrildar’s hand clutch his shoulder more firmly. Etheil stared at Balin as that pale figure again whispered something into the Councilman’s ears. Balin seemed to take exception to whatever was said to him, but finally began nodding. The lanky figure sat back up in his saddle, giggling.

			“For crimes against Duroton, this Exalted Council hereby sentences you to death.”

			Balin turned and motioned to Raygar and his other Dark Star Knight. The two brought their horses forward, followed by the ten other shrouded Knights of the Councilmen. The vampiric man next to Balin clapped his hands and giggled as Raygar and the others dismounted their horses, threw off their shrouds, and came forward onto the bridge. 

			Hell below, was all Etheil could think. His hand went for his own sword, Firebrand, but Samrildar caught his wrist.

			“No.” spoke Samrildar. “No blood shall be shed upon my Hill. This is holy ground.” His Keepers formed up paired ranks behind Etheil. Samrildar then pushed Etheil behind him and strode forward a few paces. “Hammer’s Hill is sacred and neutral ground.” he called out to the approaching Dark Star Knights. “The Duroton skies take no witness of your charges here. Turn back! I am Hammer Hill’s guardian, and under my watch no stone shall be scathed.”

			“You are a Dark Star Knight sworn to the Lands of Duroton!” called Councilman Gefjon. “Your duty to the lands come before your duties to Hammer’s Hill!”

			Samrildar looked over his shoulder to Etheil. “Leave. Go back to the Grimwatch.”

			Etheil knew that he should take the offer extended to him, but part of him had to let it be known that Brandrir, and the Grimwatch, were in trouble. Somebody other than himself had to know. “Samrildar,” said Etheil, coming up behind him. “The Grimwatch is in trouble. Speak with me and promise to pass my words to Dagrir. His brother, Brandrir, is in danger. Part of the Mard Grander has been stolen. The Kald awaken a beast. We heard its call out upon the Shardgrims.”

			Samrildar shook his head but didn’t turn to face him. “Hammer’s Hill is my charge. I do not involve myself in disputes outside these grounds. Turn back or I shall throw you from this bridge myself.”

			Etheil frowned. Behind him, the Keepers parted. He turned to make his leave but then that vampiric man shouted out, “Do not let him pass!” At once the Keepers tightened their ranks, preventing Etheil from passing them. 

			“Hand him over.” spoke Raygar as he and the other eleven Dark Star Knights quickly approached.

			Samrildar slid his sword from its sheath and its blade began to throb with a deep, droning sound. “Let him pass!” growled Samrildar at his men. Then he called out to Raygar, “Come no closer.” He stepped forward, the atmosphere pulsing with his sword’s baritone song as he flourished it. Etheil again tried to make his way past the Keepers.

			“You must seize him.” called the vampiric man from his horse. He trotted forward a few paces, coming behind the Dark Star Knights. “You must protect this place. You should seize Etheil. The King will reward you. The Lands will look favorably upon you. You should seize him now.”

			Etheil stepped back as half the Keepers moved in on him, steel ringing as swords were slipped from their scabbards. The other half of the Keepers suddenly looked confused, torn between holding Etheil back or letting him pass. It seemed, however, that the order to not let him pass was the one winning out, and more and more swords slid from their sheaths. 

			Etheil drew Firebrand and ignited it. Roaring flames instantly crawled up the length of the blade and rumbled as they were buffeted by the winds. “Uh, Samrildar…” Etheil stepped back as the first of the Keepers moved in on him, the Keeper’s sword tinkling as ice encrusted the blade. The Keeper whipped his sword around, frost singeing the edges of Etheil’s shroud as he stepped from the blade’s reach. Then there was a crackling as an electrical sword danced to life, and the whoosh as a fire blade ignited. Before Etheil, all twelve Keepers had now ignited their weapons. 

			Etheil looked over his shoulder. He contemplated jumping. If he harnessed all of his ability, he might be able to land with only breaking his legs. Little good that would do. He could try to slip past them, fling himself over their heads, but he saw that three of them had purple Speed crystals in their violet-glowing swords. Even if he got past them, he’d never outrun those three. He took another step back as the Keepers edged their way in on him.

			“No!” barked Samrildar, giving his soldiers pause. “Do not harm him!” 

			Raygar’s sword began to glow a steady orange, the aura encompassing his body as he came upon Samrildar. 

			Etheil looked at the Keepers before him. The thought of having to fight and possibly kill fellow Dark Star Knights was not at all appealing. Nor was the thought of having to watch Samrildar try to hold off the Councilmen’s knights all on account of him. There was only one way to avoid this confrontation. He deactivated Firebrand and returned it to its sheath. He held up his hands and the Keepers descended on him. He felt his arms being twisted behind his back and his legs brought out from under him. His breastplate cracked against the stone floor of the bridge as he was held down. He looked up just as Raygar danced in at Samrildar. “No, I give myself up!” yelled Etheil, but it was too late.

			Raygar swooped his sword around and brought it down. Samrildar’s sword thrummed like pulsing thunder as he brought it up. The two swords cracked together, but Samrildar’s was immediately slammed down where it bit into the floor of the bridge, stone instantly vaporizing into dust. Raygar kicked his foot out, hitting Samrildar square in the chest and sending him tumbling back. Samrildar rolled to his feet as he brought his sword before him. 

			DOOOOOM! The very atmosphere shook and the entire bridge buzzed as an unseen force washed over Raygar. Raygar’s sword and armor seemed to smear, the black paint on it turning to powder and dispersing into a cloud as he was thrown back into the Dark Star Knights behind him, bowling them all over. 

			Samrildar’s sword, Warmouth, held the single most powerful sonic crystal the Jinn had ever made. Etheil had never seen it activated before, but he had heard of its ability. It was said that Warmouth’s call could shake stone, steel and flesh to dust. As Raygar struggled back to his feet, it was clear where the unseen blast had hit him. The entire front of his breastplate was bare steel, rippled like the surface of a disturbed pool. 

			Raygar’s sword, Rampart, was legendary in its own right. Strength crystals were rare, and Raygar’s was one of only three orange High Crystals the Jinn had ever made. Had he not been protected by its aura, Etheil was certain the man would have been torn apart by the blast. Samrildar, however, had felt the full force of Raygar’s power. As he staggered back, Etheil saw that his entire breastplate was crumpled and he struggled to get the constricting thing off before Raygar could come at him again. 

			But in the stunned silence that now gripped the bridge, that vampiric man’s giggling seemed all the louder. He clapped his hands, like a child applauding the greatest show he had ever seen. He trotted his horse forward, coming up behind the Dark Star Knights as Samrildar finally got his ruined armor off and tossed it over the side of the bridge. His chest bare, it was now plain for all to see just how devastating Raygar’s kick had been. The center of Samrildar’s chest was black as pitch, fading out to sickly browns then blues and finally yellows at his sides and abdomen. He held his sternum with one hand and Etheil wondered if he had broken bones beneath that horrendous bruise. 

			“Turn back!” warned Samrildar, his chest heaving as he struggled with his breath. He held Warmouth out.

			“No, no.” hissed the pale man, smiling. “You are the one who must turn back. Turn around. Kill Etheil. Protect your precious bridge and kill him.”

			Samrildar turned and Etheil witnessed a snarl curl his lips. He struggled, but the Keepers held him firmly to the ground. He began to wonder just what sort of witchery that vampiric man’s words held. Everybody seemed to be swayed by whatever he said. “Samrildar! Don’t listen! Don’t listen to that man!”

			Samrildar raised his sword as if he might strike, but then shook his head, as if coming back to his senses. He turned back toward the giggling freak.

			“Kill him. Kill him and protect your bridge.”

			“No.” growled Samrildar. He raised Warmouth, pointing its tip toward the man, but before he could let fly another sonic blast, Balin, Gefjon, Aldur and the other Councilmen wheeled their horses around him, creating a barrier. Samrildar lowered his weapon. Etheil knew Samrildar would never strike down the Councilmen. To do so would be a high crime beneath the Duroton sky.

			The man giggled. “Don’t you want to kill Etheil? Don’t you want to protect this place? Go ahead, turn around and kill him.”

			Samrildar gripped at his forehead. He shook his head and then he looked up, his eyes fierce. “No!” he growled. He pointed at the man, his finger trembling with rage. “You are a demon!” 

			The pale man’s face became stony. His smile melted into an exaggerated, jeering frown. Etheil was certain the man somehow looked larger than he had before. “Kill him. Kill them both.”

			Raygar and the other Dark Star Knights dashed forward, Crystallic Weapons igniting. Samrildar roared as Warmouth trembled the atmosphere. DOOOOOM! Raygar’s aura swirled up the dust of the bridge as he sailed upward on it, leaping away as the unseen sonic shockwave struck two of the knights behind him. They hardly began to scream when their armor seemed to come apart at the molecular level, their bodies beneath shattering like glass. And then the cloud of particulate that was once flesh and bone was swept away by the winds. 

			Raygar landed in front of Samrildar and the two powerful swords cracked together with all the fury they had to offer. Etheil watched as their auras collided, discs of dust swirling in a figure eight around them as if their gravitational forces vyed for power. 

			Samrildar’s sword thrummed, the deep reverberations buffeting Etheil’s eardrums as the man brought his sword around and high at Raygar’s head. Raygar whipped his sword up, knocking away Samrildar’s with such force that the man had to cartwheel with it. As he came up, Raygar leapt at him as four other Dark Star Knights dashed in, electrical blades crackling and an ice blade leaving trails of sparkling frost. 

			Samrildar tumbled to the side, avoiding Raygar, and then pushed forward into the four Dark Star Knights. His sword swept upward, and the first of the knights screamed as his body smeared into a blur of unraveling particles. Before the dust of his demise even had a chance to be devoured by Samrildar’s aura, he extended his hand and sent his power spiraling forward. The other three Dark Star Knights didn’t stand a chance against Samrildar’s aura. It engulfed their own and they spun up as if caught in a tornado and went sailing over the edge of the bridge.

			Samrildar flipped backward just as Raygar’s sword came chopping down. It impacted the bridge right where he had been standing, and a spiderweb of cracks crawled away in all directions. The sundered fragments immediately pulled away and were swept into Raygar’s and Samrildar’s swirling auras, and the two came at each other again. 

			Raygar’s sword swept forward and Samrildar ducked, coming up on his side. Raygar turned just in time to meet his blade, Rampart easily knocking Warmouth to the side. Samrildar spun with a left hook, his fist impacting Raygar’s cheek. But protected by his sword’s aura of strength, the blow didn’t seem to affect him in the slightest. Raygar brought his own elbow up and across Samrildar’s face, and Etheil heard the sickening crack of bone as Samrildar spun and fell.

			Samrildar staggered up to his feet, his nose flat against the side of his face, blood gushing from it. He looked around, dazed, as the remaining Dark Star Knights circled him. He raised Warmouth, but an electrical blade came in and Samrildar screamed. Blue energy bolts crawled up his body as his arm was taken off at the shoulder. He fell, his arm hitting the floor with a thud and Warmouth falling from its grasp. It was still activated when it hit, and the stone it landed on exploded into a cloud of dust, tossing the sword into the air only to go sailing off the side of the bridge. And then Etheil closed his eyes as Raygar spun in, his glowing, orange sword sending Samrildar’s head down to Warmouth.

			Now all eyes turned to Etheil as he lay pinned upon the ground. “Kill him! Kill him!” he heard the vampiric man say with glee as he pranced his horse around the Councilmen in circles. Etheil struggled against his captors. He heard an electrical blade pop to life near his head.

			“Stand down! Stand down!” The Councilmen were nearly bowled over as Lord Egret and Lord Gregin tore past them on their Icelandic Great-Hoofs. Raygar lowered his sword as all eyes turned toward Egret and Gregin who came galloping to the center of the bridge. In unison they jumped from their steeds and stormed toward Raygar and his men. “What madness is this?” demanded Egret. His eyes flicked to the side and saw Samrildar’s decapitated corpse bleeding out onto the bridge. His eyes found Etheil on the ground, held by the Keepers. “What goes on here?”

			“Egret,” grunted Etheil from the ground. “Beware that man in black! Don’t hear his words!”

			Egret turned to face the Councilmen, his lips turning up in disgust. “Rennic Finn,” he spat. He looked back at the Keepers. “Free him.” commanded Egret. “All of you, stop this madness!” He pushed Raygar aside and grabbed Etheil up from those holding him and helped him to his feet. 

			“The Grimwatch is in trouble,” said Etheil. “I must speak with Dagrir. Brandrir is injured and may not live. Let me speak with the King, please.”

			“Lord Egret, you are out of line.” spoke Balin as he approached on his horse, the vampiric man at his side, giggling. 

			Etheil saw a deep scowl set into Egret’s face. “Who is that?” whispered Etheil.

			“Rennic Finn.” grumbled Egret. “I don’t know what magic he possesses, but he poisons the Council with his words.” He turned to face the Councilmen and now spoke loud and clear, “What madness goes on here?” He pointed to the fallen Samrildar. “By what authority of the King does this Council march against Hammer’s Hill and the Captain of the Grimwatch?”

			“We are Exalted,” reminded Balin. Rennic Finn grinned from his seat beside him. “We need no authority from the King. Etheil was named an enemy of Duroton. The penalty is death.” Balin nodded at Raygar. “Proceed.”

			Raygar began to push past Egret but Egret grabbed the man by the collar of his breastplate and shoved him back. 

			“Lord Raygar,” warned Egret. “I am Commander of the Durotonian Guard. As a Dark Star Knight, you fall under my command.” He turned to Gregin and then motioned with his had at the Keepers. “Lord Gregin, you and the Keepers escort the Council from this Hill.”

			Gregin nodded. He looked at the Keepers, but Etheil could see that they were in some sort of daze, like they had just awoken from a nightmare to realize that their own commander was dead.

			“No, you must listen to the Council.” said Rennic, slinking forward on his horse, and all at once the Keepers gave pause. “The Council is Exalted. Listen to what Lord Balin tells you.”

			Gregin gripped at his head. He rubbed at his hair, looking back and forth from Balin to Egret, as if unable to decide who he should listen to. Rennic Finn clapped and giggled.

			“Enough!” boomed Egret. He grabbed Gregin by the collar of his armor and shook him from his trance. “Don’t hear his words!” He looked around at the Keepers and Raygar and the other Dark Star Knights. “Don’t listen to that fiend! Don’t let his words pass your ears!” Then he pointed at Rennic. “Enough of your magic!”

			Rennic smiled a big, rictus, clown-like smile. “Lord Egret, have Gregin kill Etheil.” he spoke. “You should do it. Have him do it! Tell him to cut off his head!”

			“Gregin,” said Egret, almost absentmindedly. “Cut off Etheil’s—” Egret paused and gripped at his hair, then he shook his head. When he turned his gaze back to Rennic it was more fiery than ever. “What fiend are you? What devilry do you possess?” He turned to Gregin. “Arrest that man!”

			Gregin nodded. “My pleasure.” He drew his sword and tossed aside his shroud. His blade came to life in a rush of water, as if all the power of a great river flowed against the blade. Mist sprayed in the wind as he stormed forward.

			 Rennic scowled. “Kill them! Kill them all, my Lord!”

			“Kill them.” ordered Balin. “Kill them all.”

			Rennic giggled and then clapped. “Kill them!” He threw his head back, and a terrible laughter filled the air. 

			Raygar’s sword ignited into its soft glow. Around him, the other Dark Star Knights’ weapons began to come to life. The Keepers stepped forward, their own swords igniting. Then Raygar turned toward Gregin and dashed forward.

			“Gregin!” yelled Egret above Rennic’s terrible, consuming laughter. He tossed away his own shroud and ignited Thundercracker. His sword began to dance with crackling electricity as the Dark Star Knights moved in on him. Gregin turned around just in time to meet Raygar’s sword, a powerful spray, like an oceanic waterspout, breaking over Raygar’s chest, pushing him backward.

			Etheil drew Firebrand and it ignited into roaring flames that bent against the winds. He stepped toward Egret as a dozen Keepers, all with swords fully ignited into ice or fire, stone or electricity, began closing in on him. 

			“They are under some spell.” said Egret, flourishing his sword. “Do not kill them. It’s Rennic’s laughter; his voice.”

			Etheil could hardly hear Egret over that incessant giggling. “What do we do then?”

			“I’ll hold all of these off. You get that fiend. But whatever you do, do not hear his words. Do not let him speak to you. He’s some sort of devil.” said Egret. He flourished his sword. “I’ll clear a path for you.”

			All at once the Keepers and the Dark Star Knights surged in on them from all sides. A swirling disc of dust and wind swept up around Lord Egret and he cast it forward at the Dark Star Knights. Etheil rushed behind it as the knights swirled up their own auras, but all of theirs combined were no match for Egret’s. Some of them leapt over it, others were tossed aside, and Etheil managed to slip past their ranks, whirling Firebrand and tumbling to get past the last of them.

			As he rolled up to his feet he saw Gregin before him. He was beset by two of the Council’s knights as well as Raygar. Gregin swept his turbulent, watery blade around, mist spraying in all directions as he knocked aside the two knights. But then Raygar was on him, his sword and body glowing with an orange hue.

			Etheil heard the buzz and pop of Egret’s sword behind him. It crackled with lightning as he worked it against the Keepers who came behind him and the Dark Star Knights before him. Etheil was about to make his run toward Rennic and the Council when he saw Raygar’s sword catch Gregin’s in a powerful parry that spun him around. Gregin’s back was now toward Raygar, and the orange, glowing sword was raised toward his head. “Gregin!” yelled Etheil.

			Gregin turned just as Etheil threw his sword, catching it up in his swirling aura. He cast it all at Raygar’s weapon, and as Firebrand spun forward it knocked Rampart from Raygar’s grasp. But Raygar was quick. While the orange glow still encompassed him, he leapt at Gregin. Gregin tried to get his sword out, but Raygar’s fist hit him like a wrecking ball. His breastplate crumpled as he fell, Raygar on top of him. And then, just before the last of the orange glow faded from his body, Raygar brought his fist down again. There was a sickening crunch of bone. Blood flew from Gregin’s ruined head. And then Raygar pounced to grab his sword from the ground. 

			Firebrand returned to Etheil’s hand. As it did, he saw Egret fall to a knee as an icy blade from one of the Keepers sheared away his pauldron. Thundercracker exploded with electricity as Egret knocked a purple-glowing blade away and then rolled just as another purple blade came in with lightning speed. There was a deep and resounding crack that made the entire bridge vibrate as the blade made purchase on the stone.

			Egret kicked himself back to his feet, and now Raygar was on him. But all Etheil could think to do was shut Rennic Finn up. The incessant giggling was maddening, permeating everything. He leapt up, his unseen gravitational force swirling beneath his feet, driving him forward, Firebrand extended. Balin and the other Councilmen all moved their horses around Rennic, shielding him. As Etheil came upon them, Hymnar’s horse reared up but Etheil dropped to the ground and rolled, Firebrand searing the horse in half as he tumbled beneath it, the Councilman tossed away. 

			He came up before Rennic. The vampiric man’s giggling stopped as his icy, blue eyes realized that Etheil had gotten through. Rennic tugged his reins, wheeling his horse around, but Etheil spun in, sweeping his sword up and Rennic’s horse crumpled and screamed as its legs were cut away, chunks of seared meat thumping on the ground. He yanked Rennic up by an arm and drew his fist back. There was a loud crack as Rennic’s head turned to the side, and the man buckled and fell at his feet. 

			Etheil turned, and all at once the battle seemed to stop. Raygar and the other knights lowered their weapons, looking around as if they had just come out of a deep slumber. Even Balin and the other Councilmen were shaking their heads, as if finally realizing what had been happening. 

			“That man is some sort of witch!” shouted Etheil, pointing his sword behind him toward the fallen Rennic. “Don’t listen to him! His laughter is some sort of bewitchment!”

			“Etheil, watch out!” cried Egret.

			Etheil turned. Behind him, Rennic Finn stood up… And up and up. He became a giant, crouching harlequin. His face was white as if powdered with makeup; his lips red, smiling and pulled into a horrific, exaggerated smile. Rather than a fool’s hat, a pair of long horns curled over his head and rang with infernal, iron bells that dangled from their sharp points. The outfit he wore was no longer black leather, but a motley discordance of nefarious purples and reds with green tights giving way to spiraling shoes tipped with more of those dreadful jingle bells. 

			Etheil was dwarfed by the monster, and he backed away. As he did, it began to cackle and spread out its arms, displaying its pale hands. From each finger, Etheil noticed silver threads dangling. He saw they were connected to Balin and the other Councilmen. He turned, and saw that more were connected to Raygar and the other Dark Star Knights. The strings that connected to the Keepers were thinner and finer, as if they had not yet had time to fully take hold. Etheil watched as delicate strands waved like broken spiderwebs near Egret, unattached and recoiling from him like snakes surprised to have been bitten back. Etheil turned back to the monstrous jester before him.

			“Time for the puppet show!” The harlequin demon began cackling. It flapped its hand, and like a limp, wooden puppet being animated, Balin’s arms flopped and he said in a caricaturized voice, “Get them! Get them all!”

			Raygar and his men hopped, flopped and flapped like marionettes around Egret as the jester fluttered his fingers. Others began to descend upon Etheil. 

			“Die! Die! Die!” chirped Balin, hopping like a puppet jerked by strings from his saddle. 

			Etheil saw Egret taken asunder by a sea of Dark Star Knights. He flourished Firebrand, but he could not in good conscience attack. These men were not themselves. They were being controlled by witchcraft. “Egret!” he yelled.

			He watched as arms wrapped around Egret’s neck and waist; fists gripped his arms and legs.

			Balin hopped in his saddle, his arms flapping, his jaw moving up and down like it was made of rigid wood, “You wanted to know what the Dark Holds are? How about you find out!”

			The other Councilmen all began bouncing in their saddles, laughing.

			“Egret!” yelled Etheil.

			 “Flee!” he heard Egret shout. “Flee before it’s too late! Warn Dagrir! Warn everyone!” 

			The Keepers began prancing up toward Etheil. He turned, just in time to see the jester’s foot rising up to stomp him. Without a thought, Etheil leapt from the bridge just as the foot crashed down. With every ounce of strength he had, he swirled his gravitational powers around him. He felt his power lightening his body, but he was still falling too fast. He felt the wind whipping against him; saw the green of the fields below coming up on him. The very fabric of his body burned as he desperately flexed all the power he could muster. He felt the swirling force encompass him. He felt the branches of a tree scrape his face and body, and then his legs crumpled and the breath was knocked from his lungs. 

			Etheil opened his eyes. He lay upon the ground for a moment, a terrible pain in his legs and waist muddling his consciousness. He rolled over onto his back. Above he could see the bridge. He saw that terrible, monstrous jester upon it; its wide, yellow eyes staring at him, its cackling filling the air. 

			Etheil tried to pick himself up, but fell back, hitting his head upon the ground. Then, a short distance away, he saw Warmouth laying upon the grass. He reached out his arm and dragged himself forward, inch by inch. Finally, the sword was in his grasp, and his fingers wrapped around the handle. 

			Etheil screamed in pain as he struggled to his feet the best he could, using Firebrand and Warmouth as crutches. It was difficult, as the swords sunk into the earth. He didn’t know how he did it, the world a blur of agony, but he got to his feet. He could feel his shins and femurs bend when he put too much weight on his legs. He growled as he took Warmouth from the ground and hobbled forward a step and then collapsed. 

			Etheil lay upon his back. High above he saw that monstrous harlequin and all his puppets making their way into the southern citadel. They were coming for him, he knew. He turned his head. There was a creek nearby, he could hear its trickling waters. He managed to get Firebrand back in its sheath, and he tucked Warmouth beneath the belt of his scabbard. 

			“Ahhrgh!” Etheil clenched tears from his eyes as he rolled. He rolled again and again, his legs burning. With another scream he rolled and his body plopped into shallow water. He felt the coolness rush beneath his armor, and for a moment the pain in his legs ceased. But only for a moment. He rolled onto his stomach. He was facing the direction of the creek’s current, and it headed eastward toward the line of the forest. He reached out his arm and pulled himself forward, the current helping to push him, and his body sliding on the muddy bottom. Now he used both arms and pulled himself along as quickly as he could, letting the creek take as much of his weight as he could. 

			On the air drifted that horrible giggling.

		

	
		
			— 39 —

			Dreams 

			[image: ] 

			Infinite blackness spread out in all directions, lit by a single, tiny spark that scintillated out into many points. The white brilliance of that last star was mesmerizing to Eulalee. In dreams such as this she would stare at it for hours, though she never dared approach, for she was terrified of what came for it. She watched from her place beside the earth and moon as a great dragon flowed like a current of darkness toward the star. It was blacker than the emptiness of space that surrounded it; a lightless void of immeasurable size that writhed in the boundless scope. The sight of the dragon was as enthralling as the star, though she would always turn from it if its eyes began orbiting toward her. The eyes were frightening and terrible. They were twin suns that burned as if in their death throes, wanting to consume everything in their fiery avarice. She didn’t know why the creature invaded her dreams, turning them from pleasant dances across the earth and moon into nightmares, but she knew why it was out there. It was there to devour the stars. 

			Every time a star fell her dream was the same. The black dragon tore it from its place in heaven and it crumbled like so much sparkling dust between its claws. When Eulalee was just a little girl there were a few dozen stars and in her dreams she would skip across the heavens, taking in their warmth and light. Today there was but one left. She didn’t know how long it would take the dragon to reach it, but once it did there would be nothing left in her dreams to return here for; nothing left to watch; no more warmth in the heavens to take in. The thought of a cold, dead expanse wasn’t very appealing to her and she wondered if she would ever come here again. She also wondered what the dragon would come for once the final star fell. Out of the corner of her eye she caught the sight of the earth and moon, and she shivered and turned from the sight of the beast.

			It was then that Eulalee saw blue eyes, like twin gems, staring at her from behind the edge of the moon. Apparently not keen on her having taken notice, Eulalee saw pointy ears flatten and the face ducked behind the silver disc of the moon. Curious, Eulalee floated toward the moon and a sapphire wolf striped with amethyst bounded from it and into the heavens, leaving a trail of glittering dust in his wake.

			Eulalee smiled. She floated toward the wolf and he watched her with suspicion, his head held low and his front leg out, ready to bolt away at any moment. “Hello.” said Eulalee. She reached out her hand. “Who are you?”

			The wolf swished his tail and licked his maw. He made a whine and turned toward the earth.

			“Please, don’t go.” said Eulalee. “I won’t hurt you.”

			The wolf gave pause and returned his aquamarine eyes to her.

			With her hand out before her, Eulalee drifted slowly toward the strange wolf. She wanted to stroke her hand through his fur and pet him. She had never seen the creature in her dreams before, though somehow he seemed familiar to her. “It’s okay.” she said softly as she came closer to the wolf. “I won’t hurt you.” Eulalee stretched her fingers out, but just before she was able to feel his fur, the wolf leapt from her range, leaving a trail of sparkling dust. The wolf barked at her.

			Eulalee laughed as she waved her hand through the glitter he left. It felt like sparks, warm and pleasant to her fingers. She looked at the wolf and laughed again as she moved toward him.

			The wolf barked again and bounded some distance from her. 

			Eulalee closed her eyes and breathed deeply as she swam through the sparkling dust of his pawprints, bathing in its soothing effervescence. She opened her eyes and looked at the wolf and he let loose a couple of playful barks and began dancing around her. A huge smile stretched across Eulalee’s face and she spread her arms wide and twirled, letting the wolf’s stardust swirl around her body. The wolf barked again and Eulalee reached out her hand, but the wolf slipped away before she could touch him. Laughing, Eulalee gave chase.

			The wolf swished his tail to the right as he turned left, throwing Eulalee off. Then he circled back around her and Eulalee smiled as his soft tail caressed her cheek as he past. “What’s your name?” 

			The wolf barked at Eulalee and leapt, bounding over her head. She reached her hand up into the bow of falling glitter and then turned to him. He was sitting a short distance from her, a long tongue hanging from his jaws and something of a smile upon his muzzle. 

			“My name is Eulalee.” she said, crouching low. She held out her hand and the wolf’s eyes fixed on it. “Won’t you let me pet you?”

			The wolf seemed to appraise her for a moment, and then he stood up and slowly padded toward her, leaving more trails of stardust as he came. His big, black nose filled Eulalee’s hand as he buried it in her palm, his breath wuffling as he took in her scent. Then she felt the warm wetness of his tongue between her fingers. 

			Eulalee smiled brightly. “There you go.” she said softly as she brought her other hand up and slowly stroked behind his ear. The wolf looked at her and Eulalee cocked her head as she took in his face. It was so expressive that she was certain he was something more than just a beast. “You seem familiar. Have we met before?”

			The wolf made a whining sound and turned his head left toward the empty blackness of space. He seemed to point into the distance with his nose.

			“Over there?” asked Eulalee. “What’s over there?” 

			The wolf turned back to her and whined some more. There was something in his sad expression that suddenly gave Eulalee understanding. “Over there? We met over there?”

			The wolf pressed his head against Eulalee’s chest as if wanting a hug, and Eulalee obliged by wrapping her arms around his shaggy body. “I don’t remember that dream.” she said.

			The wolf pulled back from her and fixed her with his eyes. She couldn’t be sure, but the wolf seemed as if he were contemplating something; as if he wanted to say something to her. She supposed that wolves could speak in the abstract realm of dreams and she stroked her hand over his body and said, “What is it, boy? You can tell me.”

			The wolf’s nostrils flared as he took in a breath. His jaws began to open, his lips moving as if they possessed the articulation for speech, but then his eyes fixed on something behind her and he padded backward and barked.

			Eulalee craned her neck around. In the blackness there was a faint glow that began to resolve into a blinding-white form. Eulalee raised her arm to her head and closed her eyes, and when next she opened them, she saw Erygion encompassed by the glow of his Caliber. At his side was Karinael. They appeared diaphanous, like one of her drawings hanging on a sunny window.

			“Eulalee! Eulalee!” cried Erygion. His voice sounded so distant, as if it had already traveled an eternity through the vastness of space.

			Eulalee smiled faintly at them and gently waved her hand. For some reason Karinael made Eulalee feel shy. Eulalee drifted back from them, wanting to return to her games with the wolf, but Erygion beckoned to her again. 

			Eulalee heard the wolf whine. She turned and saw him nod at her. He nudged his head in the direction of Erygion and Karinael and then nodded at her again and let out a happy-sounding bark. And then he turned from her.

			“Wait, don’t go!” cried Eulalee, but it was too late. The wolf bounded toward the bright, blue orb of earth and disappeared.

			Eulalee turned back to Erygion and Karinael. She didn’t know why the two Saints were showing up in her dreams. It had started with Erygion not so very long ago, after he had told her he was leaving for Duroton. She had a nightmare where Erygion was sinking into a watery abyss, being drowned by a creature with black tentacles. In her dream she had pulled him from the monster’s clutches, but she didn’t remember much else, although that terrible, yellow eye in the dark water still haunted her. Over the last couple of years she had become friends with Erygion and she figured the dreams were a symptom of her missing him and wondering if he was okay.

			“Eulalee, you must listen to me,” urged Erygion. “There is something you must do.”

			“I know.” said Eulalee. “I’ve kept your secret.” In many ways, she said it to reassure herself. Before he fled Sanctuary, Erygion tasked her with something she didn’t know if she could fulfill, and didn’t know if she could keep secret. Maximiel had nearly stumbled upon it the day he threw Preil from her window. Perhaps it was the burden of this secret that was eating at her and manifesting Erygion within her dreams? “Have you made it to Duroton yet? I’m going to receive my Call to Guard. The Holy Few told me that they are going to have Nuriel apprentice me.”

			“Eulalee, you must be careful around Nuriel.” said Karinael.

			It was common knowledge at Sanctuary that Karinael and Nuriel had been good friends in their youth, and that Nuriel apprenticed Karinael as a Saints Caliber. Eulalee assumed Karinael appeared in her dreams as a product of having been told that she would apprentice with Nuriel too. A few nights ago Erygion and Karinael had appeared in her dreams to ask her to shepherd them to a Saint named Hadraniel. Eulalee didn’t understand the encounter, but her dreams were often confusing. She had stopped trying to make sense of them long ago.  

			“Eulalee, our time grows short.” said Erygion. He and Karinael drifted toward Eulalee. “You have to listen to me. There is a woman named Celacia in Duroton. You need to try to reach out to her with your Caliber. You need to find her, and guide Hadraniel to her.”

			Eulalee moved away from them. She didn’t have time to be drawn into another strange dream right now. “I have to go. Nuriel is receiving her honorific today and I want to watch.”

			“Eulalee, wait!” cried Erygion as she continued drifting back from him and Karinael. “Our time dwindles! Please, listen to me while you can! Reach out to Celacia with your Caliber! You can find her! Reach your Caliber toward the place of death!”

			Eulalee shook her head. Erygion knew her Caliber had the ability to touch upon the realm of the dead. He had tried to get her to find Celacia before, but Eulalee was terrified of that realm and she walled it off from her Caliber. Whenever she touched upon it she would be flooded by a thousand disparate voices, each one wanting something from her. Eulalee had heard the stories of Saint Asriel who had the power to hear the whispers of the dead. Asriel disappeared from Sanctuary many years ago, and it was rumored that she had gone mad and thrown herself from the peaks of Mount Empyrean. The last thing Eulalee wanted was to end up mad.

			Eulalee shook her head at Erygion. “I’m sorry, I have to go now.”

			“Eulalee, wait!” cried Erygion, but Eulalee drifted from their sight, disappearing around the silver disc of the moon. 

			Eulalee’s dream now shifted, and she found herself but a grain of sand floating before the colossal, turbulent, burning-white wrath of the lone star. Pressure waves of radiant energy spilled over her, whipping her crimson hair back and cascading out in all directions across the heavens. Eulalee smiled and spread her arms wide, taking in the star’s warmth and energy. But then a coldness engulfed her.

			Eulalee spun around. In the unending blackness of the heavens, that immeasurable shadow encroached upon her and the star. Even from this distance the dragon’s head was all consuming, and the star was but a fragile bauble to its greatness. Its eyes were like dying suns—massive, fiery, fierce and full of molten wrath. They focused upon Eulalee, and she found herself frozen in terror. 

			“Little thing,” it spoke, and the power of its voice sent ripples coursing across the surface of the star. “I once warned you that the hour was late, but you did not heed my words. You should not have come here. The end is nigh!” 

			The beast’s jaws opened wide. Its fangs were the very pillars of the universe; its throat the lightless void of nothingness. Eulalee screamed as her body was ripped into a cloud of atoms, spiraling into a crushing, inescapable doom.

			 ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦

			Eulalee sat up from her desk with a start, her chest heaving beneath her steel breastplate. It took her a moment to realize she was in her dorm room with the gray light of an overcast day streaming through her window. The curtains fluttered with a chilly, mountain breeze and Eulalee shivered beneath her gown. She dropped the pencil that was in her hand and rubbed at her eyes. Then she looked down at what she had been drawing before having dozed off. It was a picture of a black serpent. Its clawed hands were wrapped around a star and its jaws wide to devour it. 

			With a frown, Eulalee rolled up the drawing and set it aside. She looked back at her window and sucked her bottom lip as she contemplated whether or not she should actually go through with her plan to sneak into the Saints Garden. Rumors had spread throughout Sanctuary that Saint Nuriel was to receive her honorific today. The ceremony was known as the Cremation of Burden, where one of the Saints Caliber was given an honorific title for a special accomplishment, and the burden of the deed was cast away. Like a Call to Guard ceremony, it was a private affair and very few were allowed to attend. Eulalee, of course, had not been invited but she did know of a way in which she could catch a glimpse of the ceremony. Nuriel was her favorite Saint, and would also soon be her mentor. She couldn’t let the chance to see Nuriel receive such an honor just slip away.

			But there was something more than that. The ceremony would also offer her a glimpse of Holy Father Admael in the flesh. All her life she had longed to see him; to gaze with her own eyes upon the face she thought she could remember when she was just a baby. Those memories of a kind, loving, old man with hands as warm and delicate as a summer breeze were so real, yet so much a dream, she couldn’t determine if they were authentic. 

			Her dreams were often like that: so real but so strange that they just couldn’t possibly be true. Much like the one she had just had, with that strange, blue wolf. She swore she could still feel the tingle of its stardust in her hands. But that couldn’t possibly have been real. Her dream of Admael, however, was different; it wasn’t so abstract. She was certain she had been held by him as a baby. And Eulalee just knew that if she could be in his presence she would know for sure if it was real.

			Eulalee sighed. It was just after noon now, and the ceremony would be starting within the hour. She tapped her finger on her desk. Over the years Eulalee had found a few chances to slip into the Gardens and sneak glimpses of Admael during other ceremonies, but she had always thought better of it, not wanting to risk getting caught. The punishment would be severe, she knew, but today was just too much a temptation.

			Eulalee stood from her desk and slipped off her gown. Beneath it she was already in her white bodysuit. She padded barefoot to her door and locked it. Then she hurried to her opened window and looked around at the yard below. There was nobody down there. With a deep breath, Eulalee hopped onto the windowsill and then, encompassed by the white glow of her Caliber, jumped down.

			 ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦

			The Saints Garden was part of the Holy Palace and to get there Eulalee had to scale the sheer cliffs of Mount Empyrean and make her way past a number of gates and walls, all of which were heavily guarded by sentries, Oracles and Sin Eaters. It was a feat that was not wholly impossible, but one that would certainly daunt even the most clever and gifted of Saints. Eulalee had practice, however. She used to sneak into the Holy Palace when she was a child, much to the chagrin of the Mothers and Fathers who looked after her. But she had never been as far as the Saints Garden, and the walls that protected it were steep and soaring and polished smooth. They were impossible to scale and far too tall for even a Saints Caliber to jump. 

			But they weren’t too high for Eulalee. She waited as a trio of Holy Sentries in red, lacquered armor and crimson capes made their rounds. The moment their backs were to her she dashed to the wall and made a single, tremendous leap. Her bare feet landed as softly as feathers upon the top of the wall and she quickly found herself a secluded perch behind one of the ramparts. 

			It was a cozy nook, concealed behind the shimmering, white foliage of Stellabratus trees and the large, purple blooms of a flowering vine that had managed to crawl the dizzying heights of the wall and spread its way across the crenelations like some sort of alien spiderweb. Eulalee dangled her feet over the edge of the wall and then wiped her hand across the smooth, white marble of the rampart, collecting dirt and dust. She rubbed it over her breastplate to dull the sheen so that she might remain unseen.

			The afternoon sky was a tapestry of billowy, white clouds with ominously dark bottoms. They spread out to eternity in all directions, their numbers broken by rivers of deep, blue sky. This high up on Mount Empyrean made Eulalee feel as if she could reach up and touch them. They filled the mountain air with an electricity that lent itself to the crowds of Sin Eaters, Oracles and Saints of the Holy Palace gathered below. From the top of the wall they all looked like figurines to Eulalee, but she could see that the Saints in attendance were a mixture of Mothers and Fathers in white gowns and steel breastplates, as well as a few Saints Caliber in their glassy, black Star-Armor. Eulalee did not recognize any of them, for very few Saints were allowed within the walls of the Holy Palace and much of its staff were unknown to the Saints of Sanctuary. 

			Tilting her head to see through the leaves and branches, Eulalee caught enticing glimpses of the Garden. It was a forest of Stellabratus trees whose perfectly straight, silver trunks reached higher than the walls to erupt into plumes of downy leaves that shimmered like stardust in the wind. Contrasting the pallid but glittering Stellabratus trees were sweeping, spiraling rows of red flowers, the likes of which Eulalee had never seen. Flowers and trees were a rare treat outside the grounds of the Holy Palace and Eulalee was in awe at the sight of so many. Sanctuary was a beautiful place of star-metal avenues and high, marble buildings, but in many ways, it was a sterile place and these gardens were dizzying to her senses. It was futile, she knew, but she took in a huge breath through her nose, trying to catch their fragrance. Although the perfume of those flowers would remain a mystery, she did detect the fresh, clean scent of water, and with it her ears became aware of a gentle rush.

			Eulalee reached out and delicately bent a branch from her face. There was a colossal fountain at the center of the garden and it ascended in seven tiers, each shaped like the star of Aeoria. At each point was a magnificent Saint marbled in stone, each statue more than a dozen feet in height and acting as a pillar for the tier above it. Their hands were clasped around the points of the star, resting them upon their shoulders as if they were carrying its burden. Eulalee could not recognize any of the Saints depicted on the fountain, but she assumed they were of an ancient time. Aeoria herself looked down from the top of the fountain. Her marble arms were outstretched and in each she held a giant pitcher from which water cascaded. It flowed so gently down from each tier that the huge pool at the bottom was scarcely disturbed. In the rippling surface Eulalee could see the deep, dark hues of the sky reflecting, but there was also something else. 

			She leaned forward, gazing intently upon the water. Large, orange, yellow or white things stirred beneath the surface. Eulalee’s hand went to her mouth to stifle a laugh as she realized what they were, and her lips spread into a gigantic smile. They were fish. There were some kind of huge, colorful fish swimming in the pool of the fountain.

			Eulalee’s eyes traced around the fountain and she found a wide pathway made of star-metal slabs. The walkway was easily wide enough for ten people to walk abreast, and it stretched its way from the fountain all the way to the Holy Atrium whose star-metal dome shone like black glass, some hundred yards away. Eulalee knew that the road was known as the Grand Walk. This was where Saints gathered when they received their Call to Guard, and they would walk its length with Holy Father to the Atrium where the ceremony was held to bind them to their Star-Armor. 

			There were a number of Saints at the foot of the Grand Walk. Eulalee bobbed her head around, peering through the leaves and branches of the tree she sat behind until she found Nuriel. She was standing in the center of the Grand Walk, right in front of the fountain. She was unmistakable with that massive, star-metal claymore on her back, and it twinkled with the leaves of Stellabratus trees above her. She was beautiful; lithe and tall in her Star-Armor. There was a weariness about her, Eulalee thought, but Nuriel had always looked a bit tired.

			Eulalee still remembered the day she first met Nuriel, and the weight that seemed to permeate her Caliber and the darkness that shadowed those golden eyes of hers. Eulalee was just five at the time. She had snuck into the Holy Palace, chasing after a little mouse that was injured. That’s when she saw the prettiest, most golden-haired Saint standing before a stained glass picture of Admael holding the fallen Goddess. Eulalee recalled how kind Nuriel seemed; the way she greeted her and talked with her. Eulalee smiled as she remembered the look of surprise on Nuriel’s face when she had told her that she had healed the mouse. At that age, most Saints did not have a Caliber strong enough to heal, so it was no wonder Nuriel had a hard time believing her. Eulalee felt warmed by the memory. Nuriel was so unlike the other Saints Calibers she had encountered, and after that day Eulalee was convinced that she too could remain kind and caring and still follow her dream to make Saints Caliber. 

			Mother Pabel made her let the mouse go and hauled her away before she could finish speaking with Nuriel, but she spent a lot of time learning all she could about her after that. She had never met Nuriel again, but to this day she followed all the news about her that made its way into Sanctuary. Eulalee remembered telling Nuriel that she wanted to be a Saints Caliber, just like her. Nuriel had smiled at her and said that maybe they would meet again one day. Eulalee exhaled deeply as she stared down at her in the garden. She wondered if Nuriel would remember her, and if she did, how surprised she would be once they met at her Call to Guard ceremony. 

			With those pleasant memories still playing on her mind, Eulalee noticed that Nuriel was flanked by the Holy Few and the rarely seen Saints of Aeoria’s Guard. They were unmistakable in their full suits of Star-Armor, standing like rigid, black monuments. Although their names were celebrated within Sanctuary, Eulalee realized that very little was actually known about any of them. Aeoria’s Guard kept mostly to themselves at the Holy Palace, or within their own towers that guarded the Angel’s Walk leading up Mount Empyrean. Eulalee could see Akriel of the Architects who had built many of the newer buildings within Sanctuary. He was of an ancient line of Aeoria’s Guard, the earliest of which had built the very foundations of Sanctuary and the Holy Palace. There was Jeduthon and Seraphiel, the Keepers of the Holy Gates; Nanael of the Bright Hand, the only female of Aeoria’s Guard, and Holy Father’s personal physician. Nanael’s healing powers were beyond compare and it was said that she could even resurrect the dead. There was Thronus of the Balances and Sabriel of the Heavens. Finally, there was Abadon the Champion, the largest and most imposing of all the Saints of Aeoria’s Guard. Abadon was Sanctuary’s champion; its guardian. His tower was at the foot of Mount Empyrean and any who wished harm upon Sanctuary would have to get through him. He was the very symbol of Sanctuary’s strength and might, and it was quite irrefutable in the way he towered above everybody else. Upon his back was a star-metal sword unlike any other; bigger even than Nuriel’s claymore. It was as large as the man himself, and less a sword than a cold, giant, slab of sharpened star-metal sitting upon a handle.

			Eulalee did not see Gabriel of the Watchtower, though she knew he must be somewhere in attendance. Erygion, of course, was not there, and Eulalee wondered if anybody besides her knew he was gone. Certainly Holy Father and the Oracles would know, but they seemed to have kept the knowledge to themselves. His peers would probably know too, but she doubted that any other Saint was aware he had left. There were no rumors; no talk of one of Aeoria’s Guard having fled. There was definitely no talk about Erygion having stolen away with all the sanguinastrums. The knowledge made Eulalee feel isolated from her peers, more so than she usually felt.

			Eulalee let the branch move back into place as she chewed her bottom lip and thought about Erygion. Over the last couple years she and Erygion had become something of secret friends. He had caught her snooping around his tower one evening, but rather than turn her in for punishment, he had taken her in. He had told her that he had seen her sneaking around the grounds of the Holy Palace before, or out on the Angel’s Walk where she shouldn’t be. Eulalee remembered her embarrassment in admitting that she had hoped to catch a glimpse of Holy Father, but she also remembered her shock when Erygion warned her that if she ever did meet him, she would come to regret it. At the time Eulalee thought his words were a dire threat about the trouble she would get into if she were caught, but as she got to know Erygion better she came to realize it was a much deeper and perplexing message. She never fully understood that warning, but on some level it had resonated with her and after that day she stopped sneaking into the Holy Palace. Her desire to meet Admael never waned, but she had become apprehensive about doing so by means that might get her into trouble. 

			But even though she considered Erygion a friend—and she always looked forward to the days he would help her to unlock the potentials of her Caliber—she often felt herself at odds with the things he tried to tell her. He held a certain animosity toward Sanctuary, and especially toward Holy Father and the Bishops. It made her uncomfortable, and toward the end she could sense his growing dismay in her refusal to listen to him. 

			Looking back upon their friendship, Eulalee realized it was because everything he said either made too much sense, or not enough sense. To believe him fully would be admitting that everything in Sanctuary was a lie; but to believe in Sanctuary would mean that a Saint she had come to admire was hopelessly, foolishly, paranoid. Neither option seemed wholly correct. If Sanctuary was everything she believed, then why had the Goddess not been awakened yet? Why were the Templars trained to be so mean and ruthless, and the kind and caring Saints made into outcasts? Why were they not allowed to see beyond the confines of Sanctuary? Why didn’t the Bishops or the Oracles and Sin Eaters show their faces? 

			But if Erygion’s words were to be believed, the kind and loving touch of Holy Father that she remembered as a baby was false. It would mean the Saints Caliber were not out in the world fighting off the minions of Apollyon, but rather tormenting the children of Aeoria and pressing the corrupt will of the Kings. If that were true, then why were the Saints Caliber sung of as heroes? Why would the people of the world praise the Saints Caliber? Why would the Kings allow their people to be tortured? 

			Uhg. Eulalee shook her head. It was all too much to think about. 

			Erygion once told her that if she ever made the Order of the Saints Caliber she would be forced to look at the truth and that he hoped she had the courage to open her eyes. Eulalee thought her eyes were opened already—at least, so far as they could be, considering she had never been outside the bounds of Mount Empyrean. She also felt she had courage. Her Caliber was strong; she had no fear in combat and could hold her own against any of the Templars. But she wondered if she needed a different kind of courage? Perhaps she lacked the type of courage Erygion needed when he asked her to leave with him and go to Duroton. Perhaps it was that type of courage she had yet to find, and the lack of it was why she couldn’t bring herself to follow him; couldn’t bring herself to leave Sanctuary and the promise of becoming a Saints Caliber behind.

			Still, a part of her had wanted to go with him when he asked. She wanted more than anything to see the world. Seeing the world was something she would only get to do if she went with him, or received her Call to Guard. When she eventually declined his offer, he seemed to understand, although he didn’t let her off the hook entirely. He had left her with something; with that secret she promised him she would keep. Eulalee sighed. She hoped Erygion had made it to Duroton safely, and wondered when she might see him again. 

			Trumpets began to blare, shaking Eulalee from her reverie. She looked outward from her perch, past the shimmering leaves of the Stellabratus trees. Holy Father and the six Bishops exited the Holy Atrium and were coming down the Grand Walk now. Holy Father was in his snowy gowns with his white-gold mitre crown shining upon his head. In his hand he held a long, golden scepter whose head was the star of Aeoria, and he used it as a cane as he came. Flanking him were the six Bishops all in red with their faceless, black masks and their swords at their sides. Eulalee shifted in her seat and watched as they made their way toward the gardens as Ecclesiastics continued playing their trumpets. 

			As they got closer, Eulalee saw Nuriel march a few paces from the fountain, coming to stand beneath a pair of Stellabratus trees whose boughs created a shimmering arch above her. Before her, set into the star-metal of the Grand Walk, was a golden star of Aeoria and Nuriel stood at its foot. Holy Father came up to the head of the star and the Bishops broke off in pairs, coming to stand at either side of him. 

			Eulalee placed her hands to her mouth as she gazed upon Holy Father. He was down there, so close but yet so far away. There was a kind and gentle countenance about him, and the way his eyes smiled with his lips when his silver eyes fell upon Nuriel was so like what she remembered as a baby. That smile was so warm and inviting. Eulalee struggled to feel his Caliber, but it was useless from this distance. Still, just seeing him in the flesh made her believe that the  dream from when she was a baby was real. It had to be. Eulalee could hardly wait to receive her Call to Guard, for then she could meet him—she could be in his presence—and she would know with certainty.

			Holy Father now began to address the crowds as he stood before Nuriel, and his voice was so rich and vibrant and full of that warmth. “The Goddess is in Her starry temple, let all within this garden be reverent before Her.” he said. 

			Eulalee found herself holding her breath as a moment of silence was given and heads were lowered. At last Admael looked up and said, “Today Saint Nuriel brings to us an offering of dead care. Let all who bear witness reckon its worth to Aeoria. Saint Nuriel, please step forward with your offering.”

			Eulalee watched as Nuriel stepped into the center of the star. One of the Bishops came forward carrying something wrapped in a white cloth. Eulalee watched intently as the Bishop handed it to Nuriel and stepped away. Nuriel unwrapped the object and placed it at Admael’s feet, kneeling before him with her head bent low. Eulalee couldn’t be certain, but it looked to be a star-metal pauldron, like one taken from a Saint’s armor.

			“I offer the armor of K—” Nuriel seemed to choke on her words and she paused. After a moment she continued again, her voice shaking, “I offer the enemies of Sanctuary. I offer unto Sanctuary the dead care of justice. Will you accept?”

			Holy Father turned to the audience. “What say you?”

			“Worldly care, enemy of joy, let fire have its way with thee and may the winds make merry with your dust!” chanted the audience in unison. “The desperate cry of a burden has been silenced. Let pleasure be the whole of the law.”

			Nuriel remained kneeling and Eulalee watched as the six Bishops formed a circle around her and Holy Father. From their scabbards the Bishops drew forth long, black swords and held them high as they began to chant in a strange tongue that Eulalee could not understand. Holy Father held out his hands and his voice reverberated above the chanting Bishops, “Saint Nuriel, by your hand a burden of this world is slain. I commit its corpse to ash in Aeoria’s name!”

			To Eulalee’s surprise, fire began to lap up around the star-metal pauldron at Admael’s feet. Her crimson eyes widened in astonishment as the pauldron began expand with cracks of fiery heat, and then all at once it settled into a pile of blackened ash. 

			It was impossible. Star-metal was indestructible. There was nothing—no weapon or force of nature—that could so much as scratch it. Yet she had just witnessed fire reduce it to ash like so much wood.

			Holy Father now knelt before Nuriel and dipped his fingers into the ash. He traced a line of soot from Nuriel’s forehead to her chin, and then from cheek to cheek, leaving a four-pointed star across her face. “Behold, Nuriel is become Sanctuary’s shrine, and holy are the pillars of this house! Arise Saint Nuriel of the Scales. Let pleasure be the whole of the law.”

			Nuriel stood up with Admael as the audience began clapping. Eulalee watched as Nuriel wiped some tears from her eyes and wrapped Holy Father in an embrace. As Admael’s arms folded around her back and his face rested upon her shoulder, his silver eyes looked up, right into Eulalee’s own.

			Eulalee started and nearly fell backward. She looked at him again, and he was staring directly at her. He smiled warmly up at her even as he patted Nuriel on the back. Then, into Nuriel’s ear she could see him whisper the words, “I love you,” although his eyes remained locked with her own. 

			Eulalee’s hand went to her chest. She felt her heart pounding. Did he say that to me or Nuriel? 

			Admael pulled himself from Nuriel, and she seemed to sense something and turned around. Her golden eyes looked up and found Eulalee. Nuriel’s eyes began to smolder and her face twisted into an angry mask, but then Admael took her by the arm and hugged her again. He looked up and mouthed the words, “You’re so very precious to me.”

			Eulalee scrambled up to her feet. Her heart thumped fiercely in her chest. Those words were meant for her, she knew it. Holy Father was speaking to her. She suddenly found herself filled with a confusing mixture of fear and yearning. She wanted to run, yet at the same time she wanted to be down there with him; to be the one in his arms. She looked down and saw Holy Father still smiling up at her; with that face whose eyes smiled with his lips. Eulalee raised her hand and waved gently down at him. Then, without another pause, she turned and leapt down from the wall.

			But Eulalee hadn’t been the only one atop that wall watching. From the shadowy corner of a tall rampart stood Saint Gabriel of the Watchtower. His ruby eyes watched as Eulalee dropped down from the wall and ran back toward the streets of Sanctuary, far below. He exhaled deeply through his nose and crossed his massive arms over his chest. He shook his head doubtfully as he said to himself, “Erygion, you chose the wrong one.”

			 ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦

			It was dark in the Holy Atrium. Only the dim point of the single, remaining star shone in the star-metal dome high above. In the silence Nuriel could hear Admael’s heartbeat through his breastplate as she stood in his arms, her head resting upon his chest. 

			“Nuriel of the Scales.” Holy Father’s voice was like the pleasing warmth of a campfire on a chilly, winter night in Nuriel’s ear. “You have done so well. You have made me proud and restored my faith in the Order of the Saints Caliber. You are my scales of justice. You are my very sword. You are mine for as long as you wish, and I shall be yours.”

			Nuriel breathed deeply and wrapped her arms more tightly around Admael’s body. She closed her eyes and felt great, fiery wings envelope her. “I want to be with you here forever.” she whispered.

			She felt his hand, as hot and comforting as fire, stroke through her hair. “There is one thing I need you to do for me.”

			“Anything.” whispered Nuriel.

			“You must apprentice Eulalee.” said Admael.

			Nuriel’s fingers gripped tightly upon the back of his robes and she bit down painfully into her lower lip. Still, she nodded, keeping her head pressed to his chest as blood oozed off her lip.

			“I want her to be like you.” whispered Admael.

			“I failed with Karinael.” An unbidden tear rolled off Nuriel’s eye and soaked into Admael’s robes.

			“You have never failed me, Nuriel.” said Admael, his burning finger wiping a tear from her eye. “Apprentice Eulalee for me. She is special, like you.”

			“Do you want to love her like you love me?” asked Nuriel.

			“I will never love another as much as I love you, Nuriel, my daughter.”

			Nuriel wiped the blood from her lip and stroked her finger across Admael’s chest, leaving a trail of crimson in the white gown. “Not even the Goddess?”

			“Not even the Goddess,” spoke Admael, his breath like Nuriel’s childhood memories of the hot breeze that came from Mother Brendaline’s oven when she’d open it to take out her berry tarts.

			Nuriel looked up, her golden eyes locking with Admael’s. “Promise me.”

			“With all my heart.” he said, and Nuriel closed her eyes and inhaled her pleasure as those molten wings tightened around her frame. She felt her body buzzing with the warmth of his Caliber, and her hand crawled up his chest and smoothed over his soft cheek. “I want you to show her all you were shown when you were apprenticed.” spoke Admael into her ear. “I want you to make her in your image.”

			 Nuriel looked up into those silver eyes of his, and they seemed to shine with blazing energy. Her hand reached to his cheek and her fingers slid across his lips. “But not tonight.”

			“Not tonight.” repeated Holy Father. “Tonight is for me and you.” 

			Nuriel felt his hand caress up her body, passing through her very breastplate. Fingers as hot as embers clasped upon her breasts. Nuriel purred and slid down his body.  “You are my shrine, and holy are the pillars of this house.”

		

	
		
			— 40 —

			Realign 
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			Rook lay with his eyes closed upon an uncomfortable, wooden bench. Where this lonesome, dungeon cell was he couldn’t guess, but it was surprisingly warm and dry for a stone cell. It was a lightless place though, with no windows or even torches burning. He knew it was late, or perhaps early in the morning, for it had been late when he was taken, and he had been here at least five-hours. Rook thought that getting some sleep and having a fresh mind was probably the best thing for him, but that would be impossible. His mind wandered as he recounted his final moments within the church. He had caught a glimpse of poor Ralf laying in the stairwell, clutching at his bloody throat. A shadow moved. He drew Starbreaker, but before he could even ignite the weapon, that frigid grip of the iron-shrouded being caught his shoulder and he was dragged through a dark gateway. The world spun and his body buzzed as he was pulled through it. He thought he had heard whispers and seen shadowy figures moving in the spiraling blackness. Before he could even get his wits about him, he had been thrown into this cell and the being had vanished. 

			Rook puffed out a breath in the darkness. He thought about calling out again for somebody—anybody—but his throat was already raw from yelling. He wondered if Kierza was all right. He wondered if she and the rest of his family knew he was gone yet. They would be worried about him for sure. Rook’s lips set into a grim line. He didn’t want his argument with Kierza to be the last thing she remembered of him.

			As he thought about Kierza and his family back home, the Golothic in his pocket began to throb hot and steady, as if it were mocking him. “Bulifer,” said Rook in the darkness. “This is your doing, isn’t it? You brought me here.” Rook now pondered where ‘here’ might be. Was he still in Free Narbereth, or had that being’s portal taken him some place far away? Jerusa, maybe? It would be perfectly taunting for the demon to bring him back to where everything started.

			Rook sighed. The demon always won; always got its way. It got its way when it tricked him into making the bargain. It got its way when it made him kill Karver. It got its way when he took its hand and killed Ovid, murdering Marisal and leaving one of her sons crippled and all of them hating and fearing him. Was everything he did the will of the demon? Perhaps it was even Bulifer’s design that he met Kierza, just for her to be taken away. Perhaps it was even Bulifer’s design that he led the people of Bellus up against the King and his daughters. Rook wondered now if this was the final leg of the demon’s journey with him; if this was the place their covenant was to be fulfilled. The demon would ask him to forge a weapon, and he would have to abide. The demon, after all, always won.

			No, not always. The demon didn’t always win. The demon had wanted him to be taken by Grandon Faust when he was a child, but Rook had changed the course. He had seen to it that he went home with Callad and Sierla that day. He did have a choice. The demon’s design could be thwarted. And if he really was here by Bulifer’s hand, he could choose not to make whatever weapon it was that the demon wanted. Diotus’s words now drifted through his mind, He can only take what you feed him. But what you feed him, he shall devour.

			Bars rattled and Rook sat up with a start. His eyes immediately fixed on the torchlight outside his cell, and his chest tightened with fear as a trio of lizardine beings swung the door to his cell open. In the unsteady light of the fire they carried, their orange scales gleamed. Their feet and hands were like the claws of a dragon, and crimson capes draped over their finned shoulders. Rook’s eyes scanned up to see fangs curled, but rather than the throats of serpents, he saw the faces of men. 

			“Lord Tarquin wishes an audience with you now.”

			Rook slowly stood from his bench, taking in their dragon-like armor and the swords at their sides. The man who had just spoken to him had flames painted up the arms of his armor, and in the pommel of his sword twinkled a red crystal. Rook’s eyes flicked to the next soldier. His arms were painted in lightning bolts and his sword bore a yellow crystal. The third of the lot’s arms were painted to look like fractured stone, and his sword held a brown, tourmaline crystal. 

			Rook had seen a suit of armor painted in such a way as these back home, in Diotus’s basement. His own sword, Starbreaker, possessed a crystal much like the ones carried by these men. The leather armor he wore had one of the crystals secretly embedded in his arm to produce the electric shield. That shield was the only weapon he had right now, but he couldn’t use it to escape. Not yet. That would be foolish. 

			Rook’s heart thumped in his chest as he met their gaze. “Where am I?”

			“You are in Duroton.” spoke one of the men. “Beneath the very jaws of the Dragon Forge.”

			“Duroton?” Rook’s head spun at the notion. The being that had grabbed him and dragged him into the portal, it had taken him all the way to Duroton? His eyes inspected the knights more keenly now. “You… You’re Dark Star Knights?”

			The man regarded Rook for a moment. “Yes, though our title ascends that of the Dark Star Knights. We are Guardians of the Dragon Forge, and Lord Tarquin is our Commander.” The man stepped into the cell. “Will you come willingly to meet with him?”

			Rook’s mind was still reeling at the fact that he was in Duroton, before actual Dark Star Knights, though he did his best to collect himself. “But, how?” He looked at the knights. “Why? What does your commander want with me?”

			“To work the Forge.” stated the man.

			Rook’s gaze took on more caution now. To work the forge. There was no doubt left that he was here by Bulifer’s hand. He owed the demon a weapon, and the demon had brought him to a forge in Duroton. It seemed his debt was now due, though Rook found some solace in the fact that he had been brought to a country he had always wanted to see. There were certainly worse places to end up, though he questioned how pleasant his stay here might be. He couldn’t help but smirk. “So, I’m to be a slave, then?”

			“That depends on how well Tarquin receives you.” replied the knight.

			Rook hadn’t realized he spoke his question aloud. He had meant the question for the demon. He supposed the demon could have willed him to speak it aloud so that he could hear the answer plainly, though the answer wasn’t surprising. It meant he was indeed going to be a slave. The treatment he’d receive was going to be based on how willing he was to do whatever he was brought here to do. It was a fitting reply from a demon, Rook supposed. 

			The real surprise to Rook, however, was the fact that he wasn’t feeling terribly angry at the situation. He should be furious. They had killed Ralf to get to him; they had taken him away from Kierza and his family and the people of Free Narbereth who needed him now more than ever. But it wasn’t anger he was feeling. It was guilt as he realized that a bigger part of him wanted to be here, even if it was by the demon’s doing. Duroton intrigued him immensely. He had already been brought here by some magical means, perhaps even by a Jinn—a Jinn more powerful than Diotus. He was in the presence of actual Dark Star Knights and would soon be meeting their commander. All the years he had known Diotus he had spent dreaming of what it would be like in Duroton. All those dreams about becoming a Dark Star Knight himself, but being denied by Diotus. Diotus had told him that he could not mark him as a Dark Star Knight because the demon had already laid claim to him. But Diotus had told him to pay his debt and free himself. Perhaps, Rook thought, being here was a good thing. Perhaps it was time to settle up with the demon. Perhaps his dream of becoming a Dark Star Knight was finally in his grasp.

			“Will you come peacefully?” asked the knight.

			Rook looked at him and nodded.

			Outside of the dungeon block it was easy for Rook to determine he was within a mountain. The halls were all rough, bare stone and bore the marks of chisels and pick-axes. They were lit by gaslight and he could hear the hiss of gas through the pipes that connected each lamp. Eventually he was escorted up a steep flight of winding stairs and through a number of halls more refined than the crude tunnels near the dungeon. Here, the rhythmic sound of heavy machinery echoed off the stone. Rook could hear the sound of hammers too large for men to hold pounding down upon steel. He heard the rush of steam being expelled; of gears clanking away; the rattle of heavy chains. The knights opened a set of thick, steel doors and the sounds intensified into a deafening cacophony as a fiery light, heralded by a sweltering breeze tinged with sulfur, washed over him.

			And for the first time Rook found himself hesitant to follow the knights any further. He was looking out upon an immense chamber where countless men—shirtless, greasy and sweaty—tended to monstrous creatures of steel and steam. Mine carts rattled like snakes, slithering in and out of tunnels both high and low. Men shouted instructions over the tumult that engulfed them as crane arms swooped hazardously nearby, scooping up scrap iron or grabbing at ore. But the centerpiece was something too big for Rook’s mind to wrap around. It was the skull of some sort of beast, and he wanted to believe that it was too large to have ever really existed. It sat like a fallen god, shrouded by the hazy exhaust of all the machinery. Beyond its colossal fangs burned the very inferno of Hell, though its dead eyes stared out with contempt at the people who plagued it like insects.

			Rook knew there was something more about that skull than the machinery around it. He knew without doubt that it was not a construct of the hand of man. And there was something more about it than even the mountain which housed it; something about the skull that told Rook that it was here long before the earth, and would be here long after its end. That skull had a life. It had a purpose to which the insignificant fools who toiled at its feet were mocking. They danced upon the toes of a volcano, testing its patience.

			“Behold, the Skull of the Fire Dragon.” 

			“Fire Dragon?” Rook mouthed the words more than he said them. A crane squealed and dumped a massive load of debris into the thing’s jaws. Magma sprayed. Fire billowed. And the waste was reduced to nothingness. 

			The knight turned to face Rook. “The skull of Felvurn of the Flames, the ancient Dragon King of Fire. In death he now serves the Lands of Duroton.” 

			Rook had heard the legend of the Dragon Kings. They were the creation of the Great Mother and Father. They were the ancient wardens of the earth—the primal forces of the elements—and they walked the land long before even the Goddess, Aeoria. Rook had learned as much from Diotus. To Rook, the knight’s words were arrogant. This skull was no trophy to be paraded. This thing was no more theirs than collecting air in a bottle made the winds theirs. Rook turned his eyes to the knight, “What is this place?”

			“The Dragon Forge. Come.” said the knight, and with some hesitation Rook followed him across the chamber toward the skull.

			Rook was brought to the top of the skull and before a crude, iron throne set within the deep recess between the eyes. For all its plainness, there was something sinister about the throne. It was pitted and pocked and had a strange, red cast to it. Sitting upon it was a man in dragon armor, much like the knights who had brought him here. His, however, was enameled in reds, oranges and yellows, giving him a fiery look. A black cape draped over his shoulders, but Rook managed to catch that his arms were painted with gray spirals, and he thought there was something different about his left arm. 

			Rook’s eyes flicked to the man’s side and saw his sword in its scabbard. The sword held a gray crystal, the powers of which he couldn’t guess. Diotus had never told him of gray power crystals. The man himself sat in arrogant recline upon the throne, with a demeanor as cold as it. To Rook, his eyes seemed darker than they should for a man with tarnished-blonde hair. There was something wrong with the man’s face as well. The entire left side had sickly, gray blotches and scabs that looked like red rust. 

			Behind Rook, the three knights bowed. One of them placed a hand on his shoulder and he felt the knight push down on him. He bent down to his knee. 

			“Commander, this is Rook Gatimarian, as you requested.” spoke one of the knights.

			Rook’s eyes turned upward to meet Tarquin’s own. The Commander stroked at the two long, tight braids of his beard with his left hand, appraising him. As he did, Rook heard the soft whine of gears from the man’s arm, and he suddenly realized why it had seemed different from his right. His left arm was mechanical. But then in the shadows behind Tarquin’s throne Rook caught sight of two more men. They stood like rigid statues, their faces concealed behind masks of slag. They were like the one who had taken him from the church, only these two had something different painted upon their masks. The one on the right had a skull and crossbones, the other had flames. Whether they were painted in red ink or in blood Rook could not be certain. 

			Tarquin stood from the throne and Rook returned his eyes to him. “Rise.” said the Commander with a whirring wave of his left hand.

			Rook stood to his feet as Commander Tarquin approached him. Tarquin stood about as tall as himself, and Rook thought the man carried a strange odor—damp metal and rust—just like the being who had stolen him away at the church. 

			“Rook Gatimarian.” said Tarquin, circling him, and Rook craned his head around to follow him with his eyes. As he did, Rook became aware that behind him was an opening in the skull and it looked straight down into the molten inferno below. 

			“Why am I here?” asked Rook.

			Tarquin placed something light and cold into Rook’s hand and he looked down. It was the dagger. The one he had stolen from Karver and Garrot when he was just a boy; the one he had given Chazod all those years ago. “Did you make that?” asked Tarquin.

			Rook looked at the dagger a moment longer, unable to believe it could be the same one. But it was. Undoubtedly it was. “Where did you get this?”

			Tarquin fixed him with a cold gaze. “Did. You. Make. That?”

			Rook’s eyes narrowed slightly, though he did not avert them from Tarquin’s. “No. This was made by my great-grandfather’s great-grandfather. It is a relic of my lineage; a progenitor of my own skill.” Rook flipped the dagger around in his hand. So close to Tarquin, he could see that whatever plagued the left side of his face were not scabs. They actually looked like flakes of rust. He also noticed that the man wore a gruesome necklace of what looked to be fingernails made of iron. Rook faced Tarquin squarely. “I gave this dagger to somebody many years ago. How did you come by it?”

			Tarquin’s eyes glinted a fiendish way in the fiery light. “Is it important to you to know that the one it was taken from is safe?”

			Rook knew that he was now in dangerous water. Tarquin was fishing for weaknesses; fishing for leverage against him. “Not really, no.” lied Rook, looking back down at the dagger in his hand. He held no ill-will against Chazod and knew it would devastate Kierza if something ever happened to him. He returned his eyes to Tarquin. “I traded this for something, long ago. I never thought I would see it again, is all.”

			A smile touched Tarquin’s lips. “Traded it for something important? I can’t imagine a dagger such as that would be parted with cheaply.”

			Rook smirked, though inwardly he was beginning to worry. It was now clear why Chazod had seemingly vanished. The question now was, was Chazod still alive? Rook decided it was his turn to cast the line and fish Tarquin right back. “At the time, I didn’t care much about the dagger because I could make the metal myself. I traded it to a fellow slave-boy. I believe his name was Chazod.” Rook sighed and bounced the dagger in his hand. “I was young and foolish and didn’t understand the value of a family heirloom.” He looked at Tarquin. “I can’t imagine he held on to this all these years. You find this in a pawn shop?”

			The smile grew on Tarquin’s lips. “Chazod is fine, and I’ll have you know he didn’t let this go cheaply. Seems there is a common value to this dagger. He let it go for the same price you did: his sister.”

			Rook bit his bottom lip and tried to stay calm; tried to think of something to say that might work for him rather than against him. But nothing came to mind. The seconds ticked away, and now Rook knew he had lost this game. It was over. He had given away his weakness.

			Tarquin chuckled. “Well, I think it’s obvious I have an interest in this metal.” he said, raising his left arm. Rook could now see it fully, and beneath the steel plates painted to match his armor, there were pistons and gears that whined. There was a hiss of steam, and Rook realized it came from some sort of tank on the man’s back, hidden beneath his cape. His hand flipped around, replaced by a long, sharp dagger. “Seems I might be able to auction Kierza Fausts off, piece by piece, and get myself an entire armory made from that metal, eh?”

			Rook swatted out with his left arm, striking Tarquin square upon his chest. Instantly the energy disc cracked to life, sending Tarquin stumbling back. He flipped the dagger around in his other hand as he spun and jammed it down through the armor of the closest knight. The knight howled and toppled as the blade sunk into his knee and Rook deftly stole his sword from its scabbard. He knew all about Crystallic Swords—Starbreaker itself was one—and swiped his thumb over the sword’s activation rune, igniting it into a roaring, blazing blade of fire. 

			The other two knights jumped back and drew their weapons and ignited them as Rook turned to face them. One of their blades crackled with yellow energy and the other knight’s blade tinkled like breaking glass as it was encased in ragged stone. The gray rock crept up the man’s arms and spread over his chest, armoring him into a hulking, stone champion.

			The knight with lightning on his sword swooped the blade around, sending crackling bolts of yellow energy toward Rook. Rook dashed toward him, his own sword’s fire absorbing the energy. The knight brought his sword around and Rook parried it, the two blades exploding in a burst of lightning and fire. Rook spun and kicked the man in his chest, sending him back a step. Then he whirled in at the stone knight. 

			The knight moved his sword up and Rook’s flaming blade cracked against it. The knight swung out with his free hand, the stony fist narrowly missing Rook’s gut as he flinched back. Then the knight brought his powerful sword down and Rook tumbled as it hit against the bony platform of the skull, rumbling it like an earthquake. 

			Rook rolled up to his feet but now noticed that the two, rigid specters that had been standing behind Tarquin’s throne had stepped forward. In their gloved hands they wielded long, wicked, obsidian daggers. Rook took up a defensive stance as the pair bent forward at an eerie angle and swam toward him.

			“Wait! No!” cried Tarquin as he scrambled up to his feet. “I need him!”

			Rook’s eyes darted in all directions as he gauged the reactions of the knights and the two specter-like beings before him. And a smile touched his lips. Tarquin might know that Kierza was precious to him, but now Rook knew he was precious to Tarquin. He had some power back. He had his own leverage to work with now, and that would be more effective than dying trying to fight these men. 

			Rook deactivated the fire sword and lowered it. The other two knights did not lower their weapons, but one of them grabbed him harshly around the shoulder. The two iron-shrouded beings slunk backward into the shadows of the throne. 

			Rook fixed Tarquin with his gaze. “Threats hold no sway with me.” He tossed the sword to the injured knight who was struggling up to his feet, cursing as he clutched at the dagger that still stuck in his knee. He looked back at Tarquin. “Kierza is precious to me. The city you stole me from is precious to me. I will make you Everlight. I will make you all the Everlight you want. But not because I fear what you threaten me with. I will make you Everlight because of what you’re going to do for me.”

			Tarquin scowled, his face turning hard and cold. But Rook could see the cracks in that mask. He had gotten Tarquin’s attention, and he had earned the man’s respect. But Tarquin was not the type of man to show weakness. Rook knew men like this; men like Grandon Faust. Men like this would rather die than show weakness; rather give up what they want than look weak before others. But weak they were, and Rook knew that all he had to do now was make his demands with tact. “And what, pray-tell, do you really think I would do for you?” growled Tarquin.

			Rook held his gaze. “It’s what we’ll do for each other.” said Rook. “You’re a Commander. You have soldiers, an army. Send them to the city you took me from, to help my people fight what comes for them, and I will make whatever you want of Everlight.”

			Tarquin regarded him for a moment, and his hard countenance seemed to soften a bit. His dagger-hand spun back around to the mechanical hand and began to stroke at the braids of his beard. “Tell me, what comes for your people?”

			“An army from Jerusa.” said Rook. 

			Tarquin turned from him, and now Rook could see the symbol painted upon the back of his cape. It looked something like dragon fire, and Rook wondered if it was the symbol of his order. “Jerusa? Are your countries at war?”

			Rook licked his lips. He wondered just how much he should tell this man. But the words of Saint Adonael still haunted him, Gatima is ancient. He is a King of Kings. His Exalteds are more terrible than your imagination can allow for. Goliath Minotaur shall tear your walls from their foundations. Titan Mammoth will grind you to dust beneath his feet. And what they leave behind, Colossus Dragon shall reduce to burnt offerings in the name of Gatima, the King of Kings. 

			He had grown up in Jerusa. He knew the cruelty in which Gatima ruled. He knew first-hand that there were no lengths which Gatima would not go to make something his own. Adonael had come to warn the others, and Rook didn’t think he would have done so lightly. Perhaps, Rook thought, he had a chance to turn the tide. He had some bargaining power, it seemed. He had to take the chance.

			“I led the people of the city you took me from against the King of Narbereth.” said Rook. “He and his daughters were defeated, and my own sword took his head. His Queen went to Jerusa for aid, but King Gatima had her killed. He now marches upon Narbereth, to take it for his own.”

			Tarquin turned around. “You led a rebellion against your own king?” His eyes went to the slave brand on Rook’s neck.

			Rook tore his shoulder free from the knight behind him and stepped forward. “I am Rook Gatimarian, leader of Free Narbereth, and I speak to you one commander to another.”

			Tarquin’s eyes inspected Rook for a moment. “You obviously know how to fight. Those were ancient techniques taught to Dark Star Knights. The shield in your armor is powered by one of our crystals.” He looked Rook in the eyes. “Who trained you?”

			“I was trained by a Jinn whose name shall remain anonymous.” said Rook. “I have studied much about your order.”

			“Is that so?” said Tarquin. “It seems you are destined for more than you were branded. What if I told you that here in Duroton your greatness could be made? That here in Duroton laid your true destiny? What if I told you that you were already here to help bring the armies of Duroton south?” 

			Rook was having a difficult time trying to gauge whether or not Tarquin was a man of honor; a man who could be trusted. He made no attempt to answer the man.

			“If you can do what I need you to do,” said Tarquin. “I’ll give you an army. I’ll make your Dark Star training complete.” A smiled curled his lips. “Fire. I believe a Fire crystal would suit you well, with armor to match.”

			Rook chewed his bottom lip. The Golothic burned like a coal in his pocket. “What do you want me to do?”

			Tarquin walked up to Rook, confronting him face to face. “I want you to make star-metal as light as that dagger.”

			Rook knew that surprise had betrayed his face. Star-metal? He had to admit, the idea intrigued him. He had had the idea himself before, but he knew it was an impossible dream. Nothing could melt star-metal. But this skull? Rook had a feeling that this skull could, and all at once Rook understood what this place was meant for. “You mean to armor your men in star-metal to face off against the Saints Caliber?”

			“Oh, it goes beyond that.” said Tarquin. “I mean to take the very palace of Sanctuary.” Tarquin smiled. “The final age comes upon this world, one need only look to the night sky to see that. The Jinn tell us that the new age shall be one of death and destruction. King Dagrir, the King of Duroton, seeks to change that. Duroton shall herald the new age and topple the corruption of the southern kingdoms.”

			Rook eyed Tarquin with some suspicion. “To rule all the lands yourself? To rule as you do here?”

			“I am no King.” said Tarquin. “I am merely in command of this operation. In Duroton men are free. In Duroton men have rights granted to them by the very Lands. Duroton can come to rule the kingdoms of the south, and it will be a new age of peace and prosperity for all. You say you want an army to fight for your people against what comes for them? Then help us. We have been looking for one such as you. I was desperate, I admit, in having you kidnapped and taken here. Desperation drove me to use threats against you. But time is short, there is but one star left in the sky, and then the final age is upon us all.” He looked at Rook squarely. “Chazod is alive and well. He is in the city of Durtania, happier than he has ever been. I can take you to see him, if you wish?”

			Rook regarded Tarquin for a moment, wanting to trust him. He had heard all the stories from Diotus about Duroton’s greatness, and their honor. He knew above all things that they held their very sky and lands dear. “Swear to me beneath the Duroton sky.”

			Tarquin smiled. “Beneath the Duroton sky, I swear to you the armies of Duroton shall be sent south.”

			 ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦

			Kierza opened her eyes. Dreary, gray light from a closed window bathed her and she felt a hand slip out of her own as she sat up from the floor. It was Ertrael’s hand she had been holding. She had fallen asleep with him after Rook left. Everything had been a dream. It was just a bad dream. But needles of cold panic suddenly coursed through her. She screamed Rook’s name as she looked around frantically, tossing away the blanket that had been draped over her. 

			She shot to her feet, her hands clutching at her hair. “No. No.” she breathed, shaking her head. “No. It was a dream. It was a dream.” But it wasn’t a dream. And she knew it wasn’t a dream. It wouldn’t be a dream no matter how hard her mind tried to deny reality. Laying upon the bed, covered with a blanket, was Saint Ertrael. Crusts of white spit and yellow vomit were caked around his blue lips. 

			She spun. Outside the window the sleepy, late-morning light filtered through overcast skies. She saw the tree beneath which Karinael’s armor had been laid to rest, and its pink flowers blanketed the ground and rained down upon those gathered nearby. She saw the crude star of Aeoria that had been placed at Karinael’s grave, but there was another beside it now and she saw her mom and dad there. Sierla was collapsed upon the freshly turned earth of a small mound, Callad crouched beside her, stroking a large hand through her hair, trying to coax her to her feet. She saw Blake there, and Dontis, and a gathering of soldiers and knights.

			Kierza fell to her knees and buried her face into her hands and sobbed. She didn’t know how long she sat there before she heard the door squeak open. She sniffed and turned around and saw Diotus come into the room. He was in his brown robe, the one with the fabric over his eyes, and in his hands he carried a cup of water and a small vial of olive-green liquid.

			“The poison in Ertrael’s blood is an exotic one.” he croaked, setting the cup and potion on the nightstand. “If he were not a Saint, he’d have died last night.”

			Kierza sniffed and stood up, wrapping her arms around her body. She didn’t look up at him or Ertrael. She couldn’t bring herself to. She wanted to ask if he would survive, but she couldn’t bring herself to do that either.

			“He may yet survive.” said Diotus, his bony hand shaking and rattling the vial against the cup as he poured a few drops into the water. He set the vial down and from his robe pocket he pulled out a long, slender, leather tube. “Hold his head up, please.”

			Kierza stepped over to him. She looked down at Ertrael and wiped the tears from her eyes. Then she brushed the ruby hair from his face and tilted his head up. As Diotus began slowly pushing the tube down his throat, Kierza turned her head away and began to sob.

			“You must speak to him.” said Diotus. Kierza could hear the liquid trickling down through the tube in Ertrael’s throat. “He is in this body yet, and you must get him to realize that as well.” Kierza’s eyes clenched hot tears away. She wanted Diotus to stop speaking. She didn’t want to have to hear any of this. She wanted things to be like they were last night, before Rook had left. Why didn’t he stay home like he had promised? Why did he have to go? In her mind she cursed fat, stupid Ralf. She cursed Blake. She cursed that Saint Adonael who had come to the gate. She cursed Rook for breaking his promise. “Speak to him. Squeeze his hands. Touch his cheeks. He may yet live.”

			Kierza felt the tube slip from Ertrael’s throat and she gently laid his head back down on the pillow. She turned from Diotus and cupped her hands over her face. Then she felt his hand upon her shoulder.

			“You buried Rook’s sword, but not his body. Remember that.” said Diotus. “Even if you had, the spirit cannot be buried; the memories cannot be buried.”

			Kierza nodded even as she began to cry again. She fell onto the floor, weeping into her hands as Diotus stood by her side, his hand upon her shoulder. And that’s when the sound of bolt-thrower fire began. It was like a soft thunder outside the walls of the house, drifting up the hill from the city. Kierza looked up just as the bedroom door swung open.

			“Diotus,” said Blake. He was accompanied by Dontis and a small number of soldiers. “Grandon and his men are sweeping the city. Lucus and Tamus from the First Council have sided with him. Many of my own men have left to follow Tamus’s lead. I can’t find Sir Rivenal, and don’t know if his knights fight with us or Grandon.”

			Diotus pursed his lips into a frown and nodded. “Any word about the Saints who were at the church? What of Hadraniel who got left behind?”

			Blake shook his head. “Nobody knows. Nobody’s been able to get near the church to find out.”

			The name of Hadraniel made Kierza cringe. Ertrael had dropped him before they could all get away. Ertrael had looked as if he were going to go back for him, but she had yelled to him to just keep moving. Perhaps if she had let Ertrael get Hadraniel, they could have healed each other. Perhaps Ertrael would be awake and better already. She had been selfish, but at the time all she could picture in her mind were the charred bodies beside Rook’s sword, and a bolt going through Ertrael’s head. 

			Blake stepped up to Diotus and leaned into his ear and Kierza heard him whisper, “What do we do now? We don’t have any Saints, we don’t have Roo—” he choked on his words and then composed himself. “We don’t know how many men will still fight with us. What do we do?”

			“I don’t know.” said Diotus. “I don’t know.”

			 ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦

			It was late, the small hours of the night, and the Dragon Forge was at once eerily quiet and deafeningly loud. Only a token number of workers still toiled, mostly repairing heavy equipment, and the chime and clunk of their tools echoed off the high duct work, stone walls, and the bony surface of the monstrous forge. The dragon seemed asleep, the molten light from its lower jaw filling the chamber with a calmer, more peaceful glow. Nearby, Commander Tarquin’s master blacksmiths—Hamir Hothbrook and Tabar Torstein—lay upon the ground, their heads propped up against a mine cart as they dozed. The two had long given up on Rook asking for any assistance, but had not retired to their quarters in case he should change his mind.

			But that was doubtful. Hamir and Tabar had only slowed him down with their constant questions and curious inquiries. And he didn’t need their help anyway. He somehow knew what he was doing. The techniques he used to make Everlight translated remarkably well to the star-metal and he was hopeful he’d have something even by the morning. The quicker he could get Tarquin what he wanted, the quicker he could get back home. The quicker he could get an army to crush Gatima; to crush any Saints or Exalteds who might think they could usurp what he and the people of Free Narbereth had taken. An army to thwart Sanctuary and its Kings.

			Rook threw the lever down on the Heavy Hammer, and after a short succession of thunderous pounds, turned the machine off. He looked at the short length of star-metal that lay before him. It was a dagger, like the one he had given Chazod; the one Tarquin had taken. The one that was now a part of this. Despite the star-metal’s adulteration with Everlight, it still shown glassy and black, as if it had swallowed it up. The edges of the blade still held a fiery light, like a molten sun shining against the blackness of space. With a hand covered by a heavy, leather glove, Rook reached into the Heavy Hammer and wrapped his fingers around the handle. He lifted up, and remarkably, the dagger was raised. 

			It was too heavy. Too heavy to be a proper dagger, but not too heavy to attach to a mechanical arm, he wagered. He had failed to make a true weapon for the battlefield, yet still, he had accomplished something. He was the first man to lift a weapon of star-metal. Rook pursed his lips, not quite as pleased as he should be with himself. He set it back onto the table of the Heavy Hammer and pulled a small hammer from his apron.

			Clink… clink… clink… Black and purple sparks flew as Rook tried to refine the edge. He was about to bring his hammer up again, when behind him there came an infernal chuckle. A wave of heat, not so strong as from the dragon’s skull, but somehow far more terrible, washed over him. He set the hammer down but did not turn around.

			“Ah Rook, your guilt rings like church bells.” Bulifer laughed. Charred embers swirled around Rook.

			“I thought your domain was anger.” said Rook.

			“That’s just one of many names I know.” spoke the demon in its guttural voice. “There is no pain, no agony, that I am not. My domain is the damned, and I feel your guilt drawing me closer to the center of your heart.”

			“What guilt?” spat Rook, still not facing the demon.

			 “You weren’t sorry to have been taken here.” spoke the demon. “You open your arms to me now, boy.”

			“What choice did I have in the matter?”

			Bulifer chuckled. “Take my hand and I’ll lead you out of here. There are no chains on your ankles. The guards doze. You are free to go. I will lead you all the way back home to Kierza, if you wish. Just take my hand. But somehow, I feel it is your hand that now extends to me.”

			Rook turned around and fixed the demon’s burning, ember eyes with his own. Bulifer was a hulking thing. Charred horns curled around his bestial face and veins of fire throbbed beneath the cracked surface of his flesh. Pulses of heat radiated from him, swirling ash in all directions.

			The demon laughed. “You wish to stay, yet you know it is my doing that brought you here. You know in your heart you should flee, yet you want so badly to stay. Selfish, selfish, selfish,” tisked the demon. “So much hope and desire in Duroton, is there not?”

			“Is this it?” asked Rook, gesturing at the star-metal dagger he had made. “Is this the weapon you want? Take it. Take it then, and be gone.”

			Bulifer smiled wickedly. “I see it, boy. You are now eager to fulfill our covenant. You see power in the grasp of your hand. You can taste it. You want it to be yours. And when the time comes, you already know you’re going to take all you can get and more.” He chuckled. 

			Rook scowled. “Power for good. The power to make things better. To make a better world.”

			Bulifer’s eyes burned white-hot. “You are starting to see through my eyes. Take what is yours for what you will. From Hell come all things black and bright.” 

			Rook turned from the demon. He picked his hammer back up and began pounding upon the blade’s edge, trying to hone it as keenly as he could. “Is my sister safe?” Clink… clink… clink…

			“Quite safe.” said the demon. “Quite happy; quite content.”

			Rook pursed his lips but continued pounding. “Were you once a man?”

			The demon didn’t answer immediately. “I was a Saint during Aeoria’s age upon the earth.”

			Rook paused his pounding for only a moment. “Tell me how you fell from her grace.” Clink… clink… clink…

			“I did not fall, boy. I rose up.”

			“Hell lies beneath the earth, last I checked.” Clink… clink… clink…

			“So too do the roots of trees and mountains. So too comes the water from well springs and the buds of flowers.” spoke the demon. “Tell me what comes from the Heavens?”

			Rook picked the dagger up and inspected the edge. “Rain, I suppose.” The demon chuckled as he set the dagger back down and continued hammering upon the opposite side. “Why did you betray Aeoria?”

			Bulifer’s voice now took on a bitter edge. “She is the one who betrayed me. Her constant wars and battles. Sending we Saints to die in her name for her righteousness so that the meek and timid might inherit what they themselves refused to fight for.”

			“And what did they refuse to fight for?” Clink… clink… clink… Rook felt waves of heat wash over his back as the demon came behind him. He stopped his pounding but did not turn.

			“A better world.” growled the demon into his ear. It waved its hand over Rook’s shoulder, and to his surprise the star-metal he had been working on began to pulse with heat.

			“You didn’t want a better world?” asked Rook.

			“Not for them.”

			Rook began pounding again upon the freshly heated metal, casting purple sparks into the air. “So, a better world for yourself?”

			“And for all those who would join me.” spoke the demon with all the pleasure of a dear memory. “I rose up armies! I rose up the strong! I could have made pleasure the whole of the law!” Now the demon’s voice lowered. “The weak have had their turn. Look to your world, boy. The meek inherited it. With the power you seek to do good, will you rise against all the Kings and all of Sanctuary only to give it back to them? Back to the meek?”

			Rook stopped his hammering. He closed his eyes for a moment. “Tell me your tale. Tell me what happened.”

			Bulifer chuckled cruelly. “I’ll tell you everything.”

			Rook nodded. He returned to his work and lost himself in the demon’s story as his hammer pounded down upon star-metal. 

			Clink… clink… clink… clink… clink… clink… clink…
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