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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 —
ROOK

The first light of dawn had begun to creep through the foggy streets of the city, not yet strong enough to dispel the shadows from the longer alleys or the streets running north and south. It had been a cold spring so far and frost clung to the bricks of the buildings and formed crystalline webs upon the murky puddles of the dirt roads. Rook’s baby sister, Ursula, cried out from mother’s arms, her infant mewlings coming in short, constant blasts that seemed eerily muted in the morning fog. 
Rook pulled his cloak tightly around his shoulders. It was far too long for his frail little body and he tried to make sure the frayed ends didn’t drag on the street. It had been his father’s before he died last month. An unbidden memory of his father’s sunken eyes and those skin-and-bone arms and legs came into Rook’s mind and he had to shake it from his head. His father had died of starvation, and the last memories Rook would ever have of him were of a gruesome, pale, skeleton of a man. Rook’s mother had told him that during the winter famine when the church cut rations down by half, his father had been giving his own share to Rook and his mother. Rook wasn’t quite sure if he felt guilt or hatred for his father’s death. His father was gone now, away from the pain and suffering. His responsibility to protect and provide now fell solely on Rook’s mother. Rook couldn’t help but feel they had been left to languish. He bit his bottom lip and tried to shake the thoughts of hunger from his 10-year old mind. 
Rook coughed and drew the old cloak closer to his body. He had never known his father to wear anything other than this same cloak. It was an old thing. Rook thought that it might have once been black but had over the years faded to the dingy blue-gray it was now. Still, it was less threadbare than the rest of his patchwork outfit and was his only recourse against the frigid, morning air. It had drizzled last night, and the icy water had already soaked through his flimsy shoes and he could feel the ends of his toes going numb again. He might have cared more if his stomach wasn’t stinging with hunger. 
From somewhere beyond the gray fog and the looming buildings tolled the church bells. They were deep and throaty and sang a somber song. Rook’s mother quickened her pace and now he was forced to scamper behind her. All around them leaned ramshackle old buildings of wood and cracked plaster whose roofs had likely afforded their occupant’s as little shelter from last night’s drizzle as his own home’s had. His baby sister cried out again, this time more of a scream, and his mother tried her best to wrap the tiny child up in her own cloak, but had to double up the fabric just to cover the holes. 
Rook took a few hurried steps and tugged on his mother’s damp cloak. “Momma,” he said softly. “Are they gonna have food today?”
“I don’t know, hun,” rasped his mother. Her eyes, eerily dark and sunken upon her pale face, looked ahead but didn’t seem to see anything. She had been doing that a lot lately, the looking without seeing. She sniffled. Rook had also noticed her hair and nails had become brittle as of late. A finger, more bone than flesh, gently stroked the tears from Ursula’s face. Momma was beginning to look a lot like father had before he died. “We’ll see, sweetie.” she said softly. “We’ll see.”
Ursula was still screaming and doing a good job of drowning out the tolling bells. Rook sidled up next to his mother. “Momma,” he said. “You can use my cloak.” 
She turned to him and looked down at him, her thin, blue lips pursed into a tender smile. She seemed to see him now, to really see him with those sunken, brown eyes of her’s. Her face was quite white and her thin hair was pulled back in an old, red bonnet. “It’s ok sweetie, she’s just a little hungry, that’s all.” Rook’s mom had told him that her breasts were no longer producing milk. They had been relying on their paltry milk rations to feed Ursula, but even those had been cut. Ursula had been living on little more than barley water for two days, made from the last bits of their moldy grain. 
They hurried through the streets and as they came upon the town square Rook noticed more and more families flooding out of the foggy alleys and side streets. Few were better dressed than Rook and his mother, but were perhaps made better off by the fact that their families were whole. A little girl walked hand-in-hand across the way with her own mother and father, gazing with sunken eyes at Rook’s mom, perhaps trying to see who was making such a fuss. 
Past the fog a dark shadow now came into view that stretched up into the misty, gray heavens. It was tall, looming and dark and from it emanated the haunting bells that echoed in the streets; streets that seemed lifeless despite the people upon them. The church stood at the outskirts of a small political district neither Rook nor any of his family or friends had ever been privy to. Beyond the church no citizen was allowed to go, and there was something about this area of the city Rook had always resented. Here, the roads were paved with brick, not dirt. The buildings beyond the church all had chimneys alive with smoke and their windows shown like eerie will-o-wisps thru the fog, aglow with gaslight. The haunting church bells tolled again and from its highest tower, barely visible through the fog, Rook could make out the giant face of the clock. The black hands stood in contrast against the white face, the hour of 7:00 a.m. just minutes away.
They hurried past the fountain of the town square, which had not flowed with water since Rook could remember, and the church emerged from the fog. Its sharp spires clawed at the gray skies and Rook had always thought the entire complex looked like a gaudy crown placed on the land. Beyond it, like stark sentinels of some ancient emperor, loomed the rigid brick buildings of the church officials and the lords and nobles who ran the city. They were the only buildings in town that were not in some state of gross disrepair. From somewhere beyond the high, stone walls Rook could hear the bawling of a cow and thought how pleasant it must be to be one of the nobles and have access to milk each day. Through the stained glass windows that depicted the loving goddess, Aeoria, Rook could see the gaslights burning brightly and thought about how warm it would be inside. 
As they made their way toward the stone steps that ascended to the church’s heavy double-doors Rook became aware of the black shadows strolling the roads. Immediately he averted his gaze from them. He clenched his eyes closed and tried to mentally block his previous thoughts of contempt for the clergy and chided himself for coveting the church. If he had ruined their chance of getting some food and warmth this morning he would never forgive himself. He opened his eyes and kept them plastered on the church as he walked, holding his mother’s hand. 
Through the corner of his eye he could see one of the Sin Eaters on patrol as it strolled about the churchyard in its black robes. Sin Eaters always unnerved Rook, even more than the Oracles. They looked like ravens—maybe vultures would be more accurate—with their hunched forms, black robes, and beaked leather masks. It held its gloved hands together at its chest, the long sleeves of its robes draping nearly to the street. Despite the fog, the emerald lenses of its goggles gleamed as it stared at him. Rook wondered if it had heard his sinful thoughts. 
As they approached the stone steps of the church Rook felt that he could relax. The Sin Eaters would have pulled them aside earlier if they were going to. At the top of the stairs was a set of large, wooden doors where a kindly old man of the clergy was standing and greeting people as they came. He wore bright crimson robes, trimmed in gold. Around his neck hung the golden star of Aeoria, and he held a golden scepter as he stood smiling and greeting. “Welcome, my child, welcome,” he was saying.
Rook and his mother came up the steps and baby Ursula ceased her crying, as if she could sense the impending warmth that escaped the open doors. The old man greeted them, and Rook’s mother softly thanked him as he bid them enter. 
Inside, the pews were already filling up. The cavernous cathedral was well lit by lamps flickering with gaslight on every stone pillar. Marvelous stained glass windows lined the walls and were even cast in a delicate glow through the murky fog outside. Rook could not immediately smell any food, but the thick aroma of incense was pleasing and he breathed in deeply. At the front of the cathedral was a massive mural made of glass tiles depicting the goddess Aeoria in her grand heaven, surrounded by the black and white coils of two titanic dragons. The mural was framed by the towering brass pipes of the organ and they seemed to sparkle with the gaslight. An altar in the form of a glass coffin filled with roses took center stage, a symbol of their goddess’s eternal slumber. At either side of the podium stood an Oracle; a figure dressed in flowing black robes who looked straight out upon the crowds through a polished, silver mask. The pair stood straight and rigid, the full pews and burning flames of the lamps reflecting in their mirror masks. Like the Sin Eaters, Rook often wondered who—or maybe what—looked at him from beyond the faceless masks. Part of him felt he would be better off not knowing, part of him wondering why a person so close to Aeoria’s eternal love would hide their face. 
Rook’s mom slid into a pew toward the center of the immense chamber and Rook slid in next to her. Beside them sat Mister Brumal and his wife Camellia and their two sons. They lived just a few houses down from them. Last summer Rook had seen their boys working with their father in the fields and hoped that this year he could get a spot in the fields too. The farmlands were mostly all dedicated to the kingdom of Jerusa and the crops grown were to feed the King and his nobility, the army, and the clergy. However, working the fields allowed you to have a larger share of the community fields allotted for the citizens. This extra allotment of space might allow for another row or two of corn or potatoes, hardly worth the time and labor tending the fields of the kingdom. But Brumal’s family was lucky, for not only did they have the extra share from both their boys working the fields, but Mister Brumal had a bow and often poached wild turkeys, squirrels and rabbits from the nearby woods.
This, of course, was secret knowledge. Rook wasn’t supposed to know they had this bow, but he had found out after seeing Mister Brumal give his mother an extra rabbit they had shot. Nobody was supposed to have any weapons or hunting equipment anymore. It was last year, at the onset of winter, when the soldiers came through and said that due to a shortage of game throughout the kingdom, all bows were to be forfeited and hunting was forbidden until the summer. The church did a good job of helping to round up the bows and arrows but many, like Mister Brumal, hid theirs. And it was a good thing too. Summer never saw the return of any bows or any rights to hunting, and this was now the second year without being able to hunt. The rations given by the church were hardly enough. 
Brumal and Camellia would often share the meat they acquired, partly out of kindness and partly to keep those who knew about it quiet. Having the bow alone would get Mister Brumal hung. Poaching would surely see his whole family hung. When King Gatima decreed there was a shortage of something, it was a decree not to be ignored. There seemed to be a shortage of lots of things these days. A month ago soldiers had come through and said that King Gatima was requisitioning all weapons and one tool per family due to a steel shortage. 
Rook and his mother exchanged friendly good mornings with Brumal’s family and Camellia remarked how well their mother, Rook and Ursula looked this morning. Rook’s mom replied in kind. If starvation and poverty were the in-fashion, everybody in the church looked stunning this morning. Rook sat up on his knees and rubbed a finger on Ursula’s rosy little cheeks. Her eyes were squinched shut, her dark eyebrows furled, her tiny little lips puffed out. She looked content and cozy, wrapped in momma’s tattered scarf. Rook smiled down at her. 
“She looks like you, you know,” said his mother, smiling down at her too. “Already her hair is as black as yours and your father’s. She has your eyes too. Those black-blue eyes you and your father have.”
Just then the organ music began to play and the mumblings amongst the pews settled. Rook and his mother straightened in their seat as the priest walked forth and took his place at the podium. Father Tarask was an older man with salt and pepper hair and soft features. He was plump and his red robes hung loosely upon his bulbous body, his jowls wiggling as he addressed the audience. He spoke in a loud and commanding voice that reverberated through the stone chamber, and instructed all to rise as he said the morning prayer. Rook couldn’t understand the ancient language recited during the prayer—none in the church, save the clergy, really could—but he and his mother voiced the prayer along with him. It was the typical prayer, supposedly asking Aeoria to forgive them of their sins and to bless them with her love and grace this day. 
After the prayer the congregation all took their seats and Rook sat next to his mother as she cradled and rocked little Ursula in her arms. Normally Rook didn’t much care for the boring services. Usually he spent the hour daydreaming and hoping that food would be handed out after mass. He would gaze upon the stained glass windows, especially the ones that depicted the heroes of the Saints Caliber. His favorite was Saint Bryant of the Horn. Saint Bryant was boldly depicted in his black armor of star-metal, his arms spread wide as children gathered around him, bread and fruit in abundance for all. Rook’s favorite tales of him involved how he single-handedly slew the Cerberus, and how he would bring candies and gifts to the people of the towns he visited. The most famous tale was of how he bravely held the lines of Sanctuary against the hordes of Apollyon. Saint Bryant had died a hero that day, but was better known for spreading bounty and abundance to the towns and villages he visited during his life. Rook often wondered what it must have been like back then, before the Great Falling, when there was food enough for all and Aeoria still favored all of mankind with her love.
Today, however, Rook would not be daydreaming. The topic that Father Tarask was speaking on was persevering in the face of turmoil, and he was illustrating the point by speaking about the Saints Caliber. Rook leaned forward in his seat, lost in the stories being told. Father Tarask spoke about how times were indeed tough right now, tougher now than they had been in the last six-hundred years since the Great Falling. But even now, promised Father Tarask, the Saints Caliber were fighting the hordes of Apollyon to win back the love of the goddess. “And all of you,” declared Father Tarask becoming quite animated at the podium. “By coming to worship our loving Aeoria in the face of all this strife, are telling her that you believe! That you believe in her love! That you believe she will again bless us with abundance and prosperity! For it is you—all of you!—who continue to show your love to Aeoria, in the face of strife, that will see the sun rise upon a new dawn! And for us here today, I can assure you that Holy Father Admael will send the Saints Caliber forth and they will smite the evil of Apollyon and bring abundance, love and wealth back to the lands of Jerusa!”
Father Tarask brought the mass to an end with a final prayer to Aeoria and the music of the great brass pipe-organ began to reverberate. A man called out asking if there would be food today and a wave of murmurings spread across the congregation. 
Father Tarask held up his hands and said, “I know it has been a trying winter for all of us. We had to give up more of the community fields last summer than any of us had hoped. But spring is now upon us! Soon we shall plant crops again! Soon fields shall bloom and life and prosperity shall return to us! Certainly King Gatima will call an end to the shortages this summer and allow us to reclaim more of the fields for our own families.”
“That’s what you said last year and the year before!” cried the man. “My wife and daughter are at home too weak to move! I lost a son this winter to starvation! Everybody here today has lost somebody to hunger!” Here the man tore off his dirty shirt which was little more than patchwork cloth. His stomach was sunken and filthy, his ribs clearly visible beneath the skin. “We go hungry while you stand up there fat as the hogs you keep hidden from us!”
Father Tarask held up his hands and began addressing the audience, urging them to remain seated and calm, but his words were being drowned out by the mumblings of the audience. Rook could feel something happening; a palpable tension building amongst the people.
The man who had ripped off his shirt turned to address the congregation. “We starve while they get fat!” he screamed at the men and women in the pews. “They receive shipments of grain and bread! Their homes all have pigs and cows and we have to come here every day and beg for the scraps from their tables!”
Immediately the man was beset upon by a group of Sin Eaters. They descended upon him like a flock of crows and he seemed to disappear beneath their billowy cloaks as they took him away, screaming and struggling. Meanwhile, Father Tarask began reciting a prayer, asking Aeoria to forgive the man and his sins and to bless his family with food and health, but it was too late. Others began standing up, talking loudly and angrily amongst themselves. And then Mister Brumal stood up and shouted that his own sons were starving. Rook looked up at Mister Brumal, whose face had turned red with anger as he screamed at Father Tarask. And then he pointed a finger down at Rook and screamed, “For the love of Aeoria, they lost their father to hunger! How much longer must we suffer?!”
At this Rook’s mother quickly grabbed him by the hand and they slid out of the pew quickly. “Come, Rook. We have to go.”
“But—” began Rook, thinking desperately that this little uprising would certainly provoke some sort of giving of food, but his mother cut him off, saying that the Clerical Guard would be coming and they had to leave.
Rook followed his mother, but couldn’t resist looking back as the people stood and yelled at Father Tarask. A few more families got up to leave as well. He turned back around just as his mother was opening the door and a group of Clerical Guards came bursting in, nearly throwing Rook, his mother and Ursula to the floor. They wore their red armor, lacquered and shining above their black bodysuits. Upon their heads were helmets that covered all but their eyes, their mouths covered by a grilled visor that Rook thought made them look like some otherworldly insect. Upon their rounded pauldrons was the holy star of Aeoria worn as a badge. In their hands were the heavy iron guns—bolt-throwers they were called—that made them so fearsome. Rook had only seen the guns used once before, on a man who had tried stealing a goat from the nobles. He was ordered to stop but starting running. That’s when the soldier raised the heavy gun in both hands. It roared to life with three quick blasts that sounded like a steel sledgehammer upon a metal anvil. The running man fell to the ground, his body torn open into mangled meat by the steel spikes—“bolts” his father had called them—fired by the gun. 
The guards shoved them aside but paid them no further attention as they charged into the church. Rook’s mother did not wait to find out what would happen, and grabbed Rook solidly by the wrist and exited the church, along with some other people. 
The fog had cleared by now, but the walk back home was as silent and somber as the gray skies. Ursula had begun crying again and Rook’s mother tried to comfort her as best she could until they got home. Like the others in the town, they lived in a modest sized house of brick, timber and plaster. Rook’s father had always told him that before the Great Falling these houses were for the wealthy and great feasts would have been had within them. The fireplace would have been alive and the walls decorated with art. Today most of the walls had cracks that had undergone makeshift repairs and been stuffed with mud and straw. Some of the interior walls had even been stripped bare for firewood. The roof had too many holes to be properly fixed, and the gray light of day shown through in numerous spots. There was no art on any of the walls, and the bedrooms had nothing more than straw piles for beds. There was wood for the fireplace and stove, but certainly nothing to cook.
Rook’s mother sat down on the floor in the corner by the fireplace. They had long ago sold all their furniture for food. She tried to ease the crying baby. She looked exhausted and had that blank stare again. Rook placed some logs into the fireplace and soon had a nice, warm fire crackling. They sat there silent, staring into the fire for many long moments before Ursula began screaming again.
“Shh, shh,” said Rook’s mother, rocking the child. “There, there, now.”
“Momma,” said Rook, looking at his screaming little sister. “Can I make her some barley water?”
“There’s no more barley,” said his mother softly, not looking away from Ursula as she rocked her in her lap.
“Momma,” said Rook. “Do you think they’ll have any food tomorrow?”
“I don’t know. I don’t know.” rasped his mother, and then suddenly she too began bawling. 
Rook wrapped his arms around his mother and patted her on her back. “It’ll be ok. Maybe one of the Saints Caliber will come soon,” said Rook. “Maybe like in the legends of Saint Bryant he’ll come and bring us food and save us from all this.”
Rook’s mom looked up at him, tears streaming down her sunken eyes and cheeks. She touched his face and said through her tears, “There’s nobody coming, honey. It’s all lies. Everything they tell us are lies.”
“No,” said Rook, pulling away and shaking his head frantically. “No! No, they’re not! They can’t be!”
“I’m sorry, Rook.” said his mother, wiping tears from her eyes. She rocked Ursula in her arms, but the baby was inconsolable. “I’m so sorry I brought you and your sister into this world.”
“No,” said Rook, unable to hold back his own tears. “No! Don’t say that! The Saints Caliber will come one day! They will! They’ll destroy all of the Unbound and restore prosperity to the lands! They will, momma! They will! They say the wars are almost over, and then they’ll come! They will!”
Rook’s mother hugged him but he could feel she had too little strength to do it with any firmness. Ursula screamed out. Rook’s mother looked down at her with a tender smile. “Rook, honey. The knife in the kitchen. Bring it to me.”
Rook stared wide-eyed at his mother. 
“Please honey,” she said. “I don’t think I have much time.”
Rook could feel his heart racing. Something wasn’t right. Something about the way his mother was acting. She was breathing heavier too. Ursula screamed out again, and again his mother urged him to get the knife, saying she didn’t have the strength to get it herself. Hesitantly, Rook ran to the kitchen. Upon their table, barren of all but dust, sat a lone knife that hadn’t seen bread in a month. It was a rusty old thing. A steak knife his father used to call it, not that it had ever cut meat let alone a steak. He ran it back to his mother.
Gently she took it from his hand and pricked her bony index finger. A blot of blood formed at the tip and she placed the finger delicately in Ursula’s mouth. She began to suckle ravenously. Rook could do nothing but stare in dread. He had heard whispers once. About people eating people. His mother and father had told him that stuff only happened in the cities far away from here, further west where there was even less food. Was it coming to that now?
“It’s time I show you something, Rook. Your father made me promise that I show you one day.” rasped his mother. Her breaths were very ragged now. She seemed to struggle as she raised her free hand and pointed to the far wall. 
Rook looked at her, confused. He slowly walked to the wall she was pointing at. It was a barren, white wall. Dirty and stained with water that had dripped down from the ceiling. Something that used to be called wallpaper still clung to certain areas, but was faded beyond recognition. 
“The baseboard there,” said his mother.
Rook knelt down and pulled at the loose board on the wall. It came off easily and he set it aside.
“The floorboards too,” said his mother.
Rook lifted one of the boards and it peeled up. He lifted another and another. Beneath the floor was stuffed rotten rags and hay, and beneath that Rook discovered a small pit dug into the very earth. Within it was a rusty old anvil and a hammer, as well as some other rusty tools. There were some things wrapped in rags as well, and when Rook unwrapped them he saw that there were two small ingots of copper and another larger ingot of some type of steel. It all had a strange but pleasant odor, like oil and coal smoke and burnt metal. “Wh…what is this stuff?” asked Rook.
“In his youth your father was a blacksmith. So was your grandfather and great-grandfather, and theirs before them.” said his mother. She paused and her breath was wet and heavy as she sucked it in. “That was before the King forbid people to make their own tools and weapons.”
Rook reached in and picked up the hammer. It was an ancient looking thing, full of rust, and it weighed more than he could properly lift. His wrist gave out and it clanked hard upon the anvil. He got another whiff of that wonderful coal smoke and metal.
“Your father wanted you to have all that one day.” said his mother, adjusting Ursula in her arms as the baby still suckled at her finger. “He wanted you to know what was in your blood, and hoped that one day you could use all that to make something of yourself. He always dreamed of a better day for you. He always dreamed of being able to teach you the family trade.”
Rook tried lifting the hammer again. Despite its age and condition there was something about it that was not lost on him. It had once been a very fine hammer. All of these tools had once been very fine, very expensive. Perhaps the top of their line. They had been well used and in his mind Rook could almost hear the hammer upon the anvil; could almost smell the oil and coal from the smithy; could feel the heat from the forge. Upon that rusty anvil Rook was certain that weapons of the finest steel had been crafted by innumerable blows from the very hammer he now held. Again Rook’s wrist gave out and the heavy hammer clanked upon the anvil.
“Keep that safe,” whispered his mother. Her chest heaved as she sucked in a wheezing breath. “I…I want you to sell it. Trade it for food and things you and your sister will need.”
Rook looked down at the rusty stash of items. “Sell them?” He picked up another tool, some sort of clamp.
He heard his mother swallow hard and inhale some ragged breaths. “Me and your father…we held on to them, hoping for something better. It was foolish of us.” She paused again for another deep, ragged breath. “But you’ll need them now. You’ll need to trade them for you and Ursula.”
Rook shook his head. “No,” he said, almost frantically as he dropped the heavy clamp to the floor. “No. No, we’re going to keep it all and one day I’ll learn how to use them. No. No. The Saints Caliber will come. They’re the ones that can save us.”
Rook’s mother looked at him, her sunken eyes dim, fading. “The Saints Caliber are evil, Rook.” she said, almost a whisper. “They all are. They don’t care about us. We’re nothing but slaves to them, Rook. Rook…I’m so sorry I brought you and your sister into this world.”
“That’s not true!” screamed Rook. He glared at his mother through red, tearful eyes.
“Son,” she rasped. She heaved in a large breath. “The stories are all lies.” She huffed and wheezed again. 
“No! No!” Rook screamed, shaking his head violently.
“It’s true,” wheezed his mother. “They are the servants of Apollyon, son.” She paused for a moment, her chest heaving. She was breathing hard now. Her head lowered and she seemed to look down at Ursula. She was mumbling, uttering softly to the little baby. 
Rook stood there, huffing with eyes red with tears as he looked down at the rusty tools beneath the floor. He looked at his mother, and suddenly something went off in his mind. She wasn’t showing him the tools just so he could sell them, she was passing them on to him. “No!” he cried, shaking his head. “No! You’re going to live and the Saints Caliber will come and they’ll bring food and we’ll all be fine! You’ll see!”
Rook ran to his mother and grabbed her and hugged her. He realized how light her body felt in his little arms as she flopped over. “No momma! No!”
Ursula was crying now. Blood no longer flowed from her mother’s fingertip. 



— 2 —
SKULL OF THE FIRE DRAGON

Saint Nuriel kicked in the door of the house. The wood was so ancient and rotten that her star-metal boot went through the wood rather than busting the door open. She rammed it with her shoulder, her glassy black star-metal pauldron impacting the door with a satisfying solidity and the entire frame collapsed inward, revealing the dark, cold, destitute interior of the hovel. 
A woman whose face was streaked with dirt and tears, dressed in nothing but patchwork rags, stood in the center of the dirt-floored room. She clutched a crying infant in her arms, bundled in threadbare cloth. A young boy with hair as deep brown as his mother’s and dressed in matching rags clutched at her legs, eyes red with tears.
“Please! Please!” the woman begged, her eyes wet and raw. “Aeoria have mercy! They already took my husband. I’m all these children have. Please, have mercy!”
Nuriel sniffled and tucked her golden hair behind her ears. She tried not to make eye contact with her or her children. “Come on.” she said, her voice nothing but a soft croak. This work sickened her.
“Please,” the woman’s voice quivered with desperation. “Please, let my children go. They had nothing to do with any of this.”
“No mama!” cried the boy at her side. He wrapped himself to her leg and it didn’t look like even grim death could pry him off.
Nuriel’s hands went to her face. She sniffled. She couldn’t do this. She just couldn’t. 
“Aeoria, have mercy!” begged the woman. “You’re a Saint, show us the Goddess’s mercy, please!”
Nuriel clutched the sides of her head. She turned and found her own, terrible reflection staring back at her from a dusty, cracked mirror that hung crookedly on the wall. Her eyes were as radiant as molten gold and her hair like threads of the same precious metal, but the dark circles beneath her eyes and the speckles of blood upon her narrow cheek somehow tarnished their brilliance. Like all of the Saints Caliber, she wore a white leather bodysuit beneath her Star-Armor. The bodysuit conformed well to her slender frame and made her arms and legs look long and sleek beneath the armor. The arms of her suit came up and over the top of her hand and formed something of a fingerless glove. Where her Star-Armor didn’t cover her bodysuit at her belly, collar and the joints of her arms and legs, it was red with spatters of blood. 
Star-Armor was impossibly heavy, only able to be worn by Saints. It was made of a glassy, black metal that was as opaque as night’s shadows but held a depth to it, like staring into the ocean at night. Nuriel’s chest was encased by her unremoveable breastplate. It was smooth and rounded, with matching pauldrons that cupped her shoulders. She had star-metal bracers upon her upper arms and forearms, and a skirt of feather-shaped plates made of star-metal that hung upon her waist. Like the rest of her armor, the star-metal on her legs was smooth and round, encasing her upper and lower legs. Upon her feet were star-metal boots. 
As black and glassy as the star-metal was, darker blots of wet blood clung to it like blights.
Nuriel pinched her eyes shut at the sight of herself. 
“Please,” begged the woman above the wailing infant in her arms and the sobs from her boy at her leg. “Please, let us go! You’re kind, I know it! Aeoria have mercy!”
Nuriel looked up at them. She sniffled and wiped a hand down her face, then reached up and grabbed the handle of the star-metal claymore upon her back. She looked at the woman. Her eyes were wide with fear; the baby was crying in her arms. The boy at her side looked up at her, bulbs of tears clinging to his eyes, and he released a bitter howl that chilled Nuriel to the core. 
She released her grip on her sword. 
She turned to leave and nearly bumped into one of King Gatima’s ramshackle knights. Behind him stood her mentor, Saint Isley.
“There you are, Saint Nuriel.” said the knight. Like all of Gatima’s knights, his armor was a set of mismatched steel that was dented, scuffed and beyond the help of any polish. He held a sword in his hand that had obviously seen better days. His eyes shifted, looking beyond her and into the hovel. “Take them.” he said, pointing into the darkness of the room. “Those ones burn with the other dissenters. Gatima’s orders.”
“No!” wailed the woman. “It was nothing but an axe he kept! What were we supposed to cut wood with? Please, it was but a rusty axe! Certainly the steel shortage was not so great that our glorious and exalted King would have needed it!”
“They burn.” said the knight. He turned and left.
Nuriel found Saint Isley looking at her with those tender, silver eyes of his. His lips pursed into a frown. “We must do our duty.” he said softly, his mild voice tinged with regret.
Nuriel turned back into the room. The woman was broken by her own sobs and fell to her knees, clutching her baby to her breast. At her side the young boy screamed out.
 ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦
Nuriel was shaken from her haunted reverie by a rumble that consumed the volcanic cavern. She found that she had been staring into a deep fissure in the floor that radiated with fiery light from far below. She almost thought she caught a glimpse of the mother being consumed by flames, her infant’s cries being choked off by the heat as the boy reached a hand out through the pillar of fire that engulfed him. 
“Come,” said Isley. He was smiling softly at her from across the small fissure, holding out his gauntleted hand to her. His molten silver eyes—the same color as his hair—had a sincerity and tenderness that Nuriel found comforting, but the fiery light that reflected in them caused them to gleam with that fanatical blind-devotion he held upon all his intentions. 
 Sweltering heat and a darkness consumed by a ruddy glow overtook Saint Nuriel as she shook herself out of the lingering memories playing in her mind. Her eyes caught her mentor’s again and Isley smiled. His star-metal breastplate was sharp and angled, as were his bracers and the armor upon his waist and legs. The glassy black facets of his Star-Armor caught the ruddy, volcanic light of the cavern and reflected it back upon him, making his leather bodysuit look more red than white. He looked upon her with that soft, youthful face that belied his thirty-six years of wisdom and smiled faintly at her. “Come, Nuriel.” he said. 
Nuriel grimaced. She didn’t like being here. She hopped across the narrow fissure and followed Isley deeper into the cavern. They were in a massive tunnel that had been carved into the side of the volcano. The sulfurous air of molten rock stung her eyes and nose, but Nuriel paid it no mind. Isley was speaking to her—something about helping Celacia here in Dimethica—but Nuriel wasn’t really paying attention to him either. Her mind was still a thousand miles away, back in Jerusa. 
Nuriel coughed and sniffled. She brushed her golden hair behind her ear and then wrapped her arms around her lithe body, the black, star-metal armor upon her arms chiming softly on her breastplate. She couldn’t shake the sound of that woman’s screams, and she felt her skin crawl with goose-pimples despite the heat of the cavern. She shuddered.
Nuriel rubbed at her runny nose and a tiny cough escaped her mouth. She looked up and about at the magnitude of the cavern she was in, trying to get her attention on something else. The perimeter was lit by the hellish glow of volcanic magma. Enormous stalactites, like the very fingers of the mountain, groped at her from the ceiling. An eerie turbulence engulfed the atmosphere, broken by an occasional blast that reverberated amongst the boulders. The jagged, rocky walls twinkled and sparkled in the ubiquitous ruddy glow that consumed the cavern, and a spray of molten rock leapt from a fissure that lined the far wall.
Nuriel sniffled and tucked her golden hair behind her ear as Isley led her ever deeper into the volcano. As much as she hated Jerusa—as much as she hated that impossibly fat King Gatima and his entire, wretched kingdom—she hated being here even more. She hated sneaking around Dimethica and betraying her duties—not that she liked her duties thus far in the Saints Caliber—but at least in Jerusa she hadn’t been betraying Sanctuary. 
Nuriel wondered what Karinael would think. Right now her friend would be in her dorm room back at Sanctuary getting cleaned up for lunch. She wondered if Karinael was thinking about her right now, wondering what she was doing. If she was, she’d be wondering if she was off fighting the Unbound or Infernals; if she was fighting off the minions of Apollyon and searching for a way to awaken the sleeping goddess, Aeoria. Nuriel frowned. Her friend wouldn’t be thinking that she had been burning dissenters for King Gatima. She certainly wouldn’t be thinking that she had been coerced by her mentor into betraying Sanctuary and working for a strange woman named Celacia. 
Nuriel bit her lip and sniffled. She didn’t know what to think anymore. Celacia was a strange Saint. In fact, Nuriel wasn’t even certain she was a Saint. She looked like a Saint…kind of. But she was not like any Saint Nuriel had ever known. Then again, Isley wasn’t exactly what she thought a seasoned Saints Caliber would be either. In fact, nothing she and Isley had done in the few months they had been together was really what she had thought she would be doing as one of the Saints Caliber. 
Back at Sanctuary she and Karinael had sat up so many nights, dreaming of the day they could make the elite Saints Caliber and leave Sanctuary. They could get away from the bullies and their relentless torments. They could go out into the world and fight for the will of the sleeping goddess, Aeoria. It had never crossed their minds that if they ever made Saints Caliber they would be trading being bullied for doing the bullying.
Karinael was still back at Sanctuary. She hadn’t made Saints Caliber yet, and probably never would. She was too nice, too sweet and too caring. Additionally, every Saint possessed special power that gifted them with speed and strength and made them more than mortal men and women. This gift was known as Caliber, and the more brightly a Saint could shine their Caliber, the more powerful they were. And Karinael’s just wasn’t strong enough. 
Nuriel wasn’t exactly the type to make Saints Caliber either. Back at Sanctuary the others had often teased her, saying she was too soft, too sympathetic to make it. Nuriel was beginning to think the others were right.
To make Saints Caliber, a Saint had to have a strong Caliber. They had to be powerful enough to withstand the impossibly heavy Star-Armor they wore and still be able to run with the wind and fight like a hurricane in battle. But more than that, to make Saints Caliber a Saint had to have a certain psychological profile. It was a profile that neither Nuriel nor her friend Karinael had.
Nuriel made Saints Caliber solely by the strength of her Caliber. She knew it. Everybody at Sanctuary knew it. It was something of a dirty little secret back at home. Having a Saint with such a powerful Caliber had apparently been too much of a temptation for the Bishops and they couldn’t resist putting her out into the field. So, against the Holy Few’s advice, they had given Nuriel her Call to Guard; her invitation to join the elite Order of the Saints Caliber. 
At twenty-one, Nuriel was the youngest to ever make Saints Caliber. Most Saints did not receive their Call to Guard until they were twenty-five or twenty-six when their Calibers came to full power. But Nuriel knew that Karinael would never receive her Call to Guard. In fact, most Saints never would, but it didn’t prevent them from dreaming. Deep down, Nuriel knew that even Karinael had come to realize she would never make Saints Caliber. It was something they didn’t talk about. It was one of those sore subjects; an open wound that Karinael lived with. They both dreamed of making Saints Caliber, but they also both knew that one of them never would. 
And maybe it was a good thing Karinael would never make it, thought Nuriel. It was only three months ago that she had gotten her Call to Guard. She was assigned to apprentice under Saint Isley and was given to Jerusa and King Gatima. In that short amount of time Nuriel had come to realize that being one of the Saints Caliber wasn’t all about fighting Infernals and Unbound demons. It wasn’t about fighting for a new age of hope or a means to awaken the sleeping goddess and return the stars to the sky. Instead, it had been about doing what Nuriel thought of as remedial tasks for King Gatima. 
She and Isley had been quelling uprisings and policing villages, things Gatima’s knights should be doing as far as Nuriel was concerned. They had even been collecting taxes for King Gatima, and as far as Nuriel could tell, that basically amounted to looting the villagers of what few possessions most of them had. Last month when Gatima declared a steel shortage and ordered that the citizens of Jerusa give up their swords and weapons there were riots in the streets of Gatimaria. After she and Isley put a swift end to it, they were told to round up every dissenter and their children and put them to the torch. 
Again that woman’s screams and her son’s hand reaching through the fires assaulted Nuriel’s mind and she shuddered. She sniffled and tucked her hair behind her ear. She coughed, but it was not from the sulfurous fumes of this volcano. She hadn’t felt herself since she left Sanctuary to apprentice with Isley and at this point she was fairly certain it was no longer just homesickness. She had never been sick before, but she really felt like she might be coming down with something. She had heard about the ills that often plagued Saints out in the field and supposedly homesickness was quite common with apprentices. Nuriel didn’t think it was homesickness though. She thought maybe it was all her Saintly duties that had been making her sick, but she had to dash that idea quickly from her mind.
“We shouldn’t be here.” said Nuriel softly as they approached the end of the long cavern where a handful of Jerusan knights in shabby armor stood sentry. Her voice was indignant, testing what was appropriate for an apprentice.
Saint Isley stopped and turned around to look at Nuriel. His face was soft with understanding and his eyes smiled along with his face. He looked at her with those tender, chrome eyes of his, and Nuriel couldn’t help but see something of Holy Father Admael in his features. She wondered if that was the reason she was so easily swayed by him. Even now Nuriel found herself wishing she could see Holy Father one last time. Meeting him at her Call to Guard Ceremony had been too brief and it left her craving more of his warmth and love. 
“There are certain things you do not yet know, Nuriel.” Nuriel always found Isley’s voice to hold a calm, soothing, tranquility to it. He moved close to her and took her arm in his hand. “I know you do not trust Celacia, and I know you do not like the idea of betraying Sanctuary, but there are certain things in motion right now that will bear fruit for the sleeping goddess. You must trust me on this, Nuriel.”
Nuriel sniffled and tucked her golden hair behind her ear. She looked down upon his black star-metal gauntlet that rested on her arm. Every Saint had a unique star symbol, a stellaglyph. This stellaglyph was tattooed upon the back of their necks and painted upon their gauntlets. Upon Isley’s was the familiar dual stars of his stellaglyph, painted in red. 
He was known as Saint Isley the Wolf for the very reasons that Nuriel both admired and feared him. He had told her once that he thought his dual stars represented himself and his beliefs; both apart, yet inseparable. He said his beliefs stood apart from him because there were unknown truths—knowledge that needed to be pursued—and once obtained could forge and change his beliefs. 
Of course, no Saint really knew what their stellaglyph meant, other than it was the name of their star; unpronounceable, symbolized in the runes that only Oracles could decipher. However, Nuriel thought that Isley was the Wolf because he would relentlessly hunt the truths that he so desperately sought. And like a wolf Isley could set himself upon a path and put all his intention upon it, all his devotion and faith into it, and track it down to the very ends of the earth. 
It scared Nuriel that he, like most Saints, never questioned anything; never considered his actions to be constructive or destructive. Back at Sanctuary it was one of the things Nuriel often struggled with; the notion that she was to devote herself entirely to the will of the Sleeping Goddess, but to never consider her actions good or evil. Saints were supposed to be the very will of the Goddess Aeoria, and all things they did were righteous in their course. 
Again the unbidden memory of the burning woman and her children flashed in Nuriel’s mind and she lowered her gaze from Isley’s. Had that been the righteous will of the Goddess?
Isley stepped into her and held her close to his side. He pointed to the sentries who stood at the end of the rocky cavern. Like all Jerusan knights, their armor was old and mismatched, pocked and dull despite having been polished. “Those soldiers are risking a lot to be here, Nuriel.” said Isley. “Back in Jerusa, they had it all. They were fed, they had weapons, they had nice homes and their families were well provided for. They gave it all up to come here with us, to align themselves with Celacia.”
Nuriel didn’t like that last part, about aligning themselves with Celacia. She had never agreed to align herself with that woman. Above all things, Nuriel had given herself to Sanctuary and Holy Father. She hadn’t liked her duties in Jerusa, but at least she had been fulfilling her oath to Sanctuary by being there. She held hope that her days would get better and that eventually she would go off to fight Unbounds. 
But here in this volcano, in a kingdom she was not supposed to be in? Here they were only betraying Sanctuary and the kingdom they were given to. And on top of that, she still had no idea why they were even here or what they were even supposed to be doing. She had no idea what these soldiers had even given up their lives in Jerusa for. Had they been promised new homes here in Dimethica or some other kingdom? Nuriel wondered if things were really better in other countries, or if these men were risking everything for pastures just as fallow and fruitless as where they came from. She certainly had no idea what she was risking everything for. 
Nuriel’s golden eyes turned up to Isley. She had half a mind to leave him; to run back to Jerusa and find an Oracle and tell it about everything. Mentor or not, what they were doing just wasn’t right. They should be back in Jerusa, serving Gatima. “We’re going to get in trouble.” said Nuriel. “What if Sanctuary finds out we’re here? What if Gatima notices we’re missing?”
“We are the Saints Caliber, Nuriel. We are supposed to serve a bigger purpose than Sanctuary and King Gatima.” explained Isley. “Everything we do is righteous in its course.”
Nuriel bit her lip and shook her head. 
Isley took her gently by the shoulders and turned her to face him. He knelt down and placed a finger beneath her chin, the touch of the black star-metal cold and unforgivingly hard as she looked into those metallic, silver eyes of his. 
“Be loyal only to the will of our sleeping goddess.” said Isley. “Remember what they taught you in Sanctuary: Do not worry if your actions are right or wrong, good or evil, for your actions are the Goddess’s will. You are a Saint, Nuriel. Your actions—whatever the outcome—are the will of Aeoria. We are here for Aeoria. We are here because it is the will of the Goddess. When I found Celacia, it was the will of the Goddess that brought me to her.”
Nuriel looked at Isley. She wanted to believe him. It would make everything a whole lot easier if she could. 
“Look,” he said, taking her hand in his. Unlike Isley’s Star-Armor, Nuriel’s didn’t include gauntlets. The arms of her white bodysuit extended out from her bracers and over her hands in fingerless gloves. Upon the top, painted in red, was her stellaglyph and Isley traced it with his finger. “This symbol is you; it is your star. You told me once that you thought it looked like a sword and scales, and that to you it represented Sanctuary’s justice. When we first met, you told me that you wanted to fight for the justice of Holy Father, because you are strong in combat. You said that the scales would forever weigh your actions.
“But it is not Sanctuary or Holy Father you should be fighting for, Nuriel.” continued Isley. He peered into her eyes. Those silver eyes of his were so like Holy Father Admael’s own; the way Isley’s eyes turned up in a tender smile with his mouth. Nuriel found herself wanting to believe his words as if they were Admael’s own. “It is Aeoria, the Sleeping Goddess, that you should be fighting for.”
Nuriel inhaled deeply and looked into Isley’s eyes. His face was soft and mild, his voice always sincere and genuine. It made everything he said so easy to believe. It had made it so easy for Nuriel to follow him, and end up here, where she didn’t want to be. Where she wasn’t supposed to be. 
“Sanctuary would have you believe that we only use the stellaglyphs to symbolize our names so that we can recognize each other, so that we don’t need to bother learning how to read or write.” said Isley. “But this stellaglyph is your guide in this world, Nuriel. They don’t teach that in Sanctuary anymore. My mentor, Saint Augustael—rest his soul—taught me that, just as his mentor before him taught him. Augustael once told me that we need to fight for Aeoria, not Sanctuary, and somehow I always believed that too. 
“Nuriel, this Celacia, she is doing something special. The stars are fading. There are very few that remain in the night sky. We have little time left to awaken the Goddess. Somehow, I know our path must lay along Celacia’s own. Perhaps at some point our path and Celacia’s will depart, but right now you must trust me, Nuriel. We must follow Celacia.” 
Nuriel looked down at her hand and her stellaglyph that Isley still traced with his finger. With her free hand she rubbed her eyes. Somehow she knew the dark circles were still there despite the extra sleep she got last night and she had a headache again. She sniffled and pushed her golden hair back behind her ear. She looked up at Isley and he smiled warmly at her. She forced a faint smile of her own.
“Come,” he said, standing back up, keeping her hand in his. “We must report to Celacia.”
Past the sentries the cavern opened up into an enormous chamber of stone, several hundred yards in circumference. They were in the heart of the volcano. The air here was abominable; sweltering hot and thick with the stench of sulfur and molten stone. Ahead, the stone floor spread out until it ended in a fractured line of broken earth beneath the titanic chimney of the volcano. Intense reds and yellows lit the chamber, radiating from the molten belly of the volcano. There were sporadic, thunderous roars that would shoot tremendous sprays of molten rock up and it would all come crashing down in wagon-sized chunks of red, orange and yellow. 
And standing there, like a black specter before the sprays of lava, was Celacia. Her back was turned to them as she gazed out at the vast, fiery pit before her, the waves of pressure and heat causing her black cape to violently flap and her long, obsidian hair to wave and drift like writhing snakes. Unlike most Saints, Celacia wore no bodysuit. Her black armor covered her entire body and it gleamed like the slick scales of a serpent in the volcanic light. There were a couple hundred shoddy looking Jerusan soldiers but all of them stood far away from Celacia and the deadly heat of the pit. All except for one that is, and his imposing form was immediately recognized by Nuriel, even from this distance.
Nuriel stopped dead in her tracks, her eyes focused on the heavily armored man’s white cape. It was agitated by the heat waves of the volcanic pit, but she was able to catch a glimpse of the red stellaglyph emblazoned upon it. The shield-like star symbol was unmistakeable. The man was Saint Erygion the Standard Bearer. He was built like a wall of glassy-black Star-Armor. He was covered from head to toe in it, from his bell-shaped helmet to the blocky plates that encased his arms, chest, body and legs. At his side hung his star-metal broadsword in a scabbard as black as the rest of his armor. 
Nuriel took a step back, a sudden panic gripped her. She felt her arms and legs grow numb and suddenly her Star-Armor felt too heavy for her body to bear. Not only was Saint Erygion one of Aeoria’s Guard—a protector of the walls of Sanctuary itself—but he was also the Guardian of the Hall of Saints and literally held the very lives of all the Saints Caliber in his hand. 
Within the Hall of Saints was kept the one thing more valuable to a Saint than anything else; the one thing that bound the Saint to their Star-Armor; the one thing that could be used against them, and all the Saints Caliber were powerless against it. Saint Erygion guarded the Hall of Saints where each Saint’s Sanguinastrum, their Bloodstar, was kept. 
Upon being inducted into the Order of the Saints Caliber a Saint’s Bloodstar was captured and they were then bound to their Star-Armor. Should the Sanguinastrum ever be broken or destroyed, the Saint would be consumed by their armor. It had happened before. Nuriel had heard the stories of what happened to Saints who ran afoul of Sanctuary. The Bishops and the Holy Few would have them “recalled”. Erygion or one of the Bishops would break the Saint’s Sanguinastrum and the Saint would be immediately recalled. To be recalled meant to be consumed by the Star-Armor, and that of course meant a swift and gruesome death. 
Saint Isley’s gauntleted hand clanked heavily but gently upon Nuriel’s round pauldron. “Do not fear, Nuriel,” he said softly. Isley’s Caliber was always so calm and Nuriel found her own Caliber clutching at it now. His tranquil demeanor and voice always managed to belay her fears and she could already feel the dread leaving her body. “Erygion is one of Aeoria’s Guard. As the Goddess’s Standard Bearer, Erygion serves Her above all else. If he is here working with Celacia, you can be assured that this path we are walking is righteous.”
Isley looked down at Nuriel, his liquid chrome eyes stared into her’s. “Stay the course with me. There are things you don’t know yet, Nuriel. Things I don’t even know yet.” He pointed toward the massive pit from which lava sprayed and splashed, bathing Celacia’s and Erygion’s forms in fiery light. “Whatever is in that pit is going to change everything. We have to align ourselves with Celacia’s path. Celacia is righteous. I don’t know how or why yet, I just know that she is. Erygion must too. There is something different about her. Something ancient and unknown, but righteous.”
Isley pointed to Celacia who stood a shadowy silhouette as a tremendous spray of molten rock came crashing down into the pit before her. He gestured to her black cape and the strange glyph painted in blood red upon it. “Tell me, Nuriel,” said Isley. “Do you recognize her star?”
Nuriel shook her head. Celacia didn’t have the symbol tattooed in glowing silver upon the back of her neck like other Saints Caliber. It was only displayed upon her cape and her armor. It seemed so familiar yet so strange. It was not like any Saint’s stellaglyph she had ever seen before. In fact, it didn’t even resemble a star. It was more of a cross, she supposed. Yet, there was something about it she could almost place…
“It seems familiar to you too, doesn’t it?” said Isley. 
“It…it does,” admitted Nuriel. “Like it’s something I should know or have seen before.”
Isley smiled softly at Nuriel.“We must stay the course with Celacia,” he said. “At least for now.”
Nuriel nodded, more to appease Isley than in agreement with him. She looked down at her hand and her own stellaglyph. It was reminiscent of a sword, with a pair of stars on either side like scales. Nuriel of the Scales. That would be her honorific if she could earn it. And she wanted to earn it. She wanted, more than anything, to please Holy Father and Sanctuary and become a respected member of the Saints Caliber. She wanted to be back in Jerusa where she was supposed to be. She wanted to be getting her orders from the Oracles and doing the work of Sanctuary. She wanted to be out in the world, fighting for Sanctuary’s justice and destroying the minions of Apollyon, the devil. 
But right now she was trapped. Isley was her mentor and she could not betray him. And Celacia? Nuriel looked up at her and mused at how none of the soldiers dared stand anywhere near her. Celacia’s very presence was death. Even from here Nuriel could see the stone beneath her feet was decayed and cracked. The edges of Saint Erygion’s cape too had become withered and decayed from standing next to her for so long. 
Nuriel frowned. Her head throbbed and her nose was dripping again. She sniffled and tucked her hair behind her ear.
“Come,” said Isley. “Let us report and see what Celacia has brought us here for.”
Nuriel followed behind Isley as they made their way across the cavernous belly of the volcano. She had not been privy to anything Celacia was up to, and Isley only seemed to tell her things on a need-to-know basis. She hadn’t even known Isley was taking her to this volcano until they reached the Firerims this morning. For the most part the lack of information had been fine with Nuriel. She figured the less she knew, the better. After all, she didn’t really intend to stick with Isley much longer. In fact, she was determined that after she got back to Jerusa she would seek out an Oracle and ask to be reassigned to somebody other than Isley, or better yet, get cleared to be on her own without a mentor. She wasn’t sure yet if she was going to inform them of what Isley had been up to, or even about Celacia. Isley had been kind to her and was a patient and caring mentor. Probably the best mentor she could have hoped for, other than the fact that he had coerced her into working for Celacia, of course. Still, she didn’t like the thought of him being recalled. 
Nuriel sniffled. It was too much to think about right now. She would figure all that out later, after she got back to Jerusa. Right now, however, curiosity was starting to get the better of her. She figured that she had at least earned the right to know what Celacia was after, and the answer seemed to be in the molten belly of this volcano. Whatever it was, it was important enough that Celacia risked leading two-hundred soldiers a thousand miles from Jerusa. Unfortunately, in doing so, she had attracted the attention of Dimethica’s King. There was an army on the way, and there would be a showdown here very soon. 
As they neared the fiery edge of the pit, Nuriel could feel the roar of churning magma in her chest and the sulfurous reek was overwhelming. Pressure waves of intense heat washed over her with every heave the volcano gave and she could see glowing, molten rocks being tossed at least fifty feet into the giant chimney above. But more than this, Nuriel could feel Celacia’s dread engulf her. 
Celacia stood with her back to them, her cape fluttering in the waves of heat, and her strange Star-Armor far more opaque than the glassy blackness of all other suits. Nuriel guessed that the deathly aura of Celacia’s Caliber—the same aura that caused stone, trees and flesh to wither and die in her presence—played its part in dulling her star-metal armor. 
Like Saint Erygion who stood next to her, Celacia wore a rare full suit of armor. The arms, legs and breastplate were smooth and shiny, made of concentric bands of the black metal that conformed to her lean, graceful form. At the forearms the armor flared slightly with wicked looking fins and the legs behind the calves had similar fins. The elbows and knees had curved spikes that reminded Nuriel of the claws of the mythological dragons of old. Celacia didn’t wear gauntlets or a helmet, but Nuriel thought her armor must have them since all the full suits of Star-Armor did. To Nuriel’s knowledge only the elite of Aeoria’s Guard—like Saint Erygion—had full suits. But Celacia was not part of Aeoria’s Guard so far as Nuriel knew. If she ever had been, her name had been wiped from the records and forgotten, and the name of Celacia and her strange stellaglyph were nowhere to be found in the records at Sanctuary. 
Nuriel and Isley came closer, the dread of Celacia’s Caliber becoming ever more intense. Just before Nuriel could get close enough to see over the edge of the pit, to know what they had come all the way here for, Celacia and Saint Erygion turned around. The look of alarm on Erygion’s face was enough to stop Nuriel and Isley in their tracks, but the massive Saint also whipped the star-metal broadsword from his side, and Nuriel immediately knew he meant to kill them both. 
Saint Erygion the Standard Bearer, like all of Aeoria’s Guard, was a titan of a man. Standing a hand taller than six-feet, Erygion was clad in the heavy Star-Armor of Aeoria’s Guard that covered him head to toe. His long, sapphire-blue hair could be seen through his bell-shaped helmet. His eyes were just as blue and looked at them with a terrifying intensity. 
“Oh relax,” said Celacia in her chirpy little bird voice. It was a voice that Nuriel found quite at odds with the woman’s deadly Caliber. “Isley and Nuriel are with me.”
Erygion didn’t lower his weapon. “You said no Saints,” he growled, still looking like he might strike them dead at any moment. He could too, and Nuriel knew it. She and Isley together would be cut down in the blink of an eye if Erygion set his sword loose on them. Nuriel didn’t dare draw her own sword in defense, and Isley definitely knew better. 
“Yeah, and you Saints were supposed to uphold the integrity of the world,” said Celacia. “So we’re even. Now put your sword away. These two won’t say anything. And besides, I like them and I’ve found them both quite useful thus far.”
Erygion cast Celacia a disapproving glance but obediently sheathed his sword. Erygion was part of Aeoria’s Guard, the most powerful and elite of all the Saints Caliber, and not even he dared defy Celacia. Nuriel didn’t know the extent of Celacia’s power, but the fact that Erygion would bow fealty to her spoke volumes. 
“Saint Isley,” said Erygion, tipping his head slightly. Isley bowed his head in return. Erygion looked at Nuriel with something of a wicked little smile. “Saint Nuriel,” he said. “Is being a Saints Caliber everything you hoped and more?”
Nuriel forced a little smile but couldn’t help but look away as she scooped her hair up behind her ear. 
“Saint Celacia,” said Isley, bowing his head to her. “Lord Briarthorn has reported that King Armigon has sent a small battalion of knights our way. They approach even as we speak.”
Celacia grimaced. Her bright, emerald eyes were quite striking against her pale complexion and the black of her hair and armor. Again, Nuriel found her beauty quite at odds with her Caliber. Nuriel also found her emerald green eyes something of a mystery. Saints all had eyes the same color as their hair; colors more vivid and gem-like than any mortal human would have. Celacia’s hair was as dark as wet coal, but her eyes were as green and vivid as cut emeralds. “How small is a small battalion?” she asked in her effusive, effervescent little voice. 
“Four-hundred men,” said Isley. And then more cautiously added, “And they are accompanied by a Saint.”
Erygion’s face seemed to grow paler than Celacia’s before it twisted in anger. “This is no good,” said Erygion shaking his head. He turned to Celacia and yelled at her. “Nobody can know I’m here, Celacia! Already too many know I’m here!”
“Oh calm down,” said Celacia, giving a dismissive wave. “Trust me, it does me no good either if you’re found out. Just focus and leave it all to me. Besides, once you get this thing out for me you’re free to go.”
Nuriel couldn’t help herself any longer and took a couple steps and peered over the edge and into the vast, fiery lake below. She froze. Her stomach twisted into a knot and her limbs grew numb. She gasped and placed a hand over her mouth.
Celacia giggled. “Oh Nuriel, you’re always so timid. Come have a look, Isley.”
Isley walked over to the edge with Celacia and Erygion, but Nuriel was having a hard time getting her legs to cooperate. Her Star-Armor suddenly felt as intensely heavy as the day she first put it on and it took her a moment to compose herself before she could make herself move closer to the edge. 
There, at the bottom of the pit, half submerged in churning, molten rock, was a titanic skull. It was huge and long and terrifying, with fangs larger than the massive stalactites that hung throughout the caverns. The back of the skull was fully submerged in the lava, but its eyes looked upwards, brought to life by the glowing magma within them. From its cavernous mouth sprays of lava shot up into the volcano’s chimney. At first Nuriel thought it was the skull of some monstrous wolf or hellish beast, but then it dawned on her. It was the skull of a dragon. But dragons were things of myth, weren’t they?
“What do you think, Nuriel?” said Erygion, holding out his hand, flicking his fingers at her and giving her that wicked little smile of his. “Come a little closer.”
“What…what is it?” asked Nuriel, not daring to get any closer to the edge than she already was. Nuriel had a notion that the thing gave life to the very volcano.
Celacia giggled. “You’re so funny, Nuriel. I think his name was Felvurn. Felvurn of the Flames if I remember right. I think I killed him a long time ago.”
Nuriel looked at Celacia. “You…killed him?”
“Well, to be fair, my master might have killed him,” chirped Celacia, fluttering her hands. “It was a long time ago and my memory is a little fuzzy.”
“You don’t remember if you killed him? How could you forget?” said Nuriel chancing a step closer. Seemed to her it would be impossible to forget such a feat. Judging by the size of that skull, the thing must have eaten herds of cattle for dinner. And if Celacia had a master, Nuriel didn’t dare ask about him.
“You’re what? Twenty-five?” asked Celacia.
“Twenty-one,” said Nuriel, too proud not to correct Celacia. Nuriel was the youngest to ever be accepted into the Saints Caliber and she was quite proud of that fact. 
“Wow, you are young,” chirped Celacia. “Isley told me you were something special. I can’t wait to see you in action. But anyway, my point is, you’re twenty-one and you probably can’t even remember being born, can you? I’d say that’s a pretty big event.”
Nuriel frowned. She supposed being born was a pretty big event and she couldn’t remember a single detail of it. No Saint could remember any of that so far as Nuriel knew. “Well, no…” said Nuriel.
“Well, Felvurn here died a lot longer than twenty-one years ago,” said Celacia. “Forgive me if I can’t remember all the details from a thousand years ago.”
“A thousand years ago…” Nuriel was stunned. That was back when the Goddess herself walked the earth. Could it be possible that Celacia was really that old? “Who…who are you?”
Isley looked at Celacia, his silver eyes alight with piqued curiosity as well. Erygion chuckled with mocking knowingness. 
“Oh stop it, Erygion.” said Celacia. “You didn’t know either. They really don’t teach you Saints anything these days. You’ll all thank me once Admael is gone. Now come on. Let’s get this thing out of here.”
Nuriel’s heart skipped a beat. Once Admael’s gone? Did she mean to kill Holy Father Admael? Nuriel’s head wagged of its own accord. That wouldn’t happen. Not in a million years. Nuriel was a Saint of Aeoria; one of the Saints Caliber. Holy Father Admael was beloved and blessed; the one who could speak to the sleeping goddess. Nuriel backed up a couple steps, her hand reaching to the handle of the large, star-metal claymore strapped to her back.
Isley looked at her with great alarm and shook his head and wagged a finger. 
Celacia clucked her tongue. “Oh please,” she said, waving her hand dismissively. “You wouldn’t last ten seconds against me. Now come on and watch Erygion lift this thing out.”
Nuriel couldn’t move. She could hardly breathe. It felt like her Star-Armor breastplate was consuming her, crushing her chest. She shook her head. Was it really to end like this for her? Youngest to ever make Saints Caliber, youngest to ever die in the field? She backed up a few more feet and turned. The soldiers were all blocking the way now. If she had to, Nuriel could blow through them all, and Aeoria help the ones that got in her way.
A familiar hand grabbed her from behind. “Don’t do this,” warned Isley. “Please, Nuriel.”
Nuriel turned around and looked Isley in those molten silver eyes of his. Past him, at the edge of the pit, Erygion and Celacia waved at her, both of them smiling.
“Please, Nuriel,” said Isley, his voice soft and calm. “Trust me. Nobody is more loyal to the sleeping goddess than Aeoria’s Guard, and Erygion himself is here. I said it before, Nuriel, that there are things you don’t know…that I don’t even know yet. Stay the course with me, Nuriel. Please. Celacia is on our side, trust me on this.”
Nuriel had to turn her eyes away. She looked down at her hand, at the stellaglyph emblazoned upon it. She bit her lip. “What is it?” she asked, looking back up at Isley. “What is that skull?”
“I don’t know.” admitted Isley. 
Nuriel looked down again and shook her head. She wiped at her nose. It was running again. She was definitely catching a cold. She buried her head in her hands for a moment. She didn’t know what to do; what to think or what to know.
“Oh, come on, Nuriel,” called Celacia. “You’re going to miss all the fun!”
Nuriel looked back up at Isley. His eyes were sincere, but urging. “Trust me,” he said, grabbing her around the shoulders. Those caring eyes of his turned up in a faint smile along with his mouth.
Nuriel bit her lip and looked down, exhaling deeply. Reluctantly she took Isley’s hand. 
Nuriel and Isley stood behind Celacia at the edge of the pit. Nuriel couldn’t help but notice how the stone beneath Celacia’s feet crumbled and deteriorated wherever she stepped. All throughout the cavern were trails of gray, desiccated earth and even upon the walls there were a couple large patches of dead stone where Nuriel thought she must have leaned up against at some point. Nuriel didn’t know who—or maybe what—Celacia was. Everything about her was so similar to all the Saints Nuriel had ever known, yet at the same time she was so different and foreign. 
And Caliber was not so specific that it exuded a singular essence. A Saint’s Caliber could not cause them to exude an aura of death like Celacia did. Erygion was about as powerful a Saint as they came, and when he shined his Caliber he could sunder steel and stone with his bare fists. He could probably even focus his Caliber and lift the massive skull from the fiery abyss below, the likely reason he was here. Yet, Erygion did not exude an aura of power, much less death, like Celacia did. 
So close to Celacia, Nuriel could feel the affects on her own body. It was mildly painful to be in her presence and Nuriel found herself shining her Caliber to avoid the affects. None of the soldiers dared get within twenty feet of the woman, and Nuriel thought for good reason. 
“It’s a thing of beauty, isn’t it,” said Celacia, peering at the skull as it lay in that molten sea, spewing geysers of fiery rock from its mouth into the air. She looked to Erygion. “Go ahead and pull old Felvurn out for me. Well, just his skull anyway. I’m sure the rest of him is down there somewhere but all I really need is his head.”
Erygion looked at Celacia a little doubtfully. He pursed his lips into a frown. “That thing is a lot bigger than you said it was.” he said, shaking his head. 
“If anyone can lift that thing out, you can.” said Isley.
“Oh, I know you can,” chirped Celacia. “Now come on Erygion. Lift that thing out of there.”
Erygion inhaled deeply and closed his eyes. He outstretched his arms and began to shine his Caliber. At first the glow that encompassed him was dim, hardly visible against the flickering oranges and reds radiating from the pit. But Erygion could shine his Caliber very brightly, and slowly the aura that encompassed him was a blinding whiteness that even seemed to make his black armor glow, and Nuriel had to shield her eyes. 
From the pit the skull slowly rose. At first the molten earth seemed to have a grip on it, refusing to let it loose. But as the skull rose higher the fingers of lava slipped away, releasing their hold in thick flows that crashed into the fiery pit below. As the thing continued to rise, what Nuriel had once thought was the thing’s eyes and mouth had only been the beak of the creature. The thing rose and rose, flows of magma pouring from it, until at last the true scale and terror of the skull presented itself. Whatever this thing was, in life men were but ants to it. 
Erygion strained his Caliber to lift the thing, leveling it out as best he could. Its massive bulk blocked all the glow of the lava beneath it and molten earth still poured from the mouth. Nuriel gasped, awestruck, wondering if in life the monstrous thing might have consumed the entire world in flames. 
Erygion growled as he maintained his hold, obviously struggling to keep the thing level as the weight of molten earth pouring from the mouth kept it tilting too far down at the jaw. Most Saints could not channel their Caliber strongly enough to manipulate heavy objects from a distance, but Erygion was a rare exception. In fact, it was his specialty. But the skull was heavy and he was struggling. His muscles tensed and his hands balled into fists. Erygion’s Caliber shown brightly, but here and there it wavered and Erygion growled as he tried to maintain his hold. The skull rose higher until it was finally at eye level, but now Erygion began to tire and Nuriel could see his Caliber losing some of its shine.
“Come on Erygion,” urged Celacia. “You’ve almost got it.”
Erygion shook his head. “I don’t think I can swing it over,” he said through clenched teeth.
Without thinking, Nuriel reached over and touched Erygion on the shoulder and shined her Caliber. Immediately her body was encompassed by an aura of white light that seemed to bolster Erygion’s own and the skull flew upwards as if it had suddenly lost half its weight. From behind, Nuriel could hear the incoherent chatter as the soldiers looked on in awe of the titanic skull. She was vaguely aware that Celacia and Isley were intently watching her too, but shining her Caliber this brightly required all her attention and the effort was made even more draining for the fact that she still had a headache and she was certain she was getting a cold. 
Nuriel groaned as Erygion turned around, moving the skull from the pit to the solid cavern floor. As soon as the skull touched the ground Nuriel released her grip on Erygion and hunched over with her arms resting on her knees, panting. The skull had been far heavier than she imagined, and she had not realized that the effort would have drained her so completely. 
“Wow, Nuriel! You’re full of surprises, aren’t you!” chirped Celacia. She gave a little clap of her hands and hurried over to the skull, leaving a trail of crumbled, dead stone in her wake.
Still panting, Nuriel felt the heavy, gauntleted hand of Saint Isley clank upon the back of her star-metal breastplate. “Very few Saints can do that, you know.” said Isley. “Quite impressive. I wonder if one day you won’t surpass even Erygion in his ability to move objects?”
“Thanks,” said Nuriel, standing back up, but somehow she wasn’t sure if she truly deserved to be thanked for what she had helped accomplish. She sniffled and coughed and stroked her hair back behind her ear. 
Celacia, Erygion and many of the soldiers were already gathering around the skull, looking as diminutive as ants crawling about carrion. It sat at the edge of the pit, caked in quickly-cooling black crust that showed through to veins of pulsing, fiery lava. The lower jaw bone was still intact with the upper skull and the mouth was open in a large, cavernous gape, propped up by one of the many fangs that no longer sat quite right in the mouth. The empty eye sockets were deep and cavernous. Cooling pools of molten earth within them seemed to give them life and they stared at Nuriel with what she thought an eerie, piercing intention. She wrapped her arms around her body. She stood in awe and horror of the thing, until finally she had to turn her head away, certain the thing looked upon her with contempt for helping to release it.
“Come, Nuriel,” said Isley. “You did good. Celacia was very pleased with you, and she is not easily impressed.”
At the foot of the skull the soldiers were all shouting excitedly, some cautiously touching the thing and recoiling from the latent heat, others still obviously unsure if getting too close would be wise. Erygion strode up to the thing, craning his neck up and down. With a gauntleted hand shining with Caliber energy he tore a piece of black crust from the skull, revealing the glowing red magma still clinging to the bone. 
Nuriel turned her head back to the lava pit where the giant thing once rested. She thought it peculiar that the molten lake was crusting over with black, as if cooling, and it was no longer agitated and spitting and bubbling.
“So what’s the deal with this thing?” asked Erygion, casually tossing the torn clump aside.
“Well, if King Armigon’s men are truly on their way here with a Saint, I think I might be able to give you a demonstration,” chirped Celacia. “I could tell you, but it just wouldn’t have the same impact as a demonstration.”
At the foot of the mouth Isley stood looking curiously into the cavernous opening, his black Star-Armor bathed in a ruddy glow. “There’s still molten rock in the mouth,” he said. “It still bubbles and spits.”
Nuriel, Erygion and Celacia strode over to Isley and the four stood at the base of the titanic opening where a small lake of magma still sat glowing, pulsing and flowing in the jaw. There were some soldiers about tossing stones in the mouth and then hooting and hollering excitedly as the rocks burst into fire and melted before their eyes. 
“Hey!” yelled Celacia, frantically waving her arms at the soldiers. “Stop that! You’re going to ruin the surprise!”
Immediately the soldiers stopped what they were doing and scattered. Isley was about to ask something when Lord Briarthorn came racing into the cavern, the hooves of his horse clomping loudly upon the stone and echoing throughout the chamber. He swung the brown charger around and jumped off, bowing to a knee a good fifteen feet from Celacia. Nuriel thought Lord Briarthorn quite agile for a human in full armor. 
“Saint Celacia,” he said hurriedly, standing back up. “Four hundred soldiers on horseback, accompanied by a Saint. I know you said not to disturb you, but they come, milady.”
Celacia made a little clap and a hop. “Oh goody!” she chirped. “Perfect timing for a demonstration of old Felvurn.”
“But, there’s more,” said Lord Briarthorn. He swallowed hard. “The Saint they are accompanied by is Saint Ramiel, milady.”
Celacia stood there looking at Lord Briarthorn, apparently not understanding what everybody else already knew. Nuriel even found Isley looking at her with some concern about this new revelation. Celacia looked around at everybody, obviously confused by the long faces. She looked back at Lord Briarthorn, who again swallowed hard. 
“And…” urged Celacia, rolling her hands in the air. 
“Well, it’s just…” began Lord Briarthorn. “…it’s just that…well, everybody knows that Saint Ramiel belongs to the Golden Cockerel, Lord of Dawn’s Sun.”
Celacia’s brow furled. “Who the heck is ‘the Golden Cockerel’?” asked Celacia fluttering her hands and mocking the seemingly magical name. 
“He’s an Exalted,” said Isley. 
Celacia’s brow furled. “An ‘Exalted’?”
Nuriel bit her bottom lip. She had never met an Exalted. There were only a couple in Jerusa because King Gatima granted very few titles of nobility, but they were commonly found in all other kingdoms. The Exalted were the highest born of all nobles, nearly as powerful as Kings. All Exalteds had their own Saint as a personal protector and bodyguard. They held almost godlike powers within and without their own kingdoms, and all but the Kings and Holy Father himself had to bow to them and their will. 
Celacia stood staring at Isley blankly. “Well, does somebody want to explain to me what the heck an ‘Exalted’ is?” she said, again fluttering her hands at the seemingly magical word.
“The highest of all nobility, save the Kings themselves.” explained Isley. “They’re like Kings, but they do not command entire kingdoms. And just like Kings, anything they say must be obeyed or carried out. All Exalteds have at least one Saint as a bodyguard and enforcer.”
Celacia waved a dismissive hand. “Oh please. You Saints and your new duties these days. It’s pathetic, really. And Admael is ok with all this? Really?”
“Celacia?” Erygion stood with his hands out, a look of concern on his face.
“Oh Erygion,” said Celacia shaking her head. “You’re always far too grave.”
“We had a deal.” he persisted.
“Oh, ok,” conceded Celacia. “You did your job anyway. Go sneak back to Sanctuary. You sure you want to miss the demonstration?”
Erygion huffed a little laugh and looked up at the titanic skull. “I think I have a good enough understanding,” he said. 
“You still owe me one more thing,” chirped Celacia. 
Erygion grinned and looked at Isley and Nuriel and gave a little wink. At his side he had a small leather bag. He tore it from his waist and tossed it to Celacia. He turned to Isley and Nuriel, saying each of their names with a departing finality.
“Farewell, Erygion the Standard Bearer.” said Isley. 
Nuriel tried to conceal her scowl but failed. She found nothing amusing in the irony that Sanctuary’s standard bearer—the one whose duty it was to protect and honor the symbol of Sanctuary—was the very one betraying it. She turned her head and wiped at her nose and sniffled.
“Chin up, Nuriel,” said Erygion. He gave her another of those wicked little smiles. “Aeoria’s Guard only serve Aeoria. Remember that.” He gave her a wink and turned and walked away, his star-metal boots clanking loudly in the cave as he went. 
“So, these are those newfangled leashes Admael keeps you Saints on?” As Celacia spoke, the leather sack crumbled to dust in her hand, leaving behind a handful of small, glassy-red orbs, each the size of a large marble.
Isley gasped and Nuriel looked up, starting from the shock of the sight. She couldn’t believe it, and she started to feel a little sick to her stomach. In Celacia’s hand were six small, crystalline orbs filled with crimson blood. Each one was etched with a unique stellaglyph. Nuriel instantly knew they were Sanguinastrums and she could almost sense which one in particular was hers. 
Nuriel’s hand immediately went to the back of her neck and she rubbed at the silver tattoo of her stellaglyph, her fingers tracing over the scarred, raised tissue. It was the mark left from when she was made a Saints Caliber; from when the Oracles drew her star in molten silver upon her neck and chanted their spell, binding her to her star-metal breastplate. Nuriel could vividly remember the pain as the silver burned into her flesh, absorbed into her very skin, while drawing out the few drops of blood that the Sin Eaters collected into that tiny crystalline orb etched with her stellaglyph. 
Celacia giggled and held one of the orbs up to her eye. “You two should see the looks on your faces,” she said. She looked at Isley. “Oh, don’t worry, I won’t let these crumble in my hands. I hope.” She took up a different orb to her eye. She went to another and then said, “Ah, here it is. I think this one is Isley’s. And this one is Nuriel’s.” Celacia looked up at Isley and Nuriel and giggled again. “I told you that you were both working for me now.”
“Are those really our Sanguinastrums?” asked Isley. Nuriel could hear the awe in his voice. He obviously found this to be something quite exhilarating, but Nuriel couldn’t help but feel ever more alone and ever more removed from the Sanctuary she had known and loved all her life. 
“You Saints sure have funny names for dog collars, you know that?” chirped Celacia. “But to answer your question, yes. These are yours and four others who’ve agreed to work for me.”
Isley quickly approached Celacia, even reaching for one of the orbs, but she scooped them into her fists and turned. “Ah-ah-ah,” she said. “I might one day give these to you but for now they’re my insurance that you’re loyal to me.”
Isley was in awe. He smiled large and uncharacteristicly wide. His eyes were alight now with that fervor that often made Nuriel feel uneasy about him. It was the same fanatic light in his face that day he first told her about Celacia. “Nuriel,” said Isley, looking at her with eyes wide. “It’s true! These are our Bloodstars!”
“I thought you might like knowing I held yours now,” said Celacia. There was a small case upon her hip that was part of her armor, and she placed them into it. “But Nuriel, you don’t seem too happy. Why the long face?”
“Nuriel,” said Isley. “This is a good thing! We don’t have to worry any longer about being found out! We don’t need to worry about Sanctuary knowing! We don’t need to worry about Gatima looking for us! We can now fully devote ourselves to Celacia!”
Nuriel bit her lip and looked down. It was true that if Celacia held their Sanguinastrums they would no longer need to worry about being found out since Sanctuary could no longer have them recalled. However, Nuriel couldn’t help but feel that she’d rather have Holy Father Admael holding her Sanguinastrum than Celacia. She sniffled and tucked her golden hair behind her ear. She looked down and bit her lip, trying to prevent her eyes from tearing up. Now there was no way she could go back to Sanctuary; no way she could ever leave Celacia’s servitude. 
Isley wrapped his arms around her, laughing in her ear. “This is a good thing, Nuriel!” he said again, shaking her by the shoulders in his ecstatic glee. He grabbed her chin and raised her head to him. “This is good, Nuriel. This is very good!” He turned to Celacia. “How?”
“Erygion got them for me,” said Celacia. “So you really owe him your thanks.”
“But…won’t Sanctuary know?” asked Nuriel softly. “They’ll know they’re missing.”
“Don’t you see?” said Isley, grabbing Nuriel by the shoulders and peering into her eyes. “It no longer matters! Nuriel, it no longer matters if they find out we have abandoned Sanctuary!”
“If it helps put your mind at ease, Nuriel, Erygion says he’s taken these things before,” piped Celacia. “He says he’s replaced them with fakes, so you have nothing to worry about. Still, I’d rather you two keep a low profile about this. I don’t want Sanctuary knowing exactly who’s working for me. At least not right now. Loose lips sink ships…or something like that I guess.”
“Milady,” interrupted Lord Briarthorn. “I do not mean to interrupt, but we do have the matter of the approaching army.”
“Oh right!” chirped Celacia. “I almost forgot. We have that Saint Ramiel guy and his deity friend…” she snapped her fingers at Lord Briarthorn.
“The Golden Cockerel,” reminded Lord Briarthorn. 
“Ah, yes, the Exalted Golden Cockerel who claims to be the Lord of Dawn’s Sun,” said Celacia. “Alrighty then,” she said, clapping her hands excitedly. “This is going to be so much fun!” 
Nuriel couldn’t help but notice the ground beneath Celacia’s feet was starting to crack and crumble more than usual. She took a couple tiny steps back to avoid the spreading death of the stone. 
“Lord Briarthorn, have your men start building the cart to haul this thing away.” said Celacia. “We’ll have to roll it out of here on some logs or something, unless maybe Nuriel has anymore tricks up her sleeve?” Celacia looked at Nuriel with those gleaming emerald eyes of hers.
“No, I don’t think so,” said Nuriel. She forced a little smile before averting her eyes. 
“Well, in that case, you and Isley come with me.” said Celacia. “It’s always so exciting meeting new Saints. Tell me Isley,” said Celacia as she began walking toward the end of the cavern. “Do you know this Saint Ramiel?”
“Yes,” said Isley as he and Nuriel followed behind. “Me and Ramiel spent our youths in Sanctuary together. We both received our Call to Guard around the same time, almost ten years ago.”
“Do you think he’d join us?” asked Celacia.
“Probably not,” said Isley.
“Oh goody,” chirped Celacia. 
 ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦
The tunnel cut through the east side of the volcano and exited upon a large plateau overlooking the volcanic slopes some fifty feet up. This would, no doubt, make an excellent staging area to get the enormous skull down from the mountainside once the men could get it out of the tunnel. Nuriel didn’t know exactly how they had cut the tunnel in the first place, but the decayed stone of the tunnel walls gave her all the clues she needed. 
Standing beside Isley and Celacia upon the plateau, Nuriel squinted against the stinging light of day. The sky was a milky blue, barren of clouds, and the desolate, rocky terrain of the Firerims seemed to reflect most of the hot summer sun right back in her face. Nuriel didn’t really like blue, empty skies. Somehow it made her feel small and vulnerable, like she could feel the very vastness of the world around her. She much preferred gray skies. They made her feel more secure, like she was back in the confines of Sanctuary. However, the air out here was much fresher and Nuriel breathed deeply, trying to get the remaining sulfurous fumes out of her lungs. 
From this vantage point Nuriel could see a sparkling, moving sea of knights on horseback approaching from the north. Nuriel bit her lip. She was still exhausted from helping move the skull, and she had never seen so many potential enemies gathered in one place before. And these were not untrained, starving peasants from Jerusa. These were skilled knights of Dimethica, accompanied by an Exalted. No mortal man was a match for any member of the Saints Caliber, but with such numbers Nuriel knew the odds were against them. 
More disconcerting than the knights, however, was the fact that they were accompanied by Saint Ramiel of the Hammer. Nuriel had never met Saint Ramiel, but she knew that his honorific had not been earned just because he fought with a warhammer. It was earned for his ability to quickly crush his opponents. Powerful Saints were a source of great pride to Kings and their kingdoms and Sanctuary often gifted them to the Exalteds. Nuriel remembered there had been much jealousy amongst the Exalteds of the realms when Sanctuary assigned Ramiel to Dimethica and the Golden Cockerel. 
Already Nuriel could pick Ramiel out at the head of the army. His pitch black Star-Armor amongst a sea of shining chrome gave him away. Upon his black horse he flew a red banner bearing his stellaglyph, a broad and powerful looking symbol that Nuriel thought would likely compliment his battle skills. 
But then things got worse. 
Nuriel’s heart skipped a beat and she could sense Isley tense up as well. Riding alongside Ramiel was a shrouded black figure upon a pale horse, the unmistakable gleam of a mirror-mask from its cloaked face. It was an Oracle. 
Nuriel inhaled deeply and bit her lip. She gently tapped Isley on the elbow. He looked at her but all Nuriel could do was look at the ground. “There’s an Oracle with them,” she said. 
“It’s ok,” Isley whispered into her ear. He gently stroked her golden hair. “Celacia now holds our Sanguinastrums. It won’t matter if it sees us.”
Nuriel looked up at Isley and she could feel an unbidden tear in her golden eye. “I don’t want it to see me.”
“What are you two whispering about?” chirped Celacia. 
Isley looked at Celacia. “Ramiel is accompanied by an Oracle,” he said. “If it sees—”
“Yeah, yeah, I know,” squawked Celacia. “I find it odd that Admael keeps such tight tabs on you Saints.” Here she turned and looked at them with a smirk.
Nuriel didn’t find anything humorous about the situation. If it saw her, there would be no chance that she could ever go back to Sanctuary. 
“Oh lighten up you two,” said Celacia, waving a dismissive hand. “So what if he sees you. Soon it’ll all be out in the open anyway. Might as well come clean now.”
Nuriel looked at Isley, hoping he might protest, but her mentor remained silent with his silver eyes fixed on the approaching army. The Oracles had a way of knowing everything, and it was a small miracle Isley and Nuriel hadn’t been found out yet. Back in Jerusa they could be gone and go off on their own for short times, claiming to be on missions. Here in Dimethica, however, they had nobody to cover for them; no good reason to even be here. 
“I…I don’t want to be seen.” said Nuriel more assertively. Being seen by the Oracle would dash any hope of getting out of her current predicament. She’d be labeled a fallen Saint and be hunted down and killed. She hadn’t even wanted to be here. She hadn’t agreed to pledge her allegiance to Celacia. In fact, she was only here because of Isley. If she truly had it her way, she would have remained back in Jerusa to gladly carry out any assignments given to her by the King or Sanctuary. That’s what the Saints Caliber were supposed to do. 
Nuriel exhaled deeply and looked at Isley. “I don’t want to be seen. I don’t want Sanctuary to know.” she insisted. 
Celacia turned around and grimaced. “What happened to the Nuriel who helped pull my friend Felvurn from the lava, huh? I want that Nuriel back.”
Nuriel swallowed hard and found it impossible to look Celacia in the face. She had to turn her head and wipe her nose with her hand. It was running again. 
Celacia released a sigh of annoyance and her usually chirpy voice bubbled with sarcasm as she said, “Ok, fine. You two go hide in the shadows of the tunnel and I’ll just stand here on this ledge, by myself, with my cape flapping in the wind, waiting for them to show up, so I can kill them all by myself.”
Nuriel could feel Celacia’s emerald eyes piercing her but she couldn’t bring herself to look up at her. 
“Celacia,” began Isley. “Perhaps—”
Celacia threw her arms up in annoyance. “Fine!” she snapped. She turned her back to them. “I’ll take care of it. Nuriel needs a good demonstration of my powers anyway. Besides, maybe it’s time Admael knows I’m awake. I’d like to see one of these Oracles you Saints are so afraid of.”
With her eyes already turned downward Nuriel couldn’t help but watch the decaying ground spread further from Celacia’s feet. Nuriel had become aware that the woman’s deathly aura seemed to grow the more annoyed or excited she became. She didn’t dare think what might happen should she ever lose her temper completely. Nuriel backed a few steps to avoid the spreading death of the earth. She had never supposed dirt and rock could die, but watching the stone and soil as it withered and decayed made her think that maybe everything had a lifeforce that could be taken from it. 
“Come, Nuriel,” said Isley softly, breaking Nuriel from her reverie. He placed a gentle hand on her shoulder and walked her into the shadows of the tunnel. 
 ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ 
It wasn’t long before the thunder of four-hundred horses echoed deep into the cavern. Nuriel stood across the tunnel from Isley, her back propped up against the wall as she anxiously scraped the tip of her boot back and forth across the floor. They were just deep enough into the cavern that the shadows obscured them from view, and the outcroppings of stone provided further cover to hide behind. It was as good a place to hide as any, at least until the Oracle was dispatched of. Until that thing was gone Nuriel wouldn’t feel the slightest bit comfortable. In fact, until this whole ordeal was over and she was back in Jerusa she wouldn’t feel comfortable. But now that Celacia held her’s and Isley’s Sanguinastrums she wondered if going back to Jerusa would even be an option. Worse, she wondered if going back to being a Saints Caliber was even an option.
No, it had to be an option. 
In her mind, Nuriel resolved to somehow get her Sanguinastrum back from Celacia and return it to Sanctuary. She didn’t know how she would do it yet, or how she would get it back to Sanctuary, but she would. Then she could go back to being a Saints Caliber. One day, maybe she would even be granted Eremiticy. She’d be a Saints Caliber, but she wouldn’t be bound to any King or Exalted. She’d be free to wander the world on her own, striking down the Unbound and Infernals as she found them. 
Being an Eremitic. That would be her new dream, she thought. After she got her Sanguinastrum back, after she could put behind her all this nonsense that Isley had gotten her tangled up in, she would try to prove herself worthy of Eremiticy. 
Nuriel sniffled and coughed. She chanced a look up at Isley who forced a gentle smile at her. She didn’t return it in kind, and instead craned her neck up and around the large boulder she stood behind to see outside.
On the plateau Celacia held her ground, looking down upon the approaching army with her lips screwed up as she appraised them. The majority were the rank and file knights of Dimethica in full plate armor riding atop their horses. Unlike Jerusan knights, King Armigon’s soldiers were armored in burnished steel of highest quality and the weapons they carried were all in good repair. 
They were led by Golden Cockerel the Exalted, easily identified by his gaudy, golden, armor that was bejeweled with large diamonds throughout. His crested helmet flowed with plumes of exotic feathers and sported two large rubies on either side of it, giving him the appearance of an oversized rooster. He was draped in a cape of gold that bore the griffin crest of Dimethica, but it was so laden with jewels that it did not make the slightest flutter in the wind. His face, neck and hands were all painted in gold dust, making him look like an unnatural effigy. Even his horse was dusted mane to tail in gold. 
The Golden Cockerel was flanked on either side by four lieutenants in silver armor flying the banners of the kingdom. They wore similarly crested helms and white capes but had none of the jewels. Behind them came Saint Ramiel and the Oracle, blights of blackness against the sea of gold and chrome.
As the army gathered around the foot of the mountain some few-hundred yards off, the Exalted with his gem-laden cape broke off, escorted by his four lieutenants in shining armor and flanked by Saint Ramiel and the Oracle. The Exalted’s lieutenants all had the heavy steel rifles known as bolt-throwers slung around their chests and they kept their right hands wrapped around the handles as they rode. 
The squad trotted up the path. The Exalted rode high upon his golden horse with his chin seemingly resting upon a cloud, a look of smug arrogance upon his golden, shimmering face. He seemed larger than was natural, as did his horse. It was a difference in size and scope that was at once subtle but profound. Whether this was a trick of his gaudy armor and crested helm was hard to tell. 
His lieutenants all appeared quite anxious beneath their armor, though they did a good job trying to disguise it by sitting high in their saddles and keeping their giant guns at the ready. Saint Ramiel, on the other hand, looked stern and hard, his dark eyes angry slits as he studied Celacia. The Oracle too was studying her, though it only looked upon the world through a polished silver mask that shined brilliantly in the sun. 
The Exalted and his lieutenants stopped their horses just short of the plateau while Ramiel and the Oracle brought their horses up behind them. All the horses were quite uneasy, nervously stepping and shaking their heads. The Exalted seemed to take notice of the withered earth beneath Celacia’s feet and humphed. He kicked his horse hard and forced it forward. 
“I am the Exalted Golden Cockerel, Lord of Dawn’s Sun, who is at once glorious and profound to you,” he proclaimed quite plainly from atop his steed. The sun sparkled and reflected from the hundreds of gemstones embedded within his golden armor and he glittered obnoxiously before Celacia. The horse stepped nervously from right to left, causing Golden Cockerel to scowl. He yanked hard on the jewel-encrusted reins and continued. 
“I am accompanied by King Armigon’s Southern Forces and my personal Saint, Saint Ramiel of the Hammer, who is the most powerful Saint in all Dimethica, and most likely, all the kingdoms.” Even as he spoke so coolly and smugly the horse backed a few paces, shaking its head stubbornly. At this point Golden Cockerel was getting visibly upset with his horse and he kicked it hard, trying to get it to confront Celacia. 
Celacia stared at him coolly. She took a step back and that seemed to help put the beast at ease.
Golden Cockerel the Exalted looked at her suspiciously from beneath his crested helmet and glittering face, then lifted his chin high. “Bow to me. Then state your name, as plainly as is fitting for a mere Saint, and tell me where you are from and what business you have here in my glorious kingdom with these petty soldiers of yours. Then I, the glorious and Exalted Golden Cockerel, Lord of Dawn’s Sun, shall decide your fate. And perhaps, if I so fancy, I shall take you upon my servitude.” 
Celacia screwed her lips up and took a step forward, causing Golden Cockerel’s horse to kick up slightly and back away nervously, putting him back in the awkward position of trying to look authoritative and smug atop his anxious steed. Then she said, “Oh, I’m just picking up a little something for myself. It was just taking up space in your volcano, and I didn’t think you’d mind if we helped ourselves to it.”
Golden Cockerel dug his armored heels into his horse’s sides and jerked at the reins as he scowled down at Celacia. “From what kingdom are you and your poorly outfitted soldiers?”
“Nowhere in particular,” said Celacia.
Golden Cockerel seemed to take great offense to her answer and tone of voice. He humphed and composed himself, resting his nose back upon some unseen cloud. “Certainly, you are from a kingdom far less glorious than Dimethica. By your ragtag lot, I assume Jerusa. Certainly you have no claim to anything within the glorious and exalted lands of King Armigon.” He clapped twice quickly. “I command you to put all your soldiers to the sword at once. Then you shall come before me for your own punishment.”
Celacia’s brow furled. “Are you for real?” She looked past him, to Saint Ramiel. “Is he for real?”
Ramiel just stared coldly at her and spit on the ground. 
Golden Cockerel looked down at Celacia from his horse, his golden face glittering in the sun. “I take pity on you that such profundity as myself is lost within your realm of reality. Be that as it may, I command you to put your soldiers to the sword.” 
“No.” chirped Celacia. 
Golden Cockerel the Exalted had obviously never heard such a brazen insult as the word ‘no’ in his life. His head popped up and his mouth hung agape. 
Celacia turned to leave. 
“How dare you turn your back to the Lord of Dawn’s Sun!” he screamed, almost shrieking. “Did I not tell you that I am the glorious and Exalted Golden Cockerel?” He craned his neck around to his four lieutenants and pointed to three of them in quick succession and then clapped his hands twice. “You three. Seize her at once!”
Immediately the three armored horsemen at his side dismounted and rushed forward, hiking up their giant bolt-throwers. Celacia stopped but did not turn around. The first of the lieutenants dashed ahead and grabbed her, but no sooner had his gauntleted hand landed on her shoulder than rust overtook the armor, instantly climbing its way up his arm, over and around his shoulders, and spreading instantly across his chest, back and down his legs. He started to scream but it was choked off. He fell to his knees, his armor clanking on the hard earth, crumbling off in rusted clumps as he fell backward in a limp heap. His desiccated and frightful face stared up at the heavens through dead, white eyes.
The other two lieutenants came to an abrupt halt and gasped. 
Celacia turned around and smiled at them, her emerald eyes gleaming in the sun. “Hi boys,” she said with a wink. 
They raised their bolt-throwers to her, taking aim. One of them began to shout “Halt!” but something unseen flared around Celacia. The earth beneath Celacia’s feet cracked and withered; the armor upon the fallen soldier at her heels tinkled as it crumbled to rusty powder, leaving nothing but a ghastly skeleton that was also quickly dissolving. The remaining lieutenants dropped their guns as Celacia’s aura washed over them. Their backs arched and they wailed horrific death screams. They fell to the earth as their hands and arms curled with a macabre rigor until they all lay in a cadaverous heap with pallid, withered faces and sunken eyes staring out at nothing.
The horses of the three fallen lieutenants reared up and screamed, tearing off down the slope as Golden Cockerel, Ramiel and the Oracle struggled to keep their own horses under control. 
“This is an outrage!” wailed Golden Cockerel, backing his horse up behind his last lieutenant, Ramiel and the Oracle. He looked at his remaining lieutenant and said, “Dispose of her at once!” He clapped his hands twice and then put his nose to the sky. “Quickly. I demand she be dispatched.”
The lieutenant fumbled to lift his bolt-thrower as he struggled with his horse, but Celacia stepped forward wagging a finger. “Ah-ah-ah,” she warned.
Ramiel spit then grunted and whipped his anxious horse around. His topaz eyes burned angrily. He scowled as he drove his horse forward, overtaking the lieutenant who was becoming more worthless with every cowing Celacia dished out. 
Most Saints were young and fair of complexion, appearing to be in their early or late twenties. Ramiel looked rougher and older, partly due to his scruffy facial hair and partly due to the large, pink scar that ran diagonally from his left eye, across his nose, and off the bottom of his square jaw. His eyes and hair were like crystalline topaz, ruddy and brown, though his left eye was more white and looked damaged from whatever had left the nasty scar. He gazed upon Celacia with cold appraisal before his eyes chanced a glance at the strange stellaglyph emblazoned upon the buckles that held her cape to the top of her breastplate. For the briefest of moments Ramiel’s face betrayed a hint of puzzlement.
“Name yourself, Saint.” ordered Ramiel, his star-metal gauntlets gripping the reins of his horse tightly as the beast nervously shuffled about. The Oracle’s pale horse was equally uncooperative and whinnied nervously as it bobbed its head up and down, looking at Celacia with wide eyes. 
Celacia turned her emerald eyes to the Oracle and chirped out, “You know, it’s quite insulting that none of your Saints know who I am. Or have I been sleeping so long you forgot about me too?”
Ramiel cast Celacia a stone-cold glare. “Name yourself,” he ordered.
“And that’s the other thing,” she chirped. “You Saints Caliber types are way too serious.” She looked at the shrouded figure upon the pale horse that gazed upon her with its ovular, silver mask. “So, you’re an Oracle, huh?”
“Celacia, it’s been a very long time,” spoke the Oracle quite calmly, its voice strange and metallic from behind the mask. “Tell me, who are the Saints here with you today? I can sense their presence but cannot quite make out who they are.”
“Did nobody hear me say I want her dispatched?” shrieked Golden Cockerel from atop his steed. He pointed his nose up and said, “Ramiel, you shall dispatch her immediately.” He clapped his hands twice. 
Celacia looked at Ramiel and rolled her eyes. Then she looked back at Golden Cockerel. “Or what?”
Golden Cockerel’s face was overcome by shock. His mouth fell open. “Wh…what? What…what is the meaning of this? How…how dare you!”
Ramiel scowled and spit on the ground. He looked Celacia square in the face. “Who are the Saints with you?”
“Ramiel!” squealed Golden Cockerel. His face was red even beneath the glittering gold dust. “Dispatch her now! Do you not hear me speaking to you?! I shall have you flogged!”
Celacia held up a hand to Ramiel and looked at Golden Cockerel. “Adults are talking here. It’s not polite to keep interrupting.” She looked back at Ramiel. “Now, what were you asking?”
The Exalted Golden Cockerel began huffing and puffing so much that it seemed he might start hyperventilating. The Oracle coolly said to him, “We shall dispatch her for you very soon, most Exalted and glorious Golden Cockerel. I beg your most exalted patience while we question this one. She is of great interest to Sanctuary.”
Ramiel spit on the ground, his topaz eyes narrowed into slits. “Tell me the names of the Saints with you.”
“I’d love to tell you,” said Celacia. “But then I’d have to kill you.”
Ramiel’s lip furled. “I’ve never heard of you, Celacia. When you turned, I noticed you have no stellaglyph upon the back of your neck. Sold your soul to Apollyon for a taste of freedom? Fallen Saints are my favorite prey.” He grunted and spat at Celacia’s foot. 
All eyes turned down to where the offending glob landed atop her obsidian boot. The white mass began to dry up and dissolve immediately.
Celacia looked up at Ramiel, her face scrunched up in disgust. “Eeew. Is that how you Saints treat a lady these days?”
The horses now began to rear up and whinny. Beneath Celacia’s feet the ground became gray and the soil itself began to dissolve into dust that was swept away in the gentle breeze. The area of decayed earth began to spread out, fingers of dead rock crawling up the side of the mountain behind her and stretching out toward the horses who all whinnied and wrestled against their owner’s reins. From behind Ramiel, Golden Cockerel was thrown from his saddle and his golden horse tore off down the slope. His remaining lieutenant immediately leaped from his own saddle to assist him. Ramiel struggled to keep his large charger calm. Beside him the Oracle’s horse reared up and kicked, tossing the Oracle from its saddle before it too tore off down the slope. 
The lieutenant helped get Golden Cockerel to his feet, brushing the dirt and grime off him the best he could. Ramiel growled and dug his black, star-metal boots into the side of his horse. With both hands he forced the beast’s neck down, trying to get the thing under control. But when the horse’s front hooves touched the ground, they landed on a finger of dead earth and the beast screamed out in a most unsettling way. It reared back up with renewed strength and threw Ramiel to the ground. Ramiel had hardly hit the dirt before he was already back up. He tried to grab hold of his horse but the thing tore itself from his grip and retreated down the slope. 
Celacia giggled. “Sorry about that. I recall having been able to keep my aura suppressed better. I seem to be having a harder time of it these days.”
Ramiel scowled at Celacia. He was quite an imposing figure even off his lofty steed. Like all of the Saints Caliber, he wore a white leather bodysuit beneath his pitch-black Star-Armor. His armor was heavier than most, with a large breastplate that encompassed his entire chest and back. His left arm and leg were fully armored in black star-metal, with an oversized pauldron that encompassed his shoulder, top of his arm and flared out at the chest and back. The right side of his armor was lighter, with only a small pauldron over the shoulder and his leg only protected by a half-grieve. Only a single plate of black star-metal was upon his right forearm, though both his hands had gauntlets. “What are you?” he barked. 
“Death,” said the Oracle. It was a thin, frail figure shrouded in pitch black robes. Ramiel glanced at the Oracle with uncertainty. Behind him, the Golden Cockerel stood looking at himself in disbelief. His dirty armor and boots, and his soiled golden cape seemed too much for him to bear. He began huffing and puffing like a spoiled child, completely unable to speak. 
The remaining lieutenant stepped forward, the giant gun barrel visibly shaking in his hands as he trained it upon Celacia.
Celacia rolled her eyes. “You mortals with your newfangled weapons,” she said. “Do those things even work on Saints?”
“Quite effectively, actually.” said the Oracle. 
“But far less effective than this,” growled Ramiel, taking the warhammer from his back. He now stood with his heavily armored left side facing Celacia as he flourished the hammer in his right hand. 
“Patience, Saint Ramiel,” spoke the Oracle calmly. “This one isn’t missing her stellaglyph because she sold her soul. She’s something quite out of the ordinary.” It approached Celacia but stopped just short of the area of decayed earth that surrounded her. “Tell me, Celacia, how long have you been awake? Quite recently I assume?”
She smirked. “Let’s just say I’m all rested and ready for battle.” she chirped.
“I see,” said the Oracle. “Tell me, what brings you and a small army of men all the way to Mount Rendral?” 
“I’d like to tell you that one too, but like I said, then I’d have to kill you.” said Celacia, eying the Oracle with some disdain. It seemed to try and focus its gaze past her and into the tunnel. “You know, you Oracles really are kind of nosy. Are you still trying to figure out who I brought with me?” 
Celacia tisked. “I can see you have no plans to mind your own business. No point in prolonging the inevitable.” Celacia strode forward and grabbed the Oracle by its mirror-mask. Instantly the silver finish tarnished and began rusting. It clutched at Celacia with its gloved hands, trying to free its face to no avail. 
Ramiel was about to spring forward when Celacia raised her free hand and said, “I wouldn’t if I were you,” and that stayed him for the moment. “Just watch what I can do.” 
Immediately the Oracle began to scream. The scream of an Oracle was a sound no man or Saint had ever heard before. The Oracle’s black robes began to rot and decay, its mirror mask rusting and flaking off in clumps between Celacia’s fingers. The thing struggled and writhed but within moments it was all over and Celacia was left holding the last remains of the crumbling mask as the decayed body and robes blew away as dust in the wind.
Celacia turned to Ramiel and tossed aside the clump of rust she held. She clapped her hands of the offending red dust. 
“What are you?” demanded Ramiel.
“Didn’t you hear your friend? He said I was Death,” chirped Celacia. “It might be true. To be honest, I’ve kind of forgotten who I am. I have a vague idea. It’s been so long, you know. But I think calling me Death is being a little overly dramatic. I mean,” here she stopped and giggled. “After all, do I look like the grim reaper? You Saints really should have done a better job preserving history.” 
“This is an outrage!” squealed Golden Cockerel the Exalted. He was completely red-gold in the face, his armor covered in dust. 
Celacia looked at Ramiel. “And you have to serve this brat’s every command?”
“Seize her!” he screeched. He jumped and stomped on the ground. “Seize her immediately!”
Ramiel flourished his warhammer as if about to strike but Celacia held up a finger. “Hold that thought.” She stepped to the side and looked at Golden Cockerel. “Why don’t you turn around and go back home? If we’re going to fight, that makes this a battleground, and that’s really no place for spoiled children to hang out.”
Golden Cockerel’s jaw dropped. He clenched his fists and began trembling. His last lieutenant stepped forward, the giant bolt-thrower rattling in his shaking hands. “You…you’re under arrest,” he said as the gun barrel trembled in his hands.
Celacia rolled her eyes. “Oh please,” she said.
There was a thunderous, metallic JINK that echoed through the mountains as the bolt-thrower went off. Like a flash of lightning Celacia turned her head and raised her hand defensively. Immediately a steel bolt—a heavy spike of metal about the size and shape of a railroad spike—impacted her hand and exploded in a puff of rust. 
“Ow! That did kind of hurt!” she said, shaking her hand as if she had just been stung by a bee. She looked up and both the lieutenant and Ramiel seemed surprised that her hand and face hadn’t been reduced to mangled hamburger. Celacia looked at the lieutenant blankly. “Oh…oh, I’m sorry,” she said and giggled at him. “Was that supposed to kill me?” 
“Kill her! Kill her now!” squealed Golden Cockerel from behind as he stomped around. “I won’t have this anymore! Kill her or I’ll have you all put to the sword! Kill her now! I demand it!”
The stark white and wide-eyed lieutenant raised the trembling gun again, taking aim at Celacia’s face. Her emerald eyes narrowed into slits. In an instant an unseen energy flared around her. The ground for thirty-feet in all directions decayed, the very walls of the mountain splitting and cracking with desiccated rock as if death itself washed over the land. 
Ramiel was forced to raise his arms defensively, his Caliber energy flaring a brilliant yellow around him in protection, but even still the white leather of his bodysuit withered ever so slightly and he was wracked with an unworldly pain and fell to his hands and knees. The lieutenant screamed out, dropping the bolt-thrower, but it didn’t even hit the ground before he was vaporized into blowing dust.
Celacia looked at Golden Cockerel the Exalted. He looked around, but he had no more lieutenants and Ramiel was on his hands and knees. He looked back at Celacia and then put his nose to the sky. “You are under arrest,” he said smugly. “I have four-hundred soldiers at my dispense. Now come. Come with me.” He clapped his hands twice.
Celacia scowled. She approached him, the ground beneath her feet desiccating and turning to gray dust. Golden Cockerel must have become aware of the sensation of death engulfing him and looked down. His golden armor began to tarnish, the gems embedded in it became cloudy and the ends of his cape began to decay. Celacia stepped closer and he raised his hands to his face where they began to wither before his very eyes. His fingers curled like dead twigs and his mouth fell open in horror, revealing yellowing teeth. He fell to his knees, the armor cracking and rusting even as he wore it. He looked up at Celacia and released an horrific scream.
Celacia seemed to withdraw the unseen aura and Golden Cockerel remained upon the ground, his pale hands shaking before him. He looked at Celacia and caught a glimpse of his face reflecting in her black armor and he screamed out again. His hair was white and thin now, his armor pocked with rust. His face was pallid, the flesh thin and withered. His eyes were sunken and yellowed. He was a man touched by death, but not lucky enough to have died. 
Celacia looked down at him and chirped, “See, I live in the real world where you have to back up your authority.” She scowled at him as he lay there moaning and screaming and staring at his withered hands. She huffed. “No more clapping? No more orders for me, huh? Very well then.” Celacia placed her boot upon his chest. It took only a moment for Golden Cockerel to be reduced to ashes blowing in the wind. 
Celacia turned around. Ramiel was now back on his feet and looked at Celacia with wide eyes. She looked at him and giggled and did a little curtsy. “So anyway, now you’ve seen what I can do. You know, I feel like I’ve woken up in some sort of strange, outlandish world. There’s far too many Saints, and not one of you seems to be able to do anything worthwhile. And what’s the deal with Sanctuary these days, huh? This Admael guy likes to keep you all on a short leash.”
Ramiel scowled and flourished his hammer. He spit upon the ground.
“Ah-ah-ah,” warned Celacia, wagging her finger. “I won’t go easy on you like I did with that idiot. I can’t fault you for wanting to try to beat me, but now that you know what you’re getting into, I would think you’d understand that I am a foe quite beyond you. Besides, Isley and Nuriel are here. They’re not quite to your level, but I imagine both of them together will give you a challenge.”
Ramiel looked into the cave. Slowly Isley and Nuriel stepped from the shadows. 
Nuriel looked upon Ramiel as she came from the cavern. His lips furled and she felt as if his topaz eyes were burning into her soul. She bit her lip and averted her eyes from his. She sniffed and tucked her hair behind her ear. She suddenly felt ashamed of herself. Only fallen Saints fought other Saints. 
Isley nodded cordially at Ramiel. “Old friend,” he said and unsheathed the long, sharply tapered bastard sword of star-metal from his side. 
Ramiel scowled. “I always knew you’d fall, Isley.” He spit upon the ground. He turned his fiery gaze to Nuriel but she couldn’t look at him. “Where’s your sword, love?”
Nuriel looked at him and he smirked.
“You’re going to have to draw it, love.” he said. “I won’t let you go.” He spit on the ground. 
Nuriel frowned. She unsheathed the star-metal claymore from her back. 
“You know,” said Celacia with some disgust. “You have a nasty spitting habit. I wonder if I won’t be able to teach you some manners. I’ll tell you what, if you beat Nuriel and Isley here, you can have a go at it with me. Just don’t kill them, because if you do there will be no anger that I am not.” Here Celacia turned and faced Isley and Nuriel. “I’m going to go attend to my old friend Felvurn. Try not to lose.” She walked past them and into the tunnel.
 ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ 
At the bottom of the mountain Nuriel could see the army was forming up lines. No doubt they had seen what happened to the Oracle, Golden Cockerel and his lieutenants. They’d only wait so long for Ramiel to issue orders before acting on their own.
“So Isley,” said Ramiel, disgust oozing from his throat. “What’d it take for you to betray Sanctuary? Most Saints fall for power, but you I’m thinking something else. Something more interesting. Something offered by whatever creature that woman is.”
“Truth,” said Isley. “Celacia offers us the truth. Join with us, Ramiel. There are things you should know.”
Ramiel huffed and spat upon the ground. “We all know there are hidden truths that Sanctuary doesn’t let us in on. And to be honest, they can keep them. I don’t want them. And I don’t care who that woman is, or what you think she knows. I have it good right where I am.” Ramiel scowled and spit on the ground. “You were always a fool, Isley. Always seeking higher ideals. It’s a shame you had to drag your apprentice into this. I hate to kill one so green.”
Nuriel bit her lip and looked up at Ramiel. He would be tough if it came to a fight. And she was still tired from helping to lift that skull.
“Nuriel, isn’t it?” said Ramiel, looking dead at her with those fiery topaz eyes. “You’re stronger than him, you know. I can feel your Caliber and you are stronger. Don’t fall with him.”
“She is quite powerful,” said Isley. “But truth is stronger still. We don’t have to fight. Hear me out, Ramiel.”
Ramiel huffed. “The truth? The truth is the Saints Caliber are long bereft of any honor. You two are just two more in a long list of fallen Saints who’ve sold their soul for a taste of freedom.”
Isley craned his head around to show Ramiel the silver tattoo of his stellaglyph that was still proudly worn upon the back of his neck. “We didn’t have to sell our souls for freedom, Ramiel.”
Ramiel spit on the ground and shook his head with a wicked grin. “Still bound to Sanctuary, are we? You’re stupider than I thought, Isley. If I don’t kill you, it’s only a matter of time before you’re found out and recalled by Holy Father. If you’re going to betray Sanctuary it’s better to sell your soul and not have to worry about getting recalled. Either way, you’ll spend your afterlife burning with Apollyon.”
“Ramiel, it’s not how you think,” said Isley softly. “Please, hear me out.”
“Just listen,” added Nuriel quickly. Ramiel’s eyes turned to her. She desperately did not want this to come to a fight. Ramiel would be a tough opponent, but it was not the fear of losing that was eating at her. If it came to a fight with him, if it came to them killing him, she’d be starting down a path that would be impossible to come back from. Already she was in deeper than she wanted to be; already it would be hard enough for her to return to the Saints Caliber. 
Ramiel looked at Nuriel and smirked. “I know all about you, love. Youngest to ever make Saints Caliber. But you didn’t exactly qualify, did you?”
Nuriel frowned. The truth always stung. She had hoped that once she was out here in the field the torments of being known as “too soft” would end. 
Ramiel chuckled at her and then spit on the ground. “Tell me Nuriel, did you ever really think you’d make the Saints Caliber? Be honest, love. You’re powerful and you know it. Even still, there’s a reason you never thought you’d make it, isn’t there?”
Nuriel looked up, not quite sure what to make of that question, especially since he was right. “None of us ever think we’ll make it,” said Nuriel. “There’s only so many suits of Star-Armor.”
Ramiel chuckled again. He spat on the ground. “No, no, love. You know what I mean. You’re not like the rest. You’re the type that falls too easily and for the wrong reasons. Same with Isley here. It’s a wonder they ever put you two together. I guess Sanctuary hoped some of Isley’s blind devotion might rub off on you.”
“Enough.” said Isley. “Hear me out.”
“You said you’re after the truth?” said Ramiel. “Well I got some for you. See, Sanctuary can deal with the power-hungry types. Saints like me who want nothing more than free reign to let loose their weapons; the ones like me who don’t care if it’s killing off the Unbound or killing off some dissenters for a King or bullying around some townsfolk for an Exalted. It’s the ones like you two that fall. The ones like you two that don’t care about power.” 
He looked at Nuriel and laughed. “Don’t look so surprised, love. Every generation has the ones like you. I’ll bet they picked on you a lot back home at Sanctuary, didn’t they? Spent a lot of time alone in your room or walking the gardens? Never liked the company of the rest? Got along better with the cooks and cleaning maids?” 
Nuriel couldn’t conceal her scowl but Ramiel just laughed at her. “See, me and Isley here had Jeremiah and Gallenael when we did our time at Sanctuary. They were too afraid to get the dirty work done. But tell me, love, are they still serving up gruel and cleaning bathrooms? That’s the real dirty work, if you ask me.” 
Ramiel laughed at the expression on Nuriel’s face. He shook his head. “You’re friends with that Karinael, right? She’s another soft one. I bet she works the stables, don’t she? You ever help her shovel shit? Think she’s back home shoveling shit right now, wondering what her good friend Nuriel is doing now that she made it to the Saints Caliber?”
Nuriel’s grip on her sword tightened. 
“Ah, there’s the fire.” said Ramiel. “Did that strike a chord with you, love?”
“Enough.” said Isley.
Ramiel ignored him, his one good topaz eye was still fixed on Nuriel. “You think she’s happy right now? Think she loves shoveling that shit? You should probably be back there with her, shouldn’t you, love? Probably feel a little guilty about it?” 
Nuriel couldn’t help but scowl at him. 
He laughed. “The only difference between you and her love, is that you are far more powerful and Admael does like to play with fire, doesn’t he?”
“Enough,” barked Isley. 
“Oh no,” said Ramiel. “You should be thanking me. I’m just trying to make it easier for your apprentice there to fight me. She’s the type that falls. So powerful, but so unwilling to take what she wants.”
Nuriel looked him square in his eyes. 
He returned a scowl. “I could see the moment you stepped from that cave that you had no desire to fight me,” said Ramiel. “That’s the problem with you soft ones; the reason you never make Saints Caliber. Tell me, love, have they had you put any children to the sword yet?” 
Ramiel smiled wickedly and chuckled at her. “What, you thought you were going to just go out and slay some demons? Thought you were going to fight your way to the gates of Hell and face down Apollyon?” Ramiel shook his head and eyed Nuriel with a cruel mocking. “You see love, they want to be sure you’ll do their dirty work first. Tell me, Nuriel, do you think we Saints are the heroes the little children all pretend to be, or are we the monsters they set off to slay with their wooden swords?”
Nuriel shook her head and scowled. She bit her lip and flourished her star-metal claymore in one hand. Those burning faces flashed in her mind again. That little boy’s hand that reached out to her through the fire. The mother’s screams. The baby’s mewlings choked off by the raging inferno. She wiped at her nose. She felt a type of rage starting to well up inside her and an unbidden tear ran down her cheek. 
Ramiel spit and eyed her with a cruel smile. He chuckled. “How many you kill, love? How many babes and their mothers?”
Nuriel couldn’t help that her lip began to tremble. Ramiel’s voice was but an echo before the screams coming from the fires. Her lips furled in anger and she only saw Ramiel through the blurry lens of tear covered eyes. 
Ramiel laughed deeply and cruelly. “Don’t get me wrong, love. If you prove you’re willing to do the bidding of psychotic kings, eventually Sanctuary will send you off to fight the Unbound. After all, the world can’t be ruled by two forces of demons.”
“That’s enough, Ramiel.” said Isley.
Ramiel smirked. He winked at Nuriel. “Oh, you’ve done their dirty work, haven’t you, love? You’ve cut down children and burned babes, haven’t you? But you won’t sell your soul to a demon. You thought you had ransomed your soul when you sold it to whatever thing that women is.”
“No,” Nuriel said through clenched teeth, her eyes barely open against the welling tears. She felt Isley’s gentle hand fall upon her shoulder but she shook it off. “No!” she screamed. 
Ramiel shook his head as if disappointed with her and then spit. “No going back to Sanctuary now, love, is there? Besides, you’ve killed women and children now. What’s killing a fellow Saint to someone like you?” Ramiel laughed and held his arms out, urging her to attack. 
“Nuriel no!” cried Isley, but it was too late. 
Nuriel was on him in a second, her giant, black claymore a blur as she worked it in quick and fluid motions, putting Ramiel on the defensive. 
“That’s more like it!” growled Ramiel, his hammer raised and lowered as he used it to deflect each of Nuriel’s blows in turn, the star-metal weapons cracking together like thunder with every strike. Ramiel spun, whipping his hammer around, and Nuriel had to leap back to avoid the blow. “Not bad, love.” said Ramiel, standing with his heavily armored side facing Nuriel and smiling at her wickedly. “But it’s not good enough.”
Ramiel leapt forward, his hammer whirling with uncanny speed. Nuriel deflected the first blow and then spun low, her large claymore extended for a strike, but Ramiel was much too fast and with just a simple twist of his leg, blocked the blow upon his heavily armored thigh. Against most Saints a strike that powerful, even deflected as it was, would have been enough to knock them down. Unfortunately Ramiel was too powerful to be taken so easily and not only stood his ground, but spun out with his right hand extended, delivering a nasty backhand to Nuriel’s face. Her Caliber flared brightly against the force of the blow, deadening the impact of the unforgiving star-metal gauntlet against her soft cheek, but even still it was enough to send her flying back. Before she had a chance to register the taste of blood in her mouth a flurry of strikes erupted as Isley shot in for the attack.
Nuriel kicked herself back to her feet and launched herself into the fray. She tried to flank Ramiel as Isley confronted him head-on, but Ramiel was so quick that he was able to parry each of Isley’s attacks while ducking or spinning from Nuriel’s own. Back at Sanctuary Nuriel had often faced off against multiple opponents in sparring matches. Still, that hadn’t prepared her for Ramiel’s might. The man was just too quick and too strong. And truth be told, Isley was just getting in her way. 
Nuriel snarled as she struck in again, flaring her Caliber, trying to siphon every ounce of speed and strength she could. Ramiel shifted to the side, narrowly avoiding her blow, but simultaneously catching Isley on the shoulder with his hammer. The impact was tremendous, and Isley faltered for just a second as the blow shifted him on his feet. That brief moment was all the time Ramiel needed to spin and deliver a swift strike dead-center to Isley’s breastplate. His hammer impacted Isley’s chest with thunderous force and Isley was sent flying back some twenty feet where he landed on his back. Nuriel thought she caught a glimpse of blood spraying from his mouth as he landed. Star-metal was unbreakable, but the body of a Saint was not. Even protected within that obsidian shell Nuriel knew a blow that powerful could shatter bones or even kill. Isley didn’t move, his body was limp upon the ground. 
Nuriel had little time to contemplate the fate of her mentor. Ramiel spun around, his hammer whirling, putting her on the defensive. Nuriel brought her sword in close, moving it in swift, deft motions against Ramiel’s blows. Each strike was tremendous, and with every parry Nuriel could feel her footing and her sword motions getting ever so slightly away from her. 
Ramiel came in at her, his hammer falling quickly toward her head. She ducked right, letting her own momentum raise her left leg as she brought her star-metal boot right into his side. Ramiel fell back a step from the impact, giving Nuriel the second she needed to spin herself back up to her feet, her sword up and ready for a swift thrust. Unfortunately Ramiel was already ahead of her, and before she could react, he flared his Caliber a brilliant gold as he brought his hammer down upon the ground. 
Rock and stone were thrown into the air as a tremendous shockwave sundered the earth in a straight line right toward her. She back-flipped to gain some ground and then extended her sword in front of her defensively. She shined her Caliber brilliantly against the concussive wave that washed over her, spraying her with sundered earth. She had to turn her head slightly to avoid getting hit in the eyes with dirt. By the time she was looking ahead Ramiel was already upon her, his warhammer coming right for her face.
She ducked quickly, avoiding the blow. As the hammer swung past her she stood back up and landed a solid punch directly into the center of Ramiel’s breastplate. Although Nuriel didn’t wear gauntlets, her fist was protected by an aura of shining Caliber energy that created a powerful impact and Ramiel stumbled backward. Nuriel wasn’t finished however, and she spun, delivering a kick right to his neck. Ramiel used the force of the blow to throw himself over in a flip, and landing on his feet, dashed in with his hammer extended. 
Nuriel flared her Caliber and with a sweeping arm gesture sent a wave of torn earth and rock washing over Ramiel. Ramiel cursed as he raised his arms defensively, flaring his Caliber a brilliant gold, causing the wave of sundered earth to break upon him like waves over a rocky shore. 
Nuriel stood staring Ramiel down. He returned her gaze with his one molten-topaz eye. He tilted his head, cracking his neck. “Nice one, love. Seems you’re starting to get the taste for real battle. But you just standing there makes me question whether you got what it takes to kill me.”
Nuriel’s golden eyes narrowed into slits and she flourished her claymore. From the corner of her eyes she noticed that the formation of knights down below were slowly starting to make their way up the path. It wouldn’t be long before the first of them were within striking range of bolt-throwers. 
Ramiel scowled. “So, you’re just going to stand there and make me come to you?” He chuckled and spit. “I don’t usually chase after women, but for you I’ll make an exception.” 
Ramiel sent a burst of Caliber energy forth, exploding the debris around his feet toward Nuriel. She extended her left hand, golden Caliber energy encompassing it and deflecting the debris. But now Ramiel was on her. Nuriel flourished her claymore, deflecting the hammer, just as Ramiel jumped and spun with a kick. Nuriel was forced to flip herself backward to avoid the blow, and when she landed she immediately spun outward with her sword, the sharp black tip of the star-metal blade slicing Ramiel’s chin open. She twisted the opposite direction, spinning her foot around and bringing her heavy star-metal boot square into his chest. It impacted like thunder and Ramiel fell backwards, rolling upon the ground before springing back to his feet.
Ramiel cursed as he took a hand and wiped the thickening pool of blood from his chin. Nuriel held her offensive stance, crouched upon the ground with her sword at the ready, her golden eyes trained on her target. Ramiel looked at her, his lips upturned in anger of the indignity of being hit. Twice. 
“You’re giving me quite the problem, love.” he said. He spat upon the ground. “I ain’t gonna hold back any more.”
Nuriel flourished her sword, her molten eyes not flinching despite the growing problem behind Ramiel. A battalion of knights was now forming and more than a few bolt-throwers were trained on her.
Ramiel seemed to sense them and held up a gauntleted hand as he spat on the ground, not taking his burning eyes off Nuriel. “You all stand down until I’m done here.” He winked at Nuriel.
She flourished her blade.
Ramiel shot in with a roar, his hammer whirling in controlled circles. Again Nuriel found herself having to work her sword in quick motions to deflect the blows as they were delivered in blinding speed and uncanny force. Even deflected Ramiel’s blows came like sledgehammers, threatening to knock her off balance. It took all her skill and Caliber to withstand the impacts and keep on her feet. Just as she thought she was getting ahead of the game, almost ready to get back on the offensive, Isley was back in the fray. 
Silently Nuriel cursed. She was glad her mentor had not been badly injured or worse, but she could face Ramiel better alone. Isley was quick. Blinding even. His sword strokes were fast and true, but they were also predictable. Isley was a good warrior; not great. Unfortunately, against Ramiel, Nuriel only needed great and anything less was just going to hinder her own abilities. Already she found herself having to withdraw slightly to avoid clashing with Isley. 
With a scowl Nuriel ducked beneath a hammer swing just as Isley came in with a sword swing. Ramiel quickly spun, letting the blade clash against his heavily armored left pauldron. At that moment Nuriel seized her chance and shot forward with her sword. Unfortunately Isley spun back in at the same time and she had to quickly duck and roll left to avoid accidentally hitting him. 
This was all the blunder Ramiel needed to finish the battle. With a quick dodge Ramiel caught Isley’s arm under his left. He twisted slightly, causing Isley to fall backward. Ramiel spun around, delivering a swift kick right to Isley’s face, then with a quick spin in the opposite direction delivered a well-placed hammer blow across Isley’s back that sent him flying and landing unconscious nearby.
By the time Nuriel had rolled back to her feet Ramiel was already on her. She felt the heel of his boot catch behind her own, throwing her off balance. She impacted upon the ground, her back flat against the stone earth. She looked up and saw Ramiel’s gauntleted fist coming straight down at her like a wrecking ball. Her Caliber flared as she threw her arms up to her face, but the impact came right at her chest with a tremendous crack, as if a sledgehammer had hit her. 
Although her star-metal armor did not give way, the powerful blow resonated right through it and into her flesh, knocking the wind from her lungs. Her eyes went wide as the air tried to tear its way back into her chest. But down came another blow, and another, Ramiel’s fist like a wrecking ball upon her. She was vaguely aware of the ground cracking beneath her, and as the stars of unconsciousness began to pop before her eyes she could feel her body being driven into the earth.
The sound of Ramiel’s fist upon her chest was now tinny and sharp, the pain dulling as consciousness faded from her, the jolt and spasm of her body more real than the pain caused by each blow. Her eyes rolled up, briefly catching Ramiel’s face. It was twisted in anger, blood dripping from his torn chin, his one topaz eye and the other ruined one looking at her with a type of hatred she had never before seen directed at her. Her eyes continued their journey up and she became aware of Isley’s body laying upon the ground, but the vision was in a strange, obscure, duality and upside-down. The only thing that now seemed real was the voice in her mind telling her ‘just one hit to your face and it will all be over’. 
But as that thought rolled in her head she became aware that the pounding upon her chest had stopped. There were voices. Ramiel was barking something, orders maybe? She was surrounded by gleaming metal and she felt her body being jerked around. 
Presently Nuriel became aware of a buzzing pain in her wrists. Her arms were behind her. She tried to move them, but her wrists were bound. A vague notion that she was cuffed with runic bindings floated through her mind. She looked around, her eyes rolling in their sockets. There were bolt-throwers pointed down at her. 
Suddenly she was jerked and she felt her legs being dragged. She managed to turn her eyes up. Ramiel had her around the collar of her breastplate. He had Isley in his other hand and he was dragging them both toward the tunnel. Nuriel moaned and tried to touch her face but realized once again that she was cuffed. Isley seemed to stir as well. “I…Isley…” she managed.
“Good morning, love,” said Ramiel as he dragged them by their collars. “Time for me to deal with this Celacia of yours.”
Nuriel closed her eyes and groaned. Her Star-Armor felt like a million pounds. She was winded and dizzy and fairly certain that could she remove her breastplate, her chest would be bruised up pretty badly. She concentrated on shining her Caliber, for that would hasten her healing. She was fully aware, however, that had Ramiel wanted to, he could have killed her. He didn’t have to land his blows upon her star-metal breastplate; they could just as easily been placed upon her face. 
Nuriel closed her eyes and focused on shining her Caliber. When she opened them again they were in the tunnel, and a long line of knights marched behind Ramiel. The few that were at the head of the legion looked down at Nuriel with disdain on their faces. One scowled and furled his lip. Nuriel looked over at Isley. He was awash in the glow of his Caliber as well. He took notice of her stare and looked over at her, his lips pursed before he managed a faint smile. Nuriel turned her head down. 
Ramiel continued to drag them through the tunnel and it soon opened up into the volcanic chamber. He whipped her and Isley around, nearly tossing them into the wall as a number of knights with bolt-throwers broke off and stood guard over them. 
“You’re all under arrest!” barked Ramiel as he strode into the chamber. Celacia was standing with her back to him before the giant skull, and the Jerusan knights who had been milling about it all stopped and drew out their swords. 
The cavern was strangely dark. Nuriel seemed to recall the churning, volcanic bowels having filled the entire, massive cavern with its ruddy light. Now, however, only an eerie red radiated from the pit, but only enough to discern its perimeter. Many of Celacia’s soldiers even had torches lit. The skull sat cold and encrusted with black ash, an eerie monstrosity in the shadows. However, from its mouth a hot, radiant light emitted and Nuriel realized that from its jaws molten earth still churned as bright and hot as ever. 
Celacia turned around to face Ramiel as his knights flooded into the chamber, weapons drawn. Nuriel could tell that many of them were taken aback by the sight of the monstrous skull, but Ramiel alone seemed unfazed by its presence. The Jerusan soldiers began taking up spots behind Celacia with their swords drawn, but Celacia raised a hand and they began to fall back. Way back. At her side Nuriel noticed Isley motioning for her with small jerks of his head. She looked at him and he motioned with his eyes at Celacia. She knew what he was trying to tell her. Celacia would put a real quick end to the standoff.
“Saint Ramiel,” chirped Celacia. “So glad you could make it.” She turned her emerald eyes to Nuriel and Isley, then looked back at Ramiel. “Oh good, you didn’t kill them. I’ll go easy on you, but I can’t say the same for all these knights. I really have all the help I need right now.”
“Enough of your arrogance,” barked Ramiel. “Your little tricks might scare men, but not me. I spared your friends for you because you freed me from that pompous prick, Golden Cockerel.” He spat on the ground and then flourished his warhammer. There were a couple dozen knights with bolt-throwers all kneeling in a line with their guns trained on Celacia. The rest were forming up their ranks with their swords at the ready. “Your soldiers are all under arrest, and you, my deadly little love, are coming with me back to Sanctuary with your two little Saints to face justice.”
Celacia smirked. “Love? We hardly know each other.” chirped Celacia as she stood with her back to the giant skull, her black form silhouetted against the fiery glow from the thing’s mouth. “And a trip to Sanctuary seems awfully long for a first date.”
“Cut the crap, woman,” said Ramiel quite firmly. “You’ve had your fun. Time to come along now.”
“You really don’t get it, do you?” said Celacia. She strode forward and all the Dimethican knights drew up their weapons. The kneeling line with bolt-throwers all began to take aim. Isley cast Nuriel a knowing look and she cringed, knowing full well what was coming. She and Isley both shined their Calibers.
“I’ve already told you,” said Celacia. “I’m a foe quite beyond you and this entire army.”
No sooner had the first bolt-thrower roared to life than a powerful wave of purple-black energy exploded forth from Celacia. It seemed to rock the very foundations of the mountain and the walls and floors cracked as the stone was swept over. Like dominoes the Dimethican knights fell, their screams cut short as their weapons and armor corroded and disintegrated into puffs of rust, leaving their withered forms frozen in their deathly, mummified rigor. Neither Nuriel nor Isley were spared from the deathly wave, and despite the bright glow of their Caliber energy, they both felt the terrible pain wash over them. 
Nuriel gasped and released a small cry as she cringed against the agony of death. She saw her star-metal armor haze over, as if a hot breath had passed over it. Her white leather bodysuit tightened around her as it withered and cracked ever so slightly. Against clenched eyes she managed to catch a glimpse of Ramiel. He had been brought to his knees against the deathly wave. Like Nuriel and Isley, he was protected by his Caliber energy, but having been unprepared, suffered far more.
Against the far wall Celacia’s own soldiers stood with their backs pressed tightly against the stone, but none of them had been affected. Celacia had only sent her deadly energy forward, and from Ramiel’s feet to as far back as Nuriel could see down the tunnel, was a sea of rusty armor laying motionless upon the ground. 
Ramiel got back to his feet, struggling for just a moment, and shook his head to clear it. Celacia strode forward and stopped just short of Ramiel. His flesh seemed a little pale, and his eyes were now wide with an uncharacteristic fear in them, but otherwise he was unscathed. 
“You still up for that date?” asked Celacia, smirking at him.
Ramiel scowled, his lip furling. “You’re no Saint. What are you?” he demanded.
Celacia sighed. “It’s a really long story, and to be honest I don’t remember all the details.” Celacia looked around at the sea of dead knights, their faces withered and pale, all of them ghastly mummies clothed in rust. “You’ve got some cleaning up to do.”
Ramiel eyed Celacia with all the fire his soul had to offer and spat upon the ground.
“Yuck!” yelled Celacia in disgust. “You really need to be taught some manners, you know that?”
Ramiel flourished his warhammer. He adjusted his stance so that his heavily armored side faced Celacia. 
“Well,” chirped Celacia. “I guess I did promise you a go at me if you beat Nuriel and Isley. Here’s your chance.”
Ramiel looked upon her with contempt, his eyes shifting from her face to her pale hands.
Celacia giggled. “Oh, I don’t usually carry my weapon. It just wouldn’t be fair. Feel free to attack me any time. I’m not quite sure what you think you’re going to do to me with that warhammer though.” 
Ramiel roared as he lunged forward with blinding speed, his warhammer a blur as it came down in a heavy arc. In an instant Celacia had her left arm up, catching the crook of the hammer upon her forearm. The star-metal hammer clashed upon Celacia’s armor with tremendous force and the entire mountain seemed to shudder from the impact. Ramiel kept the hammer locked upon Celacia’s arm for a moment. He pushed forward, and Celacia slid back on the dead earth beneath her feet.
Celacia’s emerald eyes beamed at Ramiel. “Is that it?” she asked. 
Ramiel looked upon Celacia with a fierce scowl and spat to the side. He flourished his hammer.
“That is so disgusting,” said Celacia. The ground around her began to gray as desiccated dirt and rock spread out in crawling fingers in all directions. Even the air around Celacia seemed to somehow die, as if there was a very staleness to the atmosphere around her. 
Ramiel looked down at the dying earth beneath his feet. His glassy-black star-metal boots seemed to take on some sort of haze, as if a warm breath passed over them. He shined his Caliber and a distinct golden aura encompassed him, washing away any trace of that deathly breath. He huffed at Celacia, then turned his head and spat.
Ramiel barely had time to react before the dead earth between him and Celacia cracked and split. Ramiel cried out, his back arching as he was wracked with a sudden and terrible pain. He grit his teeth as he fell to a knee, flaring his Caliber as brightly as he could against the deathly aura that now consumed him. 
Nuriel gasped in horror, and felt the hand of Isley gently slip into her own behind her back. Ramiel’s face seemed to change in waves as he shined his Caliber to fight off the effects of Celacia’s terrible aura. In one moment his face was normal, the next a deathly, pale, mummified skull. His appearance rippled and changed, but it was clear to Nuriel that the reflection of death was the one winning out. 
Ramiel growled as he placed both hands upon the ground, his muscles tensing in what Nuriel could only think was some hideous rigor of death. He looked up, helpless against the pain, as Celacia casually walked up to him and knelt.
“The next time you spit,” she whispered in his ear. “I might lose my temper and then who knows what might happen to you.”
Ramiel’s head bowed against the pain, her very breath seemed to suck the life from him, turning his ear a sickly purple. Nuriel could see pieces of his leather bodysuit peeling off in decayed strips, beneath which pale, deathly skin now shone. His gauntleted hands clutched at the dying earth beneath him, crumbling through his fingers. He roared out, flaring his Caliber as brightly as he could, and in that second Nuriel saw his flesh and reflection nearly repaired, but he could not sustain it and again the deathly waves rippled through his appearance. 
Nuriel suddenly wanted to help him, to end the suffering he surely felt. He could have easily killed her, but instead chose to incapacitate her. Somehow she felt he deserved more than to be toyed with; to either be free from Celacia’s deadly presence or to have his life ended without so much suffering. She struggled to her feet the best she could with her hands bound behind her, and Isley followed suit.
Celacia stepped back and life seemed to wash into Ramiel. He struggled to his feet with a tremendous roar of anger and frustration as his Caliber shined a blinding white. His chest was heaving and his one whole eye pierced Celacia with unimaginable hatred, his Caliber now settling down to a more subtle glow. Nuriel could see that his body was whole and undamaged, but his bodysuit was nothing but decayed strips of peeling, brown leather. His hair and eyes which were once as radiant as polished topaz now seemed dull and lifeless; his flesh was pale and the scruff upon his face was touched with gray and white hair. His Star-Armor was unscathed, for that alone was impervious to death. 
He roared out in anger again. Celacia just stood there, smiling at him; mocking him. He bared his teeth and roared out once more. He flung himself forward, his hammer swinging in fluid circles. Celacia quickly moved, ducking each blow in turn as the tremendous force of each impact upon the ground sent shockwaves through the mountain. But she was quick—far quicker than Ramiel—and as he brought his hammer upwards for another strike Celacia swung her left arm out, slicing his face open with the black, metallic fin on her forearm. 
As Ramiel stumbled back Celacia spun her body around, delivering a swift kick right to his chest. It sent him flying backwards into the side of the mountain where he crashed with such force that his star-metal breastplate dug deep into the stone and he was held there, imprinted into the very side of the volcano. 
It took Ramiel a second to register what had happened. With a grunt he peeled himself from the stone wall and fell to the ground on his knees, loose rubble raining down and bouncing off his armor, blood from his cut face falling in heavy drops upon the ground. He stumbled back to his feet and stood. He shook his head and wiped a gauntleted hand across his face and flung the blood to the ground. He looked at Celacia and scowled, his chest heaving. 
“Don’t be too upset with yourself,” chirped Celacia as she walked up to him. “I mean, there is a reason I don’t even bother carrying a weapon. It just wouldn’t be fair.”
Ramiel grit his teeth and presented his heavily armored left side again. He flourished his warhammer. This time it was Celacia who moved in fast. She swung a couple punches, presenting the deadly-sharp fins of her armored forearms. Ramiel dodged each in turn and countered with a quick swing of his hammer. Like lightning Celacia ducked the blow, spinning on one leg and bringing the other around, delivering a powerful kick right to Ramiel’s hand that sent the hammer spinning away. It impacted the earth like a small bomb, throwing up dirt and stone as it slid. 
Celacia pushed forward with more slicing punches. Ramiel was able to avoid the first few but eventually one caught him across the left cheek, tearing another huge gash of flesh from his face. He stumbled and Celacia moved in close, hugging him to her body. Immediately Ramiel’s appearance was that deathly reflection and his back arched and he screamed out. Celacia brought her knee up, the spiked end finding the unarmored side of his right thigh. When she tore her knee away blood rushed out of Ramiel’s thigh in a steady flow, pouring down his leg and onto the ground. Wherever the blood touched Celacia’s armor it decayed into dust. 
Nuriel looked on in horror as Ramiel fell to the ground at Celacia’s feet, a quickly spreading pool of blood beneath him. Celacia moved forward, the bloody pool drying and decaying around her feet. She grabbed him by the collar of his breastplate and the skin at the nape of his neck yellowed and began to crack like dead flesh. She dragged him behind her as she walked toward the glowing maw of the dragon skull, leaving an horrific trail of blood and dead earth in her wake.
“Come on guys,” chirped Celacia. “Time for your demonstration.”
Nuriel looked up at Isley who returned a grimace. “Come, Nuriel,” he said. 
She and Isley strode up to the skull as the Jerusan soldiers gathered around as well, making sure to keep extra distance from Celacia. Nuriel looked upon Ramiel’s pale, nearly lifeless face, wondering why he was still clinging to life and if he really thought he might break free from death’s very clutches. Nuriel found herself dreading what Celacia’s demonstration might be, and found herself hating Ramiel for not just letting go and dying already. 
Within the gaping maw of the dragon skull a lake of bubbling magma sat, waves of heat radiating from it and blowing at Celacia’s long, black hair. With a grunt she whipped Ramiel around to her front and he moaned again but didn’t move. No more blood escaped his wounds, and Nuriel could feel his Caliber fading fast as he lay propped up against one of the enormous fangs jutting up from the jaw.
“You Saints are so heavy in that armor of yours,” said Celacia, almost panting. She rested her hands on her knees. “It’s a wonder to me how you Saints can wear that stuff night and day.” 
The remark didn’t seem to make sense to Nuriel. Wasn’t Celacia’s armor made of star-metal? 
Celacia stood back up and looked at Nuriel and Isley, seemingly puzzled that they were still bound.
“Runic binds,” said Isley. “An invention of the Jinn.”
Celacia screwed her lips up and turned Isley around. Around his wrists were steel shackles, ordinary and unremarkable but for the glowing blue runes that lined them. “Interesting,” she said. She casually placed a hand upon the shackles and within a moment they rusted to dust and Isley was free. She did the same service for Nuriel. Celacia then turned her attention back to Ramiel who lay limply against the enormous fang, breathing his last.
“Just kill him,” said Nuriel, rubbing her numb wrists. The energy of the runic binds was slightly painful, like a constant, vibrating buzz. Nuriel had heard about them back at Sanctuary. They were one of the only things that a Saint could not break free from. “You at least owe him a quick death.”
Celacia grimaced but before she could act Ramiel’s chest heaved and Nuriel could feel the last of his Caliber fade out. The next moment Ramiel’s body cracked as if some unseen force was crushing him. Nuriel’s hand went to her mouth and she gasped. Ramiel’s body crumpled horrifically and was consumed into his breastplate. 
Nuriel had heard about the way Star-Armor consumes its wearer upon death. It was quite the grotesque sight and Nuriel thought that it was not at all an appealing way to go. It was also the same fate should their Sanguinastrum ever be broken; if ever they were recalled. All that remained of Ramiel’s existence was his armor, laying there in pieces. Not even a bone to bury. Under normal circumstances the armor would be returned to Sanctuary so that it could be given to a new Saint. Somehow, Nuriel knew this armor would never again see another Saint. 
“That’s kind of gross,” chirped Celacia. She bent down and grabbed the empty breastplate and immediately strained. “Unholy minions of Apollyon!” she groaned, struggling for a moment to lift it. “Aeoria on a broomstick!” she looked at Nuriel, red in the face as she struggled to hold the thing at her waist. “How is it possible these are even heavier without a Saint in it!” Celacia cursed and then dropped the breastplate. It landed with an incredibly loud thud that cracked the very stone beneath it. 
Celacia bent down and picked up the much lighter gauntlet but even that weighed like a boulder in her hand. “Star-Armor,” she mused, holding the glassy-black metal in her hand. “I don’t really remember this stuff.” 
“Once the Saint whose Caliber is bound to the armor is no more, the armor becomes much heavier.” said Isley. “It takes new Saints a few days to adjust to the armor, and some have even been consumed by it while trying to adjust.” Then Isley said more cautiously, “Is your armor not star-metal?”
Celacia laughed. “This old thing? Oh no. You Saints can have your Star-Armor, it’s far too heavy for me. It took all I had just to drag him all the way over here after that fight. And truth be told, blocking those blows from that hammer of his kind of hurt.”
Nuriel was puzzled by this revelation, and she could see that Isley was too. If Celacia wasn’t wearing Star-Armor, then what was it? It certainly wasn’t steel. Nuriel had known the first time she saw Celacia that there was something different about her armor, that it was more opaque than the glassy, blackness of star-metal, but she had decided that it was probably due to her deathly aura playing upon it. Still, if it wasn’t star-metal, it was certainly just as strong. She had seen Celacia block Ramiel’s hammer with her bracers. Nothing was stronger or heavier than star-metal—at least, nothing that anybody knew about. Had Celacia’s armor been made of anything less than star-metal it would have shattered. Most mortals couldn’t even lift star-metal, so the fact that Celacia could withstand attacks from a Saint in Star-Armor, and drag him all the way here meant that she had to be a Saint…or possibly, something just as powerful. 
It was at that moment, as Celacia stood there holding Ramiel’s empty gauntlet, that Nuriel noticed there was a crease in the side of Celacia’s breastplate, and small buckles made of the same material as the armor. Nuriel almost gasped. “You…you can take yours off?” she asked.
Celacia cast Nuriel a curious, blank-faced stare and then looked down at her breastplate. “Oh, my armor? Of course silly.” Celacia said. “I forget you newfangled Saints can’t take your breastplates off. Hmm, I can’t seem to remember why that is?” Celacia tapped her lips with a finger. She sighed. “There’s so much I’ve forgotten over the centuries.” She turned around and shook an accusing finger at Isley and Nuriel. “See, this is exactly why you Saints should have been protecting history.” She laughed again and looked up at the skull and then sighed. “I hate to waste star-metal, but I suppose we do need a demonstration.”
“Does the skull still possess the powers of fire?” asked Isley.
Celacia turned around and smiled, her green eyes sparkling frightfully in the glow of magma. “It’s better than that. Felvurn was the Dragon King of Fire. His breath was the very fire of the sun. It could vaporize water, incinerate wood and flesh and he could melt stone and steel.” Celacia looked up at the enormous fangs of the skull looming high overhead. Then she looked back to Nuriel and Isley with a curious grin on her face. “He once even got so mad that he vaporized a star. And, being that this is star-metal…” Celacia took a deep breath and with a grunt and a heave, tossed the gauntlet into the skull’s gaping maw.
The star-metal gauntlet landed with a heavy splash in the molten pool where it seemed to float for a second. Nuriel gasped as the black armor began to show veins of fiery red, as if the metal was cracking. Another moment and those veins had spread until the entire thing was pulsing with reds, oranges and whites before unceremoniously melting down into sludge and mingling with the bubbling, molten earth around it.
“You see,” said Celacia. “There is nothing that old Felvurn here cannot melt. Well, except for this stuff.” She clacked her arms together. Nuriel became aware that it did not have the same metallic clang as star-metal. Celacia looked at Nuriel and Isley and giggled. “This stuff came from my master, and his dominion outranks fire.” 
“What…what is it?” Nuriel couldn’t help herself. She reached out and touched Celacia’s armor. Her finger glowed white with Caliber energy but even still she saw her fingernail yellow and crack as she touched Celacia’s arm. 
Celacia’s armor wasn’t cold. It did not feel glassy or metallic. It felt slick and thin and light. Nuriel’s whole hand began to throb now. She felt as if her very bones were withering. Still, she could not help herself. With her entire palm she stroked Celacia’s arm, marveling at how slick and incredibly light it felt.
Nuriel was ripped from her reverie as Isley tore her arm away. Nuriel looked at her hand, stifling her cringe by biting her bottom lip. The flesh of her hand was brown, taut and mummified. She clutched it to her breast, shining her Caliber. Her entire hand throbbed but it slowly healed back to normal. 
Celacia looked at Nuriel with some surprise. “Wow Nuriel. I like your no-fear attitude. It shows up here and there whenever you decide to come out of your shell.”
Nuriel sniffled and combed her hair back over her ear. “Your armor’s not metal.”
Celacia giggled. She clacked her arms together again. “This here is made out of the same stuff old Felvurn there was once covered in. Well, not Felvurn in particular. It came off my master.”
Nuriel felt her stomach drop as she looked at Celacia. “Your…master?” she said. “Is…is he still alive?”
“Oh well now I’ve gone and said too much,” chirped Celacia. She turned and patted one of the giant, stoney fangs of the skull. “Time to get Felvurn to his new home.” 
Celacia turned and addressed the soldiers who were milling about the skull and yelled, “I suggest all of you get to work getting this thing propped up and wheeled out of here. If this thing sits on the ground too long we’re going to have another lava pit to get this out of.” She looked back up at the enormous skull and tapped her chin as she stood there puzzling over things in her mind. “Good thing we got Ramiel’s armor. I suppose we can use that to keep Felvurn off the ship’s deck.” She turned back to Nuriel and Isley. “You know, getting Felvurn from here to Duroton is going to be a lot harder than I thought. Oh well, I guess nothing worthwhile is ever easy.”
“To…Duroton?” questioned Nuriel. She bit her lip. Duroton was forbidden land for all Saints. No Saint had set foot in Duroton for hundreds of years. Duroton was the birthplace of the Jinn; home of the Kald; ruled by ruthless Kings who had fallen from Aeoria’s grace; Kings who had slaughtered Saints during the Great Falling and turned against the Goddess. Duroton was forbidden and shunned even by the other kingdoms.
“Of course silly,” chirped Celacia. “Didn’t Isley tell you? You, him and four of your friends back in Jerusa are going and doing a little gift exchange for me. I didn’t go through all the trouble of getting all your Sanguin…what the heck are these dog collars called again?” she asked tapping at the small black case that she wore at her waist.
“Sanguinastrums,” said Isley. “Our Bloodstars.”
“Yeah, those things.” said Celacia. 
“If I may ask, Celacia, what exactly are we exchanging?” asked Isley. “Are we to bring this skull?
“I personally will be seeing old Felvurn home,” said Celacia. “Duroton’s ships should already be waiting for me. You two and the rest are going to meet me there.”
Nuriel inhaled deeply and sniffled. She tucked her hair back behind her ear. She had absolutely no desire to go to Duroton. Everything seemed to be spiraling out of control so fast. Her head was swimming now. How would she get herself back to Sanctuary? How would she get her Sanguinastrum back? Did Sanctuary know everything already? Celacia had, after all, killed an Oracle. Had Gatima noticed her and Isley’s disappearance? Certainly he would be asking the Oracles for their whereabouts.
“Don’t look so glum, Nuriel,” chirped Celacia. “You’ll like Duroton, I think. Besides, it’s not really a gift exchange. It’s more like a mutual scratching of backs. We can both use old Felvurn here, and they have something I desperately need. And who knows, if they really can find a way to forge star-metal into something more wearable by their own soldiers, maybe I can get a suit. Or at least some star-metal gloves.” 
Celacia paused and gave Isley and Nuriel a curious look. “What? You really think I like killing everything I touch? It’s made it really hard to have any sort of empathy for people. Plus, I seem to remember being able to suppress it better. I seem to remember walking through the meadows with my love, without leaving a trail of dead grass and flowers in my wake.” She waved a hand dismissively and shook her head. “I don’t know,” she said. “Maybe that was all just a dream. Anyway, that brings me to my next task. Follow me.”
Celacia waved a hand for them to follow as she began walking out of the cavern. Nuriel and Isley followed her, trudging through the fallen Dimethican knights who lay in a macabre sea of rusty armor and mummified flesh. Toward the entrance there were a number of Dimethican knights gathered, but they all moved aside as Celacia approached. Not one of them dared raise a weapon against her, and they looked upon her with terror and awe. Upon the plateau were some three-hundred knights, the remaining forces of the army. They stood there, most with weapons drawn, but none so far willing to risk life and limb to be the first to attack Celacia. 
“You there,” said Celacia, pointing to one of the knights. “How many of your men retreated?”
The knight looked around at his comrades before taking a gulp and looking at Celacia. “N-n-none, milady.”
“Good,” said Celacia. “No witnesses.” She tilted her head back and whispered to Nuriel and Isley out of the side of her mouth, “You might want to stand back for this.”
No sooner had Isley and Nuriel stepped back then a tremendous wave of purple-black energy washed forth over the land. Like a ripple upon the ocean it spread out before her, leaving in its wake dead earth and nothing more. In the blink of an eye, some three-hundred soldiers and their horses were gone. Ashes of rust, earth, stone and flesh swirled in the wind and an eerie silence loomed over the land.
Nuriel gasped, her right hand going to her mouth and her left hand finding Isley’s. She felt Isley’s hand squeeze hers, and she looked to him. 
“It’s all for the greatest good, Nuriel.” he said with those sincere, silver eyes of his. “You must believe me, Nuriel. It is all for the greatest good.”
Celacia stood there for a long moment, not moving or saying anything, just looking out at the death that had washed over the land. She turned toward Nuriel and Isley, her face no longer displaying her patent, chipper severity. She yawned and rubbed her emerald eyes. “I hope I don’t have to do that again for a while,” she said in a soft, weary voice. She exhaled deeply and rubbed her heavy eyes again. She yawned and stood there silent for a moment, looking at the ground. She bent over and picked up a handful of the crumbled earth near her feet and it rotted to dust between her fingers as she stood back up.
“The sun has set for everyone and everything I have ever known but me.” she said in a somber, dreamy, trance as her emerald eyes looked out at nothing. 
“Celacia?” said Isley, looking at her with some concern.
“Where is the one who walked beside me?” she whispered to herself. She rubbed her fingers together and the last vestiges of the dirt disintegrated away. “Where is the one who undid all this for me? Were you real, or were you just a shadow of a dream within my long sleep?” She stood there silently for many moments, her heavy eyes seemed to look more inward than outward. Slowly her head craned up and she looked dreamily upon the sun. “When will you set for me?” she whispered. 
Nuriel bit her lip and found herself feeling slightly perplexed by Celacia. The woman no longer seemed disassociated from the terrible things she had done. For the first time Nuriel felt something of emotion coming from the woman, though admittedly it was a step removed from reality and seemed to be occurring within a waking dream. She looked out at the sea of death and found herself wondering if Celacia was truly the embodiment of Death, and if so, was she absolved of her actions? Would the sleeping Goddess grant her forgiveness? Would Aeoria’s love find even this women? 
Nuriel placed a hand on Celacia’s shoulder, her palm and fingers throbbing, her knuckles stung and tightened. “Celacia?” she said, giving her a gentle shake.
Celacia jumped slightly at the touch and then turned around slowly. Her sleepy eyes looked at Nuriel and she smiled. “You’re a good girl, Nuriel.” she said softly. She rubbed her eyes, shook her head, but remained standing there silent and absent. After a moment she rubbed her eyes again and looked up. “Isley,” she said sleepily. “You two go back to Jerusa. Gather Saints Umbrial, Tia, Gamalael and Arric.” Celacia’s voice trailed off into incoherent mumbles. She hung her head low and she trudged past them and headed for the cavern. She yawned again and without turning around said, “Take them all to Duroton. You know what to do.” Her voice was scarcely audible as she disappeared into the darkness of the cavern. 
Nuriel looked up to her mentor. “Isley,” she began. “What is in Duroton?”
“Death,” spoke Isley. He turned and looked down to Nuriel. Those tender, silver eyes of his were quickly filling with fervor. He placed his hands upon her shoulders and smiled as he gently shook her. “The death of the world as we know it, Nuriel!”



— 3 —
THE KALD

“Hold the wall! Hold the wall!” Frantic cries, faint and ubiquitous like the silvery glow of the moon on this overcast night, drifted through the stone walls of the castle and filled every darkened corridor with their ghostly presence. Brandrir heard thunder outside, but it was not storming. The very foundation of the castle shook. From the inky abyss of the ceiling dust floated down in curtains around the bed. The queen held her son tightly in her soft arms, and Brandrir felt her tears trickling through his scalp. He squeezed the hand of his little brother, Dagrir, and pulled the blankets around them. “I’ll protect you,” he whispered. 
Across the room the curtains fluttered in the cold night air. Shards of glass lay upon the floor like a puddle of silvery tears in the moonlight. The curtains flapped and fluttered and Brandrir sensed something in that darkest breeze; something more than the screams of men, the whipping of arrows, or the clashing of swords that was carried upon it. Dagrir saddled closer to him and Brandrir felt the arms of his mother clench him tighter. Brandrir’s eyes—the same color as storm clouds against the full moon—were transfixed on the window. Black forms danced beyond the dark curtains, though Brandrir could not be sure it wasn’t a trick of the shadows. 
Another thunderclap rocked the castle and the sound of crumbled stone and splintered rock could be heard raining down from the distant walls that encircled the castle. Now the sound of timbers bursting pierced the night, and the queen’s wails were drowned out by a tempestuous downfall of stone that sundered the ground it fell upon. Did the walls of Durtania really fall? Brandrir had to dash that impossible thought from his mind. He darted out of bed, ripping himself from his mother’s grip and Dagrir’s clenching hands. Bare feet upon the cold, stone floor and dressed in his red pajamas, Brandrir made his way toward the fluttering curtains where black shadows danced in the nebulous moonlight. 
Dagrir cried out for his brother, empty hands outstretched for him, tears reddening his eyes and nose and drenching the top of his nightshirt. The queen gasped. Sliding from the bed in her ethereal nightgown, she ran to snatch her firstborn son back into her arms. “Brandrir!” her voice was weak, frantic, failing. 
But Brandrir had to know. Did the walls of Durtania fall? What foe would dare stand before his father? What evil danced beyond the windows of the bedchamber? Brandrir’s feet now felt the broken glass of the window; sharp, cold and stinging. His small hand reached for the fluttering curtain. Then a darkness overtook the casement and a coldness as deep and overriding as primordial fear engulfed him. He stumbled back, falling into the arms of his mother. From the bed, Dagrir shrieked. 
At first a silver sliver penetrated the curtain, as if the very moon were entering the chamber. But in a moment it grew to reveal a serpentine blade, curved and wicked and covered with white frost. A clawed hand—slender blue fingers stained with slushy clumps of dark blood—gripped the sword’s handle and that too had a thick, opaque layer of rime. A scaly arm of cobalt blue, flecked with white frost forced its way between the curtains, and finally the body of a terrible demon stepped through the portal. It was one of the Kald, the ancient and demonic creatures of the far north. 
Brandrir had only heard of them in tale, or depicted as slain monstrosities in tapestries throughout the castle. Until now they had been mere phantoms of the imagination; he had slain them in the woods as he played with Dagrir and the other noble children. But now, face to face, the thing was a terrible reality. Its body was sleek and slender, serpentine even, and covered with cobalt scales that shone like lacquered steel dusted with white frost. And nothing in the stories or tapestries—nothing even from the deranged depths of his imagination—could prepare him for the true atrocity of its eyes and face. It was an abomination. It was a tormented union of serpent, beast and man with a broad, blunt maw of needle-like teeth. Its eyes were piercing, frigid and glowed like a cat’s but with an unnatural yellow light. 
Its maw opened in a hiss of pleasure, its icy breath smoking. Those chilling eyes fell upon Brandrir and his mother. It spread its bat-like wings wide and arched its back and released yet another terrible hiss, sending a spray of frigid smoke out into the room. The creature wore black, plated armor to which clung misanthropic frost, much of it stained red with fresh blood that had coagulated in icy clumps.
Brandrir was lifted to his feet by his mother, but he planted himself firmly where he stood. His storm cloud eyes were fixated upon his nemesis, his auburn hair tarnishing but not diminishing in the beast’s murky, glacial aura. The queen tugged with feeble strength at Brandrir’s arm as her cries, “no…no…no…” faded into frantic sobbing. 
Like locusts, more Kald flitted through the window until there were at least six of them. Where their frosty steel boots hit the floor icy cobwebs spread out, tinkling like breaking glass. Still Brandrir stood his ground like a lion before its den. He felt his mother’s grip fade from his hand. Behind him, Dagrir wailed again. Brandrir felt unbidden tears stream down his cheeks. He was weaponless. He had no armor. He was too young; too little; too weak. He planted his feet firmly on the floor, his little hands balling into fists. A couple convulsive sobs wracked his body, then he bared his teeth and released all of his anger, despair and frustration into something of a scream, something of a roar.
The demon’s blade hit him cold and ruthless in the side of his face. White stars fired on and off within his eyes and the room spiraled as he toppled to the stone floor. Brandrir peeled his body from the frozen stones. His elbows and hands were torn raw by the clinging frost, making the effort agonizing. Brandrir looked up, his eyes flitting from side to side as he struggled to lift himself from the floor. Shadowy images of the demons bobbed in and out of focus above him. The coppery taste of blood stung his tongue and fell in heavy drops to the floor. Sadistic, bestial laughter echoed in his skull. A demon’s foot, searing in its coldness, drove his body back into the stone and Brandrir’s arms had not the strength to resist. 
His mother’s hands tore at his back, fighting to grab his shirt, yet he could feel no warmth from her touch. Her screams were frantic but hollow in his wavering mind; reality seemed distant and faint. Darkness and shadows, mired with blood and frost, spiraled around him. 
It was Dagrir’s shrieking that pierced Brandrir’s mind like lightning. It was not muted or distant. It was not subdued by unconsciousness. It was real and tangible, filling his ears and crackling in his mind. Dagrir screamed for mama, its piercing crescendo could have shattered glass. He screamed out for help, his cries more bloodcurdling than any Kald’s yell. 
As Brandrir lay upon the cold, hard floor, he began to feel the icy touch of the demons melt away, replaced now by waves of fiery anger that coursed through his throbbing head. His scraped hands and knees, his bleeding mouth, all seemed to throb with this uncontrolled energy and they burned just as sure as if they had been touched by flames. Dagrir cried out again, his wailing for mama piercing and terrible in its fear.
Brandrir pushed himself to his feet, his chest expanding with every feverish gulp of air. Blood and spit bubbled at the corner of his mouth and his eyes were focused and penetrating. Upon the floor his mother screamed and cried as the Kald tore at her gown, exposing her breasts, groping her flesh and searing it with their icy fingers. Upon the bed two beasts hunched over his brother with their disgusting lips furled as they pawed at his throat, scarring it with frostbite. Brandrir saw Dagrir reach toward him with hands spread as wide as his eyes, but demonic fingers wrapped around his neck and choked his wail into an horrific, pinched scream. 
In less than a second Brandrir was upon them. He jumped on the nearest creature, clinging to its back with his legs wrapped around its frozen armor. His hands clenched into small maces and he flailed and pounded at the demon, forcing it to release its grip on Dagrir. The sharp, frozen steel of the creature’s armor tore his fists and left frosty red marks upon it with every blow. The creature stood, but still Brandrir clung to it, seeing and hearing nothing but his fists upon the beast’s back and head, blow after blow. 
The Kald turned and hissed, and in that second Brandrir noticed the thing’s blade at its side. His hand reached down as the creature tore him from its chest, and the wicked blade slid from its sheath as Brandrir was thrown to the floor. He landed hard on his back, but the weapon was in his left hand. In a flash Brandrir rolled himself up from the floor to face the beast. 
The Kald lurched forward with an icy hiss and Brandrir drove the sword forward, the curved blade finding a gap in the steel bands of the demon’s armor. Immediately blood like liquid nitrogen poured out and clung to his arm in a heavy sheet of red slush. Brandrir’s scream drowned even that of the beast’s as the terrible cold seared its way to the very bone. He tried to tear his hand free of the blade, but his hand and arm up to the elbow were frozen and immobile. 
The demon looked down upon him and bared its terrible teeth. With a roar it brought its fist down upon Brandrir’s frozen arm, shattering it like glass. Shock, pain, terror and confusion flooded Brandrir’s mind and he fell to his knees, screaming as he clutched at the frozen, mangled stump. 
A thin sheet of ice spread out upon the stone and stung his knees. Above him loomed the blue beast, the sword still sticking gruesomely from its belly. Its wings were spread wide. It’s cruel eyes pierced him. Its terrible mouth of needle-like teeth opened and a frosty hiss was released as it tore the weapon from its belly, slushy blood spattering on the floor. It raised its wicked blade, ready to strike him down. Brandrir clutched at his left arm where the mangled, ruined flesh was now warm enough to ooze blood. He looked the Kald in its yellow eyes and furled his lips, ready to meet his doom.
There was a sudden twang and a whipping sound. A silver flash of steel—it was an arrow. There was another, and another. The demon looked away from him for a second. The pain in Brandrir’s arm was searing and ceaseless. He felt unconsciousness starting to take hold. There were voices. It was the Royal Guard. “There! Save him! Grab the child!” Then there was a different voice, “What about the young one?” The first voice replied, “Forget it, only the first born succeeds the king!”
There was a hiss. Brandrir’s eyes cracked open. The maw of a demon was bearing down on him. There was a thwack of an arrow. A flash burst through the creature’s skull, destroying it. Brandrir gasped and the icy spray of black-red demon blood slapped him in the face, searing his cheek with its iciness. 
 ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ 
Brandrir shot up in bed, his chest heaving as the nightmare dashed from his mind. He threw off the blankets and spun around, resting his feet on the cold stone and he buried his sweaty face in his right palm. He was eight years old that terrible night, and for many months after it he had relived it nightly in his dreams. In latter years it would plague him only once or twice a month. Now, at twenty-five years old, the dream came only a few times a year. But something was wrong. This was now the fifth time this week he had woken from this same dream. He knew why, too. The Kald were coming. He could sense it; he could feel the cold and the fear in his very bones. His father, the king, was dying and the demons would strike again soon. 
Brandrir looked down at the ruined stump of his left arm. It was healed now, no longer searing with pain and oozing blood like it was in his dream. But it would never be whole. Not in life, and not even in his fondest dreams. The Jinn had to cut off his elbow to save what they could of the arm. The demon blood had frozen his arm solid, and when the wounds finally thawed, the flesh was black with rot and frostbite from the elbow down. 
Brandrir stood and walked naked toward the heavy door of his bedchamber where a pair of lanterns were built into the stone walls. He pressed the small brass button on the wall and there were a couple of pops and then the lanterns slowly came to life, including those on the far wall and those to either side of the curtained window, bathing the room in yellow gaslight. From the red fabric of the drawn curtains a diffuse light came through, but Brandrir was not ready to be greeted by the morning sun. 
He padded his way over to his dresser where a large mirror occupied the wall. His body was lean and incredibly muscular; it was a warrior’s body. His auburn hair was long and straight and draped down to his shoulders and he had to push it back behind his ear. His reflection looked grim, even to himself. A light growth of hair covered his face and concealed the pink scars left where the demon blood had once splattered his cheeks and neck. His blue-gray eyes seemed darker than usual, but the nightmares hadn’t let him sleep all week. He exhaled deeply as he looked himself over and frowned. The Kald—the abominable demons of the north—were coming. He knew it. And these would not be small skirmishes like he had been dealing with at the Grimwatch his whole life. This would be all out war. 
Hanging beside the dresser was a metallic backpack of sorts fitted with a small bronze tank connected by copper pipes and outfitted with a handful of mechanical dials and meters. He took the thing from the wall, his right bicep becoming a sinewy ball from the heavy thing, and slung the contraption over his back. It had taken him many years to perfect fastening the leather straps and buckles to his chest and waist with one hand, but he was a pro at it now. 
On the opposite side of the dresser hung his mechanical arm, and with his right hand he hoisted it down and fitted the gold-plated thing over what remained of his left arm where a leather strap fastened around his shoulder and connected to the backpack. It hung limply now, the polished metal gleaming eerily in the gaslight, the metal hand open and flaccid at his thigh. With some effort Brandrir twisted to the left in an awkward position that allowed the backpack to rest upon the top of his dresser so that he could reach his right arm under his mechanical left and grab the banded, copper tube that hung limply from the tank on his back. With a couple swings of his hip he was able to grab the flexible metal tube in his hand. It screwed in at the back of the shoulder of the mechanical arm. A few twists of the wrist and the tube was connected.
Brandrir now reached his right hand over his head where behind the bronze tank was a small metal switch. He clicked it to the open position and the backpack made a few clicking sounds followed by a long, sharp hiss. He felt the familiar warmth upon his back as the metal tank began to heat up and in a moment he could already feel the cold, bronze arm coming to life. He flexed his elbow a few times, the arm making hydraulic hissing sounds as he did so. There was a soft, mechanical purr as he wiggled his fingers and they chimed and clanked as they rubbed against each other. A few shoulder lifts and Brandrir felt his arm all warmed up and ready for the day. 
Brandrir had always found it hard to trust them, but he appreciated the work of the Jinn at the Stellarium. That reclusive bunch of mages and alchemists dabbled in powers and sciences Brandrir felt best left alone, but he could not denounce their handiwork when it came to his arm. There were no other men in Duroton—or even the kingdoms of the south—that could make such a device as his arm with all the intricacies of fine gears, cogs and small hydraulic pistons demanded by the fingers and hand. Much of it, including the internal components, were made of tempered steel plated in gold to resist tarnishing and rusting. In all his years of wearing the mechanical thing, not once had it ever malfunctioned on him. Sure he had them occasionally replaced with larger models as he aged, and he did lose one in battle when the frozen axe of a Kald warrior lopped off the wrist, but never had one ever malfunctioned on him. The perfect functioning of the arm with all its complexities was a testament to the Jinns’ ability to merge science and magic. 
The backpack that powered the arm was a different story. It didn’t have the intricate internal mechanisms that the arm possessed. Instead, it was purely utilitarian, made of heavy-gauge steel and brass to withstand the energies of the runic crystals that powered it, and the pressures of the steam and hydraulic fluids that it pumped into the arm. It was a cumbersome thing to say the least, and Brandrir’s back and shoulders had permanent scars from bearing its burden for the last 17-years.
Runic crystals, such as what powered his arm, were artifacts made by the Jinn. The Jinn had been creating the magical crystals since the end of the Great Falling, when Duroton claimed the Stellarium from Sanctuary many centuries ago. There were many types of runic crystals. Some were used to produce fire; others could heal; some could create light. Some crystals could power devices like Brandrir’s arm, while others could power devastating weapons like bolt-throwers, a relatively new type of mechanical spike-shooting gun now favored by many knights throughout the world. 
It was always a sore spot with Duroton that over the centuries some of the Jinn, seeking power and riches, defected to the southern kingdoms. In countries like Jerusa, Narbereth and Dimethica they sold powerful rune magic and technologies to any who could afford them. Brandrir’s father had always felt that the other kingdoms acquiring bolt-throwers was a slap in the face. Under his father’s rule, Duroton kept a closer tab on the Jinn and the Stellarium than the kings of previous generations. 
Brandrir opened the large drawers of his dresser and put on his black pants and red shirt emblazoned with the golden phoenix crest of Duroton. He sat down upon his bed fastening his black leather boots when there was a knock on the door. 
“Your Grace,” came a soft-spoken voice from beyond the door. “May I request a word?” 
Brandrir knew the voice of Etheil well and could detect a hint of urgency in it. Brandrir stood up. “Come in, Etheil.”
The door opened slowly and a figure shrouded in a black cloak seemed to float in, his black, armored boots barely making a sound on the stone floor. At the figure’s side was a sheathed sword, its handle wrapped in black leather, the pommel gleaming with a red runic crystal that bore the seal of fire. The figure took down its hood, revealing the young but care-worn face of Etheil with his golden locks draping over his shoulders. His blue-gray eyes seemed to smile at the sight of Brandrir. He bent to a knee, placing his black, gauntleted palms facing up upon the stone floor.
Brandrir rolled his eyes. He looked down at Etheil and grinned. “Alright, enough of that now.”
Etheil remained on his knee, head bent down with the back of his hands plastered to the floor. “You have to say ‘Rise!’” came his muffled voice. 
Brandrir smiled and turned his eyes up. “Rise!”
Etheil stood, smiling at Brandrir. “You better get used to that,” he said. 
Brandrir laughed. “I’ll never get used to that. And it’s completely unnecessary.”
“It is kind of silly,” said Etheil. “It surely makes the Kings of old turn in their graves.” He approached Brandrir and placed a hand on his shoulder, looking him in the eye with a sort of playful seriousness. “But after the Rising of the Phoenix ceremony in a couple days, everybody will be doing that to you. And they’ll be addressing you as ‘Liege’.” 
“Until I do away with it,” said Brandrir. He turned and walked over to the curtains and spread them wide, allowing the sunlight to fill the room. Outside the sky was bright and milky with diffuse clouds, giving a clear view of the Graystone Mountains that loomed upon the entire southern horizon. With such clear skies even the snowy top of Mount Cloudborn gave an incredibly rare view of itself and the star-metal dome of the Stellarium sparkled like a star upon its white peak. 
“Taking to knee has kind of been tradition ever since King Palendar,” said Etheil. “The Council probably won’t approve of you doing away with it. Nor will your brother, or father for that matter.”
Brandrir turned and faced Etheil. His most trusted Captain always looked so thin and lithe with the shroud concealing his armored form. “There will be a lot of things the Council won’t like, but I intend to keep my word and restore Duroton to the ways of old.”
“May I ask you a blunt favor?” asked Etheil.
“I believe I know what that is, but go ahead.” said Brandrir.
“Wait for your father to pass,” said Etheil. “You know I stand by you and commend what you intend to do. Just be patient. You’re introducing a lot of change to those in power.”
“Those in power should be the people of Duroton,” said Brandrir. “They’ve waited and endured long enough. And you know I’m not good with patience.”
“I do know,” said Etheil. He chuckled. “That’s why I’m here to remind you.”
“I think you’re here for something else,” said Brandrir, giving Etheil a more serious look. There had been a tone of urgency when Etheil had come to the door, and it wasn’t over asking him for patience.
Etheil grimaced and looked down for a moment. “You and me know each other too well,” he said. He looked at Brandrir with his gray-blue eyes and stepped forward. “A quick-hound returned from the Grimwatch with a message for me last night. Syrus says the Kald are amassing. He said his scouts returned from the Shardgrims and the Kald are constructing their machines of war. They believe they are preparing for all out war on Duroton.”
Brandrir bit his lip and nodded.
“Shall I return immediately?” asked Etheil. 
Brandrir raised his mechanical hand and balled it into a fist as he contemplated. He exhaled deeply and then looked at Etheil. “No. Stay with me for the Rising of the Phoenix ceremony. Syrus and Aries can handle things for now. Send a hound and tell the others I shall return soon.”
Etheil smiled softly and approached Brandrir. He placed both his hands upon Brandrir’s shoulders and said, “You know I’ve always admired your ability to stay away from the politics of the King’s Council,” said Etheil. “But your time to sit upon the throne has come. Your father and your brother want to know you will be a good King to the Lands of Duroton. Stay here and let me lead the Grimwatch in your stead.”
Brandrir looked at Etheil with a devious little smirk. “Old friend, you’ve told me far too many tales and legends of Duroton for me to ever stay cooped up in a castle. One day, the Mard Grander shall be reforged and I’ll charge headlong into battle carrying that hammer like King Tharick did in the wars against Apollyon during the age of the Great Falling.”
Etheil smiled and nodded. “Just remember, it was King Tharick who eventually broke that unbreakable hammer in the first place. You know, sometimes I think I’ve done you a great disservice by filling your head with all the tales of the kings of the first and second ages.”
“Nonsense,” said Brandrir. “In fact, when we were boys your stories were the one selfish reason I begged my father to spare your life.”
Etheil chuckled. “He didn’t exactly spare my life.”
Brandrir laughed as well. “Well, he didn’t outright have your head cut off either. He sentenced you to spend a long night in the Blue Wilds, and that was quite lenient considering how hard the Council was working against you.”
“You know, some would rather have their head cut off than spend a long night in the Blue Wilds,” said Etheil.
“Well, for you old friend, it was a happy chance.” said Brandrir. “And you survived, so one can reasonably say my father was lenient.” Brandrir chuckled. 
“I can thank Solastron for my life,” said Etheil with a smile. “I wonder where that big, blue wolf went off too anyway?”
“I don’t know,” said Brandrir. “But I do know one thing. I think when you were sentenced to spend the long night in the Blue Wilds that the Lands of Duroton spared your life just so you could fill my head with the legends of the kings of old.”
Etheil breathed deeply. “I hope you are right, old friend. I hope you’re right.”



— 4 —
THE STELLARIUM 
OF THE JINN

The wool cloak Nuriel wore over her armor did little to shield her from the biting winds. She wrapped the lower end of the hood around her neck and mouth, but her breath smoked in the cold nonetheless. All around her was nothing but gray. Gray skies and gray stones. Even the cloaks that she, Isley and the other four Saints wore were gray. There were patches of snow here and there, but they hardly did anything to liven the landscape. If anything, they only added to the dreary bleakness. Nuriel thought these were called the Graystone Mountains for good reason. She shined her Caliber, its faint glow far too bright amongst the barren stone and snow drifts of the mountaintop, but the warmth it brought her was too alluring to resist. 
“Bear and endure, Nuriel.” said Saint Umbrial from behind her. “Bear and endure.”
Nuriel coughed and sniffled and surreptitiously wiped her nose on the bundle of cloak she had wrapped about her face and neck. Ahead of her Isley stopped upon the rocky path and turned to her. “He’s right, Nuriel. We don’t want to attract any undue attention up here. Who knows how far away that might be seen from.”
“Yeah, Nuriel,” piped Saint Tia from behind her, and Nuriel’s jaw clenched at the voice. Tia had made a hobby of ridiculing her at every chance this entire journey, and the woman’s voice was wearing on her more than the grayness of the mountaintops. “Sanctuary is just south of here and beyond these mountains is the kingdom of Duroton and all their Saint-hating knights. So go ahead, Nuriel, just shine your Caliber as bright as you can. Announce our presence to the world, but it won’t matter as long as Nuriel is warm.”
“She’s too green,” added the loud-mouthed Saint Arric, and Nuriel heard Saint Gamalael laugh at his side. “Should have left her behind.”
“She just needs to learn some endurance,” added Umbrial. 
Tia puffed. “Youngest Saint to ever make Saints Caliber and she can’t even handle a little cold air.” 
Gamalael laughed again. “So much for her reputation.” 
Arric smirked and added under his breath, “She’s an idiot.”
Nuriel rolled her eyes. Part of the reason she had wanted to become one of the Saints Caliber was to get away from the constant ridicule she had endured back home in Sanctuary. She had hoped she’d find respect once she was out in the field, but it seemed Saints were the same out here as they were at home. Nuriel tried to remind herself of her new dream of becoming an Eremitic. Perhaps as a solitary Saint she could finally find peace. But then she also had to remind herself that she had a long way to go to realize that dream, and a little voice in her head also reminded her that it might be impossible at this point. Nuriel sighed, her breath smoking in the cold air. So far her career wasn’t panning out quite the way she had hoped.
“Enough,” said Isley over Gamalael’s and Arric’s giggling. “We’re almost there.”
Tia, Gamalael, Arric and Umbrial pushed their way past Nuriel, each of them giving her a quite deliberate brush-by. Nuriel rolled her eyes again and let them pass. She had known all four of them back at Sanctuary. They were all about seven years older than she, and had all received their Call to Guard about three or four years ago. Gamalael, Arric and Umbrial were typical of the boys back at Sanctuary: loud, obnoxious and arrogant to the extreme. Tia, though, was a beast all her own. She was vindictive, spiteful, jealous and mean, all in her own brand. Of the four, Nuriel hated Tia the most. Her eyes narrowed as she looked upon that white-haired witch. 
Tia’s Star-Armor was very similar to Nuriel’s own. The glassy black armor was sleek and light, with a pair of heart-shaped pauldrons on her shoulders and a thin, shapely breastplate that was slightly longer than most. Tia’s breastplate went down almost to her belly where it tapered like the bottom of a heart. She had light bracers on her forearms, and a pair of nearly thigh-high star-metal boots. Tia’s opalescent hair was long, straight and as white as her leather bodysuit with eyes just as frosty as the snow. 
Gamalael, Arric and Umbrial all wore slightly heavier suits of armor upon their bodysuits, typical of the boys. Gamalael and Arric could almost be brothers. Both were thin and nimble; both had hair as blue as sun-lit sapphire and eyes to match. They even had similar weapons upon their backs, though Gamalael’s sword was slightly broader of blade. 
Umbrial was the largest of the group, tall and stout and walked with a stride that had an arrogance all its own. His eyes and hair were as rich and vibrant as brown tourmaline and he carried a spiked star-metal mace at his side.
Nuriel hated them. Hated all four of them. She didn’t even really like Isley since he had, after all, gotten her into this mess. But at least her mentor had a warmth and caring about him, something these four completely lacked. Nuriel sniffled and coughed and trudged up the rocky mountain path to where the five stood upon a snowy precipice that jutted from a wall of boulders that towered above them. 
“That’s it,” said Isley, pointing out to the distant peaks. “That must be the Stellarium of the Jinn.”
Built into the side of the mountain was a fortress. It was completely camouflaged, and it took Nuriel a moment to even distinguish its towers from the mountain peaks and its windows from crags and crevices. The only thing betraying its presence were the wisps of smoke that wafted from concealed chimneys, but even that could be mistaken for the clouds and fog that dogged the peaks.
Isley pointed to the sky. “Beyond the clouds, built into the very heavens, is the Stellarium. It was built above the clouds as an affront to our Goddess, Aeoria, so that the Jinn could flaunt their evil and magic before her eyes.” 
“We’ll have to be careful,” said Saint Umbrial. “Be on your guard and don’t trust them.”
“I’m not afraid of Jinn,” squawked Tia. “Let them start something. I’ll bring this whole mountain down on them.”
“I’ve fought Jinn,” said Umbrial, folding his muscular, Star-Armored arms over his chest. “Back when I was assigned in Escalapius. It ain’t fun.”
“There will not just be Jinn here,” said Isley, looking at them all with those wise, silver eyes of his. “Celacia told me this entire place is guarded by the Knights of the Dark Stars. They are more akin to us than the Jinn. The Jinn are warlocks. The Knights of the Dark Stars are their creations, and they are powerful warriors. Celacia said they are expecting us and that we will be welcomed. Still, Saint Umbrial is right. We must all be cautious. We are the first Saints to be allowed into Duroton in more than six-hundred years. This is something special, and we’re all a part of it. We’re probably being watched even now.”
“As you have been since you first set foot upon the Graystones,” came a voice from above. 
Nuriel’s head shot up and in a flash her claymore was drawn. Isley turned, and in the blink of an eye Tia, Gamalael, Umbrial and Arric all had their weapons at the ready, their bodies encapsulated by the faint glow of their Calibers.
Like ghosts, men armored in matte-black steel appeared from every direction, materializing from their hiding places amongst every crag, crevice and theretofore unseen cavern. They all bore steel swords in their hands. Long blonde or auburn hair flowed out from beneath their horned helmets and icy blue and gray eyes looked at them with contempt. Though these men all wore black armor, it was not Star-Armor or the armor worn by Celacia. It was steel. Cold, black, Durotonian steel. These were just ordinary men. They were members of the Northern Guard and Nuriel detected no threat from them.
It was the man who spoke to them that had Nuriel on edge. He was draped in a black shroud that masked his form, its dark hood pulled over his head. Nuriel could sense something about him. He exuded a strength that could be felt in her very Caliber. She wondered if he was one of the Jinn or their unholy Knights of the Dark Stars. Here upon the cliffs of the Graystone mountains they had slain many Saints over the centuries. Duroton was a forbidden land.
“You are the constellation of Saints my King is expecting, no doubt,” said the shrouded man from his perch above their heads, his arms crossed at his chest. “The ones Celacia told us were coming.” 
He appraised them all with his smokey blue eyes. Through the shadows of the hood that obscured his face Nuriel could see that he was an older man, his blonde hair tarnished with darker streaks. His face was rough, weathered by the unforgiving North, and his beard fell in two tight braids off his chin. 
Nuriel and the others now became aware that small rocks and stones upon the ground near them were floating a few inches above the earth. The shrouded man uncrossed his arms and stepped from the ledge. But he did not fall. Instead he floated down like a feather, as if upheld by the cold mountain air. As he touched down, the small stones and rocks that hovered off the ground all fell with a simultaneous patter. 
Nuriel watched him, evaluating his every move, as he gently landed upon the precipice before Isley. This man possessed power, yet had no glow of Caliber upon him. He confronted Isley directly and removed his hood. Nuriel had never seen such boldness by a mortal man in the face of a Saint, let alone a constellation of six Saints, and she was slightly taken aback by it. 
Isley, the only of the group who had not drawn his weapon, bowed his head slightly. He gestured to Nuriel and the others to sheath their weapons and they reluctantly complied. “I am Saint Isley, leader of this constellation. This is my apprentice, Nuriel. I am accompanied by Saints Tia, Umbrial, Arric and Gamalael.”
“Spare me your introductions.” said the man harshly. Here he turned and eyed the Saints, appraising them each in turn, but when his hard eyes fell on Nuriel she noticed they seemed to soften a bit. She saw something in those eyes of his change and they lingered on her. She bit her lip and looked down and sniffled. The man huffed, his breath smoking in the cold air. “And we’re given a sickly Saint.” he sneered.
Nuriel felt herself shrink into her cloak, a feeling of shame washing over her as she tried to quickly wipe her nose. Arric and Gamalael chuckled at her expense.
The man turned his evaluating stare to the others and scowled. “And four more too arrogant to know they could be walking upon their very tomb. Upon the Graystones, Saints bleed just as red as mortal men.” He turned and gestured with his head to his men. Immediately a number of them moved in and took up positions on the mountain path. He returned his discriminating eyes to Isley. “So, you are the leader of this rabble?”
Isley nodded softly.
The man grabbed Isley’s head and turned him aside, holding up the back of his silver hair as he examined the stellaglyph tattooed on his neck. Without a word he now turned to Umbrial and looked up at him. The man stroked the thin braids of his beard and nodded as if approving of the hulk. “You are the one called Umbrial?”
Umbrial nodded. “Saint Umbrial.”
The man stepped over to Tia and his eyes moved from her head down to her feet. He looked her in her snow-white eyes and smirked. 
Tia scowled at him. “See anything you like?” she squawked. 
He reached for her neck but she grabbed his hand. “We can compare battle scars on our second date.” she said.
The man looked at her and chuckled softly. “You’re Tia.” he said, nodding as if he approved of her attitude. “Celacia said you were fiery for a white-haired Saint.” He turned and walked over to Gamalael and Arric who eyed him with suspicion. “And you two must be Gamalael and Arric.”
They both nodded their heads and said their own names in turn.
Now the man turned to Nuriel and his eyes just lingered on her. It was not an appraising stare like he gave Isley, Gamalael or Arric. It wasn’t an approving gaze like he cast upon Umbrial. It was similar to the delight he saw in Tia, but something more. Somehow different, and more unsavory. 
Nuriel shifted on her feet, her eyes flicking away from his. The man held her body in his gaze as he stepped toward her. Nuriel found herself cringing beneath her cloak and turning her head down and away from him. 
He grabbed her chin in his cold, gauntleted hand, moving her face up to meet his own. Her eyes met his, and something about the way he was peering into her turned her stomach. With his other hand he wiped at her nose. 
“It gets very cold here in the north, little one.” he said with a wanton smile. Nuriel tried to flinch away but he held her by her chin. “You Saints are pretty little things,” said the man, staring into her golden eyes. Nuriel felt her skin crawl. He grabbed a handful of her long, golden hair and let it fall in curtains between his fingers. “Your hair and eyes are so vibrant. Yours particularly are like rich honey. It’s no wonder the kings keep you around as pets.”
Nuriel tore away from him but he grabbed her neck and turned her head, holding up her hair as he examined her stellaglyph. The cold steel of his gauntlet stroked her skin and made it crawl. Nuriel turned and threw his hand off her, but he just stared at her and laughed. Nuriel heard Umbrial and the boys chuckle too. The soldiers around her all laughed. Nuriel bit her lip and tried to furtively bundle the cloak tighter around her body. She could feel the eyes of all the soldiers on her, looking her up and down. 
“If you’re quite done with making your own introductions of ourselves, I believe we have business at the Stellarium,” said Isley in an uncharacteristicly harsh manner that caught everybody off guard. Nuriel looked at her mentor and his face was harder and more severe than she had ever seen it.
The man turned his cold, northman eyes to Isley and Nuriel could feel a swell of anger from him. He threw off his cloak and before it even hit the dirt, it and a number of rocks and stones lifted from the ground around his feet and began floating around his waist. He wore steel armor painted black like the rest of his soldiers, but his arms from his black gauntlets up to his elbows were painted with gray spirals. Nuriel could feel a change in the atmosphere. She felt somehow heavier. The man had a broadsword in his scabbard and Nuriel could see that upon the pommel was a smokey gray crystal etched with a strange runic symbol. Isley stood his ground, but Nuriel could see Umbrial and the others weren’t quite sure what to do.
The man approached Isley directly, his eyes narrow and blazing. “The Stellarium is the resting place of many of your compatriots.” said the man coldly. “Are you so inclined to get there quickly, Saint?”
Isley looked the man square in the eyes. “Please,” he said softly, but his face was so stone hard that it actually gave Nuriel a chill. “Address us by name and with respect.”
The man’s face twisted in anger. “I am one of the Knights of the Dark Star, the defenders of Duroton,” said the man coldly. “I address Saints however I see fitting.”
“Perhaps mutual respect is in order, Lord Tarquin.” came a voice from up the trail that immediately grabbed everybody’s attention.
Down the narrow mountain pass came another figure shrouded in black. Immediately the soldiers turned to face him and stood to attention, their armor clanking in unison. The man with the gray spirals painted on his arms who had previously been so brazen, scowled. The floating stones around his waist fell to the ground with a thud and he too stood at attention. “Lord Egret,” he said bowing his head.
“At ease,” said the man as he came down the trail. The soldiers parted on the path for him. He stopped and took down his hood and Nuriel caught a glimpse of his arms as he did so. Like the other man, he wore steel armor painted black. Upon his arms, from his gauntlets to his elbows, were painted yellow lightning bolts. His hair was long and as yellow as autumn straw. His eyes icy and blue; his face more youthful and less weather-worn than the other man’s. He bowed his head slightly. 
“I am Egret, Commander of the Durotonian Guard,” he said. He turned to the other man. “This is Lord Tarquin, my lieutenant and Captain of the Stellarium Guard. We are both Knights of the Dark Stars. I apologize if introductions were less than cordial.”
Tarquin scowled. “My apologies, Commander.” He held out his hand and his shroud that lay a few feet from him was instantly drawn to his palm. He quickly slipped it back over his head.
Isley bowed his head, his face back to the soft sincerity that Nuriel knew him by. “My apologies as well, Commander.” he said. “I am Saint Isley.” he gestured to Nuriel. “This is Saint Nuriel, my apprentice. And here are Saints Umbrial, Gamalael, Arric and Tia. On behalf of Celacia, we all look forward to making accords with your King and Country.” 
Egret nodded his head. “King Garidrir Thorodin looks forward to a new age. Please, come with me to the Stellarium. There are many there who look forward to introductions.” 
 ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦
Lord Egret and Lord Tarquin led the party up a narrow and winding path that ascended ever higher into the heavens. As they went, the trees became sparser until they were nonexistent. The snow now covered everything and came down in a constant sprinkle. Here the very wind was like ice and the air thin and hard to breathe. Nuriel found she was not the only Saint shining her Caliber for warmth against the biting wind, but it did not escape her attention that the cold and lack of oxygen did not seem to affect any of the northmen at all. 
Eventually the steep path came to a plateau, but still they had not reached the mountain top. Instead they had come upon a great chasm that cut the very mountain in half. Spanning the massive gap was an arched bridge made of enormous bricks hewn from the very mountain. It was no more than ten-feet wide and had no rails. It was simply an arch of brick, painted with patches of snow and hanging with icicles. Nuriel didn’t feel the least bit comfortable having to cross it. 
On the other side of it, some two-hundred feet away, the fortress of the Stellarium could be seen, cleverly built into the side of the mountain. Its spires were the very peaks of the snow-covered rocks, its windows the very fissures in the cliffs. From the south nobody looking upon the mountaintops would ever suspect a mighty fortress looked out upon them. 
Lord Egret and Tarquin stepped first upon the bridge. Egret turned and looked at the Saints. “Place your footing well,” he said. “Many men over the years have fallen to their doom here. It is the only way across.”
“After the Great Falling, when Duroton took the Stellarium, Sanctuary sent many Saints to reclaim it.” said Tarquin, looking at them with those scowling eyes of his. “The men of Duroton felled the bridge with a dozen Saints upon it. This is the fourth bridge we of Duroton have rebuilt over the centuries.”
Egret led them over the bridge. Isley followed behind Tarquin, and Nuriel behind him with the others in tow, all in single file. Bringing up the rear came the soldiers, none of which seemed any more at ease on the bridge than Nuriel felt. Beneath her star-metal boots the stone felt slippery, covered by a thin sheet of ice. Her arms kept wanting to reach out for a handrail, but there were none to be found. Saints could take a lot of damage, but falling thousands of feet was more than even the most powerful could handle. Nuriel bit her lip and looked down, chancing a glance over the edge. There was the sea, its dark, frigid waters churning upon the sides of the mountain thousands of feet below. 
Nuriel took a deep breath and moved forward, but felt a sudden pressure on her shoulder, pushing her off the side. She gasped and turned around.
“Careful,” said Arric with a laugh. Gamalael chuckled too. 
Nuriel rolled her eyes and sniffled. She went slowly, her eyes glued to the bridge as she consciously placed each step. Occasionally she chanced a glance forward to see how far ahead Isley and their escorts were, and each time she was relieved that they all seemed to be going as slowly as she. It was on one such glance upward that Nuriel’s eyes happened to stray to the south and she stopped dead in her tracks, her hand going to her mouth and a small gasp escaping her lips. Across the churning ocean, past the vast stretches of forest, she could see Sanctuary. It was far and distant—just a speck upon the gray horizon—but nonetheless Mount Empyrean was unmistakable. 
Nuriel stopped on the bridge, unable to take her eyes off the sight. Isley placed an arm around her shoulders. “A past life, Nuriel.” he said softly into her ear. 
Somehow his words were not comforting and Nuriel found herself wondering if she would ever again set foot in Sanctuary or look upon Holy Father Admael. Would this speck upon the horizon forevermore be her last memory of the place she had called home for the last twenty-one years?
“Ever have we kept watch of your comings and goings,” said Lord Tarquin quite bluntly. “What you see from this perch is but a brief sampling of what our eyes see.”
“Indeed,” said Egret. “The Stellarium crowns this mountain. The highest peak in all the world, save for Mount Empyrean.” He craned his neck up and pointed to the gray clouds that loomed thick like a churning ocean overhead. Nuriel and the other Saints all looked up as well. The black shadow of the mountain loomed high above, disappearing like a titanic beast into the gray clouds. “The Stellarium was once belonged to Sanctuary. It is said that Aeoria herself once walked these very halls.”
Here Egret pointed across the bridge. “And the only way into the Stellarium is through those doors.”
Across the bridge there was a massive set of iron doors set flush into the very stone of the mountain. They were red with rust and toward the top orange stains dripped. A pair of heavily armored guards in lacquered black armor and flowing red capes stood sentry to either side, dwarfed by the enormity of the doors. 
Egret led them across the rest of the bridge where a worn path led to the iron doors. As they approached, the doors began to slide open, surprisingly quiet but for a few occasional squeaks and groans, to reveal the halls of the fortress beyond. Egret walked right through, but Lord Tarquin stopped at the foot of the entrance and made a show of wiping his boots on the stone. 
Nuriel looked down and raised a hand to her mouth. Set into the very pathway, as if a foot mat for the entrance, was a suit of Star-Armor. The helmet, the breastplate, the arms and legs; the entire suit was sprawled there like a fallen body and set flush into the rocky floor. She couldn’t recognize whose it might have been, but guessed that it had lain there for half a millennia or more. All she knew is that it most certainly was a male’s suit, and probably one of Aeoria’s Guard.
Tarquin looked at them with a sneer and Nuriel could hear his soldiers all laughing cruelly from behind her. “You will be the first living Saints to ever see beyond the doors of the Stellarium.” he said. “Let us hope you are also the first Saints to ever leave it alive.” He turned, his shroud fluttering in the cold winds, and strode into the dark halls beyond. 
Now Nuriel could sense a reluctance—an aversion even—within her mentor and watched as Isley hesitantly stepped over the armor. Nuriel herself waited, finding it hard to move forward, and let the others pass her. Umbrial, Tia, Gamalael and Arric didn’t have nearly as much reservation, and Tia and Gamalael even deliberately stepped upon the breastplate, their own star-metal boots clanking loudly upon it. Nuriel walked around the thing and tried to pay the laughing and whispering guards behind her no mind. As she passed it she could see words written in the stone above the armor. She scanned the engraved letters with her eyes, but had no idea what it said. 
“It says ‘Pass Not The Enemies of Duroton.’,” snickered one of the guards behind her.
Nuriel coughed into her cloak and moved on. Inside, the walls and floor were made of massive slabs of hewn stone and lit every ten or so feet by giant gas lamps set into the walls, giving the place an eerie, shadowy quality. The ceiling itself was lost to darkness, but from that looming sea of blackness Nuriel was certain she felt eyes watching her and appraising her. 
Egret and Tarquin lead the way with Isley behind with the rest of the Saints, and Nuriel behind even them. Following her was the small army of guardsmen, and the cold, relentless march of their steel boots upon the stone floor was quite unnerving to Nuriel. She felt as if she were being marched into the bowels of some forlorn dungeon, and a thought crossed her mind that that could very well be the case. 
The massive hall went on for some length before Egret and Tarquin led them through an arched corridor that branched off from the main hall. A wide flight of stairs led up into another massive hallway, but this one was far more impressive and was brightly lit by gaslamps on the wall and from the ceiling. 
“This is the Hall of Captains,” said Egret, gesturing down the cavernous passage. It was lined on either side by life-sized statues of warriors clad in armor, each one forever marbled in stone. “Those you see here were all once great warriors. Knights of the Dark Stars. Many fell in battle, some lived long, full lives. All, however, achieved greatness and are forever honored here.”
Egret led them down the hall. Nuriel marveled at the sheer number of statues and noticed that all had brass placards upon their bases, but she could not read what was engraved upon them, though she figured it was their names and perhaps, deeds. 
At the end of the hall was set a massive pair of arched doorways painted black, with the enormous phoenix crest of Duroton emblazoned in gold across them. A pair of shrouded guards stood before the doors, tall halberds in their hands. As Egret approached, they each took hold of an iron ring upon their door, and in perfect unison spread them open. The hinges groaned. Beyond the doors Nuriel could see a small, round chamber that didn’t seem to lead anywhere.
Egret stopped before the doors and turned to face his procession. “Soldiers, dismissed.” he said, and without hesitation the guardsmen behind Nuriel turned in unison, their armor clapping loudly, and they marched back down the hall. 
Now Egret addressed Isley who stood before him and Tarquin. “In times long past, this chamber was a great staircase that spiraled up to the Stellarium. It was known as the Celestial Steps. Today we no longer need to march up a thousand feet of stairs.”
Egret turned and entered the round chamber with Tarquin at his side. He gestured for the Saints to enter. Isley stepped in, followed by the others. Nuriel slowly entered the chamber, scooping her hair behind her ear. It was perfectly circular, made of the same stone as the rest of the mountain fortress, and could easily accommodate twenty or more men comfortably. It’s ceiling was a great dome paneled in glass, through which Nuriel could see an unending shaft of darkness above. But far up, at the very top, she saw something sparkling. It was like diamonds at the end of a cavern; numerous tiny lights glittering far up in the darkness of the shaft. 
Nuriel looked back down, suddenly aware of Lord Tarquin’s lingering eyes on her. He quickly averted his gaze and then reached past her, his hand intentionally rubbing across her arm as he did so. She turned and found that there was an iron door painted black. Tarquin slid the heavy door around the circular wall and it latched shut with an unsettling clank. The floor began to vibrate and there was a deep, muted grumbling as steel gears came to life deep beneath them. A moment later and Nuriel had a strange sensation in her legs. Isley and the rest must have had it too, and Nuriel was thankful she wasn’t the only one of the bunch to reach for the wall to prevent falling over. 
Tarquin looked at Nuriel with a smirk, his eyes quickly falling down toward her waist. Nuriel bit her lip and looked away, tucking her golden hair behind her ear as she sniffled. 
Nuriel kept one hand on the wall. She had the distinct sensation of upward motion and it was quite unsettling to her. The entire chamber seemed to rumble ever so slightly, and from deep beneath the floor the heavy and rhythmic clamor of iron gears could be heard turning over. 
“About a hundred years ago the Jinn transformed the Celestial Steps into this Ascension Chamber.” said Egret. “It’s powered by runic crystals, steam, gears and chain. The Jinn are quite ingenious when it comes to mechanics.”
Nuriel looked up to the glass ceiling. The sparkling lights seemed to be coming closer and closer until they filled the entire dome with tiny points of white light. Suddenly the strange sensation was back in Nuriel’s legs, this time with a vengeance, and even her stomach tumbled as she found herself back against the wall. There was a muted clank and Nuriel felt the sensation of motion abruptly stop. Tarquin brushed past her and unlatched the door, sliding it back around the wall. Egret exited the room, followed by Tarquin and then Isley. Umbrial, Gamalael and Arric filed out followed by Tia, who pushed Nuriel’s head against the wall as she exited. Nuriel rolled her eyes and exited last.
Nuriel gasped as she came out of the Ascension Chamber. They were in some type of domed atrium that was dark as night, making it hard for Nuriel to determine just how large it was. Judging from the height of the ceiling, which she guessed was 100-feet above, she supposed the chamber to be enormous. The entire ceiling was like a night sky, but instead of just a handful of stars scattered against the blackness, there was a river of milky white that stretched across the entire ceiling. Nuriel felt insignificant in its vastness. There must have been a million stars that made up that river, each one twinkling of its own accord. Some were bright, others but a dim point. Some seemed to have a red or yellow cast while others blazed a pure white. She looked at Isley and saw that he too was marveling at the ceiling. Even Umbrial, Tia, Gamalael and Arric had their necks craned up in awe of the spectacle. 
“Behold the Stellarium,” said Egret. “You are the first Saints since Aeoria walked the earth to set foot inside here.”
Nuriel reached her hand to the sky, hoping beyond hope to catch a handful of the stars. They all seemed so close yet so far away, and she could not tell if what she was seeing was reality or illusion. Did the Stellarium really reach beyond the heavens into the very domain of the stars? Or was this all a trick devised by the Jinn? “Is…is that the real sky?” asked Nuriel. 
“What you see is the night sky as it once was,” came a strange, metallic voice that immediately unsettled Nuriel, vanishing the awe she had been lost in. It was a voice not unlike the Oracles of Sanctuary.
Standing just beyond sight was an eerie figure whose form was dusted by the glow of stars. Where Nuriel supposed the being’s eyes to be she could see glowing green disks like the eyes of some unholy owl. The figure moved forward, and now its slender form was revealed to be draped in black robes. It’s hood stood tall and pointed. Its face was concealed by dark fabric and large, emerald lenses like those of the Sin Eaters looked out upon her. From the being’s unseen nose to the bottom of its chin was a silver, tear-shaped mask through which it breathed its raspy breaths. Nuriel didn’t have to be told what this being was. She knew this was one of the Jinn.
The being held a gloved hand to the sky. Suddenly the entirety of the heavens arced around, giving Nuriel the uneasy sensation of motion, though she knew it was only the vision upon the ceiling that moved. The giant domed ceiling seemed to spin around, focusing in upon a cluster of stars, then spinning and refocusing even further until at last Nuriel saw a formation of stars that looked familiar. It was the last remaining constellation in the sky, a four-pointed cross known as the Star of Aeoria. It was a line of six stars in a vertical line intersected by two more at the right and left of the centermost vertical star, or “heart” of the constellation as it was known. 
“This is the Star of Aeoria in the sky as you see it.” said the Jinn. It waved its hand across the sky again, and like magic the constellation truly came into being through blazing lines traced across each star. No longer was it just an obscure cluster of stars that took some imagination to form the constellation. This was a drawing in the sky; a work of art. “And this is how we, the Jinn, see it.”
Here the Jinn waved its hand again, and the entirety of the heavens spun, focusing in on a lone star. It was a star Nuriel knew by its slight, yellow cast. Often seen in the southern skies, it was a star known as the Dragon Star. 
“This is one of the few remaining stars in the southern sky,” said the Jinn with its metallic voice. “You know it as the Dragon Star.” The Jinn moved its hand and the night sky tilted slightly, bringing in to view another lone star not too far away. “And this is the star you know as Heaven’s Eye.” 
Nuriel did indeed recognize it. It was called Heaven’s Eye because it was one of the brightest in the sky. Here the Jinn moved his hand and the night sky seemed to move further away, bringing into full view both stars. They were exactly as Nuriel recognized them, just as if she were standing in a lonely field at night. Both apart from each other, but close by.
The Jinn flicked his hand and suddenly the sky was alight with stars. “This is the sky as it was before the age of the Great Falling,” said the Jinn. “And the stars you know as the Dragon and the Eye are actually of the same constellation.” 
The Jinn flicked his hand again, and all the stars in the sky came alive into pictures outlined in white. Where the Dragon Star and the Heaven’s Eye stars were, Nuriel could see the form of a great dragon in the sky. The Dragon Star itself glowed brightly from the beast’s chest, and Heaven’s Eye was actually the creature’s eye. But there were other pictures in the heavens too. Nuriel could see a warrior upon a horse; there was a great bull; there was a woman pouring water; a stallion; an angel with wings spread; a lion; a scorpion…too many for Nuriel to take in. 
“The sky was once full of constellations,” said the Jinn. “The stars were innumerable. But that was an old age. An ancient age. Today the age of the stars is nearly over.”
“And as the stars come to the end of their age, so too do the Saints,” said another metallic voice. From the darkness strode six more Jinn, their large, green lenses staring eerily out of the darkness. One of them held its hand up, and the sky refocused to the familiar one that Nuriel knew; a sky sprinkled with only a few dozen remaining stars. 
“The age of Dark Stars is now upon us.” The Jinn flicked his hand and the white points of stars all faded out, replaced by a sea of eerie, purple specs. 
“This is the sky today, as we, the Jinn know it,” said another of the group. “These are the Dark Stars that are unseen. They cast no light, yet they exist in the blackness of our dead heavens.”
“We are brothers,” said Egret. “Just as you are warriors of the shining stars, we are warriors of the dark stars.”
One of the Jinn waved his hands and from the edge of the giant, domed ceiling rose a fiery sun. It arced its way across, slowly bathing the entire chamber in its light, until eventually it shone at the center of the great dome. It illuminated everything, as if it were the actual sun, though Nuriel felt no warmth from its rays. It was only now that Nuriel could see the sheer size of the Stellarium. Its great dome loomed two-hundred feet overhead, and to Nuriel’s surprise, it was made of giant panels of star-metal. The sun that blazed at the dome’s center was an illusion, but it seemed to be coming from deep within the glassy blackness of the star-metal itself. 
The Stellarium was immense. Vast even. Nuriel guessed a hundred yards in circumference. Its walls were made of the very stone of the mountain, standing 30-feet before the arcing panels of star-metal began their ascent to the sky. At the center of the room was a concentric pyramid of stairs that ascended upward to a stone dais that reminded Nuriel of Sanctuary and the Holy Atrium where she was made one of the Saints Caliber. Nuriel was in absolute awe of the place. She could hardly take it all in at once. 
And then she saw something upon the far wall. Her breath caught in her throat. Her eyes strained to see the distant picture upon the wall, but she was sure it was that of a great, fiery dragon. And next to it, a tremendous black serpent and a woman in black armor. It was a woman who looked like Celacia. But it was not Celacia’s image that gripped Nuriel. It was that mighty black serpent. Its very eyes burned like red suns and they seemed to look at her, as if it were coming for her. It gave Nuriel a sudden, deathly chill.
Nuriel flinched and twisted herself away as a soft hand grabbed the back of her neck. Without thinking she had already drawn her claymore and held it at the ready. One of the Jinn stood before her, its eerie green lenses staring at her. 
“Forgive me,” said the thing in its metallic voice. “Your stellaglyph markings intrigue us.”
Nuriel could see the accusing eyes of Umbrial, Tia, Arric and Gamalael staring at her. Isley smiled at her. “It’s ok, Nuriel.” he said. 
Feeling a little foolish, Nuriel sheathed the sword upon her back. Other Jinn went around, inspecting the stellaglyphs tattooed upon the necks of the others. The Jinn whispered amongst themselves, one of them manipulating a small section of the sky, showing random stars that Nuriel couldn’t recognize.
“We’re sorry,” said one of the Jinn at last. “It is intriguing to us that your stellaglyphs are all unique.” It approached Lord Tarquin and gestured for him to turn around. With a gloved hand the Jinn pulled down the cloak around his neck, revealing, to Nuriel’s surprise, a stellaglyph not unlike the ones she and the others’ bore. “You see, the Knights of the Dark Stars all bear a common glyph. It is the rune of the dark stars.”
Here Egret turned and revealed the mark upon the back of his neck, and it indeed matched Tarquin’s. It was like a tilted disk with energy radiating from either side. 
“It is fascinating how much the Saints and our Knights share in common,” said one of the Jinn. “But where our Knights are mortal humans, you Saints are something else entirely. We hope to learn much from you.”
Nuriel wasn’t that fascinated by stellaglyphs. Her attention immediately returned to the far wall. “What is that?” she asked as that great black dragon looked upon her with those blazing eyes.
The Jinn all turned. “Ah yes,” one of them said. They all began walking toward the section of the wall that bore the pictures. Nuriel followed, and the rest came behind her. “These entire walls were once lined with murals. It is said they depicted much of the history of the First Age. During the Great Falling when Apollyon and his minions overtook the Stellarium, they burned and destroyed much of the original records, and these few murals are all that remain as a record of the First Age.”
“The men of Duroton fought against Apollyon in this very chamber,” said Lord Tarquin. “It was the men of Duroton who won the wars of the Great Falling.”
The Jinn stopped before the wall, but Nuriel couldn’t help but approach it. The stained glass murals were of an awesome magnitude and Nuriel had to crane her neck up to see the entire thing. From the floor to the top of the wall where the star-metal dome started, the murals stood an entire 30-feet tall, made of intricate pieces of cut glass. Parts of it were broken and repaired, some pieces even missing. But of the five remaining panels Nuriel saw things she had never imagined before. The first panel was of a great red dragon. It was broken in a section, missing part of a warrior armored in red. To the right of the dragon was another, this one white, and there was a warrior in white armor next to it. And beside that was a titanic black dragon and the unmistakable stained glass depiction of Celacia. 
“That is Celacia?” questioned Isley. 
“Indeed it is,” said one of the Jinn. “It was said that the First Age was ruled by the Dragon Kings and their Avatars. It was always thought to be nothing more than legend. And then she showed up at our doorstep not too long ago.”
Nuriel was only half listening. The dragons were titanic. Even as pictures cast in glass they exuded power and terror. The great red serpent’s wings were flames, and Nuriel stared at it, picturing the skull from the volcano. “Felvurn. Felvurn of the Flames,” whispered Nuriel to herself, her hand touching the cold, red glass that made part of his leg. 
She looked over to the great white dragon. He seemed a calmer beast than Felvurn, yet terrifying in his own right. The warrior next to him was in white armor. He was a handsome man with golden hair and blue eyes. His armor looked just like Celacia’s, finned and spiked; reminiscent of the dragon he stood before, but in white rather than black. And suddenly Nuriel had an epiphany. “Dragon scale.” she said aloud. “Her armor is made of one of its scales.”
Nuriel turned to the black serpent. It was far more terrifying than the red or white beast. It seemed far larger and there was something about its great maw that was beyond terrifying to her. Its scales were as black as the starless sky. Its fangs the very pillars of the heavens.
Nuriel gasped. An image flashed in her head as she stared at its face. She could imagine being a speck of dust before it. Its eyes were crescents and somehow she got the idea that they were made of red suns, blazing hot. She saw herself insignificant and impotent before it. She imagined the beast feeding upon a star; its fangs biting into it and ripping it part. Nuriel’s hand reached out. She wanted to touch the beast. It was only a likeness in glass, but still her hand hesitated.
“Nuriel!” Isley’s hot breath snapped Nuriel from her reverie. She turned to him, startled. From behind him she heard Tia snicker. Gamalael and Arric giggled like immature children. “Nuriel,” said Isley, whispering in her ear. “Pay attention. They’re asking you a question.”
“Do you know him?” asked one of the Jinn. Nuriel was still not quite out of her reverie, but she could detect an overwrought seeking in its metallic voice. Something desperate. “Do you know him, young one?”
Nuriel looked at the Jinn, then back at the giant mural. Darkendrog she thought. The very name chilled her, and she did not know how she knew it. 
“Young one, you must answer me,” repeated the Jinn. “Do you know him? Do you remember him?”
Nuriel felt a little confused by the question, and even more confused that she knew the beast’s name. She looked back to the Jinn. They were all standing before her now, peering at her through those spooky, round, emerald lenses. “No,” she said softly. She shook her head. She looked at Isley. “No, of course not.”
“Pay attention, Nuriel,” said Isley softly. He smiled down at her. She could still hear Tia and the others sniggering.
Nuriel looked back at the giant stained glass murals. Past Darkendrog and Celacia there were a couple panels missing, but there was another down the way and it showed Darkendrog, the giant black serpent, bearing down on the Goddess, Aeoria. 
“The great black dragon is named Darkendrog,” said one of the Jinn. “The legends say he betrayed the Goddess, but we could not get Celacia to confirm anything.” 
Nuriel looked back to the Jinn. All seven of them stood there staring at her. She had the distinct feeling that they didn’t believe her when she said she didn’t know him.
“If you know something of that dragon, you must tell us, Saint Nuriel. Time is very short.” said one of the Jinn.
Nuriel looked at Isley and said, “No…” The Jinn looked upon one another and seemed to communicate without speaking. She looked at the Jinn. “No. Nothing.” Nuriel looked back at the picture of Darkendrog and a chill went up her spine. “It’s just…he…he scares me, is all.”
Now she could really hear Gamalael and Arric laughing. 
“It’s ok, young one,” said one of the Jinn. “We have many speculations about the history of the Great Falling and we are ever in search of answers. Something in you seemed to stir at his sight. We want to show you one more.”
From behind, Nuriel could hear Tia’s scratchy voice. “What the hell is so special about Nuriel?” she hissed. “What in Apollyon’s Hell do they think she knows, anyway?”
The Jinn led Nuriel around the wall. There were a few more panels of stained glass, most too damaged to make out. But then there was one last mural, and it was in perfect condition. The Jinn stepped to the side and beckoned for Nuriel to pass. There, upon the wall, was an angel glorified in stained glass. 
Nuriel looked up in awe. She had hair the color of rubies, and her wings were just as red and outspread. She was armored in metal that seemed to glow as bright as a star, radiating pure, white light. In her hand she held a broadsword that radiated just as brilliantly. 
“Is…is that what the angels looked like?” asked Nuriel in awe of the beautiful creature. Nuriel knew the legend of the angels. Long ago, during the great wars, Aeoria called upon her angels to help fight against the minions of Apollyon. It was said she called them down from the very stars. The angels were Aeoria’s greatest protectors, and they guarded her and her Saints from Apollyon. 
“The legends say that during the battles of the Great Falling, Aeoria came here, to the Stellarium,” said one of the Jinn. “From here she called down her angels, each one the embodiment of a star and armored in its very light. When an angel fell in battle, its star fell out of the sky.”
Nuriel looked at Isley. She had never heard that before. That wasn’t something they were ever told back at Sanctuary. Judging by Isley’s face, this was news to him too. “The stars go out to show how much time we have left to awaken the goddess,” said Nuriel, looking at the Jinn. 
“That, or the angels are still being called down,” said one of the Jinn. 
“Only the Goddess herself can call down an angel,” said Isley. “And she is in her eternal slumber.”
“And even if she were calling them down, where are they going, and what are they doing?” asked Umbrial. “That makes no sense.”
“Perhaps not,” said the Jinn. “Unless they are being called to another place, other than earth. Such as Apollyon’s Hell.”
“No,” said Isley, shaking his head. “That makes no sense.”
“Just speculation,” said one of the Jinn. They all looked at Nuriel. “We were curious if the picture stirred anything within you?”
Nuriel shook her head and gazed back up at the stained glass mural. She had always dreamed of flying; of how great it would be to soar on wings like an angel. Other than the awe of such a magnificent being as an angel, the picture stirred nothing out of the ordinary. 
“Very well,” said one of the Jinn. All seven now turned to Egret and made a slight bow. “We shall leave you to your business, Lord Egret.” 
Egret made a slight bow as well and the Jinn walked off as a singular group. As they left, one of them raised it’s hand and made a gesture. The blazing sun that gave light to the chamber slowly sank down and out of sight, giving rise to an ancient, starry sky. A massive moon bathed the entire chamber in soft, silver light. 
Egret looked at Isley. “We have matters to discuss,” he said. He looked up to the domed sky filled with stars and waved his hand as if presenting it. “This is the night sky as it was above this very spot when Duroton reclaimed the Stellarium from Apollyon and his demons. Amongst the Knights of the Dark Star, this is the most sacred of all skies.” 
He looked Isley and the rest of the Saints square in the eyes. “In Duroton we have a saying. When matters of great importance or honor are discussed, we say that we must speak beneath the Duroton sky. Meetings are held outdoors, or in chambers with glass ceilings so that the lands of Duroton might take witness of our words. Here in the Stellarium, above this most sacred of skies, we, the Knights of the Dark Stars make sacred vows and covenants. The words we speak must be true and all promises we make must be upheld under pain of death. Beneath the Duroton sky we bind ourselves to the Lands of Duroton and She shall judge us by our words and actions.”
Isley bowed his head slightly but Nuriel wasn’t at all sure she liked this. She had already made vows and pacts to Sanctuary. Already she was so far astray that it was nearing the impossible to come back. She found her nose running again and surreptitiously wiped it on her cloak, stifling her sniffling. She hung her head low.
Tarquin now looked upon them all, his face much harder than Egret’s, his eyes not as trusting. “If any amongst you would not speak beneath the Duroton sky, say so now.” 
For some reason Nuriel felt as if all eyes were on her. She sniffled and coughed. She looked up, inhaling deeply. Out of the corner of her eye she caught a glimpse of the angel. She was bathed in the silver light of the stars and her armor seemed alive within the glass. Nuriel’s stomach flopped. Almost against her own will, her arm raised up slightly. Tarquin and Egret took immediate notice, transfixing her with their steely gaze. 
Isley turned around and looked at her and seemed shocked that she held her hand up. She heard Arric and Gamalael whispering. From the corner of her eye she could see Umbrial fold his massive arms across his chest and shake his head. She felt Tia’s foot hit her with a loud clank on the back of her ankle. “Apollyon below, Nuriel,” she hissed. 
 Egret held up his hand. “Let her speak.”
Nuriel now felt extremely uncomfortable and for the first time she could even sense disappointment from her mentor. She could even see it in his eyes. Nuriel looked down and bit her lip. “I…I’ve already given myself to Sanctuary.”
“Speak up,” demanded Lord Tarquin.
“She said she’s already given herself to Sanctuary,” snapped Tia. Nuriel could hear Gamalael and Arric giggling and calling her an idiot.
“Beneath the Duroton sky, nobody talks for another.” stated Egret. “Only the individual is responsible for his or her words. You must speak loud and boldly, young one.”
Nuriel looked up. She hated Tarquin’s constant stares. Egret’s face was stern but much more forgiving and the man at least gave her a sense of honor and respect. She looked at him, staring into his icy blue eyes. “I’ve already given myself to Sanctuary,” she said, her voice wavering under the unbearable weight of everybody’s eyes. She inhaled deeply and then looked at Isley. “We all have.”
Isley ran over to her and took her around the shoulder, leading her a few paces away. “Nuriel, Celacia has ransomed us from Sanctuary.” he said softly. “She is the holder of our Sanguinastrums, and therefore we have given ourselves to her fully. Her will was for us to come here.”
Nuriel flinched away from Isley and she could hear the mumblings of Tia and the others. It all at once got under her skin. “I never agreed to any of this,” she snapped. She turned her head from Isley, suddenly disgusted even with him. “The only person I’ve ever given vows to was Holy Father. I never once promised myself to Celacia, and I won’t promise myself to Duroton.”
“Nuriel,” said Isley, taking her by the shoulders. “You misunderstand. We are still servants of Aeoria. All our actions, all our deeds, everything we do is her will. Don’t you see, Nuriel? It does not matter—”
Nuriel spun around, looking Isley in his eyes, a sudden fire in her own. “Yes. It. Does.”
“Saint Nuriel,” said Egret loudly and in such a manner that it brought everybody to attention. “The choice is yours and yours alone. Will you speak with us beneath the Duroton sky?”
Nuriel tore herself away from Isley and stepped into full view of Egret. “No.”
A murmur rippled through Umbrial and the other Saints, each of them scowling with contempt at her. Lord Tarquin’s face curled into a sneer and he said, “Celacia promised us loyal Saints.” he looked at Egret and fumed. “Already the deal turns sour!”
Egret pursed his lips and folded his arms over his chest, eyes fixed on Nuriel. She tried to steel herself again by looking at the stained glass mural of the angel as it bathed in the starlight, but for some reason it was the picture of Darkendrog that now captured her eyes. Nuriel felt a shudder through her body, unsure if it was from the sight of the black serpent or the hateful stares from the others. Nuriel felt her right hand readying itself to draw her claymore should it come to that. 
It was then that she noticed a change in Egret’s face. He seemed to soften as he looked upon her. Something in those icy eyes of his almost seemed to praise her even. “No man of Duroton can make a promise on behalf of another.” he said at last. “A vow not made by oneself is no vow at all to the Lands of Duroton. I know not what vows and promises you have made in the past, Saint Nuriel. Those belong to you and the lands you have come from. Duroton is a crown that sits upon the heads of the other kingdoms. A promise to Duroton cannot be broken. Many have been sent to spend a long night in the Blue Wilds for their broken words. If you will not speak beneath the Duroton sky, then so be it.” 
Here Egret addressed all those before him. “Saint Nuriel shall not speak with us this day beneath the Duroton sky, and therefore the lands of Duroton shall take no witness of her.” 
Nuriel could see the displeasure of this in Tarquin’s eyes, and all the Saints but Isley seemed taken aback by Egret’s leniency. Egret now looked back at Nuriel and addressed her alone. Beneath his stern demeanor and words spoken with great authority, he almost seemed to be smiling at her. It was something she could sense from him within her very Caliber. It was not mocking; it was not disdain. It was, in fact, a great respect.
“Saint Nuriel,” he said. “Since you shall not speak with us beneath the Duroton sky, you shall be taken to the Chamber of the Unwitnessed to await our adjournment.”
Nuriel nodded softly. She had no idea what the Chamber of the Unwitnessed was, but somehow the fact that they had one made her feel better. Perhaps it was not uncommon for people to decline speaking beneath their sky, she thought. 
“Lord Tarquin,” said Egret, addressing his lieutenant. “Take Saint Nuriel to the Chamber of the Unwitnessed.”
Tarquin bowed his head slightly and turned away and Nuriel could see his scowl. He looked at the other Saints and gestured with his hand. “Come.” he ordered.
Isley and the rest looked at each other with some confusion. Umbrial shrugged his shoulders and began following Tarquin, and the rest followed suit.
“Not Isley,” said Egret. Tarquin stopped in his tracks but did not turn around. “Saint Isley shall remain under my command. The rest of the Saints are yours.”
Nuriel could clearly see Tarquin as he pursed his lips, his eyes narrowing in anger. 
“Saint Nuriel,” said Egret. He looked at her more sternly than before now, and she almost sensed a type of apology coming from him. “Before you go there is something you must know. Lord Tarquin has been made Captain of the Saints Alliance. You and all Saints within Duroton shall fall under his command.”
Nuriel bit her lip and looked up. She could see Lord Tarquin sneering at her. Tia smirked. She looked at Isley briefly, who returned a soft smile to her. She looked at Egret and nodded softly.
Lord Tarquin approached her and brusquely grabbed her around her arm. Umbrial, Tia, Gamalael and Arric all followed as Tarquin led her across the Stellarium. At the other end of the chamber there was a steel door. Tarquin threw it open and pushed Nuriel inside. There was a long hall carved out of the very mountain with various wooden doors on either side, lit along its length with gaslamps. 
“Move,” demanded Tarquin, pushing Nuriel forward. 
She looked back for a brief moment to see Gamalael and Arric giggling and Tia smirking at her. Umbrial looked upon her with indifference. “Move!” shot Tarquin, pushing her forward.
Nuriel grimaced and walked forward. Tarquin exuded none of the honor or respect that Egret did and she found herself feeling very uncomfortable in this lonely hall with only him and the others without even Isley to keep the order. 
“You’re a pretty little thing. But that was really stupid.” said Tarquin between his teeth. 
“Yeah Nuriel,” squawked Tia. “What’s up with your attitude? You better not be getting the rest of us in trouble.”
“Why do we have to come down here?” asked Umbrial, his deep voice resonating loudly in the stone hall. 
“I want you all to see the Chamber of the Unwitnessed.” said Tarquin. “To see where this one shall spend her time, and to see a place in which the lands of Duroton take no heed.”
Spending time in a lone chamber did not bother Nuriel, even though she now had an inkling that her stay in the chamber might not be so brief. It was something about the way Tarquin said that it was a room in which the lands took no heed that bothered her. A chamber of the unwitnessed; a place given no heed by the lands these men all seemed to hold so dear. Nuriel’s mind conjured some sort of infernal dungeon where dark things occurred; where terrible things were done to others and it could be made ok because the lands took no heed. Nuriel’s legs suddenly felt heavier and she began to wonder if she should be letting this strange man, this Lord Tarquin, take her anywhere. 
“Move,” commanded Tarquin. He pushed Nuriel on the shoulder again, urging her further down the hall. Nuriel steeled herself and moved forward. At the end was what appeared to be a large mirror and Nuriel could see herself reflecting in it. She could also see the face of Tarquin behind her, twisted in anger, and the ever smirking idiots, Gamalael and Arric whispering in each others’ ears. As she neared, she came to realize that it was not a mirror per se, but rather a door made of solid, polished silver. Above the door, engraved into the very stone, were words that Nuriel could not read, but she hazard a guess that it said it was the Chamber of the Unwitnessed. 
“In the Chamber of the Unwitnessed the lands of Duroton take no heed of anything.” said Tarquin. In the perfect reflection Nuriel could see Lord Tarquin’s face clearly. He had a wicked sort of smile that did not sit well with her. He extended a hand and Nuriel could feel him release some sort of power and the door swung open, revealing a room of mirror-polished silver. Upon the back wall was a plain wooden bench, and jutting from the silver wall was a pair of burning gaslights. 
Tarquin pushed Nuriel inside. She stumbled in. The floor, the ceiling, all the walls were made of solid polished silver and her star-metal boots chimed like bells upon it. It was awkward seeing her reflection in every direction; in patterns of a million identical scenes that faded into infinity. It was strange and disorienting. She turned and looked at Tarquin and the rest. 
“Let me ask you something, my pretty little bundle of spirited defiance,” said Tarquin venomously. “Why do you think Celacia sent you here with the rest?”
Tia was smirking and Gamalael and Arric were snickering to each other. Umbrial folded his arms over his chest and looked upon Nuriel as if he knew something and was waiting to see if she did too. Nuriel bit her lip and then looked at Tarquin. “We’re supposed to be helping to deliver a gift,” she said, completely unsure of her answer. “The dragon skull.”
Tarquin laughed with cruel mocking. “No, no, little one.” he said, shaking his head, looking at her with those harsh, stormy eyes of his. “The gift you were delivering was yourself. You have all been given to me and Duroton.”
Nuriel started at this. 
“What’s the matter, Nuriel?” asked Tia, smirking. “Didn’t Isley tell you?”
Umbrial huffed. “Of course not. Even he knows she ain’t cut out for anything.”
“She’s supposed to be one of the most powerful Saints,” squawked Tia. “But she can’t even be trusted to be told anything.”
“It’s a shame,” said Tarquin, looking at Nuriel, that lingering gaze now replacing his sneers. “When Celacia told me about you I was excited. Now I see that excitement was misplaced. At least you’re as pretty as she said.”
“Don’t judge the rest of us by her,” said Tia. 
“No judgments,” said Tarquin, his eyes still on Nuriel, looking her up and down. She wrapped her arms around herself, suddenly uncomfortable with his stares. “The King’s horses were very spirited, just like you.” he said. “Icelandic Great-Hoofs are some of the toughest horses to break. Very spirited and with a will all their own. Training them is something of a hobby of mine. You see, all creatures can be broken to my will.” He winked at Nuriel and the others all sort of laughed.
He turned to Umbrial. “Take her sword. No weapons in the chamber.”
Umbrial pushed his way forward and held out his hand, flicking his fingers. “Come on,” he said.
Nuriel looked at him and bit her lip. There was no way she was giving up her weapon.
“Don’t be stupid,” said Umbrial, pushing his way past Tarquin and through the door. “Give it up, Nuriel.”
Outside Nuriel heard Tia, Gamalael and Arric laughing. “No,” said Nuriel. She grabbed her claymore off her back, but it wasn’t because she intended on giving it up. 
“Lord Egret showed you great leniency,” warned Tarquin, brushing his way by Umbrial and coming into the room. “I can assure you he won’t show it again. And I won’t ask for your sword nicely twice.”
“Just give it up, Nuriel,” quacked Tia. “Apollyon below, why do you always have to be such a bother about everything?”
“She’s so stupid,” sniggered Arric, and Gamalael laughed. 
“Nuriel…” said Umbrial, urging her to hand over her weapon with his wagging fingers.
Nuriel bit her lip and backed up a few steps. The room was far too small to fight effectively in. She weighed her options. Deep down, she knew attacking was out of the question. It wasn’t because she was outnumbered. She didn’t fear any of them other than maybe Umbrial and Lord Tarquin, and even they only gave her slight pause. What stayed her hand was Egret’s words. The way he felt to her Caliber. He was a man who knew honor and respect. 
Nuriel exhaled deeply, handing her sword to Umbrial. In her head she knew it was a stupid thought—a silly idea—but if anybody would understand her plight, it would be Egret. And if there would ever be a way for her to be released from Celacia and go back to Sanctuary, it would not be by getting on his bad side. 
“Good girl,” said Tarquin. He grabbed her chin and smiled at her. “We’ll be back for you later. Sit and reflect upon what I told you…that all creatures can be broken to my will.” He released her and looked around. Then those probing eyes of his focused back on her body. “In the Chamber of the Unwitnessed, where the lands of Duroton take no heed.” 
With that, Tarquin and Umbrial withdrew and the door closed with a sort of clank that held a terrible finality to it. 
Nuriel wiped her hands down her face and sniffled. She now noticed that the mirror-polished door had no handle, no latch, no way to open it from this side. She breathed deeply and looked at the lone bench. It was made of wood, well worn and completely smooth. It was an ancient thing, and she got a momentary smile out of herself by wondering how many Durotonese asses it had seen over the years. With a sigh she walked over to it and plopped herself down, her own reflection her only company.
 ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦
A loud, metallic clank echoed in Nuriel’s sleep-dogged mind and she sat up with a start. She didn’t know how long ago she had laid down upon the bench, but based on how tightly sleep gripped her mind, she figured it must have been quite a while. In the mirror room there were no windows, and the steady glow of the gaslamps gave no indication of time passed. There was another loud clank. She rubbed her eyes and looked around. Umbrial, Tia, Gamalael and Arric were all in the room. It wasn’t quite registering in her weary consciousness yet, but there was something about the way they were all looking at her that wasn’t right. 
Nuriel shook her head and rubbed her eyes again. Lord Tarquin was in the room too, she now noted. Those lingering eyes of his were plastered upon her. Part of her was aware that he held some sort of gun in his hand, similar to a bolt-thrower but thinner and lighter. She tried to pay him no attention. “Sorry,” she said, sleep still softening her voice. “I must have dozed off. How long has it been?”
Gamalael and Arric were giggling. Nuriel was now aware that the door to the room was closed. Umbrial stood before it, his arms crossed upon his chest. Tia was staring down at her with a crooked little smile. “Wakey wakey,” she sneered. 
Nuriel stood up, the fog of sleep instantly lifting, her mind now attuned to the uneasiness her subconscious had first detected. Her hand went for her sword, but it wasn’t there. They had taken it earlier she remembered.
“There’s my spirited girl,” said Tarquin, his eyes and voice drooling on her. 
Nuriel found herself wrapping her arms around her chest again. Tia was smirking and behind her Gamalael was whispering to Arric and the two were smiling ear-to-ear about something. She sniffled and looked down.
“I’m glad to see you’re rested,” said Tarquin. Nuriel didn’t bother to look up but she could still feel those heavy eyes of his upon her body. He was wearing his shroud over his armor with the gray spirals around the arms, and in one hand he was definitely holding some type of light bolt-thrower. “It’s a shame you had to miss the discussions, but let me just tell you that me and your friends here have had some time to get acquainted, and it seems we’re all well met.”
Nuriel had figured that much from the start. Lord Tarquin exuded the same qualities as the other Saints. She sniffled and wiped her nose on her cloak. 
“Why so shy all of a sudden?” Lord Tarquin in his dark shroud stepped over to her. Nuriel flinched and almost tripped backward over the bench when he unexpectedly brushed his hand down her cheek. She looked at him with wide eyes, quite taken aback. 
“You’re a jumpy little thing, aren’t you,” said Tarquin, those smokey blue eyes of his looking down her body. 
Nuriel looked over at her companion Saints. Umbrial stood in the back, looking at her quite indifferently. The other three all sniggered and seemed to be in on something. Nuriel found herself feeling quite small and naked in this tiny mirror room. She took a couple steps back from Tarquin. “Can…can I come out now?” she asked softly.
Tarquin smiled wide at her, but his gaze slowly fell. “Soon enough,” he said, his eyes lingering on her waist. 
“I want to come out now,” said Nuriel, trying to sound more assertive. “Is your meeting adjourned?”
“It was adjourned quite a while ago,” said Tarquin. “Me and your fellow Saints had been having quite the conversations. Like I said, it seems we’re all well met.”
“Where’s Isley?” asked Nuriel, her arms still wrapped around her chest. She really wanted Tarquin’s eyes off her. “Is Lord Egret here?” 
 Tarquin tisked. “I’m afraid to tell you that we were having such great conversations that before we knew it, Lord Egret and your mentor Isley had already excused themselves and left for Durtania.” Here Nuriel noticed his eyes widen ever so slightly as they leered at her crotch. “I told them it was a shame they couldn’t stay the night with us since I promised your friends here some fun. Unfortunately, duty calls them to the King’s castle. But your duties, my pretty little thing, are to me.”
Nuriel took another step back and slipped into a more offensive stance. The room was small and there was nowhere for her to go. She steeled herself, ready to make a stand if necessary. 
“No matter though,” said Tarquin. “It’s best my Commander be gone. He doesn’t always condone my methods of motivating the ones under my command. See, he’s used to castle life. Used to giving commands to those of high rank like myself. He doesn’t see the blood on the front lines like me and my men. He doesn’t understand that the rank and file need to be let off their leash once in a while, and how the promise of plunder can make men bolder.
“But enough of all that,” continued Tarquin. “We need to discuss me and you. Egret may have shown you leniency, but the truth is, you’re my creature. Beneath the Duroton sky Celacia promised you and the rest to Duroton, and King Garidrir himself appointed me the Captain of the Saints Alliance. Whether or not you choose to take any vows beneath the Duroton sky is moot to me. You are my creature, and when I am given a creature, I expect it to behave.”
Gamalael and Arric giggled at this remark. Tarquin was staring intently at her now. He licked his lips. In his hand he held that gun. At his side was the broadsword with that gray jewel in its pommel. Gamalael, Arric and Tia all drew forth their weapons. Umbrial hung back by the closed door. 
Nuriel readied herself. Her hands balled into fists. She might not have her weapon, but she could certainly acquire one rather quickly. 
“I see you didn’t take your time alone to reflect on what I had told you,” said Tarquin. “All beasts can be broken to my will.” He paused and looked around the room, his own reflections staring back at him in the mirror walls. “And here, in the Chamber of the Unwitnessed where the lands of Duroton take no heed, you can be broken over and over again and no crime shall ever be committed.” 
Nuriel’s eyes narrowed. She looked to the side where Tia and the rest stood with their weapons drawn. Tia smirked at her and flourished her star-metal broadsword, daring Nuriel to make a move. Behind her Gamalael and Arric stood with their swords casually at their sides and Umbrial stood behind them like a towering bear. He looked at Nuriel with his dark eyes and slowly shook his head, warning her not to make her move. It was a warning Nuriel refused to heed.
With a flare of golden Caliber energy Nuriel dashed in at Tia, spinning on one foot to deliver a star-metal boot to her face. Tia clumsily dodged the kick and lashed out with her sword but Nuriel moved in quick with an elbow to her face, grabbing Tia’s extended arm and twisting free the sword. Then, with a swift spin in the opposite direction, Nuriel delivered a powerful kick across Tia’s face, knocking the woman into the others. 
Nuriel spun around to meet Lord Tarquin. She flared her Caliber and leapt into the air, jump-kicking at the man’s face. In a flash Tarquin waved his sword, and to Nuriel’s surprise, he disappeared. She landed right where Tarquin would have been. She spun around and he was on the opposite side of the room, waving at her. 
“This sword is called Whisper,” he said. “With it, there is no place I cannot be.”
Nuriel scowled and flourished her sword, but now Tia and the rest were up and none too happy with her. 
“You fucking bitch!” spat Tia. She dashed in at Nuriel, swinging her fists. 
Nuriel ducked the first two and then rolled left and clocked Tia in the side of her face with her own fist. Without looking Nuriel brought her sword up and around her back, blocking Gamalael’s sword. She twisted around, holding his blade down with her own and then quickly brought it up, slicing open his cheek. At the same moment Arric was upon her and all Nuriel could do was quickly parry his attack against her left star-metal bracer and then move in with a quick knee to his stomach. Since his breastplate did not protect his midsection, her armored knee hit him like a wrecking ball and he immediately doubled over and fell. 
Nuriel looked up to see Umbrial bearing down on her but in the tight quarters of the room she had nowhere to move. She tried to bring her sword back up but Umbrial caught her right arm, his massive hand like a vice. She swung at him with her left and he swatted that away, spinning her around and catching her under her neck.
 “Let me go!” growled Nuriel and she surged against Umbrial’s grasp, but the man was like a bear. 
“Relax, Nuriel,” said Umbrial, tightening his grasp, his huge arm moving up toward her neck, causing her back to arch backwards in a slightly painful manner. She flailed her right arm, trying to hit him with her sword, but Umbrial caught her wrist with his free hand and hyper-extended it outward, causing her to scream with the pain and drop the weapon. 
Nuriel flared her Caliber and in an instant she was engulfed in radiant light. She groaned as her right arm fought against Umbrial’s hold. She could feel him tense up, struggling to keep a hold on her, but Nuriel knew she was stronger. Not physically stronger, but her Caliber far surpassed Umbrial’s. She could feel her arm starting to break free from Umbrial’s grasp when Tia snatched up her sword and moved in. The woman’s face was twisted in anger, her white eyes piercing. She bared her teeth and growled as she moved in to stab Nuriel. 
In a flash Nuriel kicked up and delivered the bottom of her star-metal boot right into Tia’s shoulder. Then she brought herself down hard, simultaneously grabbing Umbrial by the back of the neck. As her feet touched the ground she heaved with all her might, throwing Umbrial over her shoulder and crashing right into Tia…just in time to see Arric’s sword was coming down on her head. 
Nuriel rolled and jumped to her feet and in a flurry delivered a number of punches, catching Arric more than once in the face before throwing him against the wall. She turned just as Gamalael, his cheek oozing red blood, came at her. She ducked and Gamalael’s sword struck sparks on the silver floor. He brought his sword up and around and all Nuriel could do was raise both her arms. As the sword struck like thunder against her bracers she kicked out, hitting Gamalael right in the chest and sending him stumbling backwards. 
Nuriel was about to get her footing to face the next opponent when she was suddenly thrown against the wall with a tremendous crash. She hit the floor and rolled to her hands and knees to get up but became aware of the unbearable heaviness she suddenly felt. She cried out as her elbows began to buckle, her head bowing, feeling as through the weight of the very mountain was resting upon her back. She cringed and turned her head. Lord Tarquin was standing there. The bench at the far end of the room was hovering in midair.
“You underestimate the power of the Knights of the Dark Star.” said Tarquin. “You missed the demonstration me and Egret gave your friends earlier.” Tarquin took a step forward. Nuriel flared her Caliber but could not break free from whatever force engulfed her. She cried out again, willing herself to remain on her hands and knees. She’d be damned by Apollyon before she’d fall on her face.
“You see, we have the power to manipulate the gravitational forces around us,” said Tarquin. “I can make things light as a feather,” he said, and suddenly Nuriel felt the weight lift from her and she became aware that she was floating a few feet off the ground. “Or I can crush them into dust.” Here Nuriel was slammed back into the floor with a thunderous crash, flat on her stomach. 
Nuriel screamed out. She looked up and saw Gamalael, Arric and Tia all looking at her with hateful eyes. 
“You fucking stupid-ass bitch,” spat Tia. 
Gamalael wiped at his cheek. It was already all but healed but he was still angry over the indignity of having suffered the wound. “You’re gonna pay for that one.”
Nuriel shined her Caliber as brightly as she could, the energy around her glowing white. She growled as she struggled to her hands and knees, fighting with all she could against the powerful energy field that pinned her to the ground.
Nuriel could hear the clank of star-metal boots walking to her and bared her teeth and looked up to see Tia. “You think you’re so tough?” she spat. “Why don’t you have a seat?” Tia swung her leg to kick Nuriel in her face, but with a burst of Caliber energy Nuriel sprang up to her knees and caught Tia’s foot. The woman only had a second to look at her with surprise before Nuriel twisted her ankle around, causing her to fall flat on her face.
Nuriel’s Caliber glowed ever brighter, and she struggled to her feet, her breaths heaving as she did so. A type of rage and anger built inside her. She looked up and Gamalael moved in at her. With a roar Nuriel lashed out, and to her surprise she overcame whatever force Tarquin had been holding her with. Her fist caught Gamalael right in the cheek. She spun around, her boot cutting a gash in his forehead. She charged in at Arric. He moved his sword up but she swatted it from his hand and began swinging at his face and managed to deliver a solid punch right to his eye. Tia was up now and in a second she was on her. The woman blocked a few of her punches, but Nuriel felt the satisfying crunch of bone when she eventually landed a boot across her face.
Nuriel couldn’t revel in the satisfaction long. She felt a sting in her side. She leapt back to gain some footing, but instead of landing on her feet, she felt her left ankle go limp and she stumbled down to a knee. Briefly she was aware that her eyes weren’t in focus and she looked down and saw the end of a needle sticking from her side. Quickly she pulled it out, fully aware that her fingers found it difficult to get a firm grip on the thing, and the steel barb more or less tumbled from her grasp. 
She shot back up just as Umbrial, Arric and Gamalael came at her. She looked over and the room seemed distorted and warped. In her foggy mind she could make out Tarquin aiming the rifle at her. She saw a flash at the muzzle, but unlike a bolt-thrower, it made very little noise. In the same instant she felt another sting and her hand moved up to her neck, feeling a long needle protruding. It seemed to take her fingers forever to grasp it and pull it out, and no sooner had she done so than she saw Tia charging at her, her frosty eyes mere slits, her mouth twisted in anger. 
Nuriel could feel her mind flopping over and over, as if her thoughts couldn’t quite turn into anything cohesive. A second later she felt an impact on her cheek but there was no pain, just a dull, muted thud in her head. She felt herself topple over and knew she was now laying on her side upon the metal floor, but she just couldn’t get her mind focused enough to even stand up or do anything but lay there. 
She could hear Umbrial and the others yelling and growling at her. She knew all the words they were saying—calling her an idiot, calling her stupid, telling her that now she had really done it—but somehow just couldn’t focus enough attention to respond or do anything.
As she lay there a shadow fell across her. Her eyes looked up, more of their own accord than by her own will, and she saw Tarquin standing above her. The other Saints where there too. “You are a feisty little one.” he said. “Quite an impressive show, I will admit.”
“She ain’t so tough,” spat Tia, wiping blood from her nose.
“She’s tougher than I gave her credit for,” said Umbrial.
Tia kicked Nuriel, the tip of her star-metal boot driving forcefully into her stomach, but Nuriel felt no pain, though she was aware that her stomach had turned from the force and a moan escaped her mouth. Tia knelt down and Nuriel was aware of her star-metal blade upon her throat and thought it funny she could still feel its coldness. “I’m going to cut you up you stupid little bitch.”
“No,” said Lord Tarquin, staying Tia’s hand. “Seems I’ve come to possess a spirited little Saint and I fully intend to break her.” 
Nuriel could feel her limbs and was actively trying to move them, but nothing seemed to happen. She was aware of her fingers flinching, and her arms and legs made concessional twitches when she tried to move them, but she just couldn’t seem to do anything. She was vaguely aware of Tia over her, as well as the other Saints. She could feel her heart racing as the people around her spoke. Some part of her mind was computing their words, even if her immediate consciousness was subdued and clouded. 
Lord Tarquin looked at Tia with a sinister smile. “Are Saints pure?”
Tia smirked. Then looked down at Nuriel with a sneer. “Some more than others. Is that the way you break your beasts?”
“Not my beasts,” said Tarquin with a salacious smile. 
Nuriel could hear the laughter of Umbrial, Gamalael and Arric. A sudden panic rose in Nuriel, and somehow she got her Caliber to flare around her, but just as quickly as it came, it was gone. She heard laughter and her mind screamed at her to get up. Nuriel moved her arms but became aware that nothing had actually moved. 
“Let’s say we break this one then,” said Tia, and Nuriel was vaguely aware of being kicked by her foot and turned around onto her back. “You guys can all take your turns. I’ll go last. I plan to get a little rough.”
“Not too rough,” said Tarquin. “I can’t work with damaged goods.”
Nuriel saw Tia hovering over her and felt the star-metal skirt around her waist loosen and then fall off. Arric and Gamalael’s giggling was suddenly more real in her mind and her stomach was abuzz with panic. She felt her star-metal boots slipping off her legs and feet one by one. Then the armor on her arms came off. The leather bodysuit that attached to the bottom of her breastplate was unlatched and she felt Tia harshly peeling the tight-fitting suit down her abdomen, waist and legs. Nuriel was aware of the coldness of the silver floor upon her nakedness, of eyes groping her. She looked up at her reflection in the ceiling above. She tried to scream, her jaw fluttering but nothing coming out, though a definite tear dripped off the corner of her eye. 
“That’ll have to do, Lord Tarquin,” said Tia. “The breastplates don’t come off.” 
“That’s a crying shame,” said Tarquin.
“Yeah, so I’ve been told before.” said Tia. She kicked Nuriel’s legs open. “So which one of you boys wants to go first?” she asked. Nuriel could hear Arric and Gamalael slap hands and laugh.
“I’m not going,” said Umbrial. “This ain’t really my thing.”
“You’ll find that as your Captain I don’t mind sharing my plunder,” said Tarquin. “But I do take the first cut.”
Nuriel heard Gamalael and Arric laughing. Her thoughts were becoming more coherent, her surroundings more real, but as she tried to shake her body she realized it was just as paralyzed as ever. She tried to scream, but only a pathetic howl floated from her trembling mouth. A hand fell upon her bare knee, its warmth terrible as it crept up her thigh. Nuriel felt her ribs beneath her breastplate palpitate as she tried to scream and cry, but all she was able to do was clench her eyes shut, pinching the stinging tears from them. 
“Wait,” said Umbrial. “Give her some Evanescence at least.”
“What for?” spat Tia. “After what she just did I’m not wasting my Ev on her. Make her endure it. Besides, it sounds like she had better come to enjoy it.”
“She’s still a Saint,” said Umbrial. “If you’re going to do this, at least make it bearable. Gamalael, I know you and Arric use that stuff. Give her some.”
“Yeah, I got some Ev,” said Gamalael.
“She’s probably never used it before,” said Tia. “Don’t give her too much. I’d hate for you to put her out of her misery.”
Tarquin huffed a laugh. “We’ve heard of Evanescence. A drug from the south.”
“Takes the edge off the job sometimes,” said Arric. “It’s a blessing from the goddess. We all use it eventually.”
Nuriel’s eyes were clenched shut, her neck straining as she tried to release her tears of anger and frustration. She felt Gamalael grab her arm, her hand resting limply upon his cold, star-metal breastplate. She smelled Gamalael’s breath and felt its warmth by her ear as he told her to just relax. She felt a needle jab through the tough leather of the upper half of her bodysuit that still covered her arms. There was a sharp sting just below her bicep and a sudden rush of pleasing warmth engulfed her arm, traveling down to her fingertips and up through her shoulder. Her heart tingled pleasantly and the warmth spread across her chest and to her right arm, down her breasts still covered by her unremovable breastplate, and taking away the butterflies that had engulfed her naked belly. The pleasing warmth gathered in her crotch and traveled down each leg and to each toe. 
Gamalael dropped her arm and Nuriel lay there upon the cold, silver floor half naked. Her eyes were open now, but had rolled up to show only the whites. Her head limply fell to one side, a strange moan escaped her lips and she seemed to almost smile.
Nuriel heard the others around her—something about having given her too much—but what they said no longer mattered. She was back in the village, the first village where she had helped burn the dissenters. The homes didn’t seem so ramshackle anymore and they danced with flames of bright and strange hues. She walked the dirt road, looking upon the townspeople to either side of her. They were clasping their hands to their chests, looking to the bright blue heavens above and thanking the goddess. 
Nuriel became aware that her legs were being spread and that there was a strange warmth upon her nakedness, but she didn’t care. The sensation wasn’t enough to disrupt her reverie, and she continued to walk the dirt road. At the end of it was a pillar of flames that rose all the way to the white clouds in the heavens. There were skeletal hands protruding from that blazing column, reaching out toward her. All around the villagers clasped hands and fell to their knees in praise of the goddess and Nuriel walked on, smiling, toward that roaring pillar of fire. 
There was a sensation between her legs—a hand maybe?—but Nuriel was now standing before the raging pillar of fire where the skeletal hands waved and grasped for her. A pain tore apart her crotch and for a moment her reverie wavered as a disgusting warmth entered her. She felt a panic rise in her belly, but she looked into the bright flames and saw charred, skeletal faces. They were of the mother with the baby, and her young son. The baby was crying, but when its charred eye sockets caught her, it stopped and began to laugh and kick excitedly. 
The mother’s skull looked softly at Nuriel. “Come,” she said. “It’s your turn to hold him.”
Nuriel felt a tug at her hand and she looked down. It was the young boy, his skeletal features twisted and melting in the flames. “You’ve come to be with us,” he said, taking her hand. “You’re one of us now.”
Nuriel felt herself urged into the fire by the rhythmic pushing that was wracking her body. She smiled and stepped into the column and felt her body buzzing with a soothing, pleasing warmth. Nuriel suddenly felt at ease; she felt a great weight lifting from her shoulders and being carried off into the very tops of the fiery column. She laughed. She was free at last! Through the fires she heard the townspeople cheer. The mother smiled brightly at her and Nuriel noticed she was whole now, no longer a charred skeleton. So too was her young son. But the baby in her arms was still skeletal. 
The mother looked at Nuriel and smiled softly, then handed her the charred skeleton of the baby. Nuriel took the bones into her arms and looked down. The baby was whole now, looking up at her with beaming, bright eyes. Nuriel smiled at him and he giggled and laughed. Nuriel felt tears stream down her cheeks, but she was not sad. They were tears of joy. This was her baby. She was its mother now. 
“We’re all together now as we should be,” said the mother, wrapping an arm around Nuriel’s shoulder. “We all burn for our sins.”
The little boy was at her side too. He looked up at Nuriel and said, “You’ll come here now, won’t you? To this place you sent us. You’ll come to take care of my baby brother?”
Nuriel smiled at the boy and squeezed the baby to her chest. She looked up through the flames where she could see the bright blue sky and a star twinkling. She laughed and cried and fell to her knees, thanking the goddess Aeoria for cleansing her of her sins. 



— 5 —
DISSENT

There was screaming. It was faint and distant, but unmistakable. Rook clutched Ursula to his chest just as he heard the metallic pounding of bolt-throwers. It came from numerous guns, each in short bursts. Rook shuddered, remembering the one man he had seen torn to shredded meat by one of those guns, and wondered if any of those had been kill shots or just warning shots. The screaming seemed to intensify and Rook had a sudden and terrible inclination that what he had heard were not warning shots. Ursula wailed.
“Shh,” Rook pressed Ursula to his chest, trying to comfort his little sister, but he himself could not quell the tears streaming from his own eyes. He tried not to look at his mother’s pale form. In death she looked no more than a skeleton wrapped in rags, her body limp against the wall.
More thunder from a bolt-thrower, closer this time. There were people running outside. Rook bundled Ursula in his arms as he tried to get his and his sister’s tears under control. His mind was racing with a million questions and worries. What would become of him and his sister? Who does he tell about momma? Does he dare go outside and seek help now? Utterly defeated by panic and despair, Rook threw himself into a shadowy corner and sobbed as he held his sister close.
Outside there was more commotion, more running. He could hear the muffled voices of men and women arguing about what to do or where to go. A man yelled “they’re coming!” and there were some sobs of babies and children. Then he heard the marching. It came in heavy, metallic footfalls. At first they were distant but grew louder with each passing moment. A commanding voice over a bullhorn was ordering people back to their homes. Rook wanted to look out the window to see what was going on, but he dared not get up from the darkened corner. His mother’s body was near the window anyway, and that was just not something he could face right now. He rocked Ursula in his lap as he choked on his own tears, trying to get his sobbing under control.
His mind wandered and raced as screams and shots came and went. Sometimes they were near, other times far and muted. During moments of silence he would doze off, but at the first pounding of a bolt-thrower or scream of a man or women he would jolt back up in the corner. After a while there was a long span of stillness and Ursula fell asleep in his lap. He must have dozed off as well, for when next he was jolted awake—either by a real scream or a trick of his mind he was not sure—the sun was setting and the house was darkened. 
A chill seemed to be in the house, something reminiscent of a grave, and Rook dared not look toward the slumped body beneath the darkening window. Baby Ursula was sleeping in his lap, her pouty face somber and discontent, her eyelids red from tears. Rook stroked the thick pad of dark hair on her head and tightened the raggedy scarf around her. Rook’s back hurt from being crammed into the corner, but still he didn’t dare move. Outside he could hear the angry voice of a soldier barking orders, and across the room, obscured by shadows, was the stiff form of his mother against the wall. He felt frozen to the corner, unable to do anything.
Then there was a terrible pounding on the door. Heavy fists, banging. “City guard!” yelled a voice between bangs. “Open the door!”
Rook gasped and pressed Ursula to his chest. He froze in his corner, his breath coming in shallow gulps. What did they want with him? Did they know his mother had died and they had come to take him and his sister away to some orphanage? He had heard about the orphanages. They were little more than slave houses. He would certainly be separated from Ursula and would likely never see her again.
More banging. “Open up! We’re looking for Brumal! Brumal Gatimarian!”
Rook held Ursula tight, not daring to open the door. If they were looking for Mister Brumal—likely, Rook knew, because he had stood up and spoken out in church—they hadn’t come for him and his sister. Still, if they came in and found them they would certainly be taken away. Rook tried to sink further into the shadows of the corner, but when he shifted, Ursula woke and she began to cry. “Shh,” whispered Rook. “Shh.” But it was no use, Ursula began to bawl.
From outside he could hear some soldiers talking. One of them said to break down the door. A second later and the door was violently kicked in. Immediately three armored guards stormed in, their bulky bolt-thrower guns raised as they quickly surveyed the small room. It took only a second before all three gun barrels were trained on Rook or his mother’s corpse across the room.
Rook knew these men were King Gatima’s soldiers. They all wore the steel plate armor and helmets reminiscent of what the Clerical Guard wore. Upon their chests was painted the crest of Jerusa, a charging bull. These were the soldiers that came to confiscate items whenever King Gatima declared a shortage. These were the soldiers that came to quell dissent or hunt down criminals. The soldiers all lived beyond the church, in the political district, and were well fed. They didn’t make a habit of conversing with anybody but the clergy and nobles. Sometimes they patrolled the streets, but usually they only showed up to stir up trouble. Soldiers weren’t known for their friendly benevolence.
“Get up!” shouted one of the soldiers, his voice harsh, cruel and metallic through the grated steel mask of his helmet. “Get up now!”
Rook slowly stood, clutching his screaming sister to his chest. Another guard was still shouting towards his dead mother, ordering her to stand or be shot. “She’s dead,” croaked Rook, his throat dry and sore from crying.
The guards all exchanged glances and one of them stormed over, bolt-thrower raised and ready, and unceremoniously kicked his mother’s corpse over. Rook cried out in horror at this, but was immediately seized around the collar by another guard and nearly thrown across the room toward his mother’s corpse, which now leaned in a stiff and gruesome manner upon the floor.
Rook stood petrified upon his feet, trembling and convulsively sobbing as he clutched his little sister to his chest. The guards looked at him with cold eyes and all of them had the massive barrels of their bolt-throwers trained on him. Tears rolled off his cheeks and at this point Rook only hoped that they would kill him and his sister together. Above all else, he couldn’t bear the thought that they might kill him and just leave little Ursula to starve and die alone on the cold floor.
“Where’s your father? Is he Brumal? Are you Brumal’s son?” demanded one of the guards, urging Rook to answer by wagging the barrel of his bolt-thrower at him.
Rook’s mind was racing as he tried to sort through the questions. He tried to speak but his throat clenched and he convulsively sobbed.
“Is your father Brumal Gatimarian?” yelled the guard, sounding more annoyed than previously.
“N-n-no,” sobbed Rook. Ursula wailed and he pressed her up to his chest.
“Where is he? Where is your father?” demanded the guard.
“He…he died earlier this year,” croaked Rook, his voice choking on his sobs. Tears and snot streamed down his face.
“When’d your mother die?” demanded another guard.
It took Rook a moment before his voice would work, but he managed to get out a, “Just now.”
“Where’s Brumal?” demanded the same guard.
Rook’s lip was trembling as he tried to hold back more sobs. His mind flipped and flopped for an answer. Did they want to know where he lived, or if he had seen him at the church?
“He don’t know,” spat one of the guards, lowering his massive gun. “And now we got to take these fucking brats to the orphanage.”
“Not if we just shoot ‘em,” mentioned another guard. The other two looked at him. “Just say the mother came at us and we opened fire. Nobody’s gonna give a rat’s ass.”
“Really?” asked the third guard who had been quiet up until now. “We could do that?”
“I’ve done it before,” said the other guard. “Ain’t nobody gonna care. Easier than marching them all the way up to the orphanage. Besides, I ain’t got time to give a full report on this kind of thing. They’ll just be left to starve there anyway. Shit, we’ll be doin’ these two brats a favor by giving ‘em a quick death. Let’s just shoot ‘em and be done with it.” The guard raised his weapon and trained the barrel right at Rook’s head.
“We could sell them.” suggested the other soldier. “We could sell them to Garrot and Karver. I hear they buy most of the kids from the orphanage anyway. Takes them over to Valdasia and sells ‘em. They pay good for young kids over there. Especially the baby. They’re in town right now, too.”
“Wait, what’s that?” asked the third guard, wagging his weapon barrel at the floor.
Rook’s eyes darted and saw the copper ingot on the floor near all the tools. Rook knew now that any chance he had of them changing their mind and letting them live had just ended. They’d surely kill him for something as valuable as solid copper. 
The lead guard walked over and kicked it. “I…I think it’s gold!”
“That ain’t gold,” said one of the other guards. “Looks like copper. Pick it up.”
The guard knelt, laying his heavy gun on the floor, and picked up the three ingots. He stood up, puzzling over them.
“Well, what are they?” asked the other guard.
“Looks like some metal bars or something. And a bunch of old tools.”
“This one’s got writing on it,” said the guard, flipping the steel ingot around. “And a picture of a dragon or something.”
“Words?” asked one of the guards. “You mean like in the bible that Tarask reads in the church?”
“Yeah, words,” said the guard, bouncing the steel ingot in his hand. “This thing weighs like five pounds.” He looked down at the two copper ones. “I bet these are solid copper.”
The other guards rushed over and huddled around, each trying to get a good look at the ingots.
“What the fuck are they for?” asked one of the guards. He and the third guard slung their weapons over their shoulders now, all three of them pawing at the things and marveling at the bars of shiny metal.
“What do you think it says?” asked one of the guards, pawing at the steel bar. He traced his fingers over the letters molded into it. 
“Who knows,” said the guard holding the copper bars. “But can you imagine having to learn how to read that crap? How the fuck does somebody remember what every one of those things means?”
“How you think the kid got this stuff? You think maybe he can read it?” asked one of the guards. 
“How the fuck should I know?” replied the other.
The guard turned around. “Hey kid, how the fuck…” his voice trailed off.
Rook was sobbing and shaking violently as he held the bolt-thrower in his hands. Ursula, wrapped up in her rags, was on the floor behind him crying, but Rook’s attention was on the heft of the weapon he now held and trying to steady the barrel at the guards. The thing weighed a million pounds and he had to rest the handlegrip on his hip and use his other arm to point the barrel. His right hand was around the handle, his little finger pressed on the cold steel of the trigger. He could barely see from the stinging tears in his eyes but thought he might have the gun pointed at the nearest guard’s chest. He wondered how hard he had to squeeze the trigger to make it work, and wondered what would happen if he did manage to make it work.
The guards quickly glanced at each other and then laughed. “Come on kid,” said the guard who Rook had stolen the gun off the floor from. “Give it to me.” He held out his hand and wagged it expectantly.
Something of a cry, something of a scream emanated from Rook’s mouth and he used all his strength to hoist the barrel higher.
The guard laughed. “You can’t even lift that thing. You know what’s gonna happen if you pull that trigger?” The guard took a step toward Rook and held out his hand. “Give me my fucking gun and maybe I won’t—”
The trigger required surprisingly less force than Rook had thought, and truth be told he hadn’t thought he really pulled it. The gun came to life with a deafening and metallic sounding “JINK!” and the muzzle exploded with a fiery blast as it released its terrible bullet. In that same moment the guard’s entire left hip exploded, sending shards of mangled armor and chunks of horrific meat in all directions.
Rook shook his head and sat up from the floor. The force of the blast had thrown him back with the gun landing on top of him. He vaguely heard the two guards shouting and cursing over the terrible screams of their comrade. He got his wits back just in time to see the two guards training their weapons in his direction. Without thought, Rook rocked backward on his butt, using the floor as a lever to raise the bolt-thrower as best he could and squeezed the trigger with all his might. The gun roared to life and Rook felt himself being tossed and turned on the floor as the barrel released a volley of six successive shots: JINK! – JINK! – JINK! – JINK! – JINK! – JINK!
The walls and ceiling around him exploded into showers of ruined plaster and wood. Rook clenched his eyes shut, dropping the weapon from his hand and rolling over on top of Ursula to protect her just as the floor beside him burst apart with a terrible explosion. 
Rook didn’t know how long he laid on the floor screaming and sobbing before he realized the gunfire was over. Slowly he got up, half blind from the tears and snot on his face and picked the screaming Ursula up in his arms. He brushed the dust and plaster from her face and held her close, both of them screaming and crying for many long minutes before he became aware that people were slowly peeking in through their broken door.
Rook finally had the wits about him to look around. The three guards were all dead. The first one that he had shot was on the floor in a wide pool of blood, his entire hip and left side a gruesome mess. The second guard lay nearby, his body split into two distinct pieces at the chest, his armor twisted and mangled. The last guard was on the floor convulsing violently. A shot had hit his right side, tearing an horrific chunk from his armor and ribs and removing his entire arm. Rook glanced behind him. The floor near where he had fallen had a crater of splintered wood. One of the guards, or perhaps even a rogue shot from his own weapon, must have hit the area. Rook could only imagine what his own body would look like had that hit him.
“Rook! Rook!” yelled a familiar voice as firm hands shook him by the shoulders. It was Mister Brumal, and he had his bow slung across his back. 
Rook could see a flood of hesitant on-lookers creeping into the room, one of them immediately running to a fallen guard and scooping up his bolt-thrower. Mister Brumal’s eldest son, Estival, had already managed to grab one of the guns for himself and stood near his father with the heavy thing slung around his shoulder. It didn’t take long before another stranger grabbed the third and final bolt-thrower from the floor.
“Rook, what happened?” asked Mister Brumal, shaking Rook by the shoulders again. “Come on boy, tell me what happened.”
It took Rook a moment to get his convulsive sobs under control before he was able to croak out, “They were looking for you.”
Mister Brumal frowned. “Your mother, boy, where is she?”
Rook slowly pointed across the room. 
Mister Brumal craned his neck around to see where Rook was pointing. He closed his eyes tightly and nodded softly. He stood up and patted Rook on the shoulder. 
“Dad!” hissed Estival, tugging on his father’s raggedy shirt. “Guards are coming!”
There was a sudden commotion in the room as some people fled the house while others ducked or scampered into other rooms. From outside Rook could hear the shouts of guards and their steel boots clanking on the ground as they came running. No doubt the sound of all those bolt-thrower blasts had drawn their attention. 
Mister Brumal took the bolt-thrower from his son and handed Estival the bow. The other two men who had snatched up the weapons stood nearby. “I say we stand and fight!” growled Mister Brumal. “Let’s make a stand!”
There was some mutterings and mumblings in the room. The two armed men looked at Mister Brumal and nodded. 
The clanking of the guards was getting closer now and the three men with guns crouched by the door and were whispering amongst each other. Estival notched a crude arrow into the bow and sunk into the shadows of a far corner. 
Now that silence had fallen upon the house Rook again became aware of Ursula’s bawling. He tried rebundling the scarf about her but at this point she was inconsolable. Rook knew she was hungry and probably wanted momma. Rook chanced a glance back toward the window, dark now that dusk had fallen, and had a final, stupid hope that maybe—just maybe—momma really hadn’t died. But there, stiff and slumped in an awkward position that made her death seem all the more real and terrible was her corpse. Dust and debris from the gunfire now covered her and her dark hair was white with powdered plaster. 
“Shut that baby up!” hissed one of the men from the shadows of the doorway. He was scowling at Rook and frantically waving his arm.
Heart racing now, Rook clenched Ursula tight to his chest and ran around the corner into the kitchen. There was a man there and he was riffling through all the kitchen cupboards. All of the drawers had been pulled out, their meager contents dumped unceremoniously upon the dirty floor. As Rook entered, the thief paused his looting and looked at him. His blue eyes were like cold sapphires and his long black hair framed his cadaverous, sunken face. Garbed in tight leather as dark as shadows, the tall man stood like a menacing vampire in the darkened kitchen. His lips, slender and blood red, quivered and then curled into a frightening smile. 
Rook froze, Ursula’s bawling dampening in his chest. He knew of this man. His name was Rennic Finn. He was a foreigner, originally from Penatallia was the rumor. He didn’t have the typical last name of Gatimarian that was forced upon all citizens of Jerusa, and his first name wasn’t derived from something found in Jerusa. He was a snitch and a thief. People didn’t speak to him, and spoke less amongst themselves when he was around. He was always creeping in the shadows around town; watching people from afar when they were working the fields. At social gatherings he was always off in the distance, watching with those cold blue eyes and smiling with those red, worm-like lips. Rennic was in good with the Oracles and Sin Eaters and all of the city guard. It showed too, for Rennic’s black outfit was not the tattered rags most people of the city wore, and his body was slender, lean and muscular rather than malnourished. 
He looked down at Rook with those cold blue eyes and his lips furled into a perverse smile. He held a few rusty forks and spoons in his pale hands, the only things in the kitchen even remotely worth taking. 
Rook’s brow furled. “Those are ours!”
Rennic slowly raised a long white finger to his lips, his jaw bobbing slightly as he hissed out a series of “Shh – shh – shh – shh – shh.” All the while his large, cold eyes were fixed on Ursula. He reached out to touch her head with those long, pale fingers when the unmistakable pounding of bolt-throwers erupted from the other room. 
Rook nearly jumped out of his tattered shoes by the sudden uproar. Men were shouting and screaming. He could hear Mister Brumal’s voice barking something at his son. From outside he could hear the commotion of guards too. There were screams—blood curdling screams—and now more metallic pounding of bolt-throwers. 
Rook flinched as he felt cold, slender fingers wrap gently around the base of his neck. He felt Rennic’s warm breath from behind, and the man’s raspy voice filled his right ear. “Listen with me to the sounds of death.”
Rook tore himself from the man’s grasp and turned around, clutching the bawling Ursula to his chest. Rennic was crouched and staring at him with those menacing blue eyes. His red lips stretched into a grin and he extended a finger, slowly curling it in a few times, urging Rook back to him. 
Rook shook his head and began to back out of the room when suddenly the wall next to him exploded. Rook’s eyes reflexively locked shut as he felt a shower of plaster and wood hit his face. In the next instant he was slammed into the wall or maybe the floor, but he knew he was definitely now laying on his back, Ursula on top of him screaming. 
The hammering of bolt-throwers continued and Rook heard another terrible explosion at his back. Heavy chunks of wall fell upon him and Rook desperately struggled to roll Ursula beneath him. He didn’t dare open his eyes, but he felt the unmistakable rush of cool evening air upon his face as chunks of wall came raining down. 
There were more bolt-thrower blasts, and a cacophony of screams and shouts came from inside and out. Rook pressed himself into the debris upon the floor, desperate to keep Ursula beneath him and out of potential harm. Suddenly he had a sensation of being lifted by the collar. He chanced cracking his eyes open and saw Rennic Finn looming over him, those icy eyes gazing at him, those worm-like lips smiling down on him. 
“I’ll show you the way,” he said in a manner so softly and calmly that it belied the strength with which he hoisted Rook to his feet. 
The outer wall next to him had been blown wide open, leaving a handy escape way into the shadows of the dark alleys. Rook held his screaming sister to his chest and Rennic dragged him like a ragdoll out into the cool of night. Toward the front of the house came shouts of men and through the smoke and debris Rook could see that there were many dead guards out in the streets, and that many civilians now had bolt-throwers in their hands. Some were crouched and firing loud blasts down the street, others ran to and fro. Rook’s eyes desperately sought Mister Brumal or anybody else he knew and he began to yell for help. That’s when Rennic’s arm caught him under the chin, firmly holding his jaw shut, and Rook was dragged off into the alleys. 
♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦
It was late when Rook found himself in Rennic’s home. At least, he assumed it was late. Rennic had taken him and Ursula into the sewers, leading them down darksome, reeking tunnels that left his tattered shoes and ends of his pants wet with cold, fetid water. Shafts of moonlight streaming from drainages in the street had guided them and all Rook could discern of their heading was that they were going away from the fighting. The screams and shouts and pounding of bolt-throwers had slowly faded until there was nothing but the sound of dripping water and their feet trudging through the muck. 
After what seemed long miles Rennic led them up a rusty ladder cleverly hidden within a forgotten alcove of the sewers. A locked portal at the top exited into a windowless, brick room that Rook could only assume was part of Rennic’s home. He also assumed it must be someplace beyond the church where the large, warmly lit houses of the clergy, nobles and public officials stood. The bricks of this room were in far too good of condition, and the room far too warm to be any place else in the city. 
A door on the far side of the room was hanging open, and beyond Rook could see a large fire blazing in the gas fireplace. He caught a tantalizing glimpse of plush furniture and he could detect the faint, delicious, aroma of meat and herbs cooking. It was a smell Rook had never been truly familiar with, but it set his mouth watering. It was then that Ursula began crying again, and Rook held her to his chest, cradling her in his arms. 
Rennic shut the hatch in the floor and locked it, and a rough voice from beyond the open door rumbled out. “Rennic? Rennic, that you?”
As Rennic stood up from the hatch a chubby man in a fine, green tunic and black breeches shuffled into the room. Around his neck were a number of heavy, golden necklaces. He was holding a gleaming, polished sword lazily in one hand. His hair was black, curly and unkempt, as was his beard. His eyes were dark and beady, the left one sagged and stared at Rook slightly askew. 
Rook’s brow furled at the man’s sight…and smell. He reeked of sour body odor and his breath was fetid, even at this distance and even above the reek of sewage that still clung to the cuffs of Rook’s pants. 
“Ah, what’s this?” said the man, his voice rough and slightly slurred. He lowered his sword. His good eye shifted from Rook to Ursula, the lazy one just bobbing slightly. Rook noticed that the man’s fingers were all laden with jeweled rings.
“I found them.” said Rennic, his red lips turning up in a smile. 
 The man looked at Rennic doubtfully. He huffed. From outside there was a distant, muted yell. The sound of bolt-throwers could be heard, faint but certain. “Find lots in this commotion, Rennic.”
“Twenty gold crowns for the pair,” said Rennic. He stroked Rook’s hair and Rook tore himself away. “Twenty crowns.” 
The fat man rumbled something in his throat and eyed Rook and Ursula more appraisingly. “They’re no good to me if parents are around and come looking for them.”
“Oh, they’re dead.” said Rennic softly. His grotesque red lips curled up in a huge smile. “Dead dead dead dead.” he whispered.
The fat man pursed his lips and took a step forward and grabbed Rook by his chin, forcing his face up, twisting his head from side to side. The man’s huge nostrils flared with each heavy, stinking breath. Rook tried to keep Ursula as close to his chest as he could, and her screams began to grow louder.
“He’s fair,” said Rennic. He looked at Rook and gave a little wink. “A fair, innocent child. Ripe fruit for a lucky noble. And the babe…oh that sweet, little babe. She’ll make some weeping mother in Valdasia very happy.”
The fat man grumbled something under his breath and went to take Ursula from Rook’s arms but Rook tore away with a yell.
“Garrot!” there was a shout from somewhere else in the house. “Garrot! Who’re you talking to?” 
Another man came into the room. He wore a bronze-colored tunic and black pants, and like the other man, was adorned with a number of golden necklaces and his fingers all bore jeweled rings. He was not quite as fat as the other, but his hair was just as dark, his eyes just as beady if more focused. He did not carry the same stench as the other man and something about him commanded more authority and respect. Rook thought the two were very likely brothers, and this the elder. 
“Rennic brought us a couple kids,” rumbled the first man, not taking his eyes off Rook and Ursula. “Wants twenty crowns for the pair. What you think, Karver?”
Karver made a throaty, grumbling sound much the same way the other man had been doing. “Ten. And not a copper cent more.”
Rennic sneered. “The boy’s fair and can sell to a noble. And babes that young are worth a pretty penny in Valdasia. Lots of expectant mothers willing to give up their fortune to keep their own child away from King Verami’s sister, you know.”
Karver pushed his brother Garrot out of the way and took a giant step toward Rook. Without ceremony he ripped Ursula from Rook’s arms.
Rook yelped and went to take her back but Garrot struck out with the back of his hand. Rook’s face immediately erupted in fiery pain and he felt himself stumble and fall upon the floor. He looked up, holding his red cheek, and watched in horror as Karver roughly took the bundle of rags off Ursula and yanked down her makeshift diaper, sending her into a screaming fit. The man’s eyes narrowed and his lips twisted. 
Rook scrambled to his feet. He started to demand his sister back but Karver shoved Ursula into his arms and tossed him the rags to rebundle her with. 
“Aye, the boy’s fair enough, but he ain’t fed properly.” said Karver with a scowl. “And the babe’s just a babe, and a girl to boot. I’d have to take her all the way to Valdasia just to sell her.” He paused and grumbled something under his breath, then said, “They’re both half starved and I’m gonna have to feed them. Boy won’t bring me but a crown looking like a skeleton the way he does. Nobles pay for nubile boys. Ten crowns.”
Rennic’s own scowl deepened. After a moment he said, “Done.”
By the time Rook had Ursula rebundled and gotten her somewhat quieted down, Rennic had counted and pocketed his coins. Rook looked up and found the two brothers were standing and staring at him, grumbling to each other under their breaths. 
“That crying will never do. That crying is going to have to stop now.” said Garrot at last. His droopy eye seemed to look down at Ursula of its own accord, with its own brand of disdain.
“Sh-She’s just hungry,” said Rook, trying to meet the man’s eyes but finding he had to keep glancing away. Rook didn’t like the hateful anger with which Garrot stared at Ursula. “Do…do you think we can have some food?”
Garrot and Karver looked at each other and grumbled something. “Aye, that can be arranged.” said Karver. “It won’t do to have you starve to death and deprive me of my profits.”
“But first that crying.” said Garrot, shaking his fat head. “I can’t take the crying. That crying won’t do!”
“Do you have some milk?” asked Rook, hopeful. He had heard that most of the people in the district beyond the church secretly kept cows or goats for themselves. “She won’t need much, honest.”
Karver wagged his head. “Oh, no milk here, boy. No milk here.”
Rook’s heart immediately sank. He was about to offer up the possibility of barley water, or even just plain water at this point, when Garrot suddenly tensed up and raised his fists and began trembling. “That crying!” he roared, his voice heavy with a frightening degree of anger. The sudden outburst caused Ursula’s crying to intensify. 
Rennic looked at Garrot. He spoke softly and with that disgusting smile. “Should I take her out? Take her to the well? I’ll buy her back from you.”
Rook’s eyes went wide and he clutched his sister to his chest, perhaps too tightly because she began to scream. “No!” he yelled. “No! She stays with me!”
Karver screwed his pudgy lips up and shook his head as he stared down at Rook. “Boy, it’s not your place to be telling us who stays with who. And we just can’t have that screaming.”
“It just won’t do!” yelled Garrot, holding his fat hands over his ears. “It won’t do at all!”
Rook was in full panic now. Without really thinking, he brought his thumb to his lips and tore into the side of it with the sharp corner of his front incisor. Fear and desperation made the wound far less painful than it should have been. A bead of blood immediately surfaced and Rook placed it in Ursula’s mouth. She began to suckle ravenously, chomping down with her tender gums and sucking. 
“Shh, shh,” cooed Rook, bobbing her in his arms as she nursed at his thumb. She was quiet now, gulping and even choking a couple times as she suckled feverishly at his thumb. 
Rook heard Rennic gasp and looked up. The skinny, cadaverous man had his hands at his mouth, his eyes wide, and he was breathing heavily, as if in awe.
Rook looked over at Karver and Garrot and said, “See. See. She won’t be a bother at all. I promise.”
Rennic made something of a giggle and put both hands to his mouth and seemed to tremble with glee before prancing over to Rook and tearing Ursula from his arms. Immediately she began to scream. 
“Hey!” yelled Rook, jumping and grabbing for his sister. He moved in on Rennic but the man held Ursula high with one arm. Rennic bit into his own finger, far more sloppily than Rook had done, and a disgusting flow of blood began to run down Rennic’s hand. He jammed the profusely bleeding digit into Ursula’s mouth and she immediately went silent, and to Rook’s horror, began to drink. 
Rennic looked at Karver and Garrot, his sapphire eyes bright with horrid glee and he giggled and hopped about, holding Ursula at his chest as she drank.
“Give her back! Give her back!” demanded Rook as he fought against Rennic’s kicking legs. The man pranced about the room giggling. “Give her back!”
“Rennic!” growled Karver. “That’s my property now. Unless you want to pay me her worth in Valdasian gold you best not damage her. And even then Behemoth Kraken might come for you. My cousin don’t like his goods damaged.”
Karver took the child from Rennic. The disgusting, cadaverous man clapped with glee at the sight of blood all over Ursula’s face. Rook ran over to Karver and tried to take Ursula back but Karver raised his arms out of his reach. “Boy, she ain’t your sister anymore. Get used to that fact.”
“Please, give her back,” pleaded Rook. He felt weak, powerless. Scared.
“I’ll find some milk for her.” Karver said in his low, grumbly voice, paying Rook no heed. “It won’t do if she dies before we can sell her.” 
From outside a burst of bolt-thrower blasts sounded. They were still far, but closer than they had been before. Karver looked at Rennic. “And you, Rennic, we’ll take whatever else you can find in this mess. More babes would make a trip to Valdasia more profitable, and we’d pay you more.”
Rennic’s red lips turned up in a smile, and like some sort of creature he slunk back over to the hatch and disappeared back down into the sewers. 
Garrot and Karver looked at each other and mumbled to themselves. With one arm Karver pointed at Rook and Garrot nodded, his fat chin wiggling. Then, with the crying Ursula in his arms, Karver strode out the door, shutting it as he left, and Rook found himself alone with Garrot.
“Wh-What are you going to do with us?” asked Rook. He could feel himself trembling.
The fat man didn’t immediately answer. He stood there with his one dark eye raking over Rook, the lazy one bobbing slightly. He grumbled some words under his breath, something about Karver says it’s got to be done. Then he said more loudly, “Give me your clothes.”
Rook looked at the man. He was a big blur beyond the tears in his eyes. “They’re…they’re all I have.”
“I don’t mean to keep them.” said Garrot. “Now take them off.” 
“G-Give me my sister,” said Rook, trying to sound firm but knowing he failed miserably. “I want to go home now.”
“This is as close to home as you ever get again.” said Garrot. “You take them clothes off and don’t make me tell you again. Karver says I got to see what you look like, know how much money you’re worth. See how much food we got to put on those bones before a noble will have you.”
Rook stood trembling. He felt warm tears streaming down his cheeks. He sniffled and wiped at his eyes with his shirt sleeve. But then his stomach lurched. Garrot was taking off his shirt. “Wh-What are you doing?” asked Rook.
Garrot rolled his green tunic up over his head and tossed it to the floor, revealing his pale, corpulent belly, flecked with large, black moles. Coarse, greasy hair stretched across his chest and belly and in matted patches upon his shoulders. A more potent form of his sour body odor now assaulted Rook.
 “P-P-Please don’t hurt my sister,” pleaded Rook as a flow of tears escaped his eyes. “I…I just want my sister and I want to go home.”
Garrot looked at Rook, the lazy, saggy eye floating in place as he took off his pants. “Nobles pay more if you’re used to being touched. If you can please them without flinching. Karver says it’s best I get you conditioned now. First time’s always hardest. Get’s easier after a while. Might even come to like it once you put your mind in the right place.” He began rolling the tight underpants down his fat, hairy legs.
“A-A-Are you going to hurt me?”
“My cousin, Kraken, he used to hurt me when I was little. Used to take me from behind. Used to show all the others and then let them try on me. But I not do that to you. I only do front to front.” Garrot, fully naked now, took a step forward and placed his fat, bejeweled hands on Rook’s shoulders. “Now come on. Let me get those clothes off you.”
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SOLASTRON

Solastron the wolf hadn’t told his master, Etheil, that he had caught the scent of death in the air when they had arrived back at the castle of Durtania. It was faint, but it was definitely in the predawn wind, mingled with pine, damp stone and the frosty bite of snow. It was a scent of death that was at once strange and familiar. It was a scent embedded in ancient memories, but Solastron dared not say anything to Etheil until he was certain about it. Up here in the cool mountains the scent was unmistakable. He placed his giant, black nose to the crumbled, desiccated rocks and sucked in a few deep gulps of air. 
“Celacia,” growled Solastron softly. 
But there was something else on the wind. Another old but familiar smell. A smell that had come much later than that of Celacia. It was the scent of Saints. Solastron put his massive head to the wind, letting the icy mountain air caress his snout. Six of them. Male and female. 
Solastron put his nose back down to the earth, his hot, smokey breath churning up dust from the dead stone of the mountain trail. He used a massive blue paw to tear up the desiccated stone and padded his way down the trail of dead earth toward a small cliff. The sun was close to rising in the distant east, casting the mountaintops in a dilute haze of twilight. Solastron peered out into the abyssal heavens of the west where his aquamarine eyes caught sight of the Stellarium out upon the snowy peaks. He put his snout to the wind again, his nostrils flaring as he took in the scents. They were there. Not Celacia anymore, but the Saints. They were at the Stellarium. 
Solastron sat down upon the cliff and peered out at the fortress. There was no sign of trouble, no signs of distress. His pointed ears adjusted themselves against the wind, trying to catch sound of anything, but all was quiet. His shaggy blue tail swished back and forth as he contemplated this. The only scent of death was that of Celacia and the path she had trodden many weeks before. Neither she nor the Saints had come here to fight. A chill wind swept through, ruffling his long, cobalt blue fur that was striped with amethyst. His eyes narrowed into slits and a low, guttural growl escaped his lips.
“How long have you been awake, Celacia?” rumbled the great wolf to himself. He looked toward the dark sky and its pathetic handful of stars. “The hour is late for your return, Celacia. What brings you here? And why have you come with Saints? Have you come to finish the black dragon’s work?” 
The wind shifted, now bringing to his nose the scents directly from the Stellarium. His frosty eyes narrowed. “I remember that day still. So long ago. A bygone era. That day the Mard Grander was broken and the Dragonstones fell from it. It was a day long after your time, Celacia, and you would not know the story. I never thought the Oracle’s prophecy would mean your return.”
Solastron recounted in his mind what the Oracle had told him after giving him the Dragonstones from the broken Mard Grander, the hammer gifted to the men of Duroton by the old gods. Guard the stones for all time, until Death walks the Earth and the Raven wields Dragonfire. Solastron rumbled a low growl. “Death now walks the earth, but I know not of a Raven who wields Dragonfire. I shall yet keep the Dragonstones. The time is not yet right to reforge the Mard Grander.”
Solastron stood back up on all fours. “The Jinn are fools,” he rumbled softly. “Celacia serves only one master.” 
Solastron puffed a few hot breaths into the wind, then bounded off for the Stellarium. He was much larger than a normal wolf, yet he could move with the wind, bounding off cliffs and shooting up boulders and overhangs. He tried to stay ahead of the approaching dawn, sticking to the shadows as best he could, for he did not want to be seen or detected. He had suspected that the Jinn and the Knights of the Dark Stars had been up to something for a long time and he wanted to find out what that was. He would never have guessed it had anything to do with Celacia and Saints. 
Solastron decided he would sneak his way around the Stellarium and try to determine what was going on. He’d have to be careful though. Neither the Jinn nor any of the Knights of the Dark Stars liked him, and without Etheil around they would certainly try to kill him. Still, he had to know what they were up to; what brought Celacia and six Saints to the Stellarium. He wondered if the King knew, and supposed he did. He also supposed it had something to do with Brandrir and the Rising of the Phoenix ceremony that was coming up. There was talk that the Jinn had seen an omen in the stars that Brandrir’s crown would bring Duroton to flames. Needless to say, the Council of Duroton did not want Brandrir to sit upon the throne. It was his brother, Dagrir, they wanted. 
Solastron slunk his way up the side of the mountain, avoiding the last of the Northern Guard sentries just as the morning sun began to bathe the eastern walls in pale light. He was now upon the sheer, western slopes where the choppy waters of the Graystone Bay crashed a thousand feet below. Even for Solastron’s four large but nimble paws, scaling these cliffs was treacherous at best. Many times his ebony claws had to tear into the stone just to get a grip, and more than once a hind leg slipped, tossing loose stone into the murky waters far below. Solastron’s only solace was found in the various windowsills carved into the mountain where he could rest, but even then had to be ever vigilant for watching eyes or occupied rooms. 
It was at one such window that Solastron caught a strange scent upon the wind. It was not unlike the inoffensive malodor of human, but with an unmistakable redolence of molten metal that Saints often carried. It was an undetectable smell to most, but Solastron was hypersensitive to it, for it was quite pleasing and reminded him of the stars and of the bygone goddess, Aeoria. Indeed, the smell and touch of star-metal was something he craved and it tended to awaken some sort of primordial feelings within him. 
Solastron put his snout up, his nostrils flaring as they gulped the frostbitten wind. How long had he craved that scent? How long had it been? His nose twitched. There was something else here too. Another ancient scent. It was a scent he had long forgotten. It was the smell of dragon scale. It was faint, nearly nonexistent, for Celacia was no longer here. Still, that scent of her dragon scale armor lingered. “Darkendrog,” growled Solastron. 
Solastron’s eyes narrowed into crescents and he bounded up the sheer cliff faster than what was safe for the miniscule ledges and overhangs. He followed his nose upward and clung with all his strength to the sheer face just beneath a particular window ledge. His muscles strained as he peeked his head up. Through the image of his giant, blue and purple striped wolfen head reflecting upon the glass window he could see a darkened bedchamber. The windows opened outward like doors and had been cracked just a little, but it was enough that the smell of Saint and Star-Armor was pungent and overwhelming from within. 
Into the darkened room Solastron’s aquamarine eyes focused. There, upon a bed, was a female Saint. She was sleeping…no, she was unconscious. Solastron’s nostrils gulped in the odors of sour breath and wounds…a single wound. There was blood. Just a hint of it, but it was there, mingled with the odors of her femininity. He struggled up to the ledge and quietly opened the window with his paw and then slunk down into the room. He padded his way across the stone floor and right up to the bed.
She was naked but for the star-metal breastplate upon her chest and a loose sheet clumsily tossed over her waist. Solastron sniffed at the leather bodysuit that had been thrown to a heap on the floor and took in the scent of its oiled leather and the Saint’s sweet sweat. The rest of her Star-Armor was there on the floor too: her bracers and leggings and boots. He sniffed at them and closed his eyes, taking in the odors. They had that lovely but faint odor of scorched metal and acrid welding fumes—the smell of stars—and it was quite pleasing and nostalgic to him. He rubbed his head upon the armor for a few moments, taking the scent upon his fur.
Solastron now turned his attention back to the Saint who lay in bed. Her hair was like strands of gold and he knew that her eyes would be similar if they were opened. He could smell the sourness of her breath and the milky crusts of dried saliva at her mouth and knew at once that she must be thirsty. Then a new scent, a terrible scent, caught his nose and his snout traced down her arm and to a small puncture mark just below her bicep. There was a dried fleck of blood there, but it had the most foul of odors. A chemical odor. Like bleach but sweeter and far more caustic. It was not the scent of anything that had come from nature, but had instead been made in an alchemist’s laboratory. Solastron’s snout curled at the scent and he withdrew. 
Solastron stood there gazing upon her slender form. He could sense a gentleness to her, something the presence of other modern-day Saints were fully lacking. There was something about this one that reminded him of the goddess; that took him back to ancient days even he could barely remember. His ears twitched and he could hear her raspy breath and her troubled heartbeat and wondered why it all had to come to this. The odor of the star-metal again caught his attention and Solastron found himself longing for the days he could smell it in abundance; when he walked amongst the stars with Aeoria. 
“Countless, they were,” rumbled Solastron to himself. Upon the bed the Saint seemed to stir at his voice. Solastron’s head cocked slightly at this. “Do you remember me, little one? Somewhere deep from a bygone age does a memory stir? Of a memory you think now was only a dream? I cannot place your face. But then, mine was of an age when I ran upon rivers of stars. Countless and innumerable.”
Solastron hiked his front paws up upon the bed and loomed over the unconscious face of the Saint. “Do you not remember the Dragon? Do you not remember as your star was torn to pieces and devoured? The hour is very late, little one. Do not forget your purpose,” he said and then licked the crust from her mouth and eyes, his hot breath ruffling her golden hair. He got down from the bed and licked at her ear. “Time to wake up now, little one. Time to wake up.”
 ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ 
Nuriel shot up in bed, a sudden gasp tearing through her as her eyes opened wide. She thought she caught the glimpse of something large and blue slip out the window, but that was quickly dashed from her mind as the memory of what had happened flooded her. 
At first she wanted to believe it was a dream; that it had to be a dream. But then looking down at her nakedness, and the lone sheet that draped her waist, she felt her stomach flop and a sickness rise in her belly. Her hand went to her arm suddenly, seeking a final hope that it could indeed have all been a dream, but finding the crust of blood and puncture wound dashed any remaining hope and Nuriel buried her head in her hands and wept. 
It was light outside when Nuriel finally looked up again. Gray, bleak, cloud-blanketed skies and their drab light streamed in from the open window. It was cold. Nuriel sniffled and wiped at her eyes and then, mustering all of her will, got out of bed. She wrapped the sheet around her naked waist and put her arms around herself and slowly walked over and closed the window. The room was small. Just the bed and a small dresser against the far wall. A solid oaken door was closed, and upon seeing it Nuriel ran over and quickly slid the deadbolt lock into place. She pressed a button at the side of the door and after a couple pops the two gas lanterns in the room sprang to life.
Near the bed she saw her belongings in a heap and walked over to them, sniffling. She tried to blank her mind. She tried to forget everything. But as she slipped into the lower portion of her leather bodysuit, latching it up under the bottom of her breastplate, a memory surfaced of the fight; of her battle with Tia and Umbrial and the rest; of how she was drugged and then raped last night. Then she wondered if it had been last night or if many days might have passed. She had no idea how long she had been out, but at this point she became aware of the gnawing thirst that gripped her. Her mouth was completely dry.
She slipped on the top portion of the bodysuit, sliding her slender arms in and then pulling it down and under her breastplate where it hooked securely into place. She put on her star-metal skirt and her bracers and boots but noticed that her weapon was missing. She bit her bottom lip and sniffled, willing herself not to break down into tears again. Her eyes looked up at the brick ceiling and began to well, but then the bleak light from the window took her attention. She walked over to it and opened it back up. Far down below the churning sea crashed upon jagged rocks. A thought crossed her mind to leap. To plunge headlong into the abyss and drown out her life now. Was this to be her life as one of the Saints Caliber? Was this really what she had longed to be a part of?
Nuriel sniffled and clenched her fist tightly. She felt stupid. She had been naïve. It was all right in front of her the entire time, but she was too stupid and blind to see it. The boys and girls back at Sanctuary all bullying each other; Praise going to the strong but not those who could endure their torments and turn the other cheek; Being chided for wanting to help the small few she had truly considered friends. Nuriel wiped a tear from her eye. Sure they trained to fight the Unbound, Infernals and Jinn by sparring with one another, but most of the time they fought mockups of poor villagers armed with pitchforks and occasional swords. How odd it had seemed to Nuriel that first time she had seen all the dozens of straw dummies dressed in rags and armed with gardening tools. How odd it had been to her that some had been dressed like women and children…and that some of those women were holding little straw babies. 
Nuriel sniffled and wiped at her nose. It was nothing for her to blow through the ranks of straw dummies, tearing them down like reeds in a hurricane. Straw dummies didn’t fight back, but as Nuriel now knew, real villagers hardly posed any more of a threat. Yes, at first how strange and pointless that training all had seemed. But as months turned to years the training had become routine until there was never a second thought in her mind when she was told to annihilate the mockups of women, children and poorly armed men. And that had been the goal. Nuriel knew it now. They were training to desensitize themselves to the real world. 
Nuriel scowled and huffed. “The real world,” she spat. The real world wasn’t full of Unbound demons and Infernals warring for control of the world. The real world was full of kings playing god and villagers fighting their oppressors. It was full of villagers selling their souls to the minions of Hell in hopes to gain just a little something from this world; of villagers collecting every last penny they could scrape together to pay a Jinn to kill the Saint that had wronged them. The real world was full of Saints being used like attack dogs by the kings and their exalteds. 
The reward for Saints? They got to use the world as their playground. Everything goes, no holds barred, nothing off limits…except of course, the kings and their nobles. After all, it was as Isley had said: Saints were the very will of the Goddess Aeoria, and all things they did were righteous in their course. They could take, kill, rob, loot, destroy all that they wanted. Nothing was off limits, nothing was forbidden. Not even the body of a fellow Saint.
Nuriel bit her lip and scowled as she looked out the window and into the bleakness of the world. The gray skies turned to diffuse morning mist far off in the horizon, but she knew Mount Empyrean was there; that Sanctuary, her home, was there. And she missed it.
She missed Karinael, her only real friend, most of all. She was there, back at Sanctuary. Right now Karinael was probably feeding the horses, or possibly painting one of her pictures. She had been happy back home with Karinael. She had been happy and blissfully ignorant. Right now Karinael probably thought she was off in some exotic locale, fighting against the demonic hordes of Apollyon. Nuriel hoped so. She hoped Karinael was still dreaming. She hoped Karinael would never make Saints Caliber and never have to see the real world and that she could live in that dream forever.
Nuriel hung her head low and exhaled deeply, defeated. Everything had been right in front of her the entire time. She nodded her head. “You were right, Ramiel,” she said. “We’re not the ones the little kids pretend to be. We’re the ones they set off to slay with their wooden swords.”
Far below, Nuriel could see the churning sea upon the rocky shore. “What’s the purpose to all this? What purpose can I possibly serve?” 
Purpose? The word seemed to suddenly have a profound significance to her. She did have a purpose. She knew it. Perhaps it was a purpose long forgotten and clouded, but she knew deep down that she had one. That all Saints had one. She just had to figure out what that purpose was.
She turned around and looked at the bed and the lone sheet they had covered her with. Not even a blanket. Not even a glass of water. Nuriel sniffled and wiped her nose, but then a sudden anger swelled in her. Not even her sword. They had taken her dignity and taken her sword. Right now, those two things were her purpose, and she would get them both back. In fact, she determined she would get far more than that back. 
Nuriel looked down at her hand and her stellaglyph painted in red upon the leather glove. To her the stellaglyph represented the sword and scales of justice. She had dreamed of making it to the Saints Caliber, to fight for Holy Father and the righteousness of Sanctuary. One day, she would be known as Nuriel of the Scales, just as she had dreamed. 
Justice. That was her purpose. She balled her hand into a fist.
There would be justice. 

Nuriel bit her lip and her golden eyes narrowed into slits. She was going to play by the rules now. Everything goes, nothing is forbidden. Not even the body of a Saint. Not even the dead bodies of Tia, Umbrial, Gamalael and Arric.
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THE COUNCIL OF DUROTON

The council room was large and brightly lit by the late-morning sun that looked in from the domed glass ceiling. As if mocking Brandrir, a shaft of light was focused right on the stack of documents at his left. Brandrir dipped the fountain pen into the inkwell and withdrew it hastily, slopping black ink upon the long table and upon the document he was signing. The mechanics of his left hand whirred as his metallic fingers struggled to keep the long parchment unfurled while his right hand scrawled out his signature. Without so much as blowing upon the ink, Brandrir released the parchment and it snapped back up into a roll. With a flick of his wrist he sent it tumbling across the table before Dagrir could catch it. Again the mechanics of Brandrir’s left arm whirred as he took the next sheet of paper off the stack, and after a quick pause to locate the line upon which he was to sign, which was apparently missing from this document, he began scrawling his signature in the open space at the bottom of the sheet. 
“That’s an appeal by the Icelanders. They are still owed this year’s and last year’s restitution for the Crashingstones.” said Dagrir. “It does not require a signature, but it does require some form of action by you.”
Brandrir looked up at his smirking brother and then turned his eyes back to the document. 
“It’s crudely written, yes,” said Dagrir. “But coming from the barbarians, that’s actually quite an impressive show of academics.”
“Well what do they want?” asked Brandrir, holding the paper up. There was a daunting number of paragraphs and his eyes scanned through them as rapidly as possible, but the stack of papers at his left was too much a distraction for him to actually read anything his eyes were looking at.
“You should read it,” suggested Dagrir. 
Brandrir slapped the paper down on the table and looked at the stack of papers he still had to get through. There had to be at least a hundred documents there. He exhaled in exasperation and then wiped his flesh hand down his face.
“Getting huffy about it won’t make it go away,” said Dagrir. 
Brandrir groaned and pushed himself away from the table, the ornate wooden chair scraping obnoxiously across the stone floor. He stood up and covered his mouth with his hand as he looked down at the stack of papers and shook his head.
Dagrir sighed. “This is just the unimportant stuff,” he said. “This is what happens when the King is constantly gone for extended periods of time up north.”
“I’m not the King,” said Brandrir.
“You will be tomorrow!” shot Dagrir. “Do you not understand that the Rising of the Phoenix ceremony is tomorrow night?” Dagrir sighed and looked at his brother. “Father wanted you back here six-months ago to start taking care of some of this. You’re the first born son. You’re the one to be King, yet you hide yourself away up north in the landsforsaken Grimwatch.” Dagrir exhaled deeply and softened his voice. “There is a reason the Council doubts your ability to lead this country. And it’s the same reason why I want to strangle you.” Dagrir smiled. 
Brandrir returned his little brother’s gaze and screwed his lips up, contemplating his words. Dagrir was shorter than Brandrir by a full hand. He wore his typical lacquered black armor with intricately etched patterns of phoenixes up and down both arms and legs, and a giant, singular one upon his breastplate. All of the etchings were silvered, and they stood out in beautiful contrast upon the shiny black of his armor. Upon his back was draped a crimson red cape bearing the phoenix of Duroton. Dagrir had auburn hair, much darker than Brandrir’s own and cropped much shorter than his as well. His eyes were similarly darker than Brandrir’s and the light growth of scruff that covered his face did little to hide the pink scars upon his neck. In those scars Brandrir could still see the fingers of the Kald wrapped around his throat. 
“They’re not your fault, you know.” said Dagrir.
Brandrir shook his head and looked away, realizing that he had been staring at the scars again. It was true that he had never forgiven himself for what had happened that night 17-years ago, when he was 8 and his brother 5. He himself still bore the scars on his own cheek from that night when the icy blood of the Kald seared him. Any time he was around his brother his eyes just went right to those scars; those perfect pink rings of ruined flesh, and they took him back to that night the Kald attacked.
“Can we get back to the Icelanders before the council convenes?” asked Dagrir, hopefully. 
Brandrir groaned and plopped himself back down into the chair, his crimson plate armor clanking loudly. He looked out the window that overlooked the royal gardens and began wishing he were out there in the open air and sunshine. He looked back down at the parchment.
“They have not been paid for two years,” prompted Dagrir. 
“Well why not?” snapped Brandrir. He scooped up the paper again but was still in too much of a hurry to bother reading it. 
“Because we can’t afford it,” said Dagrir. “The Ageless Accord guarantees them restitution for the life of Duroton. I know, it’s ridiculous. A hundred thousand phoenix a year over the last ninety-four years and you’d think it’d be paid in full by now.” Dagrir sighed. “All for some rocky islands that aren’t even worth the stones they’re made of.”
Brandrir tossed the paper to the table. “So just pay them already.”
“Where shall I pull the money from, sire?” asked an ancient voice from across the room. Brandrir started, having completely forgotten about Councilman Parvailes. The old man was dressed in fine red robes and surrounded by a number of abacuses and ledgers at the far end of the table. He looked at Brandrir through thin-framed glasses and his gray eyes were almost accusing. 
“Your constant battles up north cost a lot.” said Dagrir. “Many of our cities need new infrastructure. Snowbearing has been without gas for light and heat since that small earthquake knocked out their gasline four months ago, and the people are starting to get upset.”
“So fix the gasline!” snapped Brandrir. 
“We’ve been trying,” said Dagrir. “It’s cost us a small fortune already. It takes a lot of effort to dig through frozen earth.”
“They need another ten-thousand phoenix to finish,” said the old man. “We have eighty-six thousand left in our construction coffers but you mentioned we might need to divert those funds for more weapons and armor for the Grimwatch.”
Brandrir could feel the old man’s accusing stare. He shook his head but that window was distracting him now. He couldn’t take it anymore. He exhaled deeply and shot up from his chair and walked over to the window and turned the small crank to open it. From outside the perfume of many red flowers, both common and exotic, filled the cold northern air and their blossoms lay like a crimson sea upon the grounds far below. 
Brandrir stuck his head out the window, letting the cool breeze caress his face and muss his long, auburn hair. He looked down at the cobblestone path that cut through the gardens. To either side of it grew rows of ancient trees, their green canopy casting pleasant shadows upon the trail in the late morning sun. It was a private place, surrounded on all sides by the castle’s ancient and towering walls. The castle’s walls were made of gray, hewn stone of varying sizes and shapes, but in many areas repairs were obvious and new mortar and stone were ugly blights upon the venerable old wall. One section in particular stood near an ancient grove of gnarly trees who themselves had quite obviously been damaged at some earlier time. Brandrir remembered well the night the walls fell. His brother’s neck and his own arm were constant reminders.
Brandrir breathed deeply, pushing the memories from his mind. He liked the gardens and spent most of his time there when he was home. He hated the politicking that went on within the castle’s chambers and wished he were out there instead of cooped up in the council room signing papers. He had no doubt that very soon this room would be swarming with the rest of the castle’s council members, all campaigning him for favors or looking to assuage him of some plight somewhere within the kingdom. He dreaded the thought of being bound to the throne to mull over contracts and budgets. 
Beneath the Duroton sky I say that shall not be my fate, thought Brandrir to himself. He sighed and looked up through the glass ceiling, taking note how the sun had already moved across it, ticking away the hours until tomorrow’s ceremony. 
Brandrir was determined to bring Duroton back to its ancient roots of liberty where people looked to its King only as a symbol of their own strength. He wanted Duroton to again be a kingdom whose cities took pride in their own abilities; a country whose people unwaveringly upheld the pacts of old. He wanted the old Duroton from the books and legends, where people sung of their duty and its King upheld the mighty Mard Grander against the Kald. 
Although that powerful hammer of the gods had been broken during the age of the Great Falling and could not be wielded, Brandrir still armored himself like the kings of old, much to his father’s and brother’s chagrin. Brandrir always wore plate armor finished with a rich, glossy red known throughout the Lands as Duroton Red. It was the national color and its deep, rich shade had once flown proudly upon all banners. The armor covered Brandrir from neck to feet, save for his left arm whose metallic components whirred softly as he leaned back from the window. At his side, in a red scabbard embellished with golden highlights in the form of a rising phoenix, hung a mighty broadsword. Upon his back, concealing the tank that powered his left arm, was draped a white cape bearing the phoenix of Duroton.
With a sigh Brandrir turned around. The old man, Coinmaster Rankin Parvailes, still sat at his corner of the table looking up at him, still awaiting answers. Dagrir stood at the head of the table near that daunting stack of papers, smirking at him. Brandrir grimaced, more over his brother’s appearance than of the stack of papers this time. Dagrir, like most of the Northern Guard and even his father the King, wore black armor that in recent generations had come to replace the red of Duroton.
“The Council convenes in fifteen minutes and this stack will only get larger,” Dagrir said. Brandrir could tell his brother was taking great delight in torturing him with all the politics of the castle. “You may look more political than I in that red armor and fancy cape of yours, but I can assure you the Council isn’t flattered by appearances.”
Brandrir found it impossible to be angry with his brother, and seeing him with that ridiculous smirk on his face only made him chuckle. Brandrir smiled and shook his head. “You might want to try wearing the red of old,” said Brandrir. He smiled slyly. “When I am King, it will again be required.”
Black armor replacing Duroton Red had started with their great-great-grandfather, Hemodar of the Blackwall, who ruled during the years of the great famines. After four years of bad harvests brought on by exceptionally cold summers, much of the kingdom was desperate for food. Hemodar sought to secure aid from the neighboring kingdom of Narbereth. It had been a thousand years since Duroton had ever conversed with another kingdom, and seeking a chance to meet with the King of the North and holder of the broken Mard Grander—an artifact that none outside Duroton had seen in nearly a thousand years—the Narberethan King agreed to have the historic conference with Duroton. 
Unfortunately, Sanctuary got involved before the meeting could happen. By the laws and pacts governing the rest of the world, unless Duroton would embrace Sanctuary, a meeting with Narbereth or any other kingdom was strictly forbidden. To this Hemodar also conceded. Hemodar had felt it was time for Duroton to join with the rest of the world. 
Unfortunately for Hemodar, the choice was not entirely his. Though he was King, Duroton was also ruled by a congress of delegates representing all of the largest cities in the kingdom. By a narrow margin the vote was against embracing Sanctuary. The people had seemingly spoken, and they wanted to uphold the ways of old rather than bow to the corruption that had engulfed the rest of the world. They wanted to uphold all that the Mard Grander—as broken as that hammer was—stood for. 
Hemodar was outraged by this and warned the congress that they had made a grave mistake and that thousands would die due to their stubborn adherence to the pacts of old. As far as Hemodar was concerned, the Mard Grander was a broken and useless symbol of a bygone age that only brought Duroton suffering. Legends said that the mighty hammer had been gifted to the people of Duroton by the Great Gods as a symbol of their righteousness. It was a symbol that Duroton stood apart from the rest of the world; that they had been entrusted as the stewards of freedom and liberty. 
But the hammer was broken long ago, during the Age of the Great Falling when King Tharick wielded it against Apollyon. And to Hemodar, the broken hammer only stood for Duroton’s continued plight against the Kald. Legends said that the Mard Grander was the only weapon powerful enough to break the chains that bound the terrible beast known as the Kaldenthrax to the Abyss. For a thousand years the Kald sought a way to take the Mard Grander for themselves and unleash their terrifying god upon the world, and for a thousand years Duroton protected the weapon. 
As far as Hemodar was concerned, the Mard Grander was nothing more than a symbol of their constant battles against the Kald. He thought it was time to abandon the ways of old, and in protest he had torches lit all around the castle walls. He ordered one torch to burn for every man, woman or child who died of starvation due to the congress’s vote. That year famine and plague ravaged the kingdom and thousands of torches burned all around the outside of the castle, day and night. A tapestry still hung in the throne room that depicted a scene of a hundred-thousand and more torches burning like wildfire outside the castle. The smoke from these torches stained the walls and towers of the castle black, and eventually Hemodar became known as Hemodar of the Blackwall. He began wearing black armor rather than red. He ordered all the Northern Guard to paint their red armor black as well, initially to be only for a year of mourning, but the color stuck and to this day black armor replaced the red of old. 
The following year the rains returned and slowly prosperity came back to the lands, but neither King Hemodar nor the people of Duroton ever forgot of the countless dead. Hemodar turned all the blame to the congress, and in latter years delegates were elected who were more and more inclined to abandon the ways of old. The congress slowly transformed from delegates of the people, to the council it was today; a council appointed only by the nobles of the lands. More and more there was talk of joining with Sanctuary and the rest of the kingdoms of the world. 
Brandrir knew that it was only by the powerful will of the Jinn and the Knights of the Dark Stars that this had not happened already. They hated the Saints and refused any thought of joining with Sanctuary. Even his father, King Garidrir, feared angering the Jinn. For this Brandrir was thankful. Once Brandrir found himself sitting upon the throne he secretly vowed to restore a congress of the people and disband the Council.
“You spent far too much time listening to Etheil’s stories when you were a boy, and far too little time with father and the Council.” said Dagrir, snapping Brandrir from his reverie. “I can assure you that once you are King the color of ones’ armor will be the least of your worries.” Dagrir smiled as he tapped his finger on the large stack of papers.
Brandrir looked at the stack and breathed deep. Maybe Dagrir was right? Maybe he had spent far too much time listening to Etheil and his tales and legends of the ages past. He looked down at the Icelander’s parchment on the table and a single word suddenly stood out to him. There was nothing especially peculiar about the word. It was as sloppily written and misspelled as the rest of the document—perhaps even the most misspelled word on the page—but it was a word that held significance with him. The word was ‘honor’ and he could make it out clearly even in its mangled form. He read the entire line.
By the Akords of Old we entreet you to up held the onhor that you are bownd to.
Brandrir nodded his head silently and chewed his bottom lip. He turned to Coinmaster Parvailes and said, “Send payment to the Icelanders. Last year’s, this year’s, and pay them next year’s as amends for our delays.”
“Brother,” began Dagrir, exhaling deeply. “We simply cannot keep these accords honored any longer. The Icelanders literally swim in our gold. They have no use for the money. They’re barbarians. If we simply explain to them—”
“Were the Accords signed beneath the Duroton sky?” asked Brandrir. He looked at Dagrir. His brother just stood and shook his head slightly. Then he threw up his hands and looked to Parvailes.
“I’m sure they were,” said Rankin Parvailes from across the room. “All treaties must be signed beneath the Duroton sky so that the Lands take witness.”
“Then we pay.” stated Brandrir simply. 
“And where exactly are we getting three-hundred thousand phoenix from?” protested Dagrir, suddenly taking on a more indignant tone. “It’s due time that we—”
“Take it from the Grimwatch,” said Brandrir, holding up his mechanical hand to silence Dagrir as he spoke to Parvailes. 
“If I may be so bold to object, sire,” said Parvailes. “That account has but eight-hundred thousand phoenix and is already running at a two-hundred thousand coin deficit for the year. This will bring the deficit to half a million phoenix, all of which we’ll have to acquire before the end of the year.”
“That’s fine,” said Brandrir. “I shall explain to my men at the Grimwatch the situation. For the honor of upholding the Ageless Accords that were signed beneath the Duroton sky, I’m certain they will all agree to make sacrifices.”
Dagrir sighed and pinched at his forehead. “Brother,” he said, and then exhaled loudly. “We can’t…you can’t just move money and run deficits…you…we can’t pay three years reparations to the barbarians. It’s…we just…you can’t just do that.” Dagrir looked at Parvailes and said. “Send them last year’s payment and a proclamation. We’re ending the Ageless Accords. To date they have received over nine-million phoenix. They can consider themselves redressed for the Crashingstones.”
“No,” said Brandrir, looking his brother square in the eyes. “No.” He turned back to Parvailes. “All three years. We do not break the Ageless Accords.”
Dagrir shook his head. “We can no longer afford—”
Brandrir slammed his mechanical hand upon the table, splintering the wood. He looked up at his brother and could feel his face warm and flush with anger. “Duroton does not go back on its word!” He turned to Parvailes, pointing a mechanical finger at the old man. “Three years pay. Send a ship with it tonight.” 
Parvailes looked at Dagrir and the two seemed to exchange some sort of unspoken communication with their eyes. That only set Brandrir off further. “Tonight!” he roared, slamming his mechanical fist upon the table once more. “Duroton honors its word!”
Parvailes shook his head and began scrawling something in one of his ledgers. Dagrir stood looking at Brandrir in silence, lips pursed and head wagging. He was about to speak when the door squeaked open and a procession of finely dressed men entered, smiling and chatting amongst themselves. 
Six men filed in, one after another, each in colorful doublets trimmed with gold or some other similarly lavish fabric. Some held ledgers in their hands, others carried various rolled scrolls beneath their arms. Brandrir knew these men, if by not much more than name. They were true politicians. They were the current congress—the King’s Council—but they were not of any congress like the ones of old. These men were supposed to represent the people of Duroton, but in reality represented budgets and taxes and the wants and needs of the nobles who appointed them all. 
Nobles, thought Brandrir to himself, huffing out loud at the thought. That was another recent intrusion from the southern realms into Duroton. Brandrir had often heard that the southern kingdoms believed that some men were born superior; born of higher blood than others. In some of the kingdoms the highest nobility were granted special titles—the Exalted, they were known as. Mostly sons and daughters of Kings, the Exalted held almost godlike powers over anybody they came across, even within other kingdoms. It was ridiculous. The entire idea of nobility seemed ludicrous to Brandrir and he found it hard to believe that in the southern kingdoms men bowed before nobles for no reason other than the title alone. 
Brandrir looked at his mechanical arm and balled its hand into a fist. Respect should be earned, not granted, he thought. Ending the idea of “nobility” would be high on the agenda once he took the throne. 
 The councilmen finished filing into the room. They laughed and chattered amongst themselves until a few began taking notice of Brandrir’s presence.
“Brandrir!” said one of the men, lighting up at his sight. Brandrir knew him as Balin Yagdril. He was dressed in a bright yellow doublet ribbed with silver and similarly elaborate britches. He had brown eyes and a long thin mustache and a beard as sharp as his politicking. He held a bundle of scrolls under his arm. “You’ve decided to join us, have you? Will you be heading the council table today in Dagrir’s stead?”
“He will,” said Dagrir and acrimoniously pulled the head chair out from the table. “Being as after tomorrow’s ceremony he will be King, I suppose it’s past time he learns how to head a council.” He extended a hand. “Please brother, take your seat and perhaps we can begin by telling the council what your first order of business has been?”
“Oh, well this sounds sour,” remarked Balin. Balin represented the Council of Nobles and represented the lands and titles of people throughout the kingdom. Brandrir looked at the bundle of scrolls the man held with some disdain. No doubt they were requests for entitlements sought by those he was representing. “Perhaps we should begin on a lighter note. Councilman Sigrund has some pleasant news this morning.”
“That I do,” said Jord Sigrund. He was an immensely rotund man dressed in velvety copper fabric that draped loosely about his bulk. He always wore a silver coif—something that had come to represent the Council of Taxation—and it perfectly matched his hair and eyes. Jord had sat on the council for forty years and was the most seasoned of all the Councilmen after Parvailes. 
“If it has anything to do with the three-hundred thousand phoenix worth of gems hauled from the Yotun Mines, our grace here has already managed to spend it.” said Parvailes. He looked at Brandrir sourly from beneath his bushy gray brows. 
Jord started at this, his cheeks and neck bobbing as he looked at Brandrir, quite stunned. 
“Let us properly convene council,” said Dagrir to Jord. “Let us come to order beneath the Duroton sky.” he said more loudly.
The mumblings and murmurs subsided as the council members took their chairs. Brandrir scowled as he dragged himself and his seat closer to the table. Only Dagrir remained standing, as was customary for the Standing Speaker. It was the highest position in the council next to the King, or Regent King in Brandrir’s case. Usually Dagrir sat in the King’s seat and Balin acted as Speaker. But with Brandrir back the seats had to be rearranged slightly. 
“The King’s Council is now convened,” said Dagrir loudly as he shut the door to the chamber and took up a position just behind Brandrir’s seat. “If any would not speak beneath the Duroton sky, let him be excused so that the Lands take no heed.” Dagrir paused for the briefest of moments, then continued. “At High Seat today is Regent King Brandrir Thorodin, son of Duroton. And, I might add, that after tomorrow, he will be our Standing King.”
Brandrir smiled. The Councilmen all had dull faces. There was some frivolous clapping from a couple, but for the most part not a single one looked up from their books and papers.
 Dagrir slapped his brother on the shoulder, his hand clanking loudly on his pauldron. He continued. “I, Dagrir Thorodin, Demi-regent King—Regent King after tomorrow—shall act as Standing Speaker. Rankin Parvailes, Coinmaster and Council of Records, shall be Recorder of Council.” Dagrir exhaled deeply. “Before we get down to business, let us quickly move through formalities. We have Balin Yagdril, Council of Nobles; Jord Sigrund, Council of Collections and Taxes; Baldir Bjort, Council of Agriculture; Gefjon Jolori, Council of Jurisprudence; Aldur Ilmarinen, Council of Foreign Affairs; Hymnar Ragnir, Council of Domestic Affairs; and, as you know, myself and Brandrir are Council of Rule and War. Let us come to order for the Lands of Duroton.”
“For the Lands of Duroton,” repeated Brandrir and the council in unison. 
Brandrir inhaled deeply as his brother began speaking. He looked down at the table, rubbing his eyes and holding his head as Dagrir briefed the Council on the agenda. He looked out the window as Dagrir began in about his recent decision to pay the Icelanders three-years worth of reparations. He was vaguely aware of the chuckles from the Councilmen, but he was already becoming lost in his own thoughts. 
From his seat he could see the outer wall of the castle where the massive sections of brick and stone had been toppled. His mind drifted to that fateful night seventeen years ago. How the castle shook at its very foundations. The screams of men drifting through the night sky. The Kald as they flitted through the bedroom window, towering over him with those hateful eyes, and how they knocked him to the floor. Brandrir grit his teeth. He could still feel the icy foot on him; still hear his mother’s screams; see the Kald tearing at her nightgown. And then Dagrir’s scream, the most bloodcurdling of all.
Brandrir’s right hand began stroking the cold, metal shell of his left arm. He looked down at the thing and inhaled deeply, the weight of the tank upon his back felt heavier now and he was aware again of its warmth that radiated even through his armor. He looked at his metallic fingers, each one clacking upon his palm as he balled them into a fist, the tank on his back releasing a quiet hiss. 
Dagrir’s harsh voice suddenly ripped Brandrir from his thoughts. He looked up at his brother who was standing there, staring at him with his dark, piercing eyes. But all Brandrir could see right now were those scars on his neck. The pink, raised scars of ruined flesh from where the Kald had wrapped their icy fingers around his neck. 
“Councilman Jord has asked you a question, brother.” repeated Dagrir. “Perhaps there is something more pressing on your mind right now that you’d like to share?”
Brandrir shook his head of any last distracting thoughts and clenched and unclenched his metallic fist a few times, causing the tank on his back to release a number of hisses. “No, I’m sorry,” said Brandrir. His eyes somehow drifted away from Dagrir and to the stack of papers next to him. He looked down the long table and at the rolled scrolls before each of the councilmen. “Um…I’m sorry, what was the question?”
Dagrir exhaled deeply. “Councilman Jord had asked if we can hold off the reparations payment and divert the money to—”
“No,” said Brandrir firmly. “Next matter of business.” Down either side of the long table Brandrir could see all the councilmen looking at each other in stunned silence. Some raising eyebrows and then looking away, others biting their lips and shaking their heads. 
“Next matter indeed,” muttered Dagrir. He sighed heavily. “Councilman Baldir, I believe you have the matter of military provisions to discuss?”
“Yes, sire,” said Baldir. “With spring here it is now time to discuss the matter of food stores for the Northern Guard and for the Grimwatch. Last year we devoted a sixth of our croplands to rye for dry stores, but as I understand there will be an increase in men at the Grimwatch. I recommend we plan to increase stores for the winter.” Here Baldir stood up and unfurled his long parchment upon the table. “Here you can see available farmland for the city of Durotania. This next scroll is available farmland further north in the Bluelands, which is usually reserved mostly for the men of the Grimwatch.”
Brandrir rubbed his eyes and slowly moved his hands out to massage his temples. Baldir spoke with such matter-of-factness that there was little in the way of animation to him. The man droned on and on about acres of wheat and corn and rye and percentages of grain needed for livestock. 
“Is there a problem, brother?” asked Dagrir.
Brandrir lifted his head from his hands. “Oh, um…no. Just, whatever you think necessary, Councilman Baldir. I respect your council and your advice.”
“But, your grace,” began Baldir. “I need to know how many men you’re adding to the Grimwatch.”
“Oh…um, yes. Etheil was thinking we add five-hundred,” said Brandrir. 
“Where are these men coming from, brother?”
“I don’t know,” said Brandrir. He scratched his head and then held up his hands. “We’ll take them from the Northern Guard, I guess.”
Dagrir wiped a hand down his face and held it before his mouth for a moment, his dark eyes looking away from Brandrir. At last he removed his hand and exhaled deeply. “Brother…we…you can’t just…”
“Perhaps this needs more discussion in private council between your two graces,” said Balin Yagdril. 
“Yes,” said Dagrir. He breathed deeply. “Moving on then. Councilman Balin, I believe you had a matter needed to be put to vote when we adjourned last. This ought to be quick and exciting enough for my brother to focus on.”
Brandrir looked up at his brother and scowled but Balin jumped right into his matter.
“Indeed, your grace.” said Balin. He turned to Brandrir, looking at him with that sharp smile of his. “As you know, your grace, certain matters require a unanimous vote by all Councilmen and that all Councilmen be present for the vote. Councilman of Jurisprudence, Gefjon, here, pointed this out to us last time. Now that you’re here, your grace, I…we…would like to present the matter of Exaltation of Nobility. As you may be aware, the southern kingdoms long have had a tradition of—”
“What?” shot Brandrir, standing up from his chair. He placed his hands upon the wooden table, his mechanical left hand banging loudly. He leaned over and looked at Balin. Then looked down at all the Councilmen. “What?”
Balin was silent but looked up to Dagrir.
“The Council thinks it’s wise to slowly begin allowing Exaltation of certain, key nobility.” said Dagrir as he stood at Brandrir’s side. 
Brandrir looked up at his brother. “What?”
Dagrir rubbed his forehead and combed his hand through his hair before beginning. “Brother, there has been a lot of talk amongst the nobility as of late. Actually, for more than a decade they’ve been talking. We’ve been running deficits and Jord is having a difficult time convincing any of the nobles to pay more in taxes. In short, the nobles want Exaltation in the same manner as nobles of the southern kingdoms. We grant Exaltation, they’ll pay more taxes.”
Brandrir felt his hands balling into fists. The tank on his back hissed. 
“Titles are everything these days,” added Balin. 
“Titles,” spat Brandrir. He turned away from the table and shook his head. “Duroton was once a kingdom without nobles. Duroton is a country of free men. The sons of Duroton are—”
“Are ruled by a King like any other kingdom in this world,” said Parvailes quite plainly from across the room. The old man sat in his seat, looking at Brandrir with those accusing old eyes of his. “I am Council of Records and I can assure you the people of Duroton have never been quite as free as your friend Etheil likes to make the history books sound. True, in recent years we have granted nobility to more than just the King and his sons, but were the Stewards of Duroton anything less than nobles in the grand scheme of things? Whether one is called a steward, a noble or an exalted is not really relevant. They perform the same duties.”
Brandrir looked down the table at his council and held up a finger. “The Stewards of Duroton did not lord over their people.” he growled. 
“No,” said Rankin Parvailes, not flinching and not removing his gaze from Brandrir. “Of course not. They simply lived in more lavish homes than the rest and issued orders on the King’s behalf. Today, rather than stewards, we have nobles, and they live in more lavish homes and issue orders given by your father, the King. Tomorrow, instead of nobles, we’ll have Exalteds, and still they’ll live in more lavish homes and issue orders given by you, the King.”
Brandrir bit his bottom lip and he could feel his face flushing with anger. The tank on his back hissed loudly and his left fist trembled. “The nobles of today do not just issue orders on my father’s behalf.” he growled. “Need I remind any of you why we pay reparations to the Icelanders in the first place? Do you not remember the atrocities committed by nobles when they took the Crashingstones for themselves?”
Dagrir sighed and put a hand on his brother’s back. “Brother, it is true that over the many years we have slowly granted the nobles more power and autonomy. But they are people—people like you and me—and they too make mistakes. There has never been a repeat of the Crashingstones.”
Brandrir tore himself from his brother’s hand and looked him directly in the eyes. “We are not granting anybody Exaltation.”
“What’s one more title?” asked Balin, smirking, clearly amused by Brandrir’s disdain for the topic. He pressed on. “You can say you don’t like titles all you want, but if not for titles you would not be in line for King. Titles are everything. What would you do? Have the people decide? Need I remind you that the peoples’ decision under the old congress left us with the Blackwall. People cannot lead themselves. Even the smallest ship has a captain.”
Brandrir tensed. He could feel his face growing warm and red. Just when he thought he could no longer contain himself from smashing the table to pieces, he felt his brother’s hand on his back.
“Exaltation works for the southern kingdoms because they are guarded by Saints,” said Dagrir. “The southern kingdoms are owned by Sanctuary and gifted Saints as protectors for their kings and nobles. Here in Duroton we do not have Saints. The Knights of the Dark Stars are few in number, and needed to command our armies. If the nobles want Exaltation, let it be in title only. They will not be gifted their own personal entourages of Dark Star Knights.”
The Councilmen all looked at each other, speaking amongst themselves with raised eyebrows. Brandrir did not like how the Council always seemed to be in on their own little secrets. He began thinking that perhaps being made King tomorrow would not be such a bad thing. As King he could end all this nonsense. 
“Your graces,” said Balin at last. “The granting of Dark Star Knights to the Exalted would just be a formality. I’m quite certain that a solution would soon be found.”
“Hear, hear!” said Jord. “Let us vote on the matter then!” 
Brandrir clenched his jaw and stood up. He walked over to the window, unable to look at his council any longer. He stared out at the blue skies, thinking to himself that this is what the congress of old had turned into. The Council was nothing more than sharks feeding on blood. Each one was out for nobody but themselves, and his father and brother had become slaves to them. They were afraid of upsetting the will of the council; afraid of upsetting the nobles; afraid of everything but what truly mattered. 
Brandrir turned back to his council. “Duroton is a land of free men. The Stewards of Duroton were granted nobility long ago, and they and their family lines have benefited enough. They rule their own cities and lands now. They collect taxes from the people and we scratch at their doors begging for a portion.” Brandrir paused for a moment and looked Balin in the eyes. “The sons of Duroton have lost enough so that a few could be granted titles. I will not entertain the idea of Exaltation.”
Balin exhaled loudly.“Your grace,” he began casually. “All the other kingdoms have their Exalted. Why not us too? An Exalted is just an extension of your own power.”
“I know what it means to be Exalted,” said Brandrir. “I’ve heard all I care to about the southern kingdoms that you all hold so dear. In those kingdoms Exalteds walk around like they’re gods. People kneel to them and tremble. It’s disgusting.”
“So we simply hold back some power,” mentioned Gefjon. “We make the laws. The Exalted still have to obey their King.”
Brandrir looked Gefjon in his beady little eyes. “That King will very soon be me, and when I take the throne tomorrow everything ends and Duroton is restored to the ways of old.” 
“That is treason upon the Lands!” shot Gefjon Jolori, the Councilman of Jurisprudence. “Not even the King can make such sweeping decisions! Treason!”
“Very true,” said Balin coolly from his seat. “The Council was made beneath the Duroton sky and—”
“Then I shall dissolve it beneath the Duroton sky!” barked Brandrir. 
“Treason!” roared Gefjon, standing up. The man’s face was as swollen and red as Brandrir’s own.
Dagrir stepped forth, gesturing for order. “Gefjon, please be seated.” He turned to Brandrir and placed a hand on his shoulder. “Brother, please, as King you must—”
“This is your treason!” shot Brandrir, swatting away Dagrir’s hand. His face curled up in anger as he pointed to the Council table. “This here is your treason to the Lands of Duroton!”
“Brother,” said Dagrir calmly, taking Brandrir by the shoulder. He looked Brandrir in the eyes. “Please, brother. As King you must be calm. You cannot be so rash—”
“Then you take the crown!” barked Brandrir. Brandrir kicked his chair under the table and stormed past Dagrir, fully aware of the “Hear, hear!” that came from the Councilmen.
“Council is not adjourned, brother,” said Dagrir. 
“Yes, it is,” said Brandrir, not turning around. He practically ripped the door from the hinges with his metallic arm. “Etheil was right about this council. You do as father and this council advises. My place is north at the Grimwatch.”
“Let him go!” cried one of the Councilmen. 
“Hear, hear! Dagrir the King!” cheered Gefjon and there was a return of “Hear, hear!” from the others. 
“Enough!” roared Dagrir at the council. “Brother, you must—”
The door cracked against the stone frame, splintering as Brandrir stormed out. To his surprise, Lord Egret was standing in the hall like a black phantom in his shroud.
“Your grace?” he asked.
Brandrir marched down the hall, his crimson steel boots clanking loudly on the stone floor as he passed Egret, who fell in line beside him.
“Your grace, is something wrong?” asked Egret, marching quickly alongside Brandrir. “The Knights of the Dark Star are ever at your service.”
Brandrir stopped and looked at Egret. He was a man that he had great respect for. “Lord Egret, I am leaving for the Grimwatch.”
“You are returning to the wall?” asked Egret, his brow furled in confusion. “Tomorrow is the Rising of the Phoenix—”
“Tell my father that Dagrir can take the crown. And watch over my brother.” said Brandrir. He slapped Egret on the shoulder. Without another word he turned and marched down the hall. 
 ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦
The council was in an uproar and completely unwilling to come to Dagrir’s order. “Please, everyone be seated!” urged Dagrir.
“Dagrir the King!” roared Hymnar, Councilman of Domestic Affairs and there was tremendous applause.
“It is true!” roared Gefjon Jolori. “Beneath the Duroton sky Brandrir forsook the crown and gave it to Dagrir!”
“I…I…I am not to be King,” said Dagrir, trying to get his words in between the chaotic shouts. 
“It is true,” said Rankin Parvailes so calmly from his seat that hardly anybody paid him attention. “Brandrir did not officially concede the crown.”
“Everybody, please!” yelled Dagrir. “Come to order! Councilman Parvailes is trying to speak.”
“Your brother did not officially concede the crown,” said the old man to a wave of mumbling protests. “As Recorder, Brandrir’s exact words were ‘then you take the crown’, to which there was no official response. Furthermore, he did not say he was conceding the crown to his brother and therefore the crown cannot officially go to Dagrir. The Lands must take no heed of Brandrir’s words on that matter.”
“I must respectfully challenge that,” said Balin. “Gefjon, as Council of Jurisprudence, what does the law say in this matter?”
Gefjon shook his head, flustered by the question. “Officially we must interpret his meaning of telling Dagrir to take the crown. How would the Lands interpret that? I think we can all agree that under the circumstances, it was meant that he conceded the crown.”
“Hear, hear!” roared Balin.
“Order!” barked Dagrir. “I do not acknowledge receipt of the crown. I motion to adjourn council for the day. We shall—”
“Your father, King Garidrir,” said Gefjon. “Let him be the final say on the matter!”
“Hear, hear!” cheered the council.
Dagrir was getting red in the face at this point. 
“Dagrir,” said Balin. “This is a blessing! You’ve heard the whispers through the castle. The Jinn have seen an ill omen with your brother.” 
“It’s true!” shot Aldur. “The Jinn have foreseen in the stars that your brother’s reign will end Duroton in flames.”
“The Council has long thought you should be rightful king,” said Hymnar. 
“Indeed,” said Balin. “I can count on my hands how many times your brother has sat in on the Council. Let him hide away up north where he belongs.”
Dagrir rubbed his face. “Only the firstborn succeeds the King,” he said.
“Your father has long wanted you on the throne,” said Parvailes from across the room with his usual collected demeanor. “Your father is the one who told us about the prophecy of the Jinn and your brother’s reign ending with Duroton in flames. Dagrir, you must take the crown.”
Dagrir held up his hands. “I am adjourning this Council.” He turned to leave.
“Where are you going?” asked Balin. 
“To get my brother.” returned Dagrir, slipping out the door and nearly crashing into Egret as he left.
Egret watched Dagrir run down the hall before stepping into the council room.
“Ah, Lord Egret!” said Balin cheerfully. “Please be seated. There is much to discuss!”
Egret stalked to the table, his black shroud fluttering and his steel boots clanking upon the floor, but he did not sit. 
“You’re here for the Rising of the Phoenix tomorrow, no doubt?” said Balin.
Egret nodded. “And to receive the skull of the fire dragon. King Garidrir asked me to meet with this Council as soon as his sons were gone.”
“And gone they are,” said Balin. “One seemingly more than the other, and it is for the good of Duroton. Even the Jinn believe Brandrir will bring Duroton to flames. Dagrir must be the son who takes the throne. Wouldn’t you agree, Lord Egret?” Balin collected his papers upon the table and then turned his dark eyes to Egret. 
“Not necessarily,” said Egret. “The first-born succeeds the King so long as the phoenix rises for him. That is the way of things in Duroton. Duroton must decide its King. Not me, not this Council, and not even King Garidrir.”
There was some more mumblings through the council. “I see,” said Balin, relaxing in his chair. “Despite your feelings, I certainly hope you still have faith in your King and Council, for you are sworn to both.”
“Let’s get something straight.” said Egret. “As a Knight of the Dark Star I follow the wizdom of the Jinn. If they tell me they have foreseen Duroton in flames if Brandrir takes the throne, then I accept that. However, before I swore myself to the King or Council, I swore myself to the Lands of Duroton. In Duroton, the Lands must accept its King by allowing a phoenix to rise. If a phoenix rises for the new King, then the Lands accept him as King. It is only therefore that I serve the King. Tomorrow, whether it is Dagrir or Brandrir or somebody else who is given the crown, it will be their will that I follow, for they will have been given the crown by the Lands of Duroton.”
“Fair enough,” said Balin. “But a phoenix has never failed to rise for a new king. Would you say that the bloodline of the Thorodin’s is favored by Duroton?”
“My place is not to question the Lands of Duroton.” said Egret.
“Then what of Brandrir’s crown?” asked Balin. “The Jinn have seen Duroton in ruins if he takes the throne? If a phoenix rises for him tomorrow, will you still serve him obediently?”
“I serve any whom the Lands rise a phoenix for.” stated Egret. 
“We’ll just have to make sure it is Dagrir it rises for then.” said Balin, and there was a casual ‘Hear, hear!’ from the council. Balin blew out a long breath and rubbed his pointed beard, shaking his head at some unknown thought. He returned his dark eyes to Egret. “So, I assume Celacia has arrived with the skull?” he asked. 
“Not yet, but soon,” said Egret. “The ships are on the way. It’s taking longer than expected. They had to sail many leagues out of the way to remain undetected by Sanctuary and the other kingdoms.”
“Dagrir still does not know?” asked Balin.
“Not yet.” said Egret. 
“What about the Saints?” asked Balin. “Are they here at the castle?”
“One is.” said Egret. “Saint Isley. I took him for my own personal lieutenant.”
Balin cocked an eyebrow. “Really? Very interesting. May this Council inquire as to why you chose to take one Saint for your own?”
“I believe Saint Isley shares a common belief with me.” said Egret.
“Oh? And what belief might that be?” asked Balin.
“That the sleeping Goddess must be woken.” said Egret.
“Isn’t that what all Saints believe?” asked Balin. “Isn’t that why Celacia is here?”
“I believe that Celacia has returned to awaken her master, and not the sleeping Goddess.” said Egret. 
“Interesting,” said Balin. “We presumed all the Saints who swore allegiance to Celacia did so because they believed she was here to awaken Aeoria.”
“Perhaps,” said Egret. 
“You doubt their sincerity?” asked Balin. 
“Isley aside, I doubt their allegiance to the Goddess,” said Egret. “I believe they are here for power. I don’t believe they think Celacia will awaken the Goddess, or care one way or the other if she does.”
“Well,” said Balin with a little clap. “It would seem King Garidrir and this Council share that sentiment. I think the Council would like to meet this Saint Isley today.” said Balin. The other Councilmen all nodded. “Where are the others?”
“They are at the Stellarium.” said Egret. “Lord Tarquin has accepted the position of Captain of the Saints Alliance and they are under his command now.” 
“I’m surprised you weren’t given the title,” said Balin, shaking his head. “We on the Council asked King Garidrir to appoint you.”
“With all due respect,” said Egret. “I would have turned it down.”
Balin raised an eyebrow. “Very interesting. Do tell us why?”
“To be honest,” said Egret. “I want nothing to do with Celacia, the skull or the Saints. The Knights of the Dark Stars are more powerful than the Saints. Duroton does not need any of it.”
“It is true that Duroton has long claimed that the Dark Star Knights are more powerful than Saints,” said Aldur Ilmarinen. “But is it not true that the Saints are faster than you? Is it not true that Saints can have Caliber powers that exceed your own? And, I guess most importantly, without weapons and armor made of star-metal, aren’t you at a great disadvantage to them?”
Egret rolled his right shoulder in a casual shrug. “I suppose what you say is true. Their weapons and armor make them nearly invincible. No matter how powerful we are, our steel cannot penetrate Star-Armor and their star-metal weapons easily cut through our armor. Still, their necks are flesh and come off just as easily as any mortal’s.”
“With the skull you’ll be able to have Star-Armor and weapons as well,” said Balin. “The Jinn believe that if they can melt star-metal and reforge it, the Knights of the Dark Stars will be able to wear it.”
“I suppose.” said Egret.
“And it won’t just be for the Knights of the Dark Stars,” said Hymnar. “The Jinn believe that with time and skill, they can use the skull to forge star-metal armor light enough for all men to wear and use.”
“The Jinn have said that they could do amazing things with star-metal.” added Baldir Bjort. “The skull will give them the means to melt and shape it.”
“Hear, hear!” cried Jord. “Imagine bolt-throwers that can shoot star-metal spikes. Imagine the Knights of the Dark Stars in star-metal infused armor. None of the kingdoms will be a match for us. Not even Sanctuary and their Saints will stand before us.”
“Indeed,” said Balin. “It is as the Jinn have said. The fading of the stars heralds the end of the age of Saints. The Saints have failed to awaken the sleeping Goddess.”
“It is said that if the Goddess is not awakened before the last star fades from the sky, the new age shall be that of war and ruin.” reminded Egret.
“Yes,” said Balin. He looked at Egret with a coy smile. “War and ruin are not necessarily a bad thing. From destruction comes construction, and Duroton shall be the one to lay the new foundations of the world. The Jinn have said that we are entering the Age of the Dark Stars now. The Jinn have foreseen Duroton coming to flames under Brandrir’s rule, but not so with Dagrir. It is King Garidrir’s and this Council’s wish to see Duroton shape the coming new age under Dagrir’s rule.”
“Hear, hear!” cheered the other Councilmen.
“You see, Egret,” continued Balin. “If war and ruin shall come to the world, let it be because Duroton heralds it. Duroton shall no longer be confined to the north. The rule of Duroton shall stretch from here to the very Woes and the Saints shall be our servants.” 
“Already a constellation of six serve us.” said Gefjon. “The Saints Alliance shall take the place of Sanctuary in the new age.”
“And the Dark Star Knights shall rule even them.” said Jord. “Each of the Dark Star Knights shall command their own constellation of Saints.”
“That is why I am surprised you declined to Captain the Saints Alliance,” said Balin. “Do you not realize that the position will be nearly as powerful as the King and Council? You would command the entirety of the world’s forces.”
“I do not believe the Lands shall allow what you say to come to pass.” said Egret.
Balin cocked his head. “No?”
“I yet believe Aeoria will be awakened.” said Egret. “The Gods gave birth to this world and it shall see its mother returned. In the stead of the Goddess’s rule the Lands of Duroton are her steward. And I think that is what this Council fails to remember, that we are but the Goddess’s steward. Your will would only bring Apollyon’s corruption to us, just as it came to Sanctuary and the rest of the kingdoms. This Council has become blinded by the power promised by Celacia.”
Balin looked at the Councilmen. “Oh ho! We’re blinded by power! Corrupted to the core!” he blustered, getting a little laugh out of the others. He turned back to Egret. “You don’t trust Celacia, I presume?”
“With all due respect to this Council, you should all be well versed in history,” said Egret. “The Jinn have told us much of what they know about the first age. We of Duroton should know the legends of the Dragon Kings and of their Avatars, Celacia not the least amongst them.”
“We know the legends,” croaked Parvailes. “We’ve all heard the stories of the Dragon Kings and their Avatars.”
“Then you know the tale of Darkendrog,” said Egret. “You know the legend of how the great black serpent tricked the other Dragon Kings into a trap to be slaughtered by Apollyon and fed to the beast, Kaldenthrax. You also know then the legends of Celacia, who as Darkendrog’s Avatar, was instrumental in the plan and that she herself killed all the other Avatars.”
“Ah,” said Balin wagging a finger. “But until she showed up at the Stellarium they were just that: legends and myths. Not even Celacia remembers everything. Who can know what is true? The legends said that Celacia was destroyed, yet she shows up at the Stellarium. The legends said that Felvurn was killed by the Kaldenthrax, yet Celacia finds his skull in the belly of Mount Rendral. Might I suggest that our legends might not be entirely accurate?”
“Again, with all due respect,” said Egret. “The legends said that Celacia was buried deep beneath the earth by Darkendrog in a place where she would never awaken. King Gatima’s men in Jerusa unearthed her in the bowels of the Womb of the World as they mined it for gems. The Dragon King Felvurn was said to be killed by the Kaldenthrax, but it was never said where. I have known Celacia for many months now. The Stellarium has become something of a home for her, and I have gotten to know her better than any. I am seeing more truth than lies in the legends the more I speak with her.”
Balin smiled coyly. “You sound chafed by her. Do I sense a lover’s quarrel?” The Council all laughed but Egret was not amused in the least.
“I was there the day she showed up on our doorstep,” said Egret. “She seemed confused that the Stellarium was not the home to Aeoria and Angels. She said she had come north looking for somebody and demanded to be let through. We thought she was a Saint. We attacked her and lost many men. The great iron doors of the fortress are still red with rust from her. 
“It was the Jinn who recognized her at once. They ordered us to stand down and invited her inside. Much was discussed. She was very confused by the world and the starless skies, unsure of even the day and year. For more than a thousand years Celacia had been missing and the world was unrecognizable to her. For the first few days she wept very often, crying out to Darkendrog.”
“She sounds a far cry from the monster she is made out to be in the legends,” said Gefjon. “She could have crumbled the very foundations of Mount Cloudborn had she wanted to. Swept death across every one of you.”
Egret’s face hardened. “She spent much time in the Stellarium with the Jinn, gazing at the skies of old. Eventually the Jinn became bold enough to begin questioning her. She did not remember much. She said she had come to the Stellarium because of a memory she had of someone she had lost in the North. Eventually the Jinn showed her the stained glass murals in the Stellarium. At first they had kept them covered and secret from her but now hoped they might stir a memory. I saw her when her eyes first fell upon those murals,” said Egret. “It was not the angel that provoked her, but the sight of the Dragon Kings.”
“Darkendrog, I presume.” said Balin.
“No,” said Egret. “Of the great white one, Rallenar, and of the Avatar known as Calavar. At the very sight of them she began to weep and she seemed flooded by a rush of memories.”
“Of her ill deeds in the past?” asked Jord. “Of her betrayal to Aeoria, and how she slew the Avatars while her master, Darkendrog, took the lives of the other Dragon Kings?”
“Perhaps,” said Egret. “She would not speak of anything. She left for many days after that. When she returned, her demeanor was much darker.”
“Where did she go?” asked Gefjon.
“We suspect she went to Sanctuary,” said Egret. “We don’t know anything for sure, and she would not tell us. The Jinn believe she may have tried to contact Darkendrog or Admael. She may also have met with some Saints in secret, but none know for sure. Whatever she did, it was upon her return that she began asking about the Kald and the Kaldenthrax and about the Mard Grander.
“At first we thought she wanted to see the Mard Grander because it would remind her further of the past. It is, after all, forged of the armors worn by the Avatars that she killed. But we soon learned that was not the case. Her powers are useless against the Kald. Her aura of death does not affect them. Apparently, the Kald are soulless beings and have no life force. Thus, her powers cannot affect them.”
“Yes, but the Mard Grander can.” said Balin.
Egret nodded. “Celacia says she wants the Mard Grander so she can kill the Kald and the creature of the Abyss known as the Kaldenthrax. She says she has unfinished business with them; that they once betrayed her master. She also says the hammer can be used to awaken the sleeping Goddess and that after the Kald are destroyed, she shall use it to bring the Goddess back. But I do not believe that is entirely true. She said she first came north because she was looking for somebody she remembered. I think that somebody is the Black Dragon—her master—Darkendrog. I believe that Celacia needs the Mard Grander to bring back her master. If it is true that Holy Father Admael killed Darkendrog, then perhaps the Dragon King’s soul can be found in the Abyss. If she can kill the Kaldenthrax and enter the Abyss, then maybe she can bring back her master. I do not believe she intends to awaken the Goddess at all.” 
Balin looked upon the Council with a raised eyebrow and they all nodded, as if sharing some unspoken secret with him. Balin tapped his fingers on the table and looked back at Egret. “You make some interesting observations, Lord Egret.” said Balin. “Did you come to that conclusion on your own, or with the help of the Jinn?”
“What I have said are my own personal beliefs based on my observations of Celacia.” said Egret. “I would not trust her with the Mard Grander. One need only recall the ancient legends to know that. They make it very clear that she is an enemy of our world.” Even as he said those words, Egret recounted the tales in his own mind. He had often pondered them after Celacia had shown up and had even begun re-reading the old lore books at the Stellarium. Celacia was old. As old as time itself, it would seem, and her legends were entangled with the demonic Kald, the ancient scourge of the North.
The legends began when the Old Gods—the Great Mother and Father—created the universe and it was young and primordial and empty of all but darkness. The Great Mother and Great Father gave birth to the seven Dragon Kings of Creation and charged them with building a beautiful world. There was Terragon, the King Under the Mountain, who ruled the lands; Marakan the Traveler, the Dragon of Lightning and Thunder; Felvurn of the Flames whose very breath could burn hotter than the sun; Sirusk of the Four Winds whose wings could stir forth tornadoes and hurricanes; Formos of the Seas whose domain was the very abyss of the endless oceans; and finally, chief amongst them were the Dragon Kings Darkendrog and Rallenar. Darkendrog the Black was King of Death and Destruction and his rule was also the secret and hidden places of the earth. Rallenar the White was King of Life and Creation and his rule was everything that light shined upon. The Dragon Kings ruled the earth and shaped it and placed upon it all the beasts and plants, and the Old Gods were happy.
In time the Great Father and Mother bore a son and a daughter. The child-gods were Apollyon and Aeoria. It was their births that heralded the dawn of mankind upon the earth, for the Great Mother and Father were so overjoyed by their children that they wanted the Dragon Kings to feel the same happiness that they felt. And so it was that the Old Gods placed man upon the earth, and the Dragon Kings came to be the embodiments of nature and were worshiped by men as gods both terrible and great. 
Like mankind, Aeoria and Apollyon embodied good and evil within their souls, but the Old Gods vowed to nurture them so that their hearts would be filled with warmth and love. They wanted the same for the earth and mankind and they charged the Dragons with seeking balance for the world. And so it was that the Old Gods gave all their love and attention to their baby son and daughter, and the earth slowly faded from their sight as they nurtured their divine children.
As the ages passed Apollyon and Aeoria grew. The little girl Aeoria would often visit the earth to play with the Dragons. The Dragon Kings in kind loved her and watched over her. They would follow her to the very reaches of the cosmos to be by her side. Apollyon, on the other hand, was fascinated by mankind and how easily they were manipulated and tricked; how easily they could be commanded by using a show of force. Apollyon soon took to fomenting chaos upon the world.
With the Dragon Kings often away in the heavens playing with Aeoria, and Apollyon actively seeking chaos for mankind, the world slowly fell out of balance and dark creatures were born. When the Old Gods again turned their attention upon the world they were appalled. Men had begun to war with one another; creatures of evil walked the lands; even the elemental forces of nature had broken continents into islands, turned mountains to volcanoes, wind into tornadoes and water into tsunamis. The world was a far cry from the paradise the Old Gods had envisioned. 
The Old Gods became angered with the Dragon Kings, for they had neglected the earth and allowed it to fall to chaos. They commanded the Dragon Kings to appoint Avatars of men to shape the forces in their stead. It was so that the Dragon Kings exalted one person each to be their Avatars and gave to each of them a weapon and armor made from their very scales. Terragon appointed Dargitan; Marakan appointed Metrator; Felvurn appointed Gambrian; Sirusk appointed Vranick; Formos appointed Aria; Darkendrog appointed Celacia and Rallenar appointed Calavar. 
The Dragonborn Avatars walked the earth as heralds of nature, creation, life and death. They helped to restore some balance and order to the world, but chaos had already taken hold and there was no going back. The Avatars were like living gods and were worshiped by men hand-in-hand with the Dragon Kings. 
Aeoria too loved the Avatars and often walked with them upon the world. Chief amongst them was Calavar, for he was kind and wise and the people of the earth adored him, for he brought life and love to the world. In Calavar, the young Goddess often found words of wisdom and learned much about the ways of mankind, their fortunes and their plights. 
As Aeoria grew older she began spending more time upon the earth to care for mankind. As a gift to the Dragons for their loyalty and love, she lit the stars in the sky for them to play with. It was said that the Dragon Kings loved the stars so much that they arranged them into the constellations so that Aeoria could look upon them from earth and be happy. Mankind could also see the constellations and within them they saw fates and destinies and lights to be guided by. The world rejoiced, and mankind loved Aeoria. 
But upon the earth some men despised her and came to hate the Dragon Kings. They felt the Dragon Kings had forsaken them, and they turned away from the Dragons and began denouncing them. Amongst the Dragon Kings, only Formos felt guilt and returned to the earth. The mighty blue Dragon of the seas found a home in the cold arctics and some people followed her and made her their god. These men eventually became the demonic beings known as the Kald. 
But Apollyon was jealous. The people of the earth hated him and called him the devil. And the Dragons loved his sister more than they loved him. Formos was jealous too, for her brother Kings had forsaken her and the world. And so it was that in each other Formos and Apollyon found solace. In time the two conceived a child. It was a terrible creature of Dragon and Devil, and Formos and Apollyon gave it to their people to worship as their new god. 
The great beast became known as the Kaldenthrax. It was fed the praise of those who worshiped it, and they sacrificed many lives to it. But no matter how much it fed, it’s hunger was insatiable. It was thus that it dug itself deep into the earth in search of sustenance. And that is where it found the Abyss, a hidden realm in the bowels of the earth. 
The Abyss was a place not of earth, but Apollyon realized that here came souls of mortals who were lost; souls trapped between the realms of life and death who had died in wrath and hatefulness and could not pass on. And the Kaldenthrax fed upon them. 
Apollyon and Formos delighted in this, and eventually got their followers to give up their own souls to the Kaldenthrax. Over the long years this twisted the people into the demonic creatures known as the Kald. The Kald were born soulless, giving their very beingness to the great beast of the Abyss. As the creature grew it became ever more terrible and ever more powerful. Apollyon and Formos loved the Kaldenthrax and lived with their Kald in the cold arctics where they were free to do as they pleased. To the arctics the Avatars turned a blind eye, and Aeoria and the Dragon Kings paid it little heed.
But then it came to be that the Kaldenthrax’s hunger outgrew the souls of the lost and those of the Kald. Apollyon and Formos wondered what great powers it would possess if they were to give it the soul of Aeoria and the Dragon Kings. But Apollyon and Formos knew that the Dragon Kings were powerful and would protect Aeoria to the death. There was one among them, however, who could be persuaded to help. Darkendrog was a selfish and jealous creature and often brooded when Aeoria would play with the other Dragons. They knew he wanted her all to himself and they conspired to trick Darkendrog into helping them. 
And so it was that Darkendrog was let in on a secret plan. Apollyon and Formos came to him in secret and told him that they wanted to feed the souls of the Dragon Kings to their beloved Kaldenthrax by using Aeoria as bait. They told Darkendrog that the whole thing was a ruse to get the Dragon Kings all in one place to be killed by the Kaldenthrax. Once all the Dragons were dead, Darkendrog could come in as Aeoria’s savior and take her away and have her all to himself. Apollyon promised Darkendrog that he would not hurt Aeoria, because she was, after all, his sister.
Instrumental in this scheme was Celacia. She, like her master Darkendrog, was bitter. She brooded over the fact that the people of earth adored Calavar and not her. She was hated and feared; a symbol of death, destruction and evil. But of all the Avatars she was most powerful, for nothing could touch her. The fires of Felvurn and Gambrian could not burn her; the stone and steel of Terragon and Dargitan could not cut her; the lightning of Marakan and Metrator could not strike her; the winds of Sirusk and Vranick could not so much as caress her cheek; not even Formos’s own Avatar, Aria, whose very presence was the force of the raging seas could harm her. And so it was that Darkendrog set Celacia loose to kill the Avatars and bring back the one they despised the most: Calavar. 
Celacia obeyed her master with terrible delight. One by one she killed the Avatars until only Calavar was left. Calavar alone was immune to Celacia’s deathly touch, for he was the Avatar of life and creation. But Calavar would not raise his sword to Celacia, and she took him before Darkendrog, Formos and Apollyon. Before the very gates of the Abyss they chained him, and the Kaldenthrax screamed out in pained hunger for his soul. Celacia delighted in Calavar’s suffering, but not even she would be spared the schemes of the two remaining Dragon Kings and Apollyon. It was said that Darkendrog himself deceived Celacia and buried her deep beneath the Abyss where not even she could awaken from death. 
It was after Celacia’s entombment that Apollyon and his conspirators lured his sister Aeoria to the earth. They tricked Aeoria into meeting them in the Abyss, telling her that they had Calavar prisoner. They warned her to come alone and tell none of the Dragon Kings. When Aeoria showed up, she saw Calavar chained before the Kaldenthrax. So dismayed was Aeoria, that she agreed to take his place if they let him go. Apollyon himself chained his sister before the beast so that it could feast upon her divine soul, but he did not let Calavar go. Instead, he threw him into the Abyss where not even his powers of life and creation could save him.
And now, with Aeoria missing, the Dragon Kings became angry and upset. Darkendrog went before them and told them that he alone knew of her whereabouts. He told them that Formos had betrayed them all and that she and Apollyon had taken her prisoner and chained her before their terrible child, the Kaldenthrax. 
Apollyon and Formos knew that the Dragon Kings would now come to her aid and they prepared for the final battle. As the Kaldenthrax fed upon Aeoria’s soul it became more powerful. The Kald were emboldened and decided to come down from the arctics and attack the realms of men, for they knew that each human they killed would be one more soul for the Kaldenthrax. Meanwhile, the Dragon Kings went to the Abyss to fight Apollyon and get Aeoria back. 
As the Dragon Kings entered the Abyss, the Kaldenthrax attacked them. Darkendrog came forth from the shadows to do battle with them as well. It was Rallenar who managed to free Aeoria, and not wanting to risk any harm to her, spirited her away to safety. The legends said that after rescuing the Goddess, Rallenar learned of the demise of the Avatars. Angry and upset, the mighty white dragon began collecting all of their fallen weapons and armor.
Within the Abyss, only Formos, Darkendrog, Felvurn and the Kaldenthrax were left. All the other Dragon Kings had fallen and the Kaldenthrax ate their souls and became ever more fearsome. As Formos moved in to finish off Felvurn, Apollyon and the Kaldenthrax turned on Darkendrog, betraying him. Angered, Darkendrog killed Formos and then fled away to lick his wounds. Felvurn was badly injured, and as Apollyon screamed in rage that his love, Formos, was dead, the Kaldenthrax moved in to finish off Felvurn. Just then, Rallenar returned and he had the fallen Avatars’ weapons and armor with him. 
The Kaldenthrax was too powerful at this point, having consumed much of Aeoria’s life as well as the lives of the fallen Dragon Kings. Knowing that fighting the creature was now futile, Rallenar and Felvurn took the Avatar’s armors and Felvurn melted them into a single chain. The chain was known as the Elemental Chain, for it was made of the armors of the Avatars and contained the very might of the elements they commanded. As his final act, Felvurn sacrificed himself to the Kaldenthrax so that Rallenar could bind the beast to the very foundations of the earth. So powerful was the chain, having been forged of all the might of earth, air, fire, water and lightning, that nothing save the five elements could ever break it. And so it was, that for all time, the Kaldenthrax would be chained before the gates of the Abyss, unable to escape its bindings.
But there came to be one artifact that could break the Elemental Chain: the Mard Grander. 
The Old Gods were furious about what had happened. All the Dragon Kings, save Rallenar and Darkendrog, were dead. All the Avatars gone. The legends said the two Old Gods were so distraught by the havoc wreaked that they gave themselves up to become Heaven and Hell. The Great Father became the domain known as Hell and his son, Apollyon would lord over this domain so that he would forever be forced to witness the souls of the tormented. Such would be his punishment for the evil schemes he unfolded. The Great Mother became the domain of Heaven and placed her daughter, Aeoria, as lord of this realm. The mortals of earth so adored her that it was decided that in death men of good will could forever walk amongst her spirit. 
And for the men of Duroton, the Great Gods had one last gift. Duroton had fought valiantly against the Kald and for many ages had held them off, keeping them confined to the arctics. As their final act, the Great Gods took the swords from the fallen Avatars—the swords of Earth, Air, Fire, Water and Lightning—and forged them into a single, all-powerful hammer. That hammer was the Mard Grander. Within it was contained all the fury of the elements and the Great Gods charged that it would go to the righteous men of Duroton and they would use it to uphold the domains of men. There was no enemy the Mard Grander could not smite, and they charged that the men of Duroton would use it to uphold the North from the Kald so that all the domains of men would remain safe from the abominable creatures. So fearful was the power of the Mard Grander that the mere idea of it held the Kald at bay. 
Egret inhaled deeply and looked upon the Council who all seemed lost in the same legends and myths as he had been. “Celacia is a deceiver. I believe Celacia is here to somehow bring back her master. If Darkendrog is brought back, chaos will reign upon this world. The legends say that when the final star falls from the sky, an age of destruction shall be visited upon us. The stars are all but gone now. I believe Celacia is the herald of this new age and that if she can bring back Darkendrog, that age will come to pass. But I swear beneath the Duroton sky that I will make sure she will fail in that mission. And if it is true that the hammer can be used to awaken the Goddess, then Duroton should see that done as well.”
Balin nodded his head. “Very clever deductions. To be quite honest with you, the Jinn have told us they believe much the same. But, certainly you know Celacia is powerful enough to accomplish her goals without our help?”
“It has crossed my mind more than once.” admitted Egret. “But I also believe we have the one thing she needs, and that is the Mard Grander. Celacia has only agreed to work with us and to deliver the skull because she is seeking a means to reforge the hammer. I do not think it is wise that we entertain any of her ambitions.”
Balin nodded. “She wants the Mard Grander reforged.” admitted Balin. He looked at Egret very severely now. “And we have agreed to give it to her.”
Egret scowled. “With all due respect—”
“Hear us out, Lord Egret.” said Balin. “We have no intention of letting her have the Mard Grander, but we do need that skull if it is as powerful as Celacia claims. The Jinn have told us that with the skull we will be able to forge star-metal for our own needs, but they also believe it can be used to reforge the Mard Grander. Celacia knows the hammer is broken. She believes the skull can be used to reforge it. After all, it was the breath of the Dragon King Felvurn who melted the armors of the Avatars into the Elemental Chain. The Mard Grander was created from the weapons of those same Avatars, so we do have reason to believe that it is possible.”
Balin looked to the rest of the council and gestured for them to all stand. They all looked upon Egret and Balin said, “Lord Egret, we cannot allow Celacia to obtain the Mard Grander after it is reforged. On behalf of King Garidrir and this Council, we task you, Lord Egret, with protecting the Mard Grander from her at all costs.”
“We shall string her along as long as we can,” said Councilman Gefjon. “If we can use the skull to reforge star-metal and the Mard Grander, we will have weapons that can be used against her.”
“We cannot let her bring back the Black Dragon,” said Balin, looking at Egret.
Egret thought for a moment. “You plan to use the skull to reforge the Mard Grander and then wield it against Celacia?”
Balin looked at Egret. “You know as well as this Council that our weapons are useless against Celacia. Our swords would turn to dust before they even scratched her skin. But her powers have no sway over star-metal. If we could armor you and the Dark Star Knights in Star-Armor and arm you with weapons of star-metal, we could destroy her and all her evil ambitions.”
Gefjon spoke now, looking at Egret. “We also believe that the Mard Grander, once reforged, could be wielded against her. However, this Council and King Garidrir think it prudent to let the hammer remain broken until Celacia can be dealt with. We cannot risk the hammer falling to her.”
“Lord Egret,” said Balin, gesturing to the glass ceiling above. “Beneath the Duroton sky will you swear to protect the Mard Grander and slay Celacia?”
Egret nodded. “By the Lands of Duroton, I shall not fail.”
“Then it is settled. As soon as we can have weapons and armor of star-metal crafted that can be worn by you and your men, you shall wield them against Celacia,” said Balin. “In the meantime, you must not let the Mard Grander fall to her hands. No one must know of this. Not Brandrir or Dagrir or any of the Knights of the Dark Stars. Only the King, the Jinn and we in this room know of this plot.”
The Councilmen all bowed slightly to Egret. “As always, Lord Egret, your loyalty to Duroton is unmatched.” said Balin. “We thank you for your service.”
Egret bowed his head slightly.
“You are dismissed,” said Balin. “Please return to see King Garidrir. I believe he requires your services.”
Egret turned and left the room. Once the door was closed, Balin took his seat with the rest of the council. “That solves one of our issues,” said Balin. He sighed and tapped his fingers on the table.
“If the hammer can indeed be used to awaken Aeoria, Egret will want to figure out how the hammer can be used to do that, and so will the Saints.” said Parvailes, jumping right into the discussion that Balin had eluded to. “I think we can all agree on that. He admitted as much when he told us why he took that Saint Isley for himself.”
Hymnar nodded. “We all heard him. He said it himself he has been getting to know Celacia better than anyone. He’s already trying to figure out from her how the hammer can be used to awaken the Goddess, I’m sure of it.”
“Indeed,” said Gefjon. “But he won’t be awakening her to kill her.”
“We should let Celacia do the deed,” said Aldur. “If she kills the Goddess, so be it. That’s what we want, isn’t it?”
“But what if she fails?” croaked Parvailes. “Are you willing to risk everything this Council has fought for over the years on it? Worse, what if she succeeds in bringing back Darkendrog? It’s best we never let her take the hammer in the first place.”
“I concur with Rankin,” said Gefjon. “If the Goddess is sleeping, let her sleep. What difference is it if she’s dead or sleeping. Either way she’s of no concern.”
“Hear, hear!” said much of the Council in unison.
Balin looked up at the Council. “The prudent thing to do is ensure Celacia never obtains the Mard Grander. Once we get the skull, we have the Jinn experiment in reforging star-metal into weapons and armor that our people can use. Without it, we have no means to even touch Celacia. Once she’s gone, we have Egret return the hammer to the King. If Egret persists in finding and awakening the Goddess, we have Tarquin to fall back on. We have him silence Egret permanently if it comes to that.”
“And what if Brandrir takes the throne tomorrow?” asked Parvailes. “We cannot yet be certain the crown will go to Dagrir.”
Balin sighed and tapped his fingers on the table. He clucked his tongue and then looked at the Council. “That is going to be a thorn in our side. But if Brandrir takes the throne we’ll have bigger worries in our immediate future. All we can do now is make sure Celacia does not get that hammer. If we have to, we send Egret away with it and tell Celacia he stole it. That will buy us some time until we can obtain star-metal for our soldiers.”
“Agreed,” said Gefjon. “No use locking ourselves into anything until we know who takes the crown tomorrow. With any luck Brandrir is already half way back to the Grimwatch.”
“Hear, hear!”
Balin sighed loudly. “What’s left on the agenda?”
“We have the matter of the reparations Brandrir ordered us to pay the Icelanders,” said Parvailes as he looked over a parchment. “And we have the issue of the gasline in Snowbearing. We need another ten-thousand phoenix to finish the repairs. Lord Angmir met with Jord here and the King last night about it. I do believe he rode all the way here more to voice his complaints than for the Rising of the Phoenix.”
“Indeed,” said Jord. “As Councilman of Collections and Taxes I’ve met with more nobles than I can count the last few days. Snowbearing is not the only city that needs things. Lord Misendrar from Grayfrost has been asking for more knights for over a year. We just can’t afford to send anymore Northern Guardsmen away. He says he can live without a Dark Star Knight to head his army but he needs more than just villagers as soldiers.”
“Money is a real concern right now,” said Rankin. 
“It’s only going to get worse if we don’t start acting on some of these issues soon,” said Jord. “Lord Misendrar is refusing to pay another phoenix in taxes until we get him his knights.”
“You know,” said Balin, brightening up as his eyebrow raised. “I think we might be able to kill two birds with one stone. What say we have Lord Tarquin test out his new Saints? The Icelanders are swimming in money. Send the Saints over there on a ship. They can clean up the place and suddenly we have the phoenix for Snowbearing’s gaslines, Grayfrost’s knights, and plenty more to spare.”
There was some chuckles amongst the Councilmen. “That’s not a bad idea,” admitted Jord. “Any survivors will just say it was Saints.”
“Brandrir would never approve,” said Rankin Parvailes. “If he takes the throne tomorrow and finds out, it isn’t going to be my head on the chopping block.”
“Who says he has to find out?” said Balin, raising his brow. “If Brandrir takes the crown tomorrow, he’ll have far too much to deal with to think about the Icelanders. Besides, more likely, he’ll run back off to the Grimwatch like he said. He’s not one to make idle threats.”
“If we do this, word must never get out.” cautioned Parvailes. “Not to Dagrir, not to Lord Egret, and I’d hesitate to even tell King Garidrir.”
“It would have to be complete eradication,” said Gefjon. “No survivors. No women. No children.”
“Isn’t that what Saints do?” said Balin. “Isn’t that what the southern kingdoms use them for? Quell dissent? Strike fear?”
“But women and children?” pressed Aldur. “Will Saints do such a thing?”
Balin cracked a little smile. “Let me tell you of the kingdom of Valdasia and King Verami and his Queen, Loretta. They’re brother and sister, you know. Incestuous lovers. Apparently only his own sister could love such a sickly, crippled man.”
“Yes, we all know of the depravity of the southern kingdoms.” said Aldur, waving a dismissive hand. “Gatima of Jerusa starves his people while silos of grain rot. King Dhanzeg of Narbereth mutilates any who might be more beautiful than his own daughters. It all makes for lurid campfire tales, but what’s that have to do with the Icelanders?”
“His sister Loretta is said to be barren,” said Balin. “But she desperately wants a child. They say she is called the Dire Mother and all the women of Valdasia fear her. She sends her Saints out to take newborns from their mothers. She lets them suckle from her fallow breasts until they die. They say her nursery has endless rows of shelves, heavy with jars of bones from the babies she’s starved upon her breasts.” 
“Your point?” said Aldur.
“It’s the Saints that do it all.” said Balin. “It’s not the Kings that carry out these things. It’s the Saints that bring those babies to their deaths in Valdasia. It’s the Saints that take the food from the people in Jerusa and let them starve. Killing women and children is what Saints do. Full eradication of the Icelanders is a job well suited for Lord Tarquin and his new Saints Alliance, is it not?”
There were some murmurs throughout the table. 
“What do we do with Lord Tarquin and the Saints if they succeed?” asked Hymnar. “What if they speak?”
“There is an old saying in my hometown of Byfrust,” said Balin. “An old Durotonian saying that goes something like Nupta pensum vel nupta argentum. Betrothed to duty or betrothed to gold. It means he who is married to duty is not married to gold, and he who is married to gold is not married to his duty. You see, Brandrir and Egret, they are betrothed to duty. Enamored with honor and vows and everything that comes with their office. But men like Lord Tarquin and the Saints, they are betrothed to gold. Wealth and power. Men like Tarquin will toe any line you give them if you make it worth their while.”
Jord nodded his head vigorously. “Lord Tarquin is on board with this Council,” he reminded. 
“Indeed he is, and very much so.” said Balin. “It’s why we recommended King Garidrir to appoint him over Egret. Let us not forget that Tarquin came to me in the first place. Once he got word that Duroton might be granting Exaltations he wanted to be first in line to be given to an Exalted if the opportunity presented itself. I told him that if the deal with Celacia worked out I’d do him one better. You should have seen his eyes light up when I told him I’d make him Captain of the Saints Alliance. Now he can repay us for the favor.”
There were some more murmurings.
“No survivors.” said Gefjon at last. “No witnesses. Complete eradication.” 
“I’ll send for Lord Tarquin at once.” said Balin. “Let’s see how well these Saints perform.”



— 8 —
A CALL TO DUTY

“So, just like this, you’re leaving for the Grimwatch?” said Dagrir, but Brandrir was only half listening as he tightened the saddle around Stormwild’s frame. It was a large and powerful Icelandic Great-Hoof with the typical markings of its breed: stark-white with black stripes under the eyes and a pair around each ankle. One of the most powerful and courageous horses in all of the North, and indeed the world, the Great-Hoofs were a rare breed, and even rarer to be saddle-broken. But breaking Great-Hoofs was something of a hobby to Lord Tarquin who led the Stellarium Guard and the castle had a number of magnificent and rideable specimens. Stormwild had been a gift to Brandrir for his twentieth birthday, and the steed had served him well and faithfully for the last five years. 
“Father wants you to stay.” persisted Dagrir. “I want you to stay. Please, brother, you’ve got to learn how to deal with the Council.”
Brandrir pushed himself past his brother and opened up one of the saddlebags to make sure he had packed enough rations and supplies to last. The Grimwatch was over three-hundred miles away and some of the country, especially near the Blue Wilds, could get treacherous. 
“Brandrir,” said Dagrir. “I know you hate politics. Unfortunately, playing that game is part of being King.”
Brandrir pushed past his brother to check the other saddlebag.
Dagrir sighed. “You told me more than a few times that once you became King you were going to make great changes. If you still hope to accomplish those changes you have to play the game. At least for now. You need to learn how our kingdom works. You need to understand the wants and needs of the nobles.”
Brandrir closed the saddlebag quickly and turned to his brother. “Do you remember the night the Kald came?” He held up his mechanical arm. “The night that took my left arm? The night that left those scars upon your neck?”
“The night that took mother from us.” added Dagrir, rubbing at his neck and the ruined pink flesh around it. “How could I forget?”
“That’s the thing,” said Brandrir. “Sometimes, I do think you forget.”
“Brother…”
“Not what happened that night,” said Brandrir. “Not what I did or what happened to you or mother. I think you forget the men and women that died that night, and I don’t mean our Northern Guardsmen or our Knights of the Dark Stars. I mean the people of Duroton. The people that fought from all around. The armies of farmers and villagers that came. Of the women and children who didn’t have swords but came with pitchforks and axes in hand. Do you remember how many came without nobles and their knights in the lead? Those people came not because father commanded it or some noble lording over them told them they must. They came because they were the sons and daughters of Duroton. They came because this is their land.”
“Brother—”
“No,” roared Brandrir, feeling his face flush with anger. “You sit in that council room and talk of exaltations and rights of nobility, but I tell you this, brother: that night when the walls of Durtania fell, they fell not because the sons and daughters of Duroton didn’t heed their call, but because the nobles and their knights did not come. Where was Lord Angmir and the knights of Snowbearing that night? Where was Lord Misendrar and the knights of Grayfrost?”
Dagrir’s face suddenly hardened and his dark eyes seemed to burn fiercely now. Brandrir rarely saw this face on his brother and he’d be lying if he said he wasn’t stunned by it now. “So, you want to speak of memories?” piped Dagrir. He bit his lip and looked away and Brandrir thought he could almost see tears forming in his eyes. He looked back at him and said. “Let’s talk of memories then. Do you remember the Royal Guard that night? Do you remember them rescuing us? I do. How could I forget. They made it very clear just how worthless I was.”
Brandrir closed his eyes and the memories of that night were there in vivid detail playing out before him. He was but eight years old, Dagrir only four. He stabbed the demon in its belly, its blood like liquid nitrogen froze his left arm solid and the beast shattered it like glass. His arm had been replaced with the mechanical one he wore now, but he could still feel that searing coldness in it. It was a pain that had never left and never dulled in his mind. He remembered laying upon the floor, the beast’s maw lurching for him, and then the thwack of an arrow exploding through its skull.
Brandrir was lifted up, his mind foggy from the pain as he gripped his ruined arm. The flesh was still frozen, but on the tattered ends it was already thawing enough to ooze red blood. He looked up and saw he was in the arms of a Royal Guardsman who held him securely under his arm. Others in their plate armor lacquered white and emblazoned with the golden phoenix of Duroton stabbed and pierced at the remaining Kald until all lay dead or dying. 
Brandrir’s eyes rolled, fighting back unconsciousness until he could be certain his brother was alive. Finally he saw him across the room. Dagrir lay crumpled, crying but alive, beneath a demon bleeding out all over the bed. His mother was there too. She was screaming at the Guardsmen as she held her torn gown over her chest. “What took you so long?”
“Was Fameil, milady. He pulled us from the hallway. Told us to reinforce the battlements. Not sure why.”
Another guard offered his words as well. “Your son’s cries summoned us at once. But quickly, we must go. This turret is no longer safe.”
Words were fading in and out of his wavering mind. He heard the Guardsmen yelling for them to get out quickly, that more Kald were coming. It was then he felt the warmth of his mother’s hand upon his head. His eyes cracked open and she was there, but the image frightened him and he began struggling in the Guardsman’s arms. His mother’s face was disfigured by frostbite. Her left eye was swollen and red, and Brandrir could see the hand of a Kald seared upon her cheek. Her lips were black and blue from where they had defiled her mouth, and her right ear was sickly purple and covered with ice. 
“Shh, shh,” said his mother softly, and Brandrir felt calmed by her familiar voice. She wrapped a torn piece of gown around the oozing stump of his arm. He was vaguely aware of the dull pain as she pulled it taught and began tying it tight, but all he could focus on now was her exposed chest and the terrible scars and ruined flesh caused by the fingers of the Kald as they had groped her.
One of the knights now grabbed his mother, the Queen, by the shoulders and tore her away from him. “Quickly milady! We must go now!” he said.
Brandrir was still in the arms of one of the guards, and as he turned, he could see Dagrir standing alone near a fallen Kald. His eyes were red and dripping, his mouth open as he cried out for mama. His neck was striped with demonic finger marks seared into his flesh. Brandrir shook unconsciousness’s grip from his head and reached out with his right arm toward Dagrir. He saw his brother’s little fingers outstretched to him, but the guard moved too quickly and Brandrir was torn away as he saw Dagrir scream out for him.
“Quickly!” cried one of the guards.
“What of the little one?”
“Only the first-born succeeds the King!”
Brandrir’s eyes rolled the other direction and he could see his mother already far down the hall with two knights pushing her forward. Brandrir kicked and squirmed and felt himself slip from the cold, lacquered armor of the knight’s arms and his feet hit the cold stone. He heard the knight swear but he tore forward and grabbed his brother’s hand, gripping it as strongly as he could. “I won’t leave you.”
He felt himself pushed forward and he took Dagrir with him, clutching him in his right hand as they were whisked through darkened corridors of the castle. Everything seemed so big—the stones of the walls, the length of the passageways—and the clanking of the Royal Guard in front of him seemed so loud. Wails of men, the clanging of swords, the shrieking of Kald—these sounds haunted every corridor and chamber, restrained and eerily hushed by the thick castle walls. A thunderclap rocked the castle and Brandrir felt dust rain down upon him. 
The pace of the Royal Guard quickened and Brandrir struggled to keep up. His legs were tired. His ruined left arm throbbed and unconsciousness threatened to take its hold any minute. He could feel the hand of his brother slipping, but Brandrir refused to leave Dagrir behind. Clenching Dagrir’s hand tighter, Brandrir looked into his brother’s teary eyes. “I will protect you,” he said.
Now there were terrible sounds behind them. The Royal Guard began shouting and he could hear his mother was crying. All around him screams echoed in the darkness. He and his brother were now straggling behind. The clank of the Royal Guard seemed very distant, but Brandrir refused to leave his brother in the darkness. 
Suddenly he was grabbed and lifted into the air. He felt Dagrir’s hand being torn from his fingers. Brandrir cried out. He looked back and saw his brother fall to the floor, slowly fading into the darkness behind. Brandrir began battering on his captor, struggling against the strong grip, and it was then that he realized he was in the arms of a Royal Guardsman, his fists bouncing off the lacquered armor. 
“My sons! My sons!” Brandrir heard the cries of his mother in the forward distance. 
“Where’s the young one?” A harsh yell from one of the guards.
“Only the eldest succeeds the King!” His captor’s yell was full of panic. “Just go! Hurry, they are coming!”
At that moment, as the sight of his brother was swallowed by the dark abyss of the corridor, Brandrir knew they meant to leave Dagrir behind. Frantically he began punching at his captor’s face. The hard steel of the helmet cut into his flesh, but Brandrir kept beating and pounding with his one remaining hand and struggling until he felt himself falling and then smacking his chin hard upon the stone floor. Scrambling to his feet, he ran back into the darkness where his brother sat terrified and crying. 
But beyond his brother something moved in the shadows. Ice began to encroach upon the stone walls and floor. He saw yellow eyes gleaming at the far end of the corridor, and hissing and growling now echoed through the darkness. Brandrir grabbed his brother’s hand and dragged him to his feet, but Dagrir stumbled forward and Brandrir fell to his back, his brother piling on top of him. As he rolled Dagrir off, a Kald emerged from the shadow-cast corridor, its eyes cruel and remorseless. Its bestial maw opened in a wide, joyous hiss, releasing a fog of cold, smokey breath into the air as it raised its wicked blade. Brandrir immediately rolled on top of his brother, awaiting the biting pain of its curved sword. 
Then the whip of an arrow. And another. Then another. Kald blood, like arctic rain, fell upon Brandrir’s back. Turning, he saw the creature fall, its face pierced with a gruesome bouquet of arrows. Suddenly Brandrir felt the brutal hands of a guard lift him to his feet with a constricting grip around his waist. Just in the nick of time was he able to reach down and grab Dagrir’s hand before being whisked away yet again. Ahead, in the obscure distance, a guard whose voice trembled with despair yelled the word, “Hurry!”
Many times through that corridor Brandrir could feel the hand of his brother slipping from his grasp, but each time he willed strength to his hand until every muscle and tendon in it throbbed. The bestial sounds of demons chased them, and they retreated ever deeper into the roots of the castle. 
Brandrir wanted to stop; to hold his ground and fight. The fact that the Royal Guard fled—that they would leave Dagrir behind given the chance—confused and dismayed him. And suddenly, he wanted to cry. He wanted to scream out for mother; to run faster than the guards; to cry out in hopelessness. But what then of Dagrir? What then of mother? What then of the Royal Guard? No, thought Brandrir. I am to be King one day. None shall despair by my presence. 
And so he ran down the corridor, as fast as he could with Dagrir in hand, holding back any tear or sign of weakness that might enter his heart, until at last a doorway in the distance came into view. There his mother stood, leaning forward for him with outstretched arms, her eyes wide with fear and streaked with tears and demon blood. Behind her, in the chamber beyond the doorway, stood four more Royal Guardsmen with weapons drawn. “Hurry!” they shouted.
The door slammed behind them, and Brandrir was thrown out of the way as the guards rushed to barricade the door. They were in a small room deep within the castle. It was dark and windowless with only a single torch upon the wall providing light. Boxes and crates lined each wall and there were no doors here, save the one they came in through. 
“Where is Snowbearing? Where are the knights of Grayfrost?” one of the guards was shouting as he rushed to barricade the door with anything he could find.
“They have not come. They have betrayed us!” another of the guards answered as he braced himself against the door. Then, pointing to one of the guards who seemed to be cowering in the corner, he yelled, “Protect the queen!” He pointed to another guard, “You defend the child at all costs.”
Just then fingers of ice began entering the room, creeping in above and under the door and from both sides. The wood iced over and then there was a terrible crashing upon the door which nearly threw the guard off of it. Brandrir heard the wood splintering. Two of the guards slammed their shoulders back against the frosty wood just as another loud hammering hit it. 
Brandrir was thrown into the corner by the guard nearest him just as the door exploded in a shower of splinters. The two guards at the door made terrible screams, and Brandrir heard the distinct sound of swords biting through bone. Brandrir became aware that his left arm was throbbing now. He looked down and gasped. The fabric his mother had wrapped it in was soaked through with blood and was dripping onto the floor. Dagrir too became aware of it and his eyes went wide as he screamed out in terror. Brandrir tried to hide his destroyed arm and took Dagrir in his other arm. He looked to his brother who sat near him crying, and suddenly a great anger surged within his soul. “I promise I will not let them hurt you,” he said, clenching Dagrir’s shoulder. “I’ll never leave you behind.”
The guard nearest Brandrir and his brother charged toward the door and was cut down by one of the frightening beasts as it exploded through the entryway. Another beast charged toward his mother, only to be cut down by the guard before her, its body crumpling only inches from Brandrir and his brother.
Another two beasts burst through the doorway, trampling the bodies of the three fallen guards. They rushed toward his mother, and Brandrir called out to her, but his voice was drowned out by the guard’s yell as he thrust out his sword, impaling the foul demon. The second Kald moved in with a thrust of its own, and the guard parried. As the two circled each other, exchanging quick thrusts, Brandrir looked to his brother, trying to will strength to himself. His arm was beginning to feel like it was on fire, and he was afraid to look down at it again. 
The last remaining guard struck out at the demon, quickly maneuvering to disarm it and decapitate it in a single, fluid motion. The guard grabbed the Queen by the arm and threw her behind him. Before Brandrir knew it, he was back in his mother’s arms. Dagrir was at his side, and they huddled in the corner of the room. 
The guard stood his ground before them as six more Kald filed into the room. These Kald were different though. Although they had the same cobalt blue scales, serpentine head and bat-like wings as the others, this foul lot wore scaled armor clumped with white ice, their heavy boots clanking on the stone floor, creating spreading webs of frost. But there was something else about them that Brandrir could detect. Something about them that radiated power and authority. Brandrir knew these were not the rank and file demons the guards had fought off. These were something else.
The guard flourished his blade, the silvery metal glinting in the torchlight of the room. Six Kald spread out, encircling him. The room filled with their frigid aura and the guard’s frantic breaths began to smoke. “Stay back!”
The demons all cracked a wicked smile and hissed an insidious laugh. The guard flourished his blade again, ready to attack, but then something echoed in the darkness of the hall beyond the room. It was heavy footfalls on the stone. They came slowly but very certainly, as if each clank upon the stone had its own will in the approach. The Kald gave pause and even the guard sensed what Brandrir could, that somebody of great power was approaching, but it was not a demon. 
The heavy footfalls came nearer and Brandrir held Dagrir tightly in his arm as the Queen stood to her feet. Fameil, one of the Knights of the Dark Stars and Captain of the Royal Guard, strode in. He was a broad and powerful man made into a menacing figure by his heavy plate armor which was sculpted like the body of a marbled god. It was gleaming and lacquered black, with every edge rounded and gilded with gold. His footfalls were heavy upon the floor, his steel boots biting into the very stone. His golden hair was plastered to his forehead with sweat and his smokey eyes gleamed like sword steel in the torchlight. 
As he came closer the blood from the fallen guards and Kald began to bead up and then float into the air. The bodies of the fallen slowly rising up, hovering just off the ground. Brandrir knew this man well. Fameil was his friend Etheil’s father. Fameil was aloof and reserved and rarely spoke to men other than the King. Brandrir always felt uneasy around him, but never so much as at this moment. 
“Fameil!” The Queen rushed to his side, holding her tattered gown upon her body as she brushed past the demons. “Where have you been?”
The Kald hissed and seemed to shrink away from the man, but Brandrir saw something in their yellow eyes that belied their animosity toward the Captain of the Royal Guard. Even the Royal Guardsman took a step back and did not relax his grip on his sword. 
“Milord?” the guard’s voice quavered. 
Fameil shot him a steely glance. 
“Dispatch these beasts at once!” demanded the Queen, eying the Kald with abhorrence. Brandrir tightened his arm around Dagrir, still fighting off the pain that engulfed him and the unconsciousness that loomed in his foggy mind. 
“Right away,” said Fameil in his cold, hard voice. The Kald hissed and hunched their backs, tightening their grip on their swords. 
The bloody droplets and fallen bodies lifted higher into the air and suddenly the remaining guard fell to his hands and knees. He struggled to stay up, as if some great force was pushing him down, driving him into the stone floor. He looked up, his eyes wide with fear. “Milord, why?!” he screamed, but he would never get an answer. His arms and legs crumpled beneath him. He screamed horrifically as his armor crushed in on itself. Brandrir could hear bones breaking, steel folding, and after a final, terrible squeal, the man’s life was ended and blood flowed out from his crushed armor.
Fameil scowled and turned to the Queen. He relaxed his powerful aura and the blood and bodies all fell back to the floor. The Queen looked up at Fameil, her eyes wide with horror. Then there was a tremulous thunder that shook the very foundations of the castle. The torch that blazed on the wall wavered and sprinkles of dust streamed down from the ceiling. Fameil’s eyes briefly looked up to the rafters before returning to the Queen. “I do think this castle is going to fall, my lady.”
The demons all looked at each other and chuckled with sinister knowing, their breath puffing clouds of frigid smoke.
“Fameil!” gasped the Queen, shrinking on the floor into the corner as the beasts gathered around the Captain of the Royal Guard. “What is the meaning of this?”
Brandrir looked at Dagrir. His brother was frantic, crying and wailing. The room seemed to tumble and roll as he fought off unconsciousness. He chanced a look down at his arm. It was on fire with pain. There was an horrific amount of blood. A strange thought floated in his mind that he ought to run over to one of the Kald and touch it to its body to freeze it and numb the pain, but he knew that was foolish. He knew at this point he could not even stand. 
The hissing of steel now drew Brandrir’s attention. He looked up and saw that Fameil had unsheathed his sword. Dagrir began wailing more loudly. Fameil strode to Brandrir’s mother and knelt beside her, his armored knee clanking heavily upon the stone as he grabbed her by the chin. 
The Queen looked at Fameil, her eyes frantic. “What is the meaning of this?”
“The meaning of this, lady Brandolyn, is to end the Thorodin bloodline.” said Fameil coldly. He put the tip of his sword to her neck. 
“My sons!” she screamed. “Don’t hurt my sons!”
“I’m sorry,” said Fameil. “But this bloodline is going to have to end tonight.”
Brandrir remembered the sounds of his mother’s breath choking and sticking in her throat as the blade dug deeply and slowly. The blackness of unconsciousness overtook him just as the silver tip of the blade came through the back of her head.
“Do you remember that night?” snarled Dagrir, snapping Brandrir back to present time. He looked at his younger brother whose eyes were red, welling with tears. Those pink stripes on his neck stood out more boldly now. “Do you remember how the Royal Guard kept repeating those words? ‘Only the first-born succeeds the King’ is what they said, brother! Over and over and over again I heard those words!”
Brandrir bit his lip and looked down at the stable floor. He felt his brother push him on his chest and he nearly stumbled backward into Stormwild. 
“Do you remember them saying that?” screamed Dagrir, and Brandrir was forced to look his brother in the eyes. “Do you?!”
Brandrir inhaled deeply and turned his eyes down.
Brandrir felt his brother grab him around the top of his breastplate and yank him down. “Do you remember them saying that!” he roared again, his eyes wide and spit flying from his mouth.
Brandrir nodded but could not look his brother in the eyes. Dagrir pushed him away as he released his grip. 
“So let’s talk about who remembers what,” screamed Dagrir. “Because I remember standing there alone in that cold bedroom! You were there and mother and all the guards had come in, but I was standing there alone! The guards were there helping mother and rushing to your aid. I had to push the body of the Kald from my back as it lay bleeding ice out onto the bed! I remember mother wrapping your arm and then the guards ushering her out the door as I stood there screaming for her—reaching for her—and it was as if I wasn’t even there! And then I saw the guards carrying you off! I heard them say it, brother! I heard them say to leave me, because only you succeed the King!”
Brandrir looked at his brother, his lips pursed into a frown of their own accord and he felt a warm tear stream down his face. 
“Tell me now, Brandrir!” yelled Dagrir. “Tell me now what I should remember! After that night, after father killed Fameil, you went out after Etheil to protect him! When father sentenced him to spend a long night in the Blue Wilds and he returned with that wolf of his, you went away with him to train and fight. All the while I was stuck at this castle! Stuck with father in Council meetings! Stuck learning the books of law and pouring over maps of Duroton and learning the names and titles of all the nobles so you could go off and be a knight or Captain of the Grimwatch or whatever else you fancied yourself!” 
Dagrir looked away now, his eyes dark and his voice full of a venom Brandrir had never heard before. “And my whole life, while I sat in Council meeting after Council meeting, all I could think was that you, brother, were the one who got the crown.” He looked at Brandrir and spat out the words, “I was but a steward for you. And now, it is finally my turn to live my life but once again you’re going to run back to that landsforsaken Grimwatch and leave me to do your duty?”
Against his own will Brandrir felt his eyes flood with tears and stream down his face. He reached out to Dagrir and took him into his arms, squeezing him tight. Dagrir wept upon his shoulder. “I am so sorry, brother.” said Brandrir, holding him close. “I do remember them saying that. I do remember them trying to leave you. I am so sorry. I am sorry for everything.”
They held each other for a long moment until at last Dagrir pulled himself away and looked at Brandrir with red eyes, his face wet with tears. “I remember something else that night. I remember you coming back for me. I remember seeing everybody leaving the room. I remember seeing mother being taken away and then you being carried out. All I could think, as I stood there alone and crying, was that I was in my tomb. I remembered above all else not wanting to die there alone amongst the shattered glass of the window and the bodies of the Kald. And I remember you coming back for me. I saw you slide out of the knight’s arms and run toward me. I remember my hand slipping from yours in that long, dark hall and you coming back for me.”
Brandrir stood looking at his brother, his lips pursed and tears streaming as he nodded. “I told you I would never leave you behind. But that’s all I’ve done my whole life.”
“Take the crown tomorrow,” said Dagrir. “Or everything from that night is wasted.”
Brandrir nodded and stifled his tears. He looked upon his brother and steeled himself to speak of something he had never openly spoke of to anybody. He had heard the whispers. He had heard the rumors of the Jinn, that they foresaw a terrible omen in him. And he was ashamed of it. For how long had the Jinn seen this? The whispers around the castle had only begun a few years ago, but in Fameil’s betrayal he admitted to wanting to end the Thorodin bloodline. Brandrir had often wondered alone in dark, sleepless nights if they had known back then of the omen and sent Fameil to prevent him from ever taking the throne. Part of him wondered if that is why he did not want the crown. Brandrir looked at his brother. “There are whispers that my reign will bring Duroton to flames and ruin.”
Dagrir sniffed and looked Brandrir in the eyes. “Let Duroton decide that, not the Jinn. Let Duroton rise a phoenix for you tomorrow.”
“What if the Phoenix does not rise?” said Brandrir. “What if the omens are true and the Lands denounce me?”
“Duroton has never failed to rise a phoenix for a Thorodin.” assured Dagrir. “In my heart I know you are true to the Lands. A phoenix will rise for you tomorrow.”
Brandrir forced a little smile and placed his right hand on his brother’s shoulder. “The Council all hate me. Even if the phoenix rises and I am made King, the Council will do all they can to work against me.”
Dagrir smiled. “This time, it will be I who will be there for you. I shall not leave you alone in that shark tank. You are the rightful King of Duroton,” said Dagrir. “Not me. And the Council will have to deal with that fact.”
Brandrir looked at his brother and inhaled deeply.
“Don’t you dare leave me alone to the Council again,” said Dagrir, smiling.
Brandrir nodded his head and smiled. “I will not leave you again.” he said. “It is time I keep the promise I made to you that night.”
Dagrir wrapped his arms around Brandrir and hugged him tightly. “Brandrir Thorodin, you shall make a fine King.” he said.
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ETHEIL 

The castle was colder and darker than Etheil remembered it. It had been nearly five years since he had been back in Durtania, and truth be told he wished he could stay longer and relax in the royal gardens alone with Solastron. Up north, at the edge of the Blue Wilds in the towers of the Grimwatch, there were no flowers. Only ice and gray skies as far as the eye could see, broken only by the dull gray-blue pines of the forests to the south. Here in the city of Durtania the colors of nature seemed to explode and Etheil had begun to remember that there was more to this world than ice and demons. It was good seeing the townsmen and villagers too. It helped Etheil remember that his sacrifices in the far north meant something; that there was a greater purpose to his being there than constant watch and battle. 
As Etheil strode down the lonely corridor he lamented the fact that he would have to return to the Grimwatch without Brandrir. Etheil had grown up in the castle and Brandrir had always been like a brother to him. Even after his father, Fameil, betrayed Duroton and tried to give the Mard Grander to the Kald, Brandrir remained his friend. In fact, Etheil owed his entire life to Brandrir. After his father’s betrayal, his mother, Ethamay, was put to the sword and he too would have been if not for Brandrir. Such high treason called for his entire family’s death, but Brandrir had pled with his father, King Garidrir, to spare him. 
Etheil knew he hadn’t exactly been spared. King Garidrir sentenced him to spend a long night in the Blue Wilds, which was basically banishment and death by the Lands themselves. An 8-year old boy alone and without so much as a pair of shoes left to the Blue Wilds certainly didn’t stand a chance. Had it not been for that giant, blue wolf with the amethyst stripes he certainly wouldn’t be alive today. 
Etheil smiled to himself and wondered where Solastron had run off to. That giant wolf had saved him from the Wilds all those years ago. Solastron had carried him all the way back to Durtania on his back. Very few ever survived a sentence to spend a long night in the Wilds, and when he returned there was much surprise. It was deemed that the Lands of Duroton had themselves spared him and sent the wolf as a guardian. Some had even said that the wolf was the very spirit of Duroton. Etheil found himself something of a celebrity at first, but it wasn’t long before the names “wolf boy” and “dog-sniffer” were said with increasing venom. 
Since his father’s betrayal, Etheil had never been liked around the castle. When he turned ten, he was sent—banished really—to the Grimwatch and Brandrir had followed, much to the King’s chagrin. Six years ago, when he turned nineteen, Brandrir asked his father to anoint him a Knight of the Dark Star. The King agreed, hoping that it would allay Brandrir of some of his worries and he’d come home for good and finally start learning how to run the kingdom. He didn’t, and that was just further salt in the King’s wound. 
Etheil knew that the King had never forgiven him for his father’s sins, and Brandrir staying at the Grimwatch with him was just insult upon injury. Here in Durtania Etheil knew he was despised by almost everybody, not least of which were the King and Council. And so he found himself wondering why King Garidrir had requested his presence. 
Etheil figured it had something to do with the Rising of the Phoenix ceremony tomorrow. If he had to guess, the King was going to tell him to congratulate Brandrir on the crown and to go back to the Grimwatch and never return or speak to his son again. 
Etheil sighed. He didn’t really mind going back to the Grimwatch. At least there he was liked and respected by the men. He just wished he could stay here in Durtania—his childhood home—just a while longer. He half hoped that after tomorrow’s ceremonies the newly crowned King Brandrir would ask him to stay here a while, but deep down he knew how much the Grimwatch meant to Brandrir and he knew he’d have to get back right away. It was something of a miracle that Brandrir had even come to Durtania to accept the crown. There were even bets amongst the men of the Grimwatch as to whether he’d come for the Rising of the Phoenix, and more than a few men would be richer had Etheil himself not talked Brandrir into coming. As much as the men all wanted Brandrir to stay, and as much as Etheil himself wanted Brandrir to stay, he knew that the future of Duroton truly rested in Brandrir’s hands. 
Etheil’s earliest memories were of his father and mother reading him the ancient tales and legends of Duroton. They were the only memories of his parents that Etheil truly had. His love of the old myths and tales never died and he had shared them with Brandrir over the years. King Garidrir and Dagrir were good men, but Etheil knew they did not share the same love as Brandrir for the old ways. Etheil knew that if Duroton ever had a chance to be brought back to its roots, it lied within Brandrir alone. Like himself, Brandrir could see Duroton slipping into the ways of the southern kingdoms. 
Etheil sighed. What did the King want with him?
Though he wore full plate armor beneath his black shroud, Etheil passed as silently as a specter through the castle. The Rising of the Phoenix ceremony was tomorrow, and he thought it odd how quiet and empty this part of the castle was. He had not been in Durtania for many years, but he recalled the castle having been bustling with nobles and servants. Even his childhood memories were of a castle well lit and buzzing with activity. Etheil knew nobles from all over Duroton were here for tomorrow’s ceremony. Where were they all?
Etheil made his way up many floors and through the grand halls of the castle until he found himself in the King’s Quarter. It was a massive, pillared chamber, lined by marble statues of the Thorodin bloodline. A red carpet ran down the length of it and narrow windows upon either side let in streaming sunlight. At the end of the hall six Royal Guards in their trademark white armor stood to either side of a towering doorway. The Guardsmen did not greet Etheil as he came. They just opened the doors, revealing the royal suites beyond. Etheil looked at the blank-faced guards, thinking it odd that the chambers beyond were darkened but for the diffuse light streaming through the stained glass windows on either side. Without a word, Etheil strode past them. 
There was a mustiness here; a staleness to the air that Etheil did not ever recall sensing before. He knew that King Garidrir was ailing, but he thought the air held more foreboding than malady. Suddenly, Etheil felt apprehension grip him and his hand found the red-jeweled pommel of his broadsword that hung at his side. Etheil’s stride slowed as the end of the hall came into view from the shadows. There, a great wooden door stood with two Royal Guardsmen at either side. Past the visors of their great helms Etheil could sense their eyes upon him and he knew something wasn’t right. The guards were more tense than they should be, and Etheil could see them both grasping the handles of their halberds tightly. 
Etheil approached slowly and took down the black hood that covered his head, revealing his face to the guards. His long, golden hair draped over his shoulders and his blue-gray eyes tried to peer through the guards’ visors. He stopped a short distance away from the doorway and bowed slightly. “King Garidrir has requested my presence,” said Etheil softly. 
The guards clacked their halberds loudly upon the stone floor, as was customary before the King’s chamber, and then pulled open the doors. Etheil peered into the dark room warily. The only light from within came from a drawn curtain that was obscured by shadowy silhouettes. Etheil eyed the stoned-faced guards for a moment before striding past them and into the room beyond.
Here there was a smell of stale urine and sour breath. It was warm inside for such a dark room. As the doors clanked shut behind him Etheil’s eyes found the shadowy form of the king laying upon his great bed. He could hear raspy breaths from him, but did not see him stir. There were other shadows standing around the bed as well. Seven forms that he could count. Beyond them, in the darker distance, he could see a pair of tall, shrouded figures and knew that they were Dark Star Knights like himself.
Cautiously he stepped forward. “My Liege,” said Etheil softly. He bent to a knee, placing his black, gauntleted hands upward upon the stone floor.
“Rise,” said a voice from the bed so hoarse that Etheil was scarcely sure he heard it.
He stood up slowly. “My Liege, you have requested my presence?”
“Yes,” came the hoarse voice, this time a little louder, and Etheil was certain it was the King. “Yes, I have.” The King fell into a short coughing fit where at the end he grunted and hacked and Etheil could hear spit, heavy and wet, hit the stone floor. “Forgive the darkness of the room,” rasped the King. “Light hurts my eyes.”
“Understood, my Liege,” said Etheil softly, giving a slight bow. He eyed the figures around the bed suspiciously. He could see they were men, most of them rotund and well dressed. Through the shadows he could make out a few facial features, and realized that they were the Councilmen. 
“Raise the light a little,” barked the King in his terrible, cracking voice before falling into another coughing fit. 
One of the figures beyond the bed reached over to the wall. Etheil heard a couple pops as an ignition button was hit. Then a pair of gas lamps on either side of the King’s bed flickered to life, bathing the room in their soft, yellow-green glow. 
Now for the first time Etheil could see that the men were indeed the Council. Balin with his sharp beard stood closest to the bed. Beside him stood the fat Gefjon. Jord, Hymnar, Baldir, Aldur and Rankin were there too. Beyond them, looming in the background like shrouded statues, stood Lord Egret and his lieutenant, Lord Gregin. Etheil thought it odd that the two should be here.
Lord Gregin had one of the most austere presences of any man Etheil had ever met. His face seemed to be molded into a permanent scowl and his dark eyes were unblinking as he stared Etheil down. He was shorter and stockier than Egret and had his arms folded over his chest, revealing the tidal-wave designs painted up the arms of his black armor. His dark-red hair fell in heavy locks upon his shrouded shoulders and his crimson beard was done up in a number of tight braids that cascaded off his chin and onto his chest. 
Etheil nodded his head slightly in greeting, but only Lord Egret returned it in kind, though his face was as stern and unflinching as Gregin’s own. Etheil began to realize why the castle had been so quiet. There was a good chance that this encounter wasn’t meant to end well for him. 
Etheil turned his eyes to the bed. The King lay there in white pajamas. Upon the collar and chest Etheil noticed speckles of red and pink stains. The pillow his head was propped up on was similarly stained. The King looked up at Etheil with milky eyes, his mouth hanging open and a terrible wheezing coming from him. Etheil had always known the King to be of broad shoulder and strong arms, but laying in bed he looked pale, thin and emaciated. His beard, once long and auburn, was thin and streaked with yellow-gray hair. The crown of Duroton, a lithe weave of silver and gold braids that formed geometric patterns, seemed a heavy burden on his head. Etheil could see that the King was missing clumps of hair, and the few long cords that draped haggardly from his scalp gave him a ghastly appearance. 
“My Liege,” said Etheil with concern, but the King waved his hand frantically as if shooing off any correspondence and began coughing again. The fit ended with him leaning over the bed and spitting. As the red, wet clump splattered on the floor, Etheil noticed a disturbing puddle of blood and phlegm there. 
Etheil looked at Balin. 
“King Garidrir has been this way for quite some time.” said Balin.
Etheil looked back at the King. “My Liege, if I had known…”
The King began coughing again but managed to bark out, “Enough…enough of your sympathies.” The King struggled to sit himself up in bed and Balin and Gefjon moved in to assist him. “Tell me,” said the King. He coughed as he settled into an upright position. “Tell me about my son.”
Etheil looked at the King quizzically. “My Liege?”
“My son Brandrir,” barked the King. He coughed and hacked and then leaned over and spat upon the floor, leaving another bloody clump in the puddle. “Tell me about him. Is he a good warrior? Does he lead men well?”
“A very good warrior,” said Etheil softly. “The men of the Grimwatch respect him. He leads them very well, my Liege.”
“And how often does he lead them?” cracked the King, looking at Etheil with those milky eyes. 
Etheil felt a little confused by the question, but replied, “Every day, my Liege. Every day the men look to him.”
“So, every day there are battles?” barked the King before he started coughing again. He grunted and hacked and looked back at Etheil. “Every day there is a war in the north?” The King hacked and leaned over and spat a wet glob upon the floor. He took up a handful of the blankets by his side and wiped his mouth. He looked back at Etheil. “Every day the Kald attack the Grimwatch?”
“No, my Liege.” said Etheil softly.
“Oh,” croaked the king. “So he does not lead them every day?”
“Not to battle.”
“Oh, well, by the way Brandrir makes it sound he’s at war daily.” said the King becoming a little more animated in his bed. “Tell me, Etheil, what exactly is he doing up there on a daily basis? If he’s not at war, what’s he leading? What’s he fighting? How many…” the King began coughing. He barked out, “How many…” but then buckled over into a severe fit. Balin, Gefjon and the others moved in but the King flailed his hands as if to shoo them away. “Water!” he croaked between coughs. “Apollyon below, get me some water!”
Near the bed there was a dresser with a silver pitcher and some metal cups upon it. Aldur rushed over and filled a cup and quickly handed it to the King. King Garidrir took small sips in between coughs, sloshing most of the liquid upon himself, causing the red stains on his shirt to expand out into pinkish blots. At length the King’s coughing settled down and he sat in bed, slightly hunched, breathing deep, raspy breaths as he stared blankly down at the bedsheets.
“My Liege,” said Lord Egret from the shadows across the room. “If Etheil’s presence agitates you perhaps I should have him removed?”
The King looked at Egret and scowled. “No,” he barked. “I need words with him.” He looked over at Etheil, his milky eyes as sour as his breath. He raised a boney finger, its yellow nail pointing directly at him. “You’ve filled his head with nonsense!” The King drew in a big, wheezy breath and then leaned over and spat. “Ever since he was a boy you’ve filled his head with your nonsense.”
“My Liege,” said Etheil. “I’ve never meant—”
“All your stories,” continued the King, sneering. “Ever since you were a boy. It started with your father, the traitor.” The King took a sip of his water and then threw the metal cup to the floor at Etheil’s feet. It clanged off his steel boot. He returned his hateful gaze to Etheil. “You, the son of a traitor, filling my son’s head with the same poison your father spoke to you. You should never have returned from the long night.”
“My Liege,” said Etheil softly. “If I may speak?”
“No!” barked the King. He began coughing. “No!” he shot again as the coughing subsided. “Your words are poison.”
“My Liege,” said Etheil. “I’ve always been loyal to you and your son. I’ve always had Duroton’s best intentions in mind.”
The King scowled. He looked away from Etheil and waved a dismissive hand, mumbling something to Balin. 
Balin now looked at Etheil with his dark eyes. “Lord Etheil,” he began. “If you truly do have Duroton’s best intentions in mind, you will speak with Brandrir on behalf of King Garidrir and this Council.”
Etheil bowed his head slightly but inwardly wondered what this might be about. The King sat upright in bed, his chest heaving and his breath raspy but he did not look at Etheil. His milky eyes just stared down at the bedsheets. 
“It is no secret that Brandrir respects you, Lord Etheil.” said Balin. “In fact, it has been observed by many that he follows your every advice.”
“Lord Balin,” said Etheil. “It is true that I often advise Brandrir on issues, but it is never my intention—”
“Shut your mouth and open your ears,” barked the King hoarsely and then immediately fell into a coughing fit. Balin and Gefjon had to help prop him up so he would not collapse from it. Hymnar poured him a new cup of water and the King began sipping it, still not looking at Etheil. 
Once the King seemed secure Balin looked back at Etheil and said, “Lord Etheil, our Liege cannot be excited. Please refrain from speaking until I have finished, and then choose your words carefully.”
Etheil nodded but couldn’t help notice Egret and Gregin casting him hard stares from across the room.
“As I was saying,” said Balin. “Brandrir heeds your advice and that is why we have summoned you here. Tomorrow will be held the Rising of the Phoenix to determine Duroton’s new King. Unfortunately, as you can see, our Liege cannot put this ceremony off any longer.”
Etheil looked at the scowling King and nodded. Garidrir sat brooding, the cup of water trembling in his frail hands as he glared into the shadows of nothingness. 
Balin inhaled deeply and briefly exchanged glances with the rest of the Council. He looked back at Etheil. “It is the will of King Garidrir that his son Dagrir succeed him. To that end, we ask that you speak to Brandrir in private and talk him into officially conceding the crown to his brother before tomorrow’s ceremony.”
Etheil’s face betrayed him. There was no way he could contain his disgust. He bit his lip and cast Balin a severe gaze. “It is not my place to speak to him of that,” said Etheil at last. “The laws of Duroton say the first-born must succeed the King.”
“He already gave up the crown once,” huffed Gefjon. “Beneath the Duroton sky he gave it up already! We just need him to concede it officially to his brother.”
“It’s true,” said Balin. “Today during Council Brandrir became upset and told Dagrir to take the crown. It is true that Dagrir did not officially accept it, and we’ve heard that he has since talked his brother into taking it back. However, it is our hope that you might speak some sense into Brandrir and have him concede the crown to his brother in an official manner.”
Etheil shook his head. “This is something I cannot do.” he said, not oblivious to the King’s look of disgust. 
“Lord Etheil,” said Balin. “I would strongly urge you to reconsider your stance.”
Etheil could see Lord Gregin had exposed the handle of his broadsword at his waist and he tapped the blue-jeweled pommel with a finger, as if giving him his own warning. 
“What’s the difference who takes the crown so long as the Lands of Duroton accede it by rising a phoenix?” added Gefjon. “There are no laws that state an heir to the crown cannot grant it to another. All that matters is that a phoenix rises.”
“All we’re asking you to do is talk to Brandrir,” said Balin. “All you’re doing is giving him a push in the right direction.”
“With great respect to King and Council,” began Etheil.
“The time for your respect is long overdue!” abruptly barked the King before falling into a severe fit of coughing. “I should have had your head that night!” he squealed as the coughing continued, turning his pale face red. “The Lands take you, Etheil! The Lands take you!” cursed the King until he buckled over in bed, his face purple as he coughed and hacked. 
Balin and the other Councilmen all rushed to his side and Jord tried forcing a cup of water to his mouth but the King swatted it away. He flailed an arm toward Etheil. “He should have died!” he croaked. “Lands take him and that wolf!”
The Council frantically urged the King to relax as his coughing turned into something of a barking roar that splattered his sleeves with red droplets. 
Egret and Gregin moved from the back of the room. “Come with us,” ordered Egret as he approached Etheil, but just then Egret was hit upon the shoulder by the crown of Duroton. It bounced off his shrouded form and hit the ground with a clamor. 
The King flailed and fought against the Councilmen, waving his arms at Egret and Gregin. “Leave him! Leave him!” he squealed between coughs. 
Egret and Gregin cast Etheil a hard glare and then slowly moved back toward the shadows. Etheil took to a knee upon the stone floor, placing his hands up, hoping that it might settle Garidrir. “My Liege, I shall stay until you are finished with me.”
By degrees the King’s terrible fit subsided as the Councilmen wiped the blood from his face and lips and tended him with water and pats on the back. Eventually the King settled into a hunched sitting position and he stared out into nothingness as his chest heaved and wheezed. After many long moments he began to speak, but did not look at anybody. He just spoke out into the same nothingness where he stared, his voice soft, slow and ever more hoarse. 
“I remember that night,” said the King. “Me and my captains entered that chamber and I saw my wife in a pool of blood. I didn’t want to believe that Fameil had betrayed me, but there he was with the Kald, Brandolyn’s blood and scalp still on his sword.” The King paused for a long moment. “He looked at me with those hateful eyes. It all made sense then. All those years speaking to me about the ancient days of Duroton and the Congress of old. All those times he would tell me of the ancient Stewards of the Lands. I realized they had not been stories. They were his contempt. He held nothing but contempt for me and the Council.”
Etheil did not speak or move, but remained upon a knee on the floor, with his hands flat on the stone. He listened, for he had never been told how his father died. All he knew was that the King had killed him that night. 
The King took a few deep, wheezing breaths and continued slowly and softly. “My captains took care of the Kald quickly enough. But Fameil was tougher and stronger. It took the efforts of both Lord Marrick and Lord Haldur to contain him, such was his power of the Dark Star. My son Dagrir had run to me and clung against my leg. Brandrir lay in a puddle of blood, but at that time I didn’t realize his left arm was gone. I was so blinded by rage at this point. All I wanted was to cut Fameil’s head from his neck.” 
The King paused for a long moment, his chest heaving and wheezing. He hacked and spat and then looked at Etheil who still knelt upon the floor. The King’s lips furled up into something of a sneer and he let out a hoarse chuckle. “I didn’t kill your father.” he said, his voice oozing with venomous pleasure. “Brandrir came to and took up a Kald’s blade in his right hand. He stumbled behind your father and sunk it into the side of his neck. Your father never even saw it coming.”
Etheil bit his lip and looked down upon the floor. Part of him felt betrayed by Brandrir, another part of him felt liberated to finally know the truth of that night. All these years he had been told that it was King Garidrir that killed his father. Brandrir had always told him that he had fallen unconscious that night and never saw it. Dagrir had said he didn’t remember anything about it. But here was the truth. Brandrir was the one who killed his father, and he had lied to him his whole life. Etheil clenched his jaw. All he had wanted for these last seventeen years since that night was to know the truth. 
“It’s true,” croaked the King. “Truth be told, I was a little angry inside. Your father took my wife. He had nearly taken my son. He nearly took down all of Duroton with his schemes.” 
The King coughed and spat upon the floor. He kept looking at Etheil who knelt, plastered to the floor. At any time Garidrir could just say ‘Rise’ and Etheil could again stand, but he knew the King was delighting too much in seeing him prostrated. 
“I wanted my vengeance but Brandrir took it from me.” continued the King. “But he was owed his vengeance too, and I never held it against him. I got my vengeance upon your mother. Her head remained upon that pike until the very bone rotted through. Its fragments are still somewhere in the dirt right outside the city gate.” The King huffed and looked out into nothingness. “Trampled by a thousand people by now, I’m sure.” The King looked down at Etheil. “I wanted my vengeance on you as well.” said the King, pointing a boney finger at him. “But my son took that one from me too.”
Here the King paused for a long moment and looked down at his bed sheets as his chest began heaving. Balin began tending him and Jord handed him a cup of water but the King swatted it away and it spilled upon the bed. He looked back at Etheil. “I granted my son lenience on you, Etheil Freydir, but I did it for Duroton more than for him. I wanted the Lands to take their vengeance. My son had his on your father, and I had mine upon your mother. But even Duroton was owed a debt by your father’s traitorous actions.” 
The King scowled. “I sent you to spend a long night in the Blue Wilds so the Lands would be repaid their debt. Instead, you return riding upon a great blue wolf.” The King began to cough but choked out his words, “Some said that wolf was the spirit of Duroton itself. They said that the Lands ransomed you from your fate. I say that wolf is a servant of Apollyon!” 
The King ended in a coughing fit, frantically gesturing for a cup of water. After a few long moments the King settled back down and spoke again, looking out into the nothingness of the room. “How long must the Freydir bloodline poison my own?” he heaved a breath and it wheezed out. “Do I sit here and let another Freydir try and destroy Duroton?” He heaved a few more breaths and sat in silent contemplation.
“My Liege,” said Etheil at length. “I am truly sorry for my father’s actions against you. I do not know why the Lands of Duroton chose to let me live. I do not know why the Lands sent the wolf to my aid. But, with all my heart, I swear to you that I have nothing but respect for you, your sons, and the Lands of Duroton.” 
“Rise.” said the King. He scowled and continued looking out into nothingness.
“The word ‘Council’ was conspicuously absent from your little speech,” said Balin, looking at Etheil as he stood back up.
Etheil looked at the smirking Councilman. “I respect the rights of the Council as it was formed beneath the Duroton sky.”
“Very comforting,” said Balin. 
“The Jinn say my son shall bring Duroton to fire and ruin,” croaked the King. He seemed to be speaking only to the empty space before him. “Now I wonder, is it because he takes the crown, or is it because a Freydir still poisons this kingdom?”
“Liege,” began Balin. “The Jinn have been very clear that it is Dagrir who should take the throne. We on the Council believe the prudent thing to do—”
The King held up a hand to silence Balin. “Brandrir is brave.” he cracked. “The Lands have given him a noble spirit. He is the first-born.”
“My Liege,” said Gefjon. “Brandrir does not sit well in Council. Brandrir does not—”
“Quiet!” hissed the King. “I wonder, if like myself, his failings are due to poison placed in his ears.” He now turned his milky-eyed scowl upon Etheil. “A poison of your father’s brand, now passed to you.” 
“My Liege,” started Etheil, but the King began again.
“Lord Etheil Freydir,” croaked the King. “Do you remember my first words to you after you returned from the long night?”
Etheil nodded his head softly. “You asked me to leave Duroton.”
“I asked you to forget about my son,” said the King. “I offered you gold, jewels, titles…whatever you wanted to leave these Lands and never return. If Brandrir is to become King tomorrow, it cannot be with a Freydir at his side.”
“My Liege,” said Balin, almost pleading. “We have already discussed this matter in private. It was agreed—” 
King Garidrir’s face went red and he threw his cup at Balin. “Silence! Enough!” he began coughing but quickly composed himself. “Lord Etheil Freydir, I will ask you one last time. Leave the side of my son forever, and the Lands of Duroton.”
Etheil glanced at Egret and Gregin who still stood silently in the shadows. He could feel their gaze ever more grave. He inhaled and exhaled deeply and then looked at King Garidrir. “My Liege,” he said. “I will answer you one last time. Before I am sworn to King or Council, before I am a Knight of the Dark Star, I am a son of Duroton and my allegiance to the Lands is unwavering. What you ask me to do is impossible.”
The King scowled and wheezed in a deep breath. “Then I ask you to leave my son. Go back to the Wilds with that beast of yours and rid this castle of your presence. Take gold and titles and whatever else you want, but leave this castle and never return and let not my sons know where you go.”
Etheil bit his lip and frowned. He thought a moment and then said, “I have sworn my allegiance to Brandrir, both as a son of Duroton and a Knight of the Dark Star. As his Captain, I have sworn myself to his command. If ever he calls, I will be at his side.”
The King glowered for a moment. “So be it.” he croaked. “Etheil Freydir, I charge you with high treason against the Lands and Sons of Duroton. Beneath the Duroton sky I name you an enemy of the Lands.”
No sooner had the King finished his words than Egret and Gregin had their shrouds off and their swords drawn, sending the Councilmen into something of a panic as they gathered around the King’s bed, shrinking against the wall. 
“Lord Etheil, you are under arrest.” said Egret with great authority as he strode forward, his black boots clanking heavily upon the floor. The lightning painted upon the arms of his armor seemed to almost glow in the gaslight. Etheil knew the broadsword Egret held in his hand well. It had a yellow gem in its pommel and its name was Thundercracker. 
Gregin moved out to the side, his face stern and severe. The waves of turbulent water painted up the arms of his armor matched the blue gem in the pommel of his broadsword. Etheil was not as familiar with Lord Gregin’s weapon, but he believed it was called Tempest.
Etheil knew the likelihood of Egret or Gregin unleashing the fury of their weapons in this room was slim. They would have to repress the power of their weapons, just as they were repressing their Dark Star energy. There would just be too much risk to the lives of the King and the Council, and even to the castle. For this reason alone Etheil knew he had the edge. They would not risk harm to Garidrir. In fact, Etheil thought they were probably far more concerned on the inside about what might happen if he should choose to stand and fight than they were showing.
Etheil threw off his shroud, revealing his armor and the flames painted up his arms. His own broadsword had a red gemstone in the pommel and its name was Firebrand. He could see the look of concern now betray both Egret’s and Gregin’s faces. He felt their powers take hold of him and nearby some of the furniture and items on the ground began to hover just off the stone floor. 
“Lord Etheil,” said Egret very gravely. “If you truly call yourself a Son of Duroton, you shall not raise your sword against us in the presence of the King and Council.”
Gregin took a small step forward and looked at Etheil with his piercing brown eyes and shook his head slowly. 
Etheil drew out Firebrand and Egret looked at him anxiously. 
“Not here,” warned Egret.
Just then there was a terrible crash from the back of the room. A few of the Councilmen screamed and Egret and Gregin turned around like a flash of lightning. Even before the shattered glass and torn curtain had time to hit the floor, the giant blue wolf with amethyst stripes was inside. His great blue maw was raised in a snarl, revealing his rows of pearly fangs. His growl seemed to reverberate through the very floor of the castle as he padded forward.
Egret flourished his sword. “I’ll take Etheil. You take the wolf.” he said to Gregin.
“No, Solastron,” said Etheil loudly. The wolf cast its frosty sapphire eyes upon him for a moment but stood his ground, snarling.
“Lord Egret!” called Etheil. As soon as Egret turned around he tossed Firebrand to him. Egret looked rather stunned by this. “I will not fight you here.” said Etheil.
Solastron barked loudly and growled as Gregin moved in. 
“Call off your mutt or it dies.” warned Gregin.
“Solastron, come.” ordered Etheil. With a wary last glance at Egret and Gregin, the wolf turned and bounded to Etheil in one giant leap that put the entire Council on edge. “Good boy,” said Etheil, rubbing the wolf’s big head and ears.
“You give yourself up, just like that?” croaked the King. “Not even an ounce of fight? I expected more, even out of you.”
“You are the King of Duroton as the Lands have ordained,” said Etheil. “I would never raise arms against you, my Liege.”
The King huffed. “Take him to the Black Cells.”
“Full guard,” added Gefjon. “Double the watch on them.”
Egret and Gregin approached cautiously. 
“My Liege,” said Etheil, looking at the King. “Thank you for letting Brandrir take the throne tomorrow. He shall make a fine King.”
Garidrir scowled. “Nobody is to know of his arrest.” he croaked. “Neither of my sons are to know of this.”
“My Liege,” said Etheil. “Swear to me beneath the Duroton sky that no harm shall come to Solastron and I shall swear beneath the same sky to await my fate peacefully.”
The King scowled and waved his hand at Egret. “Take them both to the Black Cells.” he spat. “They can await their fates together.”



— 10 —
THE GOLOTHIC 

Rook sat quietly at the table with Ursula bundled up in his arms, sucking peacefully at a bottle of warm milk. He tried not to be too conspicuous as he watched the far door. It had been left open just a crack and through it he saw flashes of movement as a small group of people were herded into the room and then down into the basement. Chains scraped across the wooden floor as they went and clinked and clanked upon their wrists. He could hear the frightened whispers of children and the sobs of a mother as she pleaded with her captor. Then Rook heard an abrupt smack and the woman fell silent. He heard Garrot grumble something and the freakish giggling of Rennic.
“Mind your business, boy.” said Karver.
Rook looked up at the man who sat across the table from him. Karver’s dark eyes were focussed on him. “Yes sir,” said Rook quietly and turned his eyes down to Ursula, though he could still feel the man’s harsh glare upon him. From outside the sound of distant, hammering bolt-throwers drifted in the wind. Shouting voices could be heard as well, too distant to be distinguished or understood. They were sounds becoming more and more frequent and familiar. 
“Eat.” commanded Karver. 
Rook looked at his plate. Over the last couple days he had been given all the food he wanted and bottles of milk for Ursula were in no short supply. Karver often complained that the meat and potatoes that his brother Garrot roasted in the cast iron stove in the kitchen were crude and poorly seasoned. Karver liked to mock Garrot, telling him that they were lucky to be slavers, because his food wasn’t fit to feed anybody but slaves and dogs. To Rook, however, they were a taste sensation. Granted, the meat was often tough, but as far as Rook was concerned, longer chewing meant longer savoring. And despite the boredom of being confined to the dining room, kitchen and his upstairs bedroom with nothing to do but eat and listen to the disturbing sounds from the basement, Rook felt better than he ever had. He felt stronger and had more energy. Even Ursula was looking brighter and happier. 
Rook looked at the chunk of meat and the potato and carrot on his plate and his belly made some sort of painful, rolling complaint he had never felt before. Rook bit his lip. He never thought he would say the words that escaped his lips. “I…I’m too full.”
Karver grumbled something under his breath about having Garrot take it to the others. 
Rook inhaled deeply and it was quite the effort. His belly felt round, full and ready to split at the seams. He smiled at Ursula. Her eyes were closed and she was sleeping now, occasionally sucking at the bottle, as if to make sure nobody had stolen away with it. Wrapped up in the nice wool blanket Karver had given her, she looked more contented and happy than Rook had ever seen her. He couldn’t help but smile too and realized that he was also feeling happy and contented. It was a stark contrast to the terror he had been living with since being taken here two days ago. The memories of that first day flooded him and suddenly his happy contentment felt oddly gruesome. Rook swallowed hard and tried to push the memories and feelings away as he looked around the room.
The dining room, like the rest of the house that he had seen, had a gloomy, rustic look to it. It was dimly lit by gaslamps upon the naked brick walls. Thick curtains of dark green or red were always drawn shut over barred windows, and the dark wood floors left the entire house in quiet bleakness, even during the day. Very little art hung upon the walls of the other rooms Rook had seen, but here in the dining room there were a handful of oil paintings and he found himself gazing upon them now. 
“You know who that is, boy?” asked Karver as he chewed a hunk of beef. He waved his sharp knife towards the largest of the paintings. It occupied much of the wall above the dining room’s unlit fireplace. The bronze frame had to be at least five-feet tall and seven-feet wide, cast in a gaudy swirl of organic flourishes. The painting housed within was done in dark, rich colors and was of a man so enormous even the frame’s sheer size could barely contain him. 
He was grotesque. Fat beyond words. He was draped in layers of royal robes of red, green and gold, trimmed with exotic furs and laces. The gowns were all embellished with gems and buttons and baubles. They blanketed him like snow might a mountain, but they were hideous in their excess and extravagance. His hands were like hams, each finger a sausage. His right lazily gripped a golden scepter so fanciful and elaborate that any beauty it might hope to have was lost and tangled in absurd exorbitance. His left hand rested where a normal man’s lap might be, but the sheer bulk of his belly and thighs and legs all draped beneath garish gowns made the placement ambiguous at best. His face sagged beneath the sheer weight of his own jowls and chins, his dark eyes large, round and looked out from the painting with lazy arrogance. His hair was dark and curly, and upon his head was a gleaming golden crown that in itself seemed as engorged and bloated as the man who wore it. It was festooned with gems and jewels of many colors and it had thick spires all around that were so overly exaggerated and intricate that the entire thing was monstrous and hideous. 
“That’s your King, boy.” said Karver, chewing his meat. He spit a glob of fat onto his plate. “That’s King Gatima. Everything you have in this world, you owe him.” Karver paused and huffed a laugh as he chewed. “Or maybe it’s the other way around. No matter, because he’s the King.” Karver finished chewing and swallowed. He stabbed another wad of meat onto his fork and then pointed with it across to the other wall. “That there is my cousin. One of Gatima’s Exalted Nobles. Behemoth Kraken.”
Rook looked upon the painting. It was only slightly smaller than the one of Gatima, and the man depicted in it only slightly more contained within its frame. He was an enormous man so round and rotund that the gleaming silver armor he wore made him look like a steel ball. The armor itself was ornate, almost too much to take in. The giant pauldrons that adorned his shoulders were sculpted in the form of serpent heads. Upon his chest the armor was embellished with a sculpted, golden kraken whose many tentacles trailed down his thighs and legs and up and over and through each arm. Upon his head he wore a tall, maskless helmet that was crested with the form of a great serpent. At his chest the man rested his large hands upon the pommel of a giant sword and he seemed to look out from the painting with smug aloofness. His dark eyes and hair, his facial features were all very similar to Karver’s and Garrot’s, but his black beard was long and draped down past his hands on the painting.
“Let me ask you something, boy.” said Karver. He finished chewing and set down his knife and fork. His dark eyes fixed on Rook. “You think me cruel? You think my brother Garrot cruel? You think that freak Rennic Finn is cruel?”
Rook bit his lip and looked down at the table. He did think they were cruel. Yet, Rook had to admit that the first day, after Garrot had finished with him, something changed. Karver had burst into the room and pulled Garrot aside and yelled at him. Rook was only able to make out bits and pieces of the conversation, but Karver had made it clear that Rook and Ursula were not to be harmed. After that they had been given a warm change of clothes and a bed to sleep in. Even now Rook wore a fresh shirt and pants of warm homespun. The shirt was a drab green and the pants plain and brown, but they were warmer and nicer than anything he had ever worn before in his life. And he even had a new pair of leather shoes on his feet. He and his sister had been given all the food they wanted. It was not lost on Rook that the others he had seen them bring in didn’t fair nearly as well. Garrot had not touched him again since the first time, though he knew it was happening to the others. They were all kept down in the basement, chained. Rook knew they were fed, but only scraps and not nearly as much as what Rook was being given. Rook didn’t know if he should count himself lucky or be more terrified as to what the reason for this was. He shivered.
Karver huffed and then grumbled something in his throat. Then he said, “You’d think us all Angels of Aeoria if you met my cousin.” Karver stood up and walked over to the painting of Behemoth Kraken. “This ain’t a man you want to have cross your path.” said Karver. He stood there for several silent moments staring at the picture, as if in deep thought. 
From somewhere beneath the floor there was a muffled cry and the crack of what Rook thought sounded like a whip. He could hear Rennic’s giggling and heard Garrot bark something. Then a baby started wailing. Rook cringed at the sounds.
Karver was snapped from his reverie and looked toward the half-opened door that led into the room which held the staircase down into the basement where Rook was told he was not allowed to go. He grumbled something in his throat and then he looked down at Rook. “Suppose you’re wondering why you and your sister aren’t down there with the others.”
Rook didn’t say anything. A part of him was terrified that if he ever did or said the wrong thing he would end up down there with the others. Rook had made it a point to stay as silent as possible, to keep Ursula fed and her diaper dry, and to stick to the dinning room, the latrine and his small bedroom upstairs where they had said he was allowed to go. He cleaned his plates in the kitchen when he was done eating and washed Ursula’s diaper in the warm, running water in the latrine’s sink. He did everything he could to remain as untroublesome as he could possibly be and steered well clear of Garrot and Rennic whenever they ventured up from the basement. Whatever fortune had put him and his sister into good favor with Karver, Rook wished to keep it that way. 
Karver grumbled something under his breath, something Rook thought was to the effect of, Maybe he knows the reason for the thing. Then Karver walked to the back of the dining room where a strong, wooden door was shut and locked. Rook had never seen beyond that door and had been specifically told that he’d have his hands cut off if Karver ever caught him trying to sneak into the room. Karver fumbled with a ring of keys for a moment and then unlocked the door. He pushed it open and it squeaked on its hinges. He reached a hand into the room and Rook heard the clicks of an ignition switch as gaslamps started to life. 
“Let me show you something.” said Karver, standing in the open door.
“You…you said I can’t ever go in there.” said Rook.
“Get up, boy,” said Karver, annoyed. “I’m telling you it’s ok right now.”
Rook got down from his seat at the table and held Ursula close to his chest, trying to make sure she stayed content and sleeping. He made his way slowly over to the door, the entire while Karver kept his dark eyes locked on him. From the room there was a musty, old scent; of ancient wood and metal and strange things. Rook walked up to the door and beyond there was a large, ovular room lit only by the gaslamps along the walls. He could see there were a handful of tall, slender windows obscured by drawn curtains of heavy, red fabric, but they provided only a little diffuse sunlight despite it being close to noon. The walls and floor were all of naked brick and chill air hit Rook as he stood in the doorway.
“In, boy.” ordered Karver, pushing Rook on the shoulder.
Rook stepped into the room and Karver followed him, shutting the door and locking it behind them. Rook looked about in awe. Every wall was lined with large, heavy shelves and cases, many with glass windows. They were full of artifacts and objects too numerous to take in. Rook saw swords and pieces of armor, clay pots and scrolls, scary looking masks, and books of every size and shape. There were skulls and bones, animals that had been stuffed and mounted, and upon the far wall was a tall, wooden sculpture of some kind. This room was cavernous, the ceiling high and vaulted, and that wooden sculpture reached all the way to the top. It was tall and straight and narrow with gruesome, bestial faces carved all up its length, each one looking a different direction. Rook’s eyes shifted again, and he noticed that before one of the walls was a short, ivory pillar bathed in gaslight from the lamp above it. Atop the pillar sat a piece of gleaming black metal; a metal blacker than midnight and it sparkled eerily in the yellow-green light of the lamp. 
“These are my treasures, boy.” said Karver. “Me and my brother Garrot, we don’t just run slaves for my cousin Kraken. We collect things too. Some of this stuff we took from our slaves. Other things we’ve found along our journeys. But all of this, all of what you see here, came to me after I obtained one particular object.”
There was a long stretch of silence where Rook was looking around the room in awe before he realized Karver was glaring down at him. 
“This thing, boy.” said Karver, producing a small object from his pants pocket. “This is what brought me my fortunes and wealth. And there’s something about you that it wants.”
In Karver’s pudgy hand was a small artifact, slightly larger than an egg. It appeared to be made of some sort of sandy, red stone and it carried a strangely molten smell, like scorched earth. It was a hand, but not quite human. The fingers were too long, the palm too wide. It was ugly, like a mockery of a human hand, and its slender fingers were all slightly bent. All of its surface was scrawled with strange symbols; a writing that held a beauty and terror about it. 
Rook stared at it, his mouth opening. He almost dropped Ursula, so great was his desire to reach out and grab it. He wanted to touch it, to feel that strange, sandy texture it had. He wanted to feel its warmth—somehow he knew it would be warm to the touch. His eyes went wide, and he swore he almost saw the fingers bend a little more. Rook licked his lips. He started to set Ursula down when Karver’s hand abruptly closed around the thing.
Rook shook his head and felt as if he had just been shaken from a daze. He grabbed Ursula back to his chest, wondering what in Apollyon’s Hell he was thinking when he went to set her down on the cold floor.
“Nobody knows about this thing, boy. Just me…and now you.” said Karver, his voice almost a growl. “But it seems it knew you already.” 
Rook looked up at Karver and the man seemed not so much angry, but upset. Rook was hesitant, but he had to know. Even now his eyes were drawn to the hand in which Karver grasped it. “Wh…what is that?” asked Rook.
“A Golothic.” said Karver, keeping the thing concealed in his fist. He glared down at Rook. “Very rare. Very powerful. Dangerous…once it fulfills its promise.”
“What…what does it do?”
“A Golothic is a demon’s promise.” said Karver. “A promise bound by a great sacrifice. There are some people in this world who have something of great value to a demon, and some demons who can offer great rewards for it. If the person sacrifices it to the demon, the demon binds them to its Golothic. Once the demon’s promise is fulfilled, the demon takes what was sacrificed. They say that’s how a demon unbinds itself from Hell. They take something from a mortal, and give something in return. The Golothic is the promise, and once it’s fulfilled, the demon becomes more powerful.” 
Karver regarded Rook steadily for a moment and then opened his hand, revealing the strange thing again. Rook again was held in awe of it. He swore he could almost see the fingers reaching out for him. “When I first came by this thing, the hand was completely opened. All the fingers straight. That night I came by you, I noticed the fingers had bent.”
Rook peered at the Golothic, not speaking. He could almost hear the thing, like it was whispering to him. Then, out of the corner of his eye, Rook thought he saw something. A small, shadowy figure. His eyes darted toward the row of cabinets, but the thing slunk between them and was gone. Rook looked back at Karver, but the fat man was only looking at the Golothic. “Who…who is that?”
Karver looked in the direction Rook was pointing. Near the cabinets was a full suit of black armor set upon a mannequin. Karver frowned. “It’s nothing. Armor from Duroton, the forbidden lands of the north. Now pay attention, boy.” 
Rook wanted to correct him, to tell him he wasn’t referring to the armor, but thought better of it now. Perhaps it had been nothing but a trick of shadow from the armor. 
Karver closed his hands around the Golothic and dropped it into his pocket. He looked at Rook. “The hand of the Golothic closes as the time approaches for the demon to collect his ransom. Me coming into possession of you made its fingers bend.” Karver cast his dark eyes directly into Rook’s. “Boy, you tell me what you have to do with this thing, and you tell me now.”
Rook stood there aghast, unable to speak. He made the Golothic close? What did he have to do at all with a demon’s promise or a sacrifice? He had never seen a demon before in his life; never even heard about a Golothic. “I…I…I don’t know. Honest.”
Karver scowled. He grumbled something under his breath and then said, “I suppose you wouldn’t.” He stood there silently for a moment, his eyes wandering as if in calculating thought.
“Did…did you get that from a demon?” asked Rook, his curiosity getting the better of him, and a part deep within his mind hoped that Karver might produce it from his pocket again. There was something alluring about it. Something that made him want to look upon it, and perhaps even hold it.
Karver looked down at Rook and frowned. “No.” he grumbled. “I found it long ago. It was in the bottom of a crate of old swords and armor I came by from my cousin. Gatima had given it to him, and he didn’t want the old stuff so he gave it to me.” 
Karver paused and looked at Rook steadily. “My cousin Kraken and his family are all favored by Gatima, but not me or mine. Me and my brother were down on our luck. I was thankful that Kraken had given me the old weapons, but I only intended to sell them. I found it in the bottom of the crate. I had no idea what it was, but something about it told me not to get rid of it. I kept it a secret. It was my secret, and I carried it with me everywhere, and I started getting lucky. Finding wealth. Meeting the right people. The thing blessed me. Blessed me good. And then my cousin let me in on his slave trade, and after that I was a made man.
“I tried to find out what it was for many years, but nobody ever knew. Eventually when I had money enough I found a Jinn and took it to him. He knew what it was right away, and charged me a pretty penny to tell me about it. He’s the one who told me it was a Golothic, and what they are. And he told me to beware if it ever starts to close. He said the Golothic brings fortune first, and then tragedy when it closes into a fist.”
Karver stared down at Rook. “You made it close.” he grumbled. “You might mark the beginning of the end to my fortune. Somehow, someway, you, and maybe that sister of yours, are connected to this Golothic.”
“Is…is that why you’re keeping us up here instead of with the others?” asked Rook.
“Aye.” said Karver. He looked away from Rook. “I don’t know if I need to kill you or keep you. If I kill you I might hasten its closing. Maybe that’s what it wants. Maybe its fingers bent when I had Garrot take you. Maybe it thought I was going to have you killed.” Karver shook his head in thought. “But if I keep you I might hasten its closing too. Maybe it started to close just because you came around. Maybe it wants me to keep you, in which case, I’d have to kill you.” Karver looked back at Rook and grumbled. “But killing you and your sister’s a thing I can’t take back, so for now I figure I’ll keep you. See what you mean to this thing. See if it closes any more.”
Rook looked down and shivered. Ursula stirred in his arms and let out a contented sigh, made a sucking sound, and dove right back into sleep.
“All this you see,” said Karver, waving his hands about the room. “The Golothic brought me. It’s blessed me with all this.” Karver paused and then huffed a laugh. “All this but that right there.” he said, pointing to the small pedestal that held the gleaming, black, metallic object. “That was a gift from Kraken. A warning to me should I ever betray him.”
“What is it?” asked Rook.
Karver looked down at him, smiling wickedly. “A piece of Star-Armor from a Saint.”
Rook gasped. “R…really?” Rook had always wanted to meet a Saint. He had heard rumors that their armor was strange and heavy. That it was actually forged of the heavens and stars. Father Tarask at the church had once said that its weight was symbolic of the burden they must carry to protect the kingdoms from Apollyon’s evil. 
Karver’s grin stretched his fat, bearded face in a monstrous sort of way. “Come see boy.” he said and led Rook across the room to it. 
Atop the pedestal it sat, bathed in the yellow-green gaslight of the lamp above it. It was a bracer. A piece of armor that covered the forearm. It was black like the night sky, and Rook thought it seemed to have a depth to it; almost as if he were looking into the very heavens of night and could reach in and touch its darkness. Or maybe he thought it was like the creek at night. A darkness that sparkled in the light, but whose surface could be broken by the touch of a finger. 
“Touch it if you want.” said Karver. “You can’t do nothing to it. Can’t break it. Can’t even move it.”
Rook looked up at Karver, trying to gauge if the man would really let him touch it.
“Go on, boy. Touch it. Try to move it.” Karver reached down and grabbed Ursula. At first Rook began to protest but Karver just snatched her into his arms. She stirred but did not fuss. “Go on. Try it, boy.”
Hesitantly, Rook turned away from his sister. He looked at that glassy-black piece of armor. Is this really a piece of Star-Armor? he thought. Rook stood on his tiptoes and reached out a finger. Slowly he pressed it upon the metal. His first thought was of how cold it was. It was like touching ice, he thought. He stroked it and felt how smooth it was. It felt a lot like glass. Then he caught the smell of it. It was very faint, almost undetectable even. It was at once acrid but pleasing; like rusty metal and fire. Scorched metal, maybe? His mind instantly drew a parallel between that and the Golothic. The Golothic, however, did not have such a pleasing scent. The Golothic smelled more like death, of earth and rock that had been smoldered into destruction. The Star-Armor smelled more like living metal…like forged metal. Rook finally could place the scent. It was similar to a blacksmith’s forge, but something more, something grander. 
“Push it,” said Karver from behind him. “I’ll let you and your sister go free and take whatever you want with you if you can move that thing, even a hair.”
Rook’s heart leapt. Really? He turned to face Karver, who was smiling wryly. 
“Go on, boy. Try it.”
Rook turned back around and reached both hands up. He grabbed it and yanked as if he were just going to casually pick it up. His arms strained. He released it, utter surprise filling his mind. His brow furled and he tried again, this time pulling as hard as he could. The thing did not budge. He tried again, and this time he grunted and strained until Karver started laughing and Ursula woke in his arms and began bawling. Karver handed Rook back his sister and he began cooing to her and she settled down. 
“Took me and my brother and my cousin Kraken to put that thing there.” said Karver, looking at it. “That pedestal it’s on is solid marble and rooted into the ground.” 
“Is that really Star-Armor?” asked Rook, rocking Ursula in his arms. 
“It is.” said Karver. “You like Saints, boy?”
Rook nodded and turned back to the bracer. He reached his hand up and stroked it, feeling its cold, absolute smoothness upon his fingertips. 
“You like those tales they tell you in church?” asked Karver. 
Without looking away from the piece of Star-Armor Rook said, “My favorite is Saint Bryant of the Horn. I like the tale of how he slew the Cerberus and the stories of how he’d bring candy and gifts to the people of the towns he’d visit.”
Karver laughed mockingly. “You’re still young, boy. You still believe in all that nonsense. Those are fairytales from long ago.”
Rook frowned, thinking to himself how lucky Karver might consider himself that no Saints were around to see what he and his brother have been up to. “One of these days, a Saint will come here, to help us all.”
Karver huffed. “If this little uprising going on out there don’t end real soon, you might get a first hand look at one.” said Karver, grinning. “Might get a first hand look at my cousin. Once Gatima finds out there is a revolt, he’ll stomp it out quick. Stomp all you people out real quick.”
Rook shrugged.
“Look at me, boy.” said Karver and Rook turned around, now thinking better of having shrugged. “Remember how I told you my cousin Behemoth Kraken is not a man you want to have cross your path?” said Karver. “That bracer right there is from his own Saint. Saint Rathaniel. Kraken cut off his left arm the first day Gatima gave him to him.”
“Why’d he do that?” asked Rook, furling his brow. Rook knew that Kings and Exalted nobles were often given their own personal Saints as bodyguards, but the remark came to him as slightly insulting. First, because this Behemoth Kraken looked evil and sounded evil, and the fact that such a man should have his own Saint seemed appalling. Secondly, because as far as Rook was concerned, Saints were the good guys, and the good guys never lost to the bad guys. And thirdly, because Saints were, as far as all the stories he had heard, completely indestructible. 
Karver chuckled. “The story goes that Kraken was partaking of his little boys and told Rathaniel to help himself to one. Rathaniel politely declined and Kraken cut his arm off as a warning. Then he killed a child and made Rathaniel take the corpse in front of the entire court while his arm was still bleeding.”
Rook suddenly felt sick to his stomach. He looked down and away from Karver. He tried telling himself that Karver was just messing with him; just telling stories to scare him. But a small part of his mind warned him to take heed. 
Karver grabbed Rook’s chin and forced his head up, making him look at him. Karver was smiling. “My cousin likes his little boys. You’re what, ten-years old? That’s about the age he prefers.” Karver looked down at Ursula and stroked her cheek with one finger. “I’ve seen him take babes too. Says they like to suck and ain’t got no teeth to worry about.”
Rook shivered as Karver held him in place by the chin. He felt his stomach twist in fear and disgust and his mind flooded with the memories of Garrot on that first night. Nausea assaulted him and he thought he might lose his lunch, when he saw it again. It was a shadowy child, and it peeked out from around that tall, terrifying statue.
Karver’s grin widened. “Trust me, you don’t know fear until you cross paths with my cousin.”
Rook shook his head and pointed. 
Karver turned around and looked over to the towering wood statue. “What boy?”
“There,” said Rook, but the figure was gone.
Karver huffed a little laugh. “That’s what they call a demon pole, boy.” Karver gestured for Rook to follow as he began to walk across the room to the thing. “Long time ago villages used to put them up to keep demons and dark creatures away. All the beasts carved into it are supposed to scare them off, and each beast looks out in a different direction to keep watch.”
 The shadowy child Rook had seen was nowhere in sight, and once again he was left wondering if it had been his imagination or a trick of the shadows. Or, he thought with a shiver, perhaps it was the ghost of some poor child who had crossed paths with Karver and his brother. Whatever it was, Rook decided against mentioning it. 
He held Ursula to his chest and rocked her gently in his arms as he walked over and stopped next to the giant wooden pole where Karver stood. It was like the massive trunk of some towering tree carved into a dozen beasts all sitting upon one another. The surface was gray and dull, cracked and pocked with age, but Rook surmised that at one point it must have been smooth and polished and probably painted. Here and there small patches of faded color still clung to it. The creatures that made up the thing looked like forest animals, but somehow twisted and monstrous and made more terrible and ferocious than any rabid beast. The largest creature at the bottom looked like a bear, another like some sort of hawk, and a third like a wolf. Upon the very top was perched some type of eagle with its wings spread, but its face bore a dozen large eyes that looked out from every angle. Rook’s eyes scanned up the entire length of the thing and he shivered. 
“This thing’s a thousand years old.” said Karver. He kicked the base of the thing. “I figure it can maybe protect me. Look over my treasures. Look out for whatever demon belongs to my Golothic.”
Rook didn’t really care for the spooky statue and turned his head to where the sparkle of metal caught his eye. There was a cabinet with glass doors. Inside Rook could see a number of various objects, most of them daggers and knives. Some were ancient and rusty, but others gleamed with polished silver and gold. There was one dagger, however, that particularly caught Rook’s attention. It wasn’t the fanciest by far, but it was perfect and polished and gleaming the way only the finest steel could. Rook walked over to the cabinet. 
“Those are some of the knives I’ve collected over the years.” said Karver, coming up to stand behind Rook. “See that one there that looks like animal bones? That was a sacrificial dagger. Who knows how much blood that thing spilled in the name of Apollyon.” Karver chuckled to himself. “And that one there, that one with all the gems on it, that one was Lady Calendula’s personal knife. She was Gatima’s third wife’s niece if I remember. Gatima had the Queen’s whole family killed—even her extended family—when he found out she had been exporting Jerusan black burlwood to Narbereth and the other countries.” 
Here Karver tapped on the cabinet and Rook noticed the dark color and strange, spirally grain of it. “Jerusan black burlwood only comes from Grandal and is worth a fortune in the other countries. It’s a shame Gatima don’t let anything leave his kingdom.” Karver looked down at Rook. “Not even slaves. It’s all his, as far as he’s concerned. I wouldn’t even be running you slaves if it weren’t for fear of my cousin. Truth be told, I fear Kraken’s retribution more than Gatima’s. Gatima would only kill me.” Karver paused and tapped at his pocket and grumbled something in his throat. “Good thing this brings me good fortune, I suppose.”
“What’s that one?” asked Rook, pointing to the original dagger that had caught his eye. It was a simple dagger, plain of design, yet something about its form was so perfectly executed that it was a paragon of form. The blade was long and triangular, tapering smoothly and gracefully to a deadly point. Its hilt was straight but curved upward ever so discreetly that it might be overlooked. Its handle was wrapped in simple, black leather. The steel of the pommel, hilt and blade all gleamed silvery metallic, but at closer inspection Rook noticed that the steel had waves of lighter and darker metals in it, like the grain of fine wood.
Karver huffed and grumbled something under his breath. “Just a plain dagger. Looked nice, so I kept it. It was actually in the same crate I found the Golothic.”
Rook couldn’t take his eyes off the thing. Next to it was a knife that dazzled with colorful gems, there were golden daggers and knives that had exceptional metalwork, yet that simple dagger fascinated him. 
“Here boy,” said Karver, pushing Rook aside and opening up the case. He took down the dagger and handed it to Rook.
With one arm holding Ursula on his shoulder, Rook took the knife in his free hand. “Wow,” was all he could say.
“Light, isn’t it?” said Karver. “I’d forgotten about that old thing. Made of some type of strange metal. Light as a feather.”
And it really was. Well, maybe not light as a feather, but it was no heavier than if it had been made of wood. Rook had held knives and other tools. Nothing made of metal was ever this light. It was remarkable. He held it in his hand, twisting it and turning it so that the strange, wavy grain of the steel caught the lamp light and sparkled. Then, something out of the corner of his eye moved. Rook turned his head and he swore he saw that shadowy child dart behind a row of shelves. Rook pointed. “Who’s over there?”
Karver looked, his brow furling. “Ain’t nobody else in here, boy.” He snatched the blade away from Rook’s hand and placed it back in the cabinet. He snickered and said, “Looks like you missed out on your one chance to be rid of me. Now enough playing around with us. I got work for you to do. I need the toilet pans cleaned from the basement and some of the slaves down there messed their clothes and need washing.”
Rook frowned but dared not complain. “Yes, sir,” was all he said as he followed Karver from the room. He took one last look over his shoulder before Karver locked the door. He was certain there was the shadowy form of a boy standing in there. 
 ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ 
Rook woke with a start. From somewhere in the deep, dark roots of the house came a scream that was long, drawn out, agonized. A woman, or possibly a man in unbelievable agony. It was muffled and subdued through the walls and floors of the house, but in the absolute dark stillness of his bedroom Rook could hear the giggles of Rennic and the grumbly voice of Garrot. Yet, Rook was certain that was not what woke him. The room seemed unusually hot and he pushed down the blankets from his body. There was an offensive odor as well, something Rook couldn’t quite place. It smelled like burnt meat only more sickly and pungent. It mingled with another odor, something more familiar: scorched rock and earth. It was the same odor he had smelled upon the Golothic. 
“K…Karver?” Rook’s voice was a hoarse whisper into the ultimate darkness of the room. There was no reply.
In the crook of his armpit Ursula was sleeping. She stirred momentarily, made a sucking sound, released a contented sigh, and then resumed her peaceful dreams. 
Rook’s room was small and had only one barred window covered with heavy drapery. Very little moonlight penetrated it and it took a moment before his eyes adjusted to the darkness. He noticed his door was hanging opened. He had closed it before he went to bed. He peered into the shadows of the darkened hall beyond and saw nothing, though he could hear the rumbling snores coming from Karver’s room. From two floors below, in the basement, Rook heard the muffled crack of a whip and another long, agonized wail. 
Then the drapes over his window stirred.
Rook’s head snapped to the left. A small black hand, about the size of his own, slowly drew back the curtains and soft, silver moonlight streamed in through the iron bars, casting eerie, lined patterns across the room. There was another child in the room with him, though he appeared as only a blacker shadow against the darkness of the wall beside the window. It was the same shadowy child he had seen in the artifact room. Rook was sure of it. 
Rook sat up slowly in his bed. Ursula stirred slightly. “Who…who are you?” asked Rook, his voice a barely audible whisper.
The small figure stood silent and motionless beside the window. Only a sliver of the moonlight fell upon its right side but it was enough that Rook could make out something of its features. He gasped.
“Shh,” said the being and it stalked further from the window until it was again nothing more than a black form in darkness. “Don’t look at me. What the fires have done to me is terrible.”
Rook had only caught a brief glimpse of it. It looked like a naked child, but whose flesh had been scorched to a blackened crisp. He felt his heart racing. A part of his mind came to the sudden realization that the sickly odor was burned flesh. A million questions and ideas rushed his mind. Should he scream? Should he run? Should he ask it if it needs help? He had no immediate idea what to do, and fear froze him just as much as indecision. 
“Will you let me help you, Rook?” asked the being. Its voice was childlike, but there was also something sinister about it that made a chill run down Rook’s spine despite the heat within the room. 
Rook didn’t immediately answer. His heart was pounding in his chest and he could hear his breaths coming quick and sharp. The shadowy form moved toward the foot of his bed and stood there, bathed in dim moonlight. Rook noticed it was about the same height as he was. It looked to be no more than a boy of ten or twelve years. But its skin was charred and blackened. And it had horns upon its head that curled up, over and around the sides of its face. 
And its eyes.
They glowed like coals in a furnace. From them Rook felt a terrible power—a terrible hatred—and something ancient. Despite the creature’s size and boyish appearance, Rook saw in those pulsing, ember eyes that this was something far beyond his own years. 
Rook’s own eyes went wide. He wanted to scream, to cry out for his mother. But his mother was dead, and the only person he might summon in this house was quite possibly a creature more terrifying than this small…demon?
The thing’s eyes narrowed into crescents that throbbed with heat and its lips turned up into a smile, revealing charred teeth. “Yes, Rook, I am a demon.” It placed its hands upon the bed and Rook could now see they were clawed. It pulled itself up onto the bed, becoming larger as it did so, and sat up on its knees. The creature seemed to grow; to turn into something less child-like and more terrifying than it had been. It was more bestial…more demonic. Rook froze in terror, and he could feel the heat from the being wash over him. Charred flecks of flesh rose and fell from its body, as if its entire form were being agitated by waves of heat from some unseen furnace. Rook let out a little yelp and scooped Ursula into his arms and pressed himself up tight against the bed’s headboard.
The creature placed a long finger to its lips. “Shh. You were right to think that I am not the scariest demon in this house.” From the building’s roots came a series of long, drawn out screams and the unmistakable giggling of Rennic Finn. The demon lowered its finger and its eyes burned into Rook’s own. “I’m only here to help you.” it said in between the horrific, muffled screams. It’s eyes turned down toward the floor, as if it could see through it, and smiled wide. “The pale man will peel your skin from your back just because he thinks it’s funny.” The rough voice of Garrot could be heard yelling at somebody to shut up and stop crying. The creature looked back at Rook. “Garrot might take you again. It’s late and he’s tired of the other boys down there. All they do is cry. You at least toughed it out. Kept your mouth shut.” The creature turned its head to the left, as if it could see through the wall into Karver’s room. It pointed its long finger that way. “And he might break your jaw and toss your little sister out the window just because you woke him up.”
“Wh…what do you want from me?” asked Rook. He felt himself trembling. Ursula started fidgeting and making discontented sounds in his arms. If she woke up and started crying it certainly wouldn’t go over well with Karver. And who knew what this demon might do to her. 
“All I want is to help you, Rook.” it said. It placed its hands on the bed and leaned closer to Rook, its ember eyes fixed on him. Its hot breath wafting over his hair. He could see the charred, cracked flesh in all its gory detail now. Flakes of it fell off its jaw and horns and floated down upon his blankets. Its breath was hot and stank terribly. “But, you have to want me to help you.”
Rook looked at the thing and swallowed hard. “I…I…” he had no idea what to say. He was too frightened to even begin to know what to do. Ursula started making some preliminary sobs. She was waking up.
“Shh,” said the creature. It extended a hand and brushed its fingers over Ursula’s head and she suddenly went quite. Rook gasped but the being said, “She’s asleep again. She’s so young. So pure. So innocent.” It looked at Rook, fixing him with those ember eyes. “All she has in this entire world is you. Think about that. In this endlessly large, depraved world you live in, you are the only person she has, and her safety hangs in your own balance.”
Rook licked his lips and looked down at Ursula. The demon’s words were harsh and cruel in their truthfulness. He already knew that though. He had known it the day his mother died. Ursula was in his care. He was ten-years old and owned nothing. Had no money, no possessions. And he bore the sole responsibility of taking care of his 10-month old sister. 
“This world is cruel, Rook.” said the demon. “And it’s going to get much, much crueler to you. Wouldn’t it be nice to have some help?”
Rook looked back at the creature and bit his lip. His trembling was subsiding, though he still tried not to focus too much on the thing’s horrific flesh or radiating eyes. “H…how do you know my name?”
The demon smiled. “I’ve known of you for many, many years. Since before you were born. Your great-grandfather’s great-grandfather was my friend. He was a good man. A very great man. He wanted nothing more than to secure a good life for himself and pass his talents to his family line.”
Rook’s brow furled. “Wh…what do you mean?”
“Your great-grandfather’s great-grandfather was a blacksmith.” said the demon. “His skills were legendary and he crafted some of the finest blades the world had ever seen. All the sons of his family line have had the skill. As did your father. As do you.”
“But I’ve never…I don’t know anything about blacksmithing.” said Rook. 
The demon smiled. “If you live to be old enough to lift a hammer, you will find the gift in you. For six generations the gift has flowed in your family’s blood. Unfortunately, you are to be the last of the line. My promise was for six generations, and you are the last of the line. The sixth one. My payment now comes due.”
“Wh…what payment?” asked Rook. 
The demon chuckled. “The Golothic that Karver has, it belongs to you. It has brought you to it. All that’s left is for you to take it. It is what your forefathers wanted.”
Rook’s eyes went wide. Take it? How could he ever possibly take it from Karver? And, even if he could, did he want to?
“Even if you die now my Golothic has fulfilled its promise.” said the demon. “But I feel I can make use of you, and I offer you, and your baby sister, Ursula, a hope and a chance. If I help you get free from Karver, if I help make sure that Ursula is taken care of, if I help make sure that you see your gift with the hammer and forge made real, you must promise to one day pay me back. I shall come to you, and a weapon you shall make for me. That is all I ask.”
Rook thought for a moment. “But…demons are evil.” said Rook. 
The demon raised a blackened eyebrow. “Are we? Or are we simply your own desires made flesh? Is it evil to want help? Is it evil to need help? Is it evil to want your sister to have a chance at life? She’ll never have that chance if you die in this house.”
Rook looked at the demon for a moment but had to turn away from the hideous thing. Demons were evil, that much Rook was certain. In all the great tales of the Saints Caliber, the demons—the Unbound minions of Hell—were the enemy. 
The demon began to laugh. It looked at Rook with those ember eyes. “You call the Saints Caliber good, do you? You think they are the heroes? You think the love of your goddess Aeoria can save you?” the demon laughed again. “I’ll make you another offer. I’ll help you and your sister escape from here, and then one day very soon you shall meet some Saints. After you meet them I shall come to you, and I shall ask you one question, and you must answer me yes or no with honesty. I shall ask you if you still believe the Saints are good and are here to protect the people of the world. If you answer me truthfully yes, then I shall leave and I shall forfeit the price of my Golothic. You shall keep the gift you were born with and I shall never come to collect my price on you or any of your family. If, however, you tell me no, then my Golothic shall be bound to you still and I shall come to collect one last payment of your family. I will come to you one day for a weapon, and the weapon you must forge for me. Once I have the weapon, the promise of my Golothic is settled and my payment comes due upon you.”
Rook’s heart leapt. The choice was easy. The Saints Caliber were good, he knew it. Above all else, he knew the Saints Caliber were good. Even Karver, who had told him of Saint Rathaniel who was bound to his cousin Behemoth Kraken, resisted Kraken’s evil ways despite knowing the repercussions. Rathaniel had his arm cut off for it. No, Rook knew the Saints Caliber were good. 
“Tell me, Rook,” said the demon. “Do you accept my offer?”
“You’ll make sure my sister is taken care of too,” said Rook.
The demon smiled. “I swear it upon all the suffering in Hell.”
Rook bit his lip and regarded the demon for a moment. “Th..then yes,” he said. “I accept your offer.”
The demon chuckled and stepped from the bed. It was now a hulking creature, no longer resembling the child-like form. The ceiling hardly contained it, and beneath its charred flesh Rook could see veins of fiery light throbbing. “Leave your sister to sleep, and go quietly downstairs. Quickly now, for time is short.”
Rook was still in his new clothes when he had gone to bed, so all he had to do was slip on his shoes. The demon pointed toward his open bedroom door and Rook quickly padded his way through the darkness, leaving Ursula alone in the bed. In the hallway Karver’s snoring could be heard from the next door and Rook quietly made his way down the stairs. As he went, the sounds of torture became louder and clearer. He could hear Garrot’s heavy breaths and Rennic’s disgusting giggles. A woman was pleading and a boy was crying. Rook looked behind him, but the demon was not there. At the end of the stairs was the door that led to the basement, but Rook took the door that led out into the dining room. It was dark and hard to see, but enough diffuse moonlight made it through the curtains to allow Rook to maneuver without bumping into anything. 
Rook looked around, wondering what he should do, when he saw a tall, black shadow at the far door. The one that led to the artifact room. It was the demon. Its eyes opened and pulsed with an angry heat. “In here.” it said quietly.
Rook looked around and then crept over toward the door. “N…now what?”
The demon waved his hand and the lock made a click, then the door swung open slowly, squeaking on its hinges. “The knife,” said the demon. “You know the one. You must take it.”
Rook bit his lip and inhaled deeply. “B…but…if Karver or Garrot catches me…”
“Quickly,” said the demon. “Garrot and Rennic tire of their torments. Soon they shall come up the stairs.”
Rook scurried into the darkened room and made his way over to the cabinet. He opened the glass doors and, standing on his tip-toes to reach it, grabbed the knife Karver had shown him. It was cold and light in his hand. He gripped it tightly, and then ran back out the door. “W…what now?”
“Back upstairs.” said the demon. “Hurry.”
Rook took a deep breath and then scampered as quickly and quietly up the stairs as he could. When he reached the top he was surprised to see the demon standing in the hall before Karver’s bedroom door. The demon’s eyes were red-hot coals in the darkness and cast its grinning face in their terrible light. Rook could hear the faint snoring from within the room. “What now?” whispered Rook.
The demon waved its hand and Karver’s bedroom door opened with a click. The demon pointed a long, clawed finger into the room.
Rook stood for a moment and swallowed hard. Then, with a breath, he steeled himself and padded over to the door. Karver’s room was much larger than Rook’s own. The walls were lined with dressers and he had a large mirror upon one wall and a writing desk at another. A pair of windows whose curtains were drawn let in just enough moonlight for Rook to see the fat man sleeping upon his large bed. He was naked but for a red sheet thrown over his waist and his closed eyes looked up upon the ceiling, his mouth opened and wet with drool. The nostrils on his pudgy nose flared as he sucked in a ragged breath and wheezed it out. Upon a chair next to his bed were thrown the clothes he had been wearing that day, and upon the floor in various areas were strewn other dirty laundry. The room reeked of sour body odor and flatulence. 
Rook looked up at the demon and it smiled wickedly down at him. It pointed into the room and said in a low, quiet voice, “You must kill him.”
Rook’s eyes went wide. His stomach dropped and his heart began to pound painfully in his chest. What?

“The knife. Slit his throat.”
Rook looked at the demon and then into the room. Karver stirred momentarily as he shifted his bulk, causing the entire bed to rock and squeak. He snorted and grumbled something, then resumed his rhythmic, ragged, breathing. The dagger, as light as it was, suddenly felt like a million pounds in Rook’s hand. He began to tremble. “I…I…I can’t.” he whispered.
“Garrot has just finished his pleasures with the boy.” said the demon. “He and Rennic plan to pull the old woman’s teeth from her skull. Garrot figures they’re worth more than she would bring as a slave. Then they’ll be finished for the night.”
“I…I can’t kill somebody,” said Rook quietly. He looked up at the demon. His arms and legs felt weak. “I…I can’t.”
The demon chuckled quietly. “Then you’ll have to find a way to pick the lock of the artifact room before morning and sneak the knife back. If morning comes and things are not as they should be, you know what that man will do to you. Take his life, before he takes yours. And your sister’s.” The demon’s eyes burned into Rook. “Ursula is counting on you.”
“C-C-Can’t you kill him?” asked Rook, hopeful.
“My deal was that I would help you escape,” said the demon. “And help you I am. But you must do the deed yourself. Do it, Rook. If not for you, for your sister.”
Rook looked into the room and at the sleeping Karver, but he could not bring himself to move.
“Do you know that Garrot once placed a baby in a sack and smashed it against the wall just because he couldn’t deal with its crying any longer?” said the demon. “I wonder what he will do to Ursula once you aren’t around. Maybe she’ll be lucky enough to meet Behemoth Kraken.” Then the demon’s voice changed into the exact likeness of Karver’s own, “I’ve seen him take babes too. Says they like to suck and ain’t got no teeth to worry about.”
From down below there was an horrific scream. 
“There’s the old lady’s teeth.” said the demon. “Tick-tick-tick…”
Rook’s heart was beating out of his chest. His breaths were so loud he swore they would wake Karver up, but he forced himself forward and he padded his way into the room. He approached the bed from the side and stood next to Karver’s round head. His head was tilted the other way and his neck bared its jugular to him. Rook raised the knife, his hand shaking. 
“Kill him.” hissed the demon.
Rook stood there shaking, staring at the fat neck that presented itself to him. How hard would he have to push the knife? What if he failed to kill him? What if the man woke up first? Rook knew there was no way he could do the deed. He started to lower the dagger.
“DO IT NOW!” the demon’s voice roared.
Karver’s eyes opened wide at the sound and the next thing Rook knew he had sunk the dagger into the man’s neck. There had been some resistance, and the knife made a sickening, crunchy sound as it bit through tissue and wedged into bone. Karver sat bolt upright in the bed, blood washing down his neck and fat body in sheets. The man’s arms flailed and wet choking sounds erupted from his mouth. Rook backed away in horror as Karver’s eyes met his. They were wide with terror, disbelief, and the sudden realization of mortality. Karver’s hand grabbed the dagger and pulled it from his neck. It fell to the ground with a sharp clamor. Then the fat man’s body hunched over, the sheer weight dragging the rest of his body over and he tumbled to the floor with a disgusting, wet slap. He moved and breathed no more.
Rook’s chest heaved. He felt dizzy. He thought he might black out or faint. He looked at the demon. And the demon looked at him, smiling. “Wh…what’s your name?”
“Bulifer.” said the demon. “My name is Bulifer. It is the name your great-grandfather’s great-grandfather summoned.” The demon pointed to the knife that lay in the bloody pool. “That knife was made by him.” said the demon. “Take it back. It’s yours.”
Rook bent down and grabbed the bloody knife from the floor. His entire body was trembling. He looked at the demon, and it pointed to the dirty clothes left in a heap upon the chair near the bed. “The Golothic. It is in the right pocket of his pants. Take it with you.”
Rook looked at the blood all over the floor, all over the knife he held. He looked at the demon and shook his head. He had never intended to kill somebody. He had never wanted any of this. He just wanted him and Ursula out of this house.
Bulifer laughed. “If you do not take it with you, it will one day bring you to it. Sometimes the circumstances that arise from that are quite unpleasant, as you yourself have come to experience. Remember, it brought you to it now. Imagine what may happen next time. Take it with you and save yourself the pain.”
Rook scrambled over to the chair and rummaged through the stinking pants. He knew when he had found it right away, for it had a pleasant warmth about it. It felt sandy and rough. He grabbed it and placed it in his own pocket.
“Well done Rook. Well done.” said the demon. “Now take your sister and run.”
Rook looked at the demon. Its eyes burned white hot. 
“RUN!”
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THE RISING OF THE PHOENIX

Brandrir looked at himself in the mirror one last time and wondered where in the Lands of Duroton Etheil and Solastron could be. He hadn’t seen Etheil since yesterday morning, and Solastron had run off as soon as the pair had arrived in Durtania. Brandrir sighed and moved his face closer to the mirror, inspecting his scraggly growth of beard and wondering if he should have shaved it. Then again, if he shaved it, the pink scars from that terrible night when the Kald blood splattered him would be visible on his face. 
He sighed again, this time with more annoyance. Etheil would give him an honest opinion. Brandrir grunted. “Where in Apollyon’s Hell is he?” He looked out the window of his bedroom and the sun was just starting to set and the inky night sky was overtaking the horizon. He sighed yet again. “Well, too late to shave now anyway.” 
He stepped back from the mirror and inspected the rest of himself, inwardly promising that this would be the last time. His red armor was lacquered to a glossy sheen. His mechanical left arm was polished and the gold-plated steel gleamed nicely in the gaslight. The white cape bearing the golden phoenix crest of Duroton hung nice and straight from his shoulders. His auburn hair was brushed straight and hung down to his shoulders. His blue-gray eyes looked weary as if he hadn’t slept all night, but he hadn’t, and he figured that was the best they were going to get. The red leather scabbard at his side was oiled and shiny but hung slightly askew so he took a moment and adjusted it. Inside was his broadsword named Raze.
Brandrir unsheathed the sword, admiring the silvery blade. He paced the room flourishing it. Like all Crystallic Swords created by the Jinn, a power crystal within the pommel gave it extraordinary abilities. Raze’s crystal was black and it sparkled dully in the glow of the lamps. In the center of the silver hilt was an engraved runic character. Brandrir’s thumb easily found it as he flourished the blade and he quickly swiped it across, causing the rune to glow black. Immediately the sword began to hum, the blade a smear of resonating, silvery steel. He could feel its powerful vibrations through the black leather that was wound around the handle. He swung it about, the blade buzzing and throbbing through the air. 
The power of Raze was that it could cut through just about anything. Brandrir danced about the room flourishing his sword, maneuvering through different combat routines until he ended at the stone wall. He pressed the tip of the blade into the stone and it sunk into it as easily as if dunked into water. He pulled Raze out and then turned around and raised his mechanical left arm. Upon the bottom plate of it was a small runic symbol. He rubbed it over his right forearm and instantly an electrical-yellow disc spread around, creating something of a glowing shield attached to his left arm. He cracked Raze against it a few times, sending sparks popping and flying and filling the room with the smell of ozone. Within his left arm was concealed a yellow power crystal and the shield that it created was one of the few things Raze could not cut. Indeed, it was one of the few things nothing could cut. 
The power crystals that were used to make Crystallic Swords were especially powerful and incredibly time consuming and difficult for the Jinn to create. It could take upwards of a year or more to make a power crystal strong enough to fuel a Crystallic Sword. That made the weapons incredibly rare. So rare, in fact, that they were solely reserved for the Knights of the Dark Star. Once ordained, a Dark Star Knight got to choose what type of power crystal he wanted, and the Jinn would fashion him a special sword containing its powers. Of course, select nobles throughout Duroton had these weapons too, but they rarely had the honor of choosing which type of power crystal they wanted. In fact, most had the swords of fallen Dark Star Knights. Usually, nobles lucky enough to have Crystallic Swords were gifted the weapon as a favor or honor by the King. 
Power crystals themselves were not incredibly rare in Duroton. The Jinn could produce hundreds of them a year and they were used to power bolt-thrower guns, the ignition switches for the gaslights, and other devices. It was the weapons-grade crystals needed to power the Crystallic Swords that were special and rare. 
Brandrir, as the King’s first-born son, was lucky enough to have three of these weapons-grade power crystals. The black crystal that powered Raze was a Sonic Crystal. Sonic Crystals could be used to produce sounds, vibrations and other such effects. Raze used sonic vibrations to devastating consequence, tearing through the very elemental fabric of things. It could melt through steel, stone and flesh with ease. 
Energy Crystals were yellow and could contain raw energy. In their simplest and least powerful forms they could power the ignition switches of gaslamps. In slightly more powerful form the Jinn could use them to power bolt-throwers and mechanical things. In their most powerful form they could create electrical barriers such as the shield his arm could generate. Truth be told, Brandrir’s mechanical arm could probably suffice with a standard Power Crystal. Having it powered by a weapons-grade crystal just allowed his arm to do some ridiculous things, and Brandrir kind of liked it that way. 
He flourished his humming sword a few more times and then cracked it off his shield for good effect. He caught a glimpse out the window and could see night quickly falling. With a sigh he swiped his thumb over the rune on his sword and it instantly deactivated. He bumped his left forearm on his right wrist and deactivated the shield and then sheathed his sword. With a heavy sigh he went back to the mirror.
He stood back and inspected himself, then suddenly realized he was breaking the promise he had made to himself. “Gah!” He turned away from the mirror and stood tapping his foot on the stone floor, wondering where in the Lands Etheil and Solastron were again. 
He screwed his lips up as he pondered the many possibilities of where the two had run off to. Solastron liked to wander alone and had been known to disappear for weeks at a time, so it wouldn’t really surprise Brandrir if the wolf didn’t show up. Besides, a wild, mindless wolf wouldn’t understand the ceremony anyway, thought Brandrir. But Etheil? There was no way he’d miss this. Brandrir pursed his lips and thought. He was probably planning some sort of silly and embarrassing surprise. Brandrir huffed a little laugh to himself. Maybe he was already seated and waiting for the ceremony to start so that he could heckle him from the bleachers. 
A loud uproar drifted through the window, breaking Brandrir from his thoughts. He clomped over to the open window. It was dark now. He poked his head out into the cool air and craned his neck around. He could see the torches all lit in the courtyard and the crowds all gathering in the bleachers. He could hear somebody shouting words to the crowd but couldn’t quite make out what was being said. Then the crowd cheered again. Brandrir pulled his head back in and sighed deeply, thinking that the ceremony would start any moment. His stomach began to flutter and he found his head flooding with the same doubts he had told himself he would not think about. The omen of the Jinn sat heavily upon him. What if it were true? What if he would bring Duroton to ruin? What if the phoenix did not rise for him? Brandrir bit his lip. His foot began tapping on the floor again. 
There was a knocking at his chamber door. “Your Grace, it is time.” It was the voice of Egret, Commander of the Durotonian Guard. 
Brandrir strode to the door and opened it. There was a procession of Royal Guardsmen lined up in the hall. They all wore lacquered, white armor trimmed in gold and had long, red capes and helmets crested with red phoenix feathers. 
Egret stood before the door, draped in his black shroud. “Your Grace, it is time.” Brandrir nodded his head and Egret patted him on his shoulder, his gauntlet clanging on Brandrir’s armor. “You shall make a fine King, Brandrir.”
Brandrir looked at Egret and forced a small smile. “Thank you, old friend.”
“Your father, brother and all of the Council are seated and waiting.” said Egret.
“Is Etheil with my brother?” asked Brandrir. 
“I have not seen him with your brother,” said Egret. “Come, your Grace. Almost all of the nobles have come and there are crowds of people from the very reaches of the Lands.”
Brandrir sighed and shook his head. From the window he could hear another muted roar of the crowd. 
Egret patted him on the shoulder again. “We have all heard the omens. Do not worry about the words of the Jinn. They are mortal men like me and you. Let the Lands decide their new King and rise the phoenix in your name.”
Brandrir looked into Egret’s blue eyes and nodded his head. He forced another smile. “Thank you again, Lord Egret.”
“Come, your Grace.” said Egret. “It is time for the phoenix to rise in your name.” 
 ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦
Hidden beyond the castle corridor, just within the open portcullis, Brandrir had the perfect view of the long walk to the courtyard arena. For the ceremony, walls and extra bleachers had been constructed along the entire 100-yard length from the portcullis to the arena proper, and from above Brandrir could hear the crowds cheering and roaring. The pathway to the arena was lined on either side with braziers sculptured like phoenixes set atop tall pikes, burning with coals. In the far distance, in the arena proper, a million points of light twinkled from the stadium benches where the overflowing crowds of people all sat holding candles in the night. At the center of the arena Brandrir could see the great, risen stage where the seven High Jinn were all gathered. They stood before a giant, bronze dish sculptured like the very crown of Duroton. 
Brandrir breathed deeply. Upon either side of the corridor stood the ranks of Royal Guardsmen waiting to escort him to the stage. At the front, just inside the portcullis, Egret sat high upon his proud Icelandic Great-Hoof named Snowbreaker. Of all the Icelandic Great-Hoofs kept at the castle, Snowbreaker was perhaps the largest and strongest and was perfectly suited for towing the heavy chariot harnessed to him. 
The chariot was glossy and red with the phoenix crest of Duroton proudly emblazoned in gold on all sides. Within the chariot was a squat, silver pedestal and sitting upon it was a large nest of thick, interwoven copper bars. Within the nest sat an egg the size of a man. It was rough and black and flaking as if it had been made of stone and charred within some volcanic lair. 
Phoenix eggs were rare and the bird was known only within the Lands of Duroton. They laid their eggs within thick, pine forests and covered them with a black, sappy excretion that turned to a stoney crust over the ages. The egg would lie dormant until an inevitable forest fire would one day set the bird free. Such forest fires were few and far between. 
About every two or three years a great wave of summer storms might strike fire upon a forest, and in Duroton it was cause for great excitement. Men and women from miles around would gather at safe vantage points near the forest fire, hoping beyond hope to see a phoenix rise from the burning tree tops and fly off into the heavens. It was said that a phoenix could live for a hundred years, though none knew where they went after hatching. On the rarest of occasions a hunter or woodsmen might catch a mated pair affixing their precious egg to the top of a tall pine. Once the egg was secured, the couple would fly off to Lands only know where. 
Obtaining a phoenix egg for the Rising of the Phoenix ceremony was always quite difficult and the hunt for an egg usually started soon after the new King was crowned. This particular egg had been found about ten years ago and had been locked in the castle’s vaults ever since. It had been considered more precious than the gems and gold that surrounded it. 
Brandrir exhaled loudly and tapped his foot nervously. He peeked out around Snowbreaker and the chariot. In the far distance, upon the risen stage, he could just see the Jinn as they addressed the audience. Slowly the crowds fell silent, their thousands of candlelights flickering like a sea of stars in the night. Brandrir could just barely hear the words of the Jinn as they spoke the opening rites of the ceremony, calling for the Lands to bear witness and asking their consent to crown a new King. The Jinn then asked all to rise for the Call of Duroton. All at once, everybody within the stadium stood like a clap of thunder, their candlelights wavering and sparkling. After a brief pause the Jinn began reciting the Call of Duroton, and even Egret, the Royal Guardsmen, and Brandrir himself spoke along to it, placing their right hands upon their hearts. 
When the Call of Duroton ended, cheers erupted from the bleachers and rattled the very night air. After a very long moment the crowd settled down and the orchestra began to play the March of Duroton. The bass drummers began beating on their drums in a metered throb. Slowly, the double-basses and cellos began in, followed by the tubas and bassbellows. Finally, the trumpets, snare drums and violins started in, all playing the deep and driving music of the March of Duroton. 
“Your Grace,” said Egret from atop his horse. “Are you ready?”
“As ready as I’ll ever be.” said Brandrir.
Egret spurred Snowbreaker forward. With a creak, the chariot gave way and he led the procession of Royal Guardsmen from the castle portcullis as the droning music played out. After the last of the Guardsmen had left, Brandrir gave about a fifty-foot pause before he himself stepped out. Like thunder the crowds from above erupted all around him, drowning out the music. Their cheers spread until the entire arena was filled with their voices. With each step Brandrir took the people tossed the fiery red blooms of the phoenix chrysanthemum upon his path. It was the national flower of Duroton and the red, yellow and orange petals were perfectly reminiscent of the feathers of the phoenix for which they were named. 
Brandrir marched slow and steady, being sure to keep the fifty-foot break between the last Guardsman and himself. As he neared the stadium he could see the royal seats at the fore of the arena. They were done up with flags and banners, brightly illuminated by torches. He could not see his father or brother from this distance, but he knew that they were there, surrounded by all the Councilmen and their attendants. Honored guests and high-ranking nobles would be there with them too. Surrounding them were all the people of Duroton who had come from near and far to bear witness of the phoenix. To say Brandrir was nervous would be an understatement. He had prepared for bloody battles countless times, but never before had his stomach ever felt this fluttery. 
Brandrir tried to breathe slow and deep as he marched toward the risen stage to the music of the March of Duroton, which played out somewhere within the thunder of the crowds. The Jinn stood there, watching and waiting. A wide ramp led up to the top of the stage, and as Egret rode his horse and chariot up the ramp, the Royal Guardsmen broke off, forming up lines on either side. 
When Egret neared the top of the stage, two of the Jinn opened a latch on the front of the giant, bronze crown. Egret rode his horse into it. Once inside, a pair of Guardsmen quickly unhooked the chariot from Snowbreaker and then unlatched a door at the opposite side. Egret and Snowbreaker exited the crown, leaving the chariot and the phoenix egg within the center of it. The Jinn and their assistants closed both doors, sealing the giant crown back up, just as Brandrir began his march up the ramp. Once he made it to the top of the stage the crowds went wild, and their candles ebbed and flowed in the bleachers.
Brandrir looked out toward the royal seats. He could just barely see his father sitting slumped in a large chair, padded with pillows and blankets. His brother Dagrir sat next to him. Around them he could make out all the Councilmen, and nearby were also a number of Dark Star Knights. Brandrir bit his lip and exhaled deeply. He could not see Etheil or Solastron amongst them. He looked up for a brief moment, to the black sky of night where just a handful of stars twinkled and the crescent moon loomed in the north. 
The Jinn all raised their hands and slowly the crowd began to die down, until at last silence overtook the stadium. Brandrir could feel a palpable tension amongst the people, and even from the Jinn. Everybody had heard of the prophecies foretold by the Jinn and Brandrir knew that some part of the gathered crowds was expecting the worst. This was the most anticipated Rising of the Phoenix that had been held in two centuries. 
Brandrir stood straight and tall in his armor as the Jinn surrounded him in an arc. They looked at him through their gleaming, emerald lenses. 
“Brandrir Thorodin,” they began in unison, their strange, metallic voices reverberating through the arena. “The Lands of Duroton have called you here this day to be appraised by all who would take witness. Do you stand here freely, by your own will, beneath the Duroton sky, to be judged worthy by the Lands?”
“I do.” said Brandrir loudly. All around him, from the silent bleachers, he could see the thousands of points of flickering candlelight. Part of him couldn’t help but think that that was what the Duroton sky had once looked like.
Here, one of the Jinn stepped to the fore and stood before Brandrir, holding his father’s crown. It was an ancient thing, having been passed from King to King, Thorodin to Thorodin, for a thousand years. “Brandrir Thorodin, first-born son of Garidrir Thorodin, do you accept the Crown of Duroton, and with it, all the burdens the Lands may ask of you?”
“I do.” Brandrir said as loudly as he could.
“Do you swear beneath the Duroton sky to faithfully uphold the Oath of the Throne?”
“I do.”
“Then, beneath the Duroton sky, and before all here who take witness, take a knee to the Lands and swear upon Her your Oath.”
Brandrir inhaled deeply and touched his right knee to the ground and bowed his body, placing his palms up and flat upon the stage floor. He craned his neck to the starless, black sky and spoke as loudly and certainly as he could. “I, Brandrir Thorodin, son of Garidrir Thorodin, do swear beneath the Duroton sky to take the Throne of the King on behalf of the sons and daughters of Duroton. I shall hold no office higher than the Lands themselves; I shall seek no greater reward than I bring upon the Lands themselves. My very will shall be to the Lands and Her People. I ask that Duroton and Her Sons and Daughters judge me this day and rise a phoenix in my name, should I be found worthy to wear Her crown.”
Here, six of the Jinn took up places around the large, bronze crown at the center of the stage. The Jinn who held the crown stood before Brandrir and said, “Rise and be judged by the Lands.”
Brandrir stood up. The Jinn took up a place at the front of the large crown where the chariot bearing the phoenix egg within the copper nest sat. Brandrir could hear some valves beneath the stage being turned and then the hiss of gas. The Jinn held the crown high above his head just as a fire erupted beneath the chariot, consuming it and filling the bronze crown. The roaring fires engulfed the copper nest and began licking at the blackened egg. 
“On behalf of the sons and daughters of Duroton, we ask that the Lands accept Brandrir Thorodin, first-born son of Garidrir Thorodin, as Her King.” said the Jinn, holding the crown high before the roaring fires. “If the Lands so accept him as Her King, we ask that this phoenix be risen in his name.”
Brandrir stood watching as the fires swirled around the egg, lapping at its shell. There was a breathless awe in the air that Brandrir could feel coming from the audience, and it surrounded the entire stage. Brandrir breathed deeply. 
Slowly, the black outer crust of the egg began to pop and crack and then peel away and flake off into the fires. A sulfuric smell began to emanate and the shell began to show veins of pulsing heat. By degrees the egg began to rock within the fires. A crack appeared near the top of the egg. Through the dancing flames Brandrir caught the first glimpse of the creature’s beak. It was as black and glossy as polished obsidian, shaped like a wedge with a wicked curve. It poked it’s beak out again, then again, its motions becoming more frantic as the fracture began to creep down the shell’s length. Now Brandrir thought he caught sight of one of the bird’s large, black eyes and perhaps its crimson feathers. Then, all at once, the egg split down one side. 
Brandrir had never seen a phoenix hatch before. Like most people in Duroton, he had seen one or two fly up into the heavens from a distant, burning forest. His father had told him a long time ago that when a phoenix egg cracks it sounds like fracturing stone, and that the shell breaks cleanly apart and falls off in two large halves. But that wasn’t happening here. The egg remained together but entirely cracked, as if something near its base was preventing its full separation. From beyond the wall of licking flames Brandrir could see the large bird struggling. It kept forcing its black beak through the fracture, but it was not fully breaking open. And each time the creature retracted its head back in, the egg closed back up. 
All around the flames lapped at the egg or swirled in a fiery vortex. The bird became more frantic and Brandrir could see it writhing about within the shell. One of the wings slipped through the crack. Beautiful crimson, orange and yellow feathers splayed out within the fire. Then, from the top of the egg, the creature’s beak broke, and a moment later its entire head popped out. The flames licked at its face but did not burn it. The phoenix was born with its feathers coated with a temporary protective film that allowed it to escape the fires it was born within. The bird cried out, its shrill voice piercing the night sky. It struggled, its wing flailing in the fires, its neck struggling and stretching, trying to force itself from the shell.
Something isn’t right. That was all Brandrir could think. Even the Jinn seemed to notice it, and he caught them turning their heads at each other, as if they too were trying to figure out what was happening. Brandrir could sense tension in the crowd too. He couldn’t hear it, but he could almost feel the murmur rippling out amongst the bleachers.
Then the bird’s other wing poked through. It opened its beak wide and another tremulous screech rang out, but it sounded nothing like the first. It sounded somehow more desperate. The phoenix thrashed about and struggled and finally the two halves split apart fully, allowing the bird to free itself, though the two halves of the shell remained curiously connected in the bottom of the copper nest. The creature flapped out its wings, presenting its amazing span. Its dark eyes looked out to the night sky and its slender, crimson body stretched out. It screamed again and flapped its wings, sending waves of fiery heat toward Brandrir. 
All around the bird the flames licked at it, and Brandrir began to notice the edges of some of its feathers starting to singe. It flapped again and again, its body flopping clumsily inside the copper nest. And that’s when Brandrir noticed its feet. Its black legs, devoid of feathers, did not end in long feet or talons. They were deformed clubs of misanthropic flesh, fused by bloody tissues to the sides of the egg. 
The creature flapped and flopped but did not rise. The feathers upon its wings and body now began to smolder, and instead of sulfur Brandrir now got the unmistakable reek of burnt hair. The creature shrieked and flapped and fell clumsily out of the nest and into the fires of the giant, bronze crown. An audible gasp coursed through the stadium and even the Jinn backed up. The giant bird emerged from the flames, flapping, sending embers of burnt feathers wafting out in all directions. It screamed and screeched and struggled to rise, and then all at once was engulfed in a ball of fire. The bird crumpled and fell into the flames, lifeless, smoldering, popping and crackling as embers of feathers swirled up into the night sky. 
In all of Durotonian history, never before had a phoenix failed to rise. As shock and horror spread through the stadium, the Jinn all began looking at each other in a stunned befuddlement Brandrir had never seen from them. The one with the crown clutched it to his chest and they all began exchanging glances amongst themselves and at Brandrir. He could hear chaos among the bleachers. The thousands of candles all began moving and flickering, many of them being extinguished. There were random shouts and screams. Brandrir looked to the seats where his father and brother and Council were. He could see the Councilmen all pointing toward the stadium, all of them in an uproar, with his brother struggling to keep the peace. 
The Jinn now approached Brandrir, forming an arc before him. The one who clutched the crown to his breast looked at Brandrir, its emerald eyes sparkling in the firelight. It raised a gloved finger to him. “The Lands have denounced you!” 
 ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ 
Etheil sat in the corner of his cell, Solastron sitting at his side. The Black Cells were a particularly lonesome section of the dungeons, far removed from the rest of the castle. They were made exclusively to hold Dark Star Knights, and to Etheil’s knowledge, he was the first to be locked in one in over a hundred years. Here, in the very roots of a forgotten basement, the walls were all made of black bricks, each one cast with a particular rune that glowed green in the darkness. There was a rumor amongst the Dark Star Knights that the bricks were black because they were made of fallen stars. Etheil didn’t know if it was true or not, but the bricks did all have a metallic feel to them and the cell smelled of spent gunpowder. The windowless, steel door was painted black as well and bore the same glowing rune on it. Here, in a Black Cell, not even the strongest Dark Star Knight could break free. The magic infused into the cell by the runes prevented any Dark Star power from taking hold and Etheil was as powerless and impotent as any man.
In the soft, green glow of the runic bricks Solastron’s shiny, blue fur seemed more turquoise and his purple stripes brown. Etheil saw his ears twitching and the giant wolf cocked his head slightly. “What is it your ears hear, old friend?”
Solastron rumbled a low growl, as if in contemplation. After a long moment he looked at Etheil and said very softly, “I believe the guards have gone.”
Etheil raised an eyebrow and stroked Solastron’s head. “You sure it’s safe for you to speak?”
The wolf’s ears twitched some more and Etheil could see his black nostrils flaring. “They are gone. All of them.”
Etheil and Solastron had a pact that was as old as their friendship. It was a simple one. Solastron had saved Etheil from the long night in the Blue Wilds, and in return, Etheil would keep Solastron’s secrets. In many ways, Etheil knew he had the better end of the bargain. Not only was his life saved, but he got an amazing companion out of the deal. As an 8-year old boy, having a giant blue and purple wolf who could speak would have been the envy of every child. All Etheil had to do was keep the speaking thing to himself. Even still, having a giant blue and purple wolf who (so far as anybody knew) couldn’t speak still proved to be the envy of everybody. So envious, in fact, that shortly after his return the kids all started calling him dog-boy, a monicker that stuck even to this day.
Etheil stood up and stretched out. He was still in his shroud and his armor but they had taken his sword, Firebrand, and the cell prevented any of his Dark Star powers from working. He could see many things were troubling his old friend and this was the fist time they could talk openly since they arrived in Durtania a few days ago. They had accompanied Brandrir to the city, and upon arriving Solastron bounded off, something the wolf was apt to do whenever they came to a new place or a location they had not been in a long time. The first time he had seen Solastron since arriving at the castle was when he burst through the King’s bedroom window.
“There is a great commotion outside,” rumbled Solastron. He released a slow, contemplative grumble. 
“The Rising of the Phoenix has probably begun,” said Etheil. He walked over to the steel door and placed his ear to it, but he could hear nothing. “I’m sure the guards couldn’t help but sneak off to go see the phoenix hatch.”
“No,” said Solastron, padding over to Etheil. “Something is amiss.” He began sniffing at the bottom of the door, his ears focusing as if they could hear far beyond the steel barrier. He rumbled again and looked up. “There is much commotion outside the castle.”
 Etheil placed a hand on Solastron’s head and rubbed his soft ears. He couldn’t help but think about the prophesy of the Jinn and the fact that the Council was vehemently opposed to Brandrir taking the throne. His mind flooded with a million different ideas about what all the commotion Solastron could hear was about. 
“Do you remember the early days of me and you?” rumbled Solastron softly. 
Etheil looked down at the sitting wolf. “Of course.”
“At first you thought I was the spirit of the Blue Wilds,” said Solastron. “But in time I told you the truth of who I am. We have not spoken of that truth in many years.”
Etheil nodded silently. 
Solastron looked up at him with those frosted, sapphire eyes of his. “I fear that I hear the echo of my call to duty.”
Etheil’s brow furled as he tried to grasp Solastron’s meaning. He knew that Solastron had been Aeoria’s watchdog before the age of the Great Falling. It was said that if the Goddess was not awakened before the last of the stars faded from the sky, that a new age of death and destruction would come to pass. It was no secret that few stars remained. Most believed that the last of the stars would blink out within the next ten or fifteen years. Etheil wondered if what the Jinn prophesied of Brandrir played into that, and if Solastron was somehow alluding to it now. 
“I have told you the history of the Mard Grander, have I not?” said Solastron.
“You have,” said Etheil. “I remember it well.” Even before his father, Fameil, betrayed King Garidrir, Etheil had always loved history and the tales of legend and myth. But of all the books he had ever read—of all the tales he had heard from his father and mother—no records had ever been so complete as the ones told by Solastron. The giant wolf loved to reminisce, and it was something of a torture to Etheil that he was not allowed to share the stories with anybody. History was Solastron’s secret, and Etheil was bound by their pact to keep it that way. The wolf’s roots in history ran nearly as deep as the tales of the ancient Dragon Kings, and Etheil had lain awake many nights listening to him recount forgotten histories and tales. 
Solastron’s own tale began in the very First Age, after Aeoria had lit the stars in the heavens for the Dragon Kings. The Dragons arranged all the stars into the constellations, and in the north-western sky, above what is now Sanctuary where it was said Aeoria first set foot upon the mortal earth, the Dragons arranged one special constellation. It was a formation of eight stars arranged in a cross that made up the four-pointed constellation known as the Star of Aeoria. Making up the constellation was a star for each of the seven Dragon Kings, and the eighth star at the heart of the formation was the brightest star in the sky, and it was known as Aeoria’s Star. 
But, unbeknownst to all, there was a secret, ninth star just beyond Aeoria’s own. It was dim and outshined by the Goddess’s, and thus it remained hidden to all but the most perceptive eyes. It was the star known as Stella Canis, the Dog Star, and it was Solastron’s own. The Dragon’s used some of their powers to channel the star’s life-force unto the earth, and thus Solastron was born. The Dragon’s charged Solastron to be Aeoria’s watchdog; to be ever vigilant of her and to guard her with his life. Like the star that followed Aeoria’s own, Solastron could often be seen chasing at her heels. 
But the story of the Mard Grander that Solastron was asking about started in the Second Age, during the times of the Great Falling. The First Age ended after the Great Mother and Father had left the mortal world forever to become the realms of Heaven and Hell. They had gifted to the people of Duroton the Mard Grander. An age of peace began, and thus started the Second Age.
Apollyon had been banished from the earth in defeat. Darkendrog had fled in shame and hid from the world. Aeoria came to rule as the Goddess Upon the Earth from Mount Empyrean. There, a great fortress-cathedral was built and it became known as Sanctuary. All the kingdoms of man flourished. Peace and prosperity abounded. 
But Apollyon brooded in Hell. He lamented the death of Formos, the great blue Dragon of water and ice. He sat upon his throne hating his sister, hating the world of man, even coming to hate the Kald and the Kaldenthrax who both had now forsaken him. The more he brooded, the more he began to delight in tormenting the souls bound to Hell. Twisted in pain and agony, these souls of men became the demons and devils. Apollyon became known as the God Beneath the Earth and ruled from the Infernal Palace which was said to lie across the River of the Damned. At his side were his six Judges of Hell and they commanded his armies of demons. Occasionally they would mount attacks upon the earth, sometimes overtly and sometimes more covertly. In any way he could, Apollyon sought to subvert the peace and harmony that Aeoria brought to the world. By degrees his evil took hold of men and he began to regain a foothold upon the mortal realms once more.
Aeoria, however, was not idle. At her side was Rallenar, the last of the Dragon Kings, and a small number of loyal men and women who she had blessed and sainted. These men and women, the first of the Saints, became known as Aeoria’s Guard, and they were the great protectors of Sanctuary. Upon Mount Cloudborn, at the edge of the Lands of Duroton, Aeoria had the Stellarium built. From there her Oracles watched and foretold her of all Apollyon’s evils and schemes. She sent her Saints out to the world as the great protectors and they fought against the minions of Apollyon.
After a long age, Apollyon’s grip had tightened enough upon the mortal world that he could now bring his ultimate plans to fruition. No longer content with the torment of those bound to his Hell or his petty attacks upon the earth, Apollyon now sought to visit a final destruction on all those he believed had done him wrong, especially Aeoria and her Saints. 
And so it was that Apollyon and his six Judges of Hell amassed their armies and the Age of the Great Falling began. The armies of Hell attacked the realms of men en-masse. Bloody battles were fought across all the kingdoms and the world began to fall to chaos and ruin. Aeoria and her Saints fought alongside the armies of men, but Apollyon’s Judges were strong, and his demons and devils were fueled by the anger of an age of unceasing torment in Hell. 
From the Stellarium, Aeoria called down her Angels from the Heavens to help fight. The very spirits of the stars themselves, they were armored in their light and the brilliance was anathema to the minions of Hell. But inevitably, some Angels were killed, and as they died, their stars blinked out from the constellations forever. Seeing the death of the stars delighted Apollyon and his Judges, and they were bolstered by it. Should they win the war, they could cast the world in eternal darkness.
And it was here where the legends became obfuscated by the differing tales passed down by the men of Duroton and those passed down by the men of the southern kingdoms. According to Durotonian history, and the tales as told to Etheil by Solastron, the armies of Apollyon besieged Sanctuary and infiltrated the great cathedral. It was said that Apollyon and his Judges of Hell came before Aeoria and Rallenar. Aeoria warned Apollyon that he would be defeated, but Apollyon refused to relent. And then a terrible roar sundered the sky. Darkendrog, the great black serpent, had come from his hiding. 
A great battle of Gods and the last of the Dragon Kings ensued. It was said that Darkendrog killed Rallenar, and Apollyon and his Judges of Hell moved in to strike the final blow against Aeoria. With the last of her powers, Aeoria called down one last Angel. It was Admael, the spirit of Aeoria’s own star. Admael fought and destroyed Darkendrog. When he turned to oppose Apollyon and his Judges, Apollyon made him an offer: strike down Aeoria and they would let him rule the entirety of the mortal earth. Admael, Aeoria’s own guardian, thus turned on her.
Before he could strike down Aeoria, King Tharick, the King of Duroton, burst into the cathedral wielding the mighty Mard Grander. King Tharick and the men of Duroton had just reclaimed the Stellarium from the minions of Hell and had marched to Sanctuary to offer the Goddess their aid. Tharick and his brave captains fought against Apollyon and his minions, but in the end, Tharick would die. The Durotonian legends said that Tharick got one last blow in against Apollyon. So powerful was the strike that it vanquished Apollyon’s mortal body, sending him back to Hell where he has remained ever since. 
Unfortunately, the strike also sundered the Mard Grander and King Tharick died in the attack. Tharick’s last remaining captain grabbed the broken fragments of the godly hammer and returned them to Duroton. Admael, having betrayed the Goddess, lost much of his power and became the old, frail man he was to this day. Even his star was stricken from the heavens. 
The Durotonian legends were mixed on what happened after Apollyon was defeated. Most agreed that Aeoria had been so injured during the battles, and so distraught over the death of Rallenar and her brother Apollyon, that her body fell into its eternal slumber and was hidden away by Admael. It was thus that to this day Duroton and Sanctuary were always at odds. 
Of course, Sanctuary and the southern kingdoms all told a different version of the ending. The version of the legend widely told throughout the world insisted that it was King Tharick who betrayed Aeoria. They said that so power hungry was the King of Duroton that he sought to usurp Sanctuary, just as he had the Stellarium. 
In this version of the legends, Tharick broke the Mard Grander when he struck Aeoria, sending her into her eternal slumber. So angry became Admael that he summoned to his hand the full power of his blazing star. As his star fell out of the sky, its very power became his own and he used it to strike down Tharick, the Judges of Hell, and Apollyon all at once. Although Admael had won the day, it was at great expense. So much power had he consumed that his body became old and frail. It was said that Admael placed Aeoria into a casket of star-metal made from his very own sundered star. And thus the Goddess has remained at Sanctuary, in an eternal slumber. 
One thing Durotonian legend and the stories of the southern kingdoms agreed upon was the reason for the fading stars. In all legends, the stars began to blink out once Aeoria was struck down. The legends all agree that if the Goddess is not awoken before the last star fades from the heavens, the world will end. Then again, even this had been challenged by the Jinn as of late. The Jinn theorized that perhaps the stars were blinking out because the Angels were still being called down. But if so, to where and who were they fighting and dying against?
Solastron rumbled, waking Etheil from his thoughts of ancient legends. “You remember the story of the Mard Grander how I have told it to you many times.” said the wolf. Here he looked up at Etheil with his large, sapphire eyes. “But I have only told you the tale as it has been known by man. There is a grimmer truth that I feel I must now tell you.”
Etheil knelt down and held Solastron by his shoulders. “Old friend, ever will I be at your side, just as you have ever been at mine.”
Solastron rumbled. “I am a being of a bygone age. Many secrets have I kept, even from you, Etheil.” Solastron tilted his head up, staring into the darkened ceiling of the cell. “I was birthed of Dragons by the very fires of a star. I ran upon the heels of the Goddess as she played in the heavens. Our domain was the rivers of stars. Your ancient forefathers told of a great wolf who chased the moon when he tired of the sun, and thus brought about the days and nights. The wolf they spoke of was me.” 
Solastron turned his large eyes back to Etheil. “At the end of the First Age, when Aeoria was made the Goddess Upon the Earth and the long age of peace ensued, I walked these mortal lands by her side. But this world was meant for you and your kind, Etheil. This world was given to man. Never was it meant for Gods to walk.”
Solastron paused, swishing his large tail. He turned away from Etheil and his breath wuffled. “Never have I spoken to you openly of the Goddess,” he said. “And though you may think otherwise, never have I told you knowledge that was not once openly known by your fathers.” 
Solastron rumbled softly in contemplation. After a moment he said, “Knowledge must be earned. What I would have you know today was not earned by your kind. For many long years after the Great Falling I remained alone, hating the world of man. For all the good Aeoria did upon this earth, not a single one of your kind could record the truth.” Solastron turned his head back to Etheil and looked him in the eyes. “I will tell you things today, Etheil, if you are so inclined to hear them. But there is one thing you must know. What I offer is not less than an apple from the forbidden tree. Should you take it, you shall never again be the same. The world shall seem a much different place to you.”
Etheil thought a moment. He had always known Solastron to be sober and sage, but never before had the wolf spoken to him in such a severe manner. Etheil pursed his lips and looked at his old friend.
“Make not your decision lightly,” rumbled Solastron. “For I shall bind you by oath beneath the Durotonian sky you hold so dear, that what I speak shall ever remain between us alone.”
“My friend,” said Etheil. “Whatever burden this truth is, I can see that it weighs heavily upon you. Once upon a time you bore my burden. I was a boy, naked and weaponless, left to the Blue Wilds. Whatever burden you have born all these years, if I may help carry some of it, I shall do so without complaint and without regret.”
Solastron looked deep into Etheil’s eyes, as if searching for any doubt. At length he rumbled and his breath wuffled from his snout. He turned his head and swished his tail. “So be it, Etheil Freydir. Let me tell you the truth of that ancient day.
“When Apollyon and his minions breached Sanctuary and entered the great cathedral, it was I alone who stood before them and Aeoria, for she had sent the great white dragon before the armies of Hell that marched against the kingdoms of man. Long did I fight. My paws dripped with the blood of devils and my maw was stained red by the blood of demons. Many there were that day, Etheil, and the great hall flowed like a river with their blood. But then Apollyon managed to slip by me. He bore the black sword of Hell known as Sin in his hands. He raised it against Aeoria, but I leapt to her aid and took its terrible bite.”
Solastron paused and made a low, rumbling sound. “Deep into my chest the sword of Hell sank. But the sword of Hell does not kill. I learned that day the meaning of Apollyon’s domain. Hell is for torment, not death. I fell to the floor, and so terrible were my howls that Aeoria despaired for me. Her pain for seeing my agony made the torment all the worse upon me. I wanted to end Aeoria’s suffering at seeing me and to quench the pain I felt, and so I offered myself to death. But death would not take me. My dominion was the protection of the Goddess, and so long as she lived, my duties were not satisfied and death would not have me.”
Etheil placed a hand upon Solastron’s soft head, but the great wolf turned from him and continued his tale. “I lay upon the blood-soaked floor of the cathedral as Apollyon and his Judges moved in on Aeoria. My helplessness intensified the torment I felt, and when the Goddess pleaded with her brother to end my suffering by taking her instead of me, her words burned into my soul as surely as the very fires of Hell. Duty was my torment, and Hell knew of my every failing. 
“Apollyon sheathed Sin, for he knew it had no sway upon his sister. He raised his hands and used all his powers and strength to summon forth a fire from the very heart of Hell. It manifested as a great sphere of all-consuming black flames. It was Hellfire—I knew it at once—and it was meant to consume her and burn her from the very fabric of the world. She offered herself freely, for she knew that if Apollyon were to strike her down, so great would be the crime that he himself would be consumed by it. Aeoria hoped that her death would satisfy her brother’s hate and that the mortal world could then be free of Gods, and man could make his own way.”
Solastron looked Etheil in the eyes. “That is all Aeoria ever wanted. For man to be free. She wanted man free of Gods and Demons and Saints. She felt the earth was man’s garden and that it should be tended by his own hands. So great was her love for your kind that she hoped her death would bring about a new and better dawn.” 
Solastron paused again and looked away from Etheil. He rumbled again and then said, “Apollyon delighted in how easily she offered herself to death, but before he could strike her down there was a roar as terrible and mighty as a dying star. Darkendrog had come from his hiding place. So great had been his shame that he had hidden himself upon the dark side of the moon where Aeoria’s eyes could never find him. The black serpent uncoiled himself from the blackened crater where he had been sleeping for the long ages and his fiery eyes gazed into the heavens. He saw that one by one the stars Aeoria had lit for him and his departed brothers were disappearing. Panic rose in him and he sensed Aeoria was in trouble. It was then that the ceiling of the cathedral was torn wide open. Blackening out the very sun was the form of Darkendrog. His red eyes burned like angry suns and I knew he meant to strike down Apollyon.
“Apollyon sent the Hellfire at the great black dragon, but Aeoria drew forth the Sword of Heaven. The sword’s name was Grace and never before had I seen that white steel loosed from its scabbard at her side. As I lay in torment upon the blood-soaked floor, I at once knew the true powers of Aeoria and of Heaven. It was not the sword’s domain to save or kill or pass judgment on any. The true power of Heaven was its ability to forgive with complete absolution, if only those who could see it would accept it.”
Solastron paused for a long moment before rumbling. Then he said, “I don’t know how or why I knew it, but I knew the sword had been unsheathed for all of us. Aeoria had drawn Grace for me and Darkendrog and even her brother and his Judges of Hell. As I looked upon the shining, white steel I thought I could hear Aeoria’s voice penetrating through my pain and torment. She told me that each day is a new dawn by which to do right or wrong. She said that she knew me and accepted me wholly, and whether I should take the sword’s offer or not, she herself had already forgiven and absolved me.”
Solastron bent his head low. Then he looked up at Etheil, his sapphire eyes wet and heavy. “You see, Hell has no power to hold us. It is by our own hand that we grasp at it. And so it was that I took the sword’s offer.”
Etheil moved in and hugged the great wolf tight. After a long moment Solastron said, “In that moment I was freed of my torment. I know not if any others took the sword’s offer. I suspect that Apollyon refused its light, for he loosed his sphere of fire upon Darkendrog. Aeoria held Grace to her chest and rose herself up to protect the black dragon. When the Hellfire struck the sword it was diminished to nothingness, and the sword broke and crumbled to dust upon the floor. But Aeoria had not been fully spared, and I remember watching her fall upon the cold floor of the cathedral. I am not sure how I know this, but though she lay there weak and in pain, I knew she was happy. Whether it was because I, and perhaps Darkendrog, took the sword’s offer I shall never know, but I knew she was content.
“Apollyon and the Judges had shrank back from Grace’s light, but now seeing the sword of Heaven destroyed and Aeoria laying helpless upon the floor, they were bolstered. Apollyon’s eyes went wild and he commanded his Judges to finish off his sister and he would finish off the black serpent. I got back to my feet and I could feel that Aeoria’s powers were fading. Her strength was waning. I turned and bared my teeth. I would not fail Aeoria again. Even Darkendrog loomed above the fallen Goddess and bared his terrible fangs.”
Solastron paused and then rumbled. “But then I heard her speak to us. She told me that in accepting Grace’s offer I was no longer bound to her and that my new duty should be to watch over the domains of man. And to Darkendrog she said she had always loved him and was glad to have gotten to see him one last time. She said all ages must come to an end, even hers, but she wanted us to know that the greatest secret of this world was to love despite all reasons one should not.” 
Solastron looked up at the dark ceiling, lost in thought for a long moment. At length he began again. “Despite the Goddess’s words, neither I nor Darkendrog would allow further harm to come to her, and it was perhaps in that manner that we had finally failed her. Together we stood in defiance of Apollyon. Long did I fight against the Judges of Hell, and I was not spared the bite of their swords, each cut a judgment by Hell upon my very soul.”
Here Solastron looked at Etheil. “Stroke my skin beneath the fur of my chest,” said the wolf.
Etheil placed his hand on Solastron’s chest and worked his fingers down beneath the fur. He could feel raised skin, a scar of some sort.
“Six Judges of Hell there are,” said Solastron. “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. I told you that I had spent many long years in the Blue Wilds hating mankind. It was this wound that itched most of all. To this day it is only by the memory of the light of Aeoria’s sword, Grace, that these wounds do not consume me.”
“I am truly sorry,” said Etheil. He rubbed Solastron’s chest. “I wish you had told me that you bore such terrible scars.”
Solastron rumbled. “Long too did Darkendrog last. He cradled the Goddess within his arms, absorbing the very fires of Hell that Apollyon threw at him. But though Darkendrog’s domain was death and destruction, not even he could withstand the sting of Sin. From the corner of my eye I saw Apollyon sink the sword of Hell into the Dragon’s chest. To his credit, Darkendrog still clutched the Goddess to him for many long minutes before he was finally broken by pain and torment. His crimes in the past were far greater than mine. I cannot fathom what the bite of that sword must have caused him. 
“As the Goddess fell from his arms he raised his great maw to the very heavens and called out a terrible summons. Before Apollyon could move in upon his sister, Aeoria’s own star fell from the heavens and its guardian, the Angel Admael, appeared before us, blazing like starfire. Darkendrog had summoned him to Aeoria’s aid.
“It was then that Admael clashed swords with Apollyon and his Judges. I remember Darkendrog scooping Aeoria back into his hands and cradling her. To him she spoke unheard words. I know not what she said to him, but so distraught was the Dragon that tears fell from his eyes that turned the very stone of the cathedral to dust. 
“But now Rallenar came flying across the plains. He too had heard Darkendrog’s cry. He saw Aeoria limp and her life fading in Darkendrog’s very hands and assumed that he had come to finish her off. I tried to call to Rallenar, but in his rage he did not hear me. He swooped in and the two Dragon Kings clashed. Darkendrog left Aeoria upon the floor and I came to her aid. As Admael fought against Apollyon and his Judges, and the Dragons fought in the heavens above us, I sat peacefully at Aeoria’s side. Her hands touched the six wounds left by the Judges and then blood no longer flowed from them. She asked me to fight no longer. She wanted only to feel my fur upon her cheek in her final moments. She held my paw as she lay there, and she spoke words of comfort to me that I shall not repeat.”
Etheil stroked Solastron as the wolf sat there silently for a while. At length the wolf wuffled and said, “Admael fought well, but greatly outnumbered was he. Just as I had come to terms with my fate and realized that Admael too would fall, I heard the long bay of Gallarhorn, the warhorn of Duroton. King Tharick and his men, all armored in crimson, came charging into the cathedral upon their great steeds. With them came a number of Aeoria’s Oracles, as well as Saint Israfel who was a guardian of King Tharick. In his hand, King Tharick held the Mard Grander high.” 
Solastron paused and inhaled deeply through his nose before puffing. He looked at Etheil. “Much now have I told you. Should you wish me to continue, a grudge against me you may bear, for here the story as I have told you shall change for the worst.”
Etheil looked at Solastron and smiled softly. “Had I not been listening to your story earlier I might ask you to stop, but already your words have taught me much this day. There is no sin you might have committed that I will not pardon you of.”
“So be it, Etheil Freydir.” said Solastron. He turned his head from Etheil. “King Tharick and his men fought alongside the Angel Admael and Saint Israfel. In the heavens the two Dragons fought furiously against one another. I remember looking up through the sundered ceiling of the cathedral and seeing Rallenar’s tail coming down. It toppled a row of pillars that threatened both me and the Goddess. I was able to move Aeoria from their path, but upon me broke some of their stone and I fell to the ground as the darkness of unconsciousness overtook me.
“I know not how long I lay there before I finally came to. I recall my eyes opening to see only a sea of death and blood. Tharick’s knights and the Oracles lay fallen in heaps and Saint Israfel’s body lay headless. I saw the Goddess, and she lay unconscious upon the floor near to me. In the heavens the Dragon Kings still warred.” Solastron breathed deeply. Then he said, “I did not see Apollyon or his Judges of Hell. I know not what happened to any of them. But the sounds of battled still rang clear within the cathedral, and where I looked I saw King Tharick wielding the Mard Grander against none other then the Angel, Admael. And in Admael’s hand was Sin, the sword of Hell.
“The two clashed over and over again, neither giving the other any quarter, until at last the Angel Admael stumbled. I watched as Tharick brought the Mard Grander down upon his back in a long arc. As the hammer struck him it exploded with tremendous force and a burst of light like I had only seen upon the birth of stars. Tharick was thrown back and the hammer was sundered. As it split, from it fell five colored stones.”
Solastron paused and breathed deeply again. “So powerful was the strike of the Mard Grander that it sundered Admael’s wings. Like ancient stone they crumbled to dust. When he stood up, he was older, frailer. He was no longer the youthful and powerful Angel of Aeoria’s star. Much of his life-force the Mard Grander took from him, and the price was the hammer’s destruction. 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. 
“That’s when I called out. With all my strength I let loose a howl that summoned the very moon to the skies, blocking out the sun. Rallenar beckoned to my call, and with a mighty heave, threw Darkendrog away and shot toward the Goddess like a blazing comet. As Admael raised the sword of Hell, Rallenar scooped the Goddess into his arms and Sin sank deep into the Dragon’s chest. The white Dragon fell upon the floor, clutching the Goddess to his belly, the sword of Hell still sticking from his chest. 
“I tried to struggle to my feet but could not muster the strength. I saw Rallenar and Admael stare each other down. In their eyes they both spoke unheard words, and I know not what they were. But I recall the terrible scream unleashed by Rallenar as he himself plunged the sword of Hell all the way into his chest, consuming it into himself. Rallenar fell upon the floor, clutching Aeoria to him, shielding her within his arms. I remember hearing Admael scream out in a rage as black Hellfire sprung up from the ground. The flames consumed Rallenar and Aeoria and they sank into the earth, swallowed by a fiery abyss. Darkendrog too saw this, and his fearsome roar nearly drowned that of Admael’s own. I looked up, and Darkendrog, the great black serpent, disappeared into the heavens, never to be seen again. 
“I summoned every ounce of strength I had left and stood, though I knew not what I was going to do. An anger stirred in me. The wounds of the Judges coursed in my blood now and I sought to exact a terrible vengeance upon Admael and the domains of man, for they had failed the goddess. But then a hand grabbed me around my foot. It was an Oracle. He was bleeding and near death. What he had to tell me was so dire that he had summoned all his will to claw himself over to me.”
Solastron paused and breathed deeply. He wuffled and looked at Etheil. “You will recall the breaking of the Mard Grander, and the five colored stones that fell from it. Those stones were red, yellow, brown, blue and gray. They were the Dragonstones; the spirits of the swords of the fallen Avatars that had been used to forge the Mard Grander and gave it its power. The Oracle told me that he knew Aeoria’s last charge to me after I had accepted Grace’s forgiveness. He reminded me that I should watch over the domains of man. The Oracle told me, as that was my charge, I had to collect the Dragonstones before they fell to anyone else. His words to me were ‘Guard the stones for all time, until the Raven wields Dragonfire and Death walks the Earth’.”
Solastron looked away from Etheil. “But the wounds left by the Judges of Hell burned my very skin. I felt saliva dripping from my maw as my lips curled. My claws dug into the stone and I felt my thirst could only be quenched by blood. The hand of the Oracle tugged upon me one last time, and his final words to me were ‘Remember the light of Grace’. To this day I have not forgotten that, and to this day it is the memory of that light that stays the wounds placed upon me by Hell.”
Solastron exhaled deeply out his nose. “Thus it was that with the last of my strength I gathered up the Dragonstones and I took the sundered hammer. I know not what happened to Apollyon. I know not why Tharick and Admael fought. I know not why Admael tried to strike down the Goddess. But I knew that the Mard Grander rightfully belonged to the men of Duroton. As an honor to them, I returned the broken hammer and left it before the castle of Durtania. But the Dragonstones I kept. I have kept them hidden and safe for a long age, never understanding the words that Oracle spoke to me.”
Solastron wuffled again and looked at Etheil. “Guard the stones for all time, until the Raven wields Dragonfire and Death walks the Earth.” said Solastron. “Such was my charge.”
Etheil looked deep into Solastron’s eyes and stroked his head. “My friend,” said Etheil. “I fear you tell me all this because your charge becomes due.”
Solastron rumbled and nodded his head. “When we returned to Durtania I caught the scent of Death in the air. It was a scent not unlike that of Darkendrog, but it was more ancient to me and less familiar, for it was the scent of a creature of a time even before my own. I followed it back to the Stellarium.” Solastron paused and rumbled. He looked up at Etheil and at length said, “The scent was that of Celacia, Darkendrog’s ancient Avatar. She has awakened. Death now walks the earth.”
“Who is the Raven who wields Dragonfire?” asked Etheil.
Solastron rumbled. “I know not what that means yet.” He looked at Etheil. “The stars are nearly gone. If the Goddess is not returned before the last star fades from the sky, the last age of man shall come to pass. I know not how that prophecy began, but in my heart I believe it to be true. 
“Etheil Freydir, I fear that age is upon us. The final age where a great destruction shall be visited upon the earth. You know the tales of Celacia. You know of how she betrayed and killed the Avatars. She walks the earth again, and even I now despair.”
“What can I do for you, old friend?” asked Etheil.
Solastron looked long and deep into Etheil’s eyes. “One of the Judges of Hell whose name is Greed and Gluttony wields a sword named Fear.” said Solastron. “Upon that day I told you of, it stung me upon my side. Perhaps it is its wound that now itches me and wills me to ask this of you…” Solastron paused and looked away for a moment. Then he returned his gaze and rumbled, “Once the Raven who wields Dragonfire becomes known to me, my charge shall come due. Upon that day I shall set off to retrieve the Dragonstones. Etheil Freydir, I would ask you to accompany me, for it would comfort me to know that you are with me upon my death.”
Etheil looked the big wolf in those large, blue eyes of his and smiled despite the unbidden tears that rolled from his cheeks. “My friend, if death is your burden, I shall help bear its weight and even carry it for you if I must. I was a boy, naked and alone upon a long night in the Blue Wilds. My life has been on loan to you ever since. I do not fear death, if that is the interest I must pay on this loan.”
Solastron bowed his head. “I ask no interest,” said the wolf. “I seek only your hand to comfort me in my final hour.”
“Then before the clock strikes that final hour, we shall cry havoc together upon our foes one last time.” said Etheil. “I would have it no other way.”
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The walk back to the portcullis seemed a thousand miles and Brandrir swore he could hear every gasp, every whisper, every comment of disbelief from the crowd. He walked as fast as he could because somehow running made the walk even more humiliating. He clenched his jaw and could feel his face flushing red. His mind flooded with a thousand questions, but the one that kept bobbing to the surface was, Had he been set up or did the Lands truly denounce him as King?
Brandrir entered the portcullis, his steel boots biting into the stone floor as he rushed down the long hall, lit by the glow of gaslamps. A quick glance behind revealed nobody had followed him, although he could see Egret running down the path toward him, his black shroud fluttering in the night. Brandrir scowled. He had no desire to speak about this and the only thing he wanted to do right now was get back to the Grimwatch. He wanted to put this entire ordeal behind him. He pursed his lips, cursing his brother for having talked him into staying. “I knew I should have just let him take the crown!” he spat.
“Brandrir!” cried Egret, and Brandrir could now hear the loud clomp of the man’s boots enter into the castle corridor.
Brandrir ignored him and quickly took the first couple twists and bends to try to lose him, but it was no use. Egret came loping behind quickly, calling to him.
Brandrir grit his teeth and inwardly cursed as he stopped and turned around. 
“Your Grace, please wait.” said Egret, but as the man jogged up to him and Brandrir’s eyes caught his, that feeling of humiliation washed over him again and there was no way Brandrir could stand and talk about anything right now. 
Brandrir scowled and turned, his cape fluttering as he rushed down the corridor. He could hear Egret’s strides keeping pace with his own.
“Your Grace,” said Egret. “I am sorry, but your father has requested you in the Council room at once.”
Brandrir did not answer and hopped up a flight of stone stairs. In his mind he had already resolved to get back to his room, grab his few belongings, and ride for the Grimwatch this very night. Luckily he was already wearing everything that was important to him, so aside from throwing a few changes of clothes into a bag, he was already good to go. He’d worry about food and water on the road. He had no desire to stick around any longer than he had to. Although, he was now reminded again of Etheil and wondered where he and Solastron had been. He had not seen either of them in the audience. 
“Your Grace, please come with me.” said Egret again, this time a little more sternly.
Brandrir did not break stride as he rushed down corridors and up stairs, making his way as quickly as he could toward the castle proper. “Where is Etheil.”
“Your Grace, I am sorry, but you must come with me.” said Egret, placing a hand on Brandrir’s right shoulder.
Brandrir was not a Knight of the Dark Stars. As Royal Bloodline, it was regrettably against the laws of Duroton to allow him to be Knighted as one. Despite that, Brandrir could move nearly as fast as they. In the blink of an eye he ignited the power shield within his mechanical arm, twisted around, and used it to throw Egret off of him. The shield sparked and cracked loudly as it impacted Egret’s shrouded breastplate, causing him to stumble clumsily backward, giving Brandrir all the time he needed to draw and ignite Raze in his right hand. The sword hummed menacingly as Brandrir looked upon the shocked Egret with fiery eyes, the corridor filling with the smell of ozone.
“Tell my father that the crown can go to my brother,” growled Brandrir. “I am leaving for the Grimwatch.”
Egret scowled and took up a more defensive stance, but did not draw his sword. “Don’t do this.”
“Go back to my father,” said Brandrir, his eyes piercing and severe. “Go back to my father now and tell him I am leaving. But I warn you, I shall see this castle fall before I let you so much as place another finger upon me.”
“Brandrir, this is madness,” said Egret. “You know I am sworn to the King’s service, and you are not King. If I must draw my steel to see his will done, then draw it I shall, even against you.”
Brandrir’s eyes flashed and Raze hummed as he flourished it. He raised his left arm and the electrical shield buzzed and crackled before him. Brandrir kept his piercing gaze upon Egret’s eyes and he knew he had just called the Commander of the Durotonian Guard’s bluff. The man would never draw steel against him unless he was specifically ordered to do so. 
Egret shook his head. The echo of many steel boots now floated through the corridors and Brandrir knew the Royal Guard were coming. “Please, your Grace. Meet with your father and the Council. I am asking you as a friend.”
Brandrir did not remove his gaze, nor did he let down his sword or shield. “Where is Lord Etheil?” There was the slightest waver in Egret’s gaze. The march of armored soldiers was getting closer. “I may not be King, but I am still your Grace.” said Brandrir with great severity. “I command you to tell me where Etheil is.”
A contingent of Royal Guard now came down the hall, their white armor sparkling in the dim gaslight. Egret looked Brandrir in the eyes and said, “Your father named him an enemy of Duroton. He has been taken to the Black Cells.” 
Brandrir felt his grip tightening around the handle of Raze and his jaw clenched to the point of pain. He could feel his face flushing and twisting with anger. Against his own will, his anger released in a roar and his fist impacted the wall so hard that fragments of stone chipped away. It must have been quite the show of intimidation, for the Royal Guard all stopped in their tracks.
Brandrir roared out again, this time sinking Raze deep into the wall and tearing it out with such force that the hewn stones broke apart, raining fragments upon the floor. He turned his fiery eyes upon Egret and even the Dark Star Knight took a step back. With a scowl, Brandrir pushed past Egret, throwing him against the wall. The white-faced soldiers all broke to either side of the corridor as Brandrir tore past them, hitting the last one across the chest with his electric shield, sending the man flying into his peers in a shower of sparks. 
Brandrir was vaguely aware of the contingent of soldiers following him, and vaguely aware of Egret trying to speak to him. All Brandrir could focus on, however, were his own thoughts and he wasn’t even consciously directing his pace through the castle’s lower corridors, his feet taking him more or less toward the Black Cells by sheer autonomy. As he strode, he punched the wall again, his gauntlet sparking on the stone and sheering off the lacquer and paint. In his mind’s eye he could see his father—and probably his brother too—conspiring with the Council to do away with Etheil. Probably to do away with the Grimwatch even. He could see them signing papers and documents to recall the soldiers; to grant his own lieutenants—Syrus, Braken, Aries and the rest—to newly exalted nobles.
Brandrir’s mind suddenly flashed with a new resurgence of anger and his thoughts changed. He could hear Balin glibly telling his father how the prophecy had come to pass. He could see the smug grin on Balin’s face as the phoenix was consumed by the flames; could hear him laughing with Jord and Hymnar and Gefjon and the rest. Brandrir stopped dead in his tracks and punched the wall over and over again. Some part of his mind that was still conscious past the rage could feel the steel of his gauntlet denting and was aware of warm blood trickling from his knuckles. 
“Brandrir!” called Egret, placing a hand on his shoulder.
Without thinking, Brandrir spun around, his sword making a brief hum as he swung it at Egret’s face. Egret quickly raised his own arm, blocking Brandrir’s forearm and tossing the strike away. But then Brandrir quickly struck out with his shield, throwing his entire shoulder and force of his body into the blow. With violent success the shield struck sparks upon Egret’s chest, throwing him backward, stumbling down the hall. From the corner of his eye he thought he saw some of the Royal Guard move toward him, and without thinking, he spun out his right arm. When ignited, Raze cut so cleanly and easily it was hard to tell if it had made contact. Such was it this time that he didn’t realize it had cut the knight in half until he looked down. There, he saw the white armor cleanly separated at the base of the chest, and the two horrific halves of the man bleeding out all over the floor.
Brandrir looked up, but the shocked and stunned faces of the Royal Guard only set his temper off even more. “Get out of here!” he roared at them. He swung Raze out and they all backed up. “Get out of here! All of you!” His shield buzzed as his mechanical left arm grabbed the nearest knight around the collar of his breastplate. His fist tightened, crumpling the steel, and he threw him into the rest with such force that they all nearly toppled in the hallway. “Get out!”
Brandrir turned and strode down the hall. He heard Egret order the Royal Guardsmen to hold back. His mind was flashing with raw emotion and thoughts both dark and despairing. He felt like everything was unraveling; everything was coming undone. He was the King’s firstborn son, heir to the Crown of Duroton. For a thousand years a phoenix had never failed to rise for the Thorodin bloodline, yet here he was today, first of his name to be denounced by the lands. He was an outcast now. He wasn’t sure of his title or position any longer. Was he anything to Duroton now? 
Brandrir grit his teeth and bashed sparks against the wall with his shield as he strode. He began to curse Etheil for having talked him into accepting the crown in the first place. He cursed his brother for having talked him into staying. He cursed his father and the Council and Egret and the Jinn. He cursed the phoenix, that malformed club-footed bird that was too crippled and weak to rise. He bared his teeth and released a terrifyingly angry roar as he scraped his shield and sword across either wall of the narrow corridor as he walked, leaving a trail of sparks and broken stones in his wake. 
He came now upon some more spacious halls and chambers. Here there were guards and castle hands and maids. All of them looked upon him as if he were some freak; like he was that phoenix who failed to rise. He paid them no heed as he strode, but in the back of his mind he thought the Lands be damned should one of them get in his way. All he wanted to do was get back to the familiarity of the Grimwatch where he and his lieutenants shared ale and stories of battle; Back to the Grimwatch where fires crackled in the snowy nights; Back to the Grimwatch where the eyes of Kald gleamed like ice beneath the moon; Back to the Grimwatch where battle tested the mettle of men and the honor of their words. 
Brandrir felt the wet warmth of an unbidden tear stream down his cheek. He suddenly felt homesick; suddenly out of place in this castle. More than ever, he realized he did not belong here. But it was more than that. He felt he was no longer welcome here. Brandrir raised his sword hand and wiped the tears from his cheek with the edge of his armored bicep. He wanted to ride to the Grimwatch with Etheil and Solastron at his side, across the great plains and snowy woods, through the Blue Wilds and to that great stone wall that had ever stood sentinel in the far north. He should never have come here. He should never have considered touching that accursed crown. He should never have sought to replace the hunk of steel in his hand for one upon his head. He punched the wall again as he strode. 
Brandrir had not been to the Black Cells or the deep roots of the castle in ages, but through his anger and sadness his legs seemed to move on instinct and before long he found himself beyond the dungeons and in the forgotten bowels of the castle. He was now aware of the black bricks of the corridor. Very few gaslamps lent their light here, and as he loped down the hall two shrouded figures came running up from a side corridor. Brandrir knew they were Knights of the Dark Stars, though he couldn’t immediately place their names.
“Sorry, your Grace,” said one of them. “We did not mean to abandon our post, but…” The man’s voice trailed off under the fiery glare of Brandrir’s eyes. 
At the end of the hall the narrow corridor opened into a large, circular chamber lined by a number of black, steel doors, each bearing a strange rune that glowed eerily in the darkness. “Etheil!” roared Brandrir.
A moment later and he heard a couple raps upon the far right door. “Here!” he could hear the muffled voice of Etheil and the loud bark of Solastron. 
With all his attention on that door, Brandrir strode over to it and with a roar thrust the tip of Raze into the steel. To his surprise the blade did not sink in and was deflected away. He tried to sink his blade into the brick around the door, to cut away the brick, but the black stones too seemed impervious to his weapon. Brandrir’s eyes flashed like stormy skies as he turned to one of the two shrouded guards. “Unlock this door!”
The two Dark Star Knights exchanged puzzled glances. Then one said, “I’m sorry, your Grace, but the King’s own words—”
Brandrir shoved the man in the chest and placed his sword to the others’ neck. “Open that door!”
The two guards exchanged doubtful glances but then the one who Brandrir had pushed just shook his head and said, “Yes, your Grace. Right away.”
The man walked over to the door and took a black scepter from his side that was crowned with a glowing, white crystal. He waved the scepter over the door and the rune upon it stopped glowing. There was a loud clank and the door fell open. 
Etheil pushed the door the rest of the way and he stood there in his black shroud, Solastron at his side, smiling brightly. Etheil looked at Brandrir, and his bright smile quickly faded. “Your Grace?”
Brandrir shot the guards another fiery glare. “Give him his sword. Now!”
The guard nodded. “Yes, your Grace.” He moved past the doors where a vault was built into the wall. He fumbled with some keys for a moment before swinging the heavy door open, producing Etheil’s sword, Firebrand. It’s red crystal sparkled even in the dim light of the hall. Cautiously, the guard handed it to Etheil.
“Let’s go.” said Brandrir, hardly even looking at his old friend. He turned to leave, keeping his sword and shield ignited and at the ready. Somehow, the hum and buzz of his sword and shield felt comforting right now. He felt the soft head of Solastron nudge his hand, but Brandrir wasn’t quite in the mood for warm hellos and didn’t have the time for them even if he was. The realization that he had accidentally killed one of the Royal Guards was now also starting to sink in, and while he knew his father probably wouldn’t charge him with a crime, it was still more fuel for the fire that was likely sweeping through the castle and all the nobility this very moment. “We’ve got to go.” he said again, and strode out of the chamber and down the hall, the hurried footsteps of Etheil and the silent padding of Solastron right behind him.
“Your Grace,” said Etheil through excited breaths, nearly jogging to keep up with Brandrir’s strides. “What’s happened?”
 “We have to leave. Immediately.” said Brandrir as he flew up a flight of stairs and led them down a wider passageway that would take them up toward the castle proper. A second later he felt Etheil’s hand firmly grasp his shoulder, holding him back. Brandrir stopped in the middle of a long corridor and spun around to meet his old friend. 
“Brandrir,” said Etheil, his voice soft with sincere care as his blue-gray eyes looked into Brandrir’s own. “Please. What’s happened?”
Brandrir pursed his lips, his eyes diverting from Etheil’s. A rush of warm humiliation stirred in his face and chest and he found his tongue having a hard time deciding on what to say. He was aware of men and women down the hall, trying their best to watch discreetly from the doors and staircases, and he could hear their harsh whispers. He drew a long breath, and still unable to look at Etheil or his wolf, said with a turned head, “The phoenix failed to rise. I’ve been denounced by the Lands.”
Brandrir couldn’t see it, but he could feel the grim face of Etheil on him. Solastron nudged his head across his thigh. Etheil grabbed him by each shoulder and forced him to look at him. “Brandrir,” he said. “There is no shame in this. Perhaps the Lands know your place is north, at the Watch.”
Brandrir jerked himself away from Etheil. “Not now. I just can’t deal with anything right now.” His attention was suddenly diverted up the hall. People were casting wary glances that way and shrinking back up staircases or into closed doors. Solastron let loose a low growl. Brandrir was certain Egret was coming. “Hurry. We have to go.” 
Brandrir raced down the hall and took the first branching corridor he came to, shoving aside the two nobles standing in the entryway. He took another offshoot corridor and then another, hoping to weave his way around Egret or the Royal Guard or whoever else his father was sending after him. A thought occurred to him that it might not even be his father sending them after him. It could very well be the Council. He grimaced at the notion and bolted up a small case of stairs with Etheil and Solastron hot on his heels. Then a new thought occurred to him: he didn’t even need to go back to his room, he could just make for the stables. No sense going back for any clothing. The armor on his back and the sword in his hand were all he needed. The rest he could obtain on the way back to the Grimwatch. 
Brandrir stopped abruptly and spun around, Etheil and Solastron practically bowling into him. “To the stables.” he said, pushing past Etheil and the wolf.
“Brandrir,” cried Etheil. “Please, let us talk for a moment.”
“Not now,” said Brandrir, shooting down a small corridor and racing down a flight of stairs. Ahead there was a large, open chamber and some laborers standing about. Upon seeing Brandrir they cast their eyes down and began moving aside. The scent of night air mixed with the reek of livestock loomed here. There was an open portcullis that led out into a back courtyard where the soft, warm firelight of torches blazed along the castle walls and a brick barn stood amongst stacks of baled hay. 
Once outside, there was a dusty path that led out and around one of the castle’s walls. Beyond that, about a hundred yards in the distance, Brandrir could see the royal stables. Here and there, either upon the castle’s outer walls or suspended high upon poles set into the earth, torches cast the yard in flickering shadows and ruddy light. There were some stablehands milling about, their forms visible only in the sparse torchlight near the stable, but they seemed to be spooked by something and started bolting off in different directions. Brandrir knew who was coming, even before the unshrouded form of Egret came into view. 
Brandrir slowed his pace. Dark Star Knights never removed their shroud unless they planned for battle, and Egret stood there in his black armor, the lighting painted up either sleeve almost glowing in the light of the torches. In his hand he held his sword, Thundercracker, though it was not ignited. He began walking down the path toward Brandrir, and it was at that point that Brandrir realized he brought Lord Gregin in tow with him. The shorter, stockier Gregin also walked without his shroud, and the tidal-wave patterns painted up his arms were clearly visible. He flourished his sword, Tempest, as he stared right through Brandrir, his ruddy eyes clearly locked on Etheil and Solastron.
“Your Grace,” called Egret, coming down the path. “Etheil has been named an enemy of Duroton, and therefore I cannot let him pass.”
“Me and you, dog-boy.” spat Gregin, pointing a finger right at Etheil. He began moving out and away from Egret. Brandrir knew he meant to take them from behind as Egret came at them from the front. 
Solastron let out a low, rumbling growl that seemed to rattle the ground.
“I hereby absolve him,” said Brandrir, stopping upon the path. 
“Only the King can absolve one charged as an enemy of Duroton, and you are not King.” said Egret, not slowing his pace. Gregin had moved out wide and was coming out upon Brandrir’s left.
Brandrir scowled and flourished his weapon, the blurred steel humming in the night air. He felt Etheil’s hand upon the back of his shoulder and heard him whisper, “Don’t do it.” into his ear, but there was no way Brandrir was going to let this assault go unchallenged. “Then beneath the Duroton sky I name you my enemy and that charge shall not be satisfied except upon death.”
“So be it.” said Egret, igniting his sword. Instantly Thundercracker came alive with crackling white and blue lightning dancing upon its blade or leaping from its sharpened tip. From his left, Brandrir could hear a hiss, like that of flowing water, and he knew that Gregin had ignited Tempest. In the firelight of a high torch Gregin’s blade now shown like rushing, white water spraying mist in all directions. 
From behind Brandrir heard Etheil sigh. “You know, you could have left it as ‘enemies’ and foregone the ‘until death’ part.”
Brandrir found it impossible not to smile as he simultaneously watched Egret and Gregin approach. “You know I’m never in for a penny if I can afford a phoenix.”
Brandrir heard the breath of fire ignite behind him and found himself cast in the warmth and fiery glow of Firebrand. Etheil sighed again. “You might want to try living in poverty for once.”
“Trust me old friend,” said Brandrir. “After this night, I believe the Duroton sky shall be my new roof. But until such a day as I’m penniless, I say go for the gold.”
“You’re the boss.”
“You and Solastron take Gregin,” said Brandrir, now far more serious in tone. “Leave Egret to me.”
“Fire and water, huh?” said Etheil.
Brandrir nodded. “If you can make it out, do it. But hold nothing back. They certainly won’t.”
“Yes, your Grace.” said Etheil, and he moved out to Brandrir’s left, Solastron at his heels.
Brandrir moved forward, flourishing his humming sword, Lord Egret dead in his sights. The Commander of the Durotonian Guard looked upon him with a grave face, his icy blue eyes fixed on Brandrir as they came within striking distance. Brandrir could feel the crushing aura from Egret, the same aura that all Dark Star Knights exuded when ready to do battle, although admittedly, Egret’s was far more powerful. Egret was not Commander of the Durotonian Guard for no reason, and Brandrir had heard the stories of battlefields laid to waste by his aura alone. 
“I shall forgive you the oath you spoke beneath the Duroton sky if you lay your sword down now.” promised Egret. “Etheil is the only one I mean to stop. What happened tonight between you and the Lands is not my concern and is for you and the King to sort out.” 
“Etheil is my Captain of the Grimwatch.” said Brandrir. “An assault on him is the same as an assault on me. I will kill you if I must.”
Egret pursed his lips. “So be it, Brandrir Thorodin, but know you are not my enemy, only in the way of my duty to the King.”
“I told Etheil to hold nothing back,” said Brandrir. “I tell you the same.”
Egret frowned with pursed lips and nodded his head. “So be it, your Grace.”
Two cats could not have struck faster than Brandrir and Egret. Brandrir was not a Dark Star Knight, but he had trained with them all his life—knew their every secret and every trick—and unlike many men, was able to counter their aura. It was a gift few men possessed. It was said that Saints could shine their Caliber brightly enough to overcome the aura of a Dark Star Knight, but Brandrir had never seen a Saint. All he knew was his own ability, and though he felt Egret’s presence like the weight of the very castle upon his shoulders, he was able to withstand it. By what means he did not know. Some said he was blessed by the Lands of Duroton, though Brandrir thought that tonight proved that blessing false. Others said that it was the Thorodin bloodline, though Brandrir knew that his brother didn’t possess the ability. More likely, Brandrir thought it was his own will; his own steadfast belief in his righteous sword that allowed him to counter the aura and not be crushed or consumed by it. He was not the only mortal man who could pull this off, but he had never met another man besides his father who could. 
Thundercracker flashed and cracked in Egret’s hand as he brought the blade sweeping up and around, only to clash against Brandrir’s shield in an amazing display of exploding lights. Although Brandrir remained surefooted against the impact, he could hear the mechanics of his left arm groan. He felt the shock course through the metal and right up through to his flesh-and-bone shoulder in a painful explosion of its own. With a roar, Brandrir thrust out his shield, causing Egret to bound backward a foot, and then brought Raze down in his right hand. Egret quickly threw the strike away, parrying it with Thundercracker, and the two weapons made a terrible cacophony of buzzing steel and ear-splitting lightning. 
Brandrir dodged back as Egret came in at him again, but each blow was countered by the other in quick time. In moments the entire courtyard was filled with the smell of ozone. Brandrir began to feel alive again. His mind was no longer clouded with rage; his thoughts no longer muddied by the night’s events. Despite the hum of his sword and crack of his shield, despite the thunder of Egret’s blade against his own, Brandrir’s mind was silent. His mind was his own. For the first time since he was away from the Grimwatch he felt like himself again. 
Sparks rained down as he parried a high blow from Egret and Brandrir found himself musing about how life was like that, like a spark in the night. More sparks erupted from their clashing blades, and Brandrir thought how futile their little lives were, here in a moment and gone forever in the next. The only thing that set them apart—that let you know they had even existed—was their brilliance. Some lingered like ghosts in his vision even after they had departed, but only the brightest did that. 
Brandrir’s mind pondered that, how if life were like a spark, the more brightly one glowed, the more one’s life would live on even after death. How many sparks had he made in his lifetime? All the brightest were at the Grimwatch. Even now he could see his lieutenants, Braken and Syrus, with the men of the Watch around a roaring fire, flagons of ale in their hands. He could hear them laughing about the battles they had shared, boasting of the Kald they had killed. He could see the young boys and the novice knights enthralled by the tales, just as he himself had once been enthralled by the tales of the old Captains of the Grimwatch. Yes, life was like a spark. It was short and burned quickly. All that mattered was how bright it glowed, and that glow measured how long it would live on in the eyes of others, even after death.
In that moment Brandrir was once again sure of his place in Duroton. His place was at the Grimwatch where his spark’s light would linger on long after a Kald would rip him from this earth.
Brandrir’s eyes flashed with new life and he moved in on Egret, trying to take the offensive, though he knew his strikes were becoming increasingly erratic. Although he could keep up with Egret, the Dark Star Knight’s blows were more powerful than he could contend with for much longer. Every strike was like trying to block a sledgehammer with a toothpick and the impacts coursed through his muscles and bones with agonizing repetition. Brandrir knew his one saving grace was that they were within the castle yard and there was no way Egret would unleash the full fury of his might. To do so could mean bringing down the very castle. Still, Brandrir was all too aware of the debris—stones, dirt, hay, gravel from the path—all floating in an eerie circular plane around Egret. His own footing felt at once too heavy and also too light in the gravity-field gone awry, and he was beginning to feel like he was balancing on the elevator at the Stellarium in a constant battle of moving up and down. 
Brandrir used his shield to throw a few more of Egret’s strikes away, and then under the cover of a shower of sparks, he tumbled backward and rolled back to his feet to gain a few feet of distance. The ruse worked, and before Egret could bring his sword back up Brandrir was on him, Raze thrumming through the air in an upward arc. Egret knew he couldn’t turn his sword in time for a parry and was forced to dodge to the side. 
Brandrir felt the satisfying bite of Raze as it contacted the man’s armor, sheering off the side of his upper arm like a knife peels the skin from an apple. The flayed steel of Egret’s armor went flying up in an arc and left the skin of his arm exposed. Brandrir felt as surprised as Egret looked by the sheer millimeter that had saved Egret’s arm from being as flayed as his armor. Brandrir was sure Egret was missing some arm hair, but there was no time to contemplate.
Egret’s face now twisted in anger. Brandrir was certain that had been the Commander’s closest call in battle for many years—possibly ever. The man leapt back and thrust his sword forward, but Brandrir had already contemplated what was coming and raised his shield. The bolt of white lightning split the air, clawing its way toward Brandrir in the blink of an eye. It was caught by Brandrir’s shield and a sound like a granite boulder being split shook the very courtyard. 
Although Brandrir had successfully blocked the lightning strike, the force was too much and he tumbled himself backward to try and absorb some of the impact. By the time he rolled back to his feet Egret was already on him, Thundercracker sparkling and popping in an arc toward his face. Brandrir narrowly swept himself to one side to avoid the attack and spun out his left arm, striking Egret with a surprisingly solid blow with his shield. Sparks exploded off the Commander but he stood firm his ground, and with a yell of anguished anger, exploded his aura.
In an instant Brandrir was hit with a force that felt like a star had slammed down on his shoulders from the very heights of the heavens, and he fell to a knee. Egret thrust out his sword, and Brandrir feebly moved Raze up in defense, but he was slowed by the enormity of the gravitational pull that was trying to crush him into the very earth. Egret’s sword glanced off Brandrir’s left shoulder and lightning sparked and popped upon his armor.
Brandrir cried out as the force sent him tumbling backward. He scrambled to his feet, the effort agonizing by the sheer weight of Egret’s steadily increasing aura. The debris field that had once floated casually around the Commander now swirled angrily and Brandrir was forced to tuck his face between his arms as rocks, hay and dust pelted him from both sides. He could sense Egret charging him, and with blind timing that was uncanny enough to surprise Brandrir himself, he flung himself at the ground just as Egret came in at him. Brandrir felt the man’s legs buckle under his weight and fall over him. He heard Egret curse, but he rolled past him and then rolled again to try and gain more ground before springing back to his feet. 
Brandrir took a step forward but fell to a knee. He hadn’t realized the toll those blows had taken on him. It had been a long time since he had fought a Dark Star Knight in a true battle and not some playful sparring match back at the Grimwatch. And truth be told, be had never fought a Dark Star Knight as powerful as Egret. 
He chanced a quick glance to the side and caught sight of Etheil and Gregin. Mist lingered and rolled between them as their swords clashed, fire hissing through water, water spitting through fire. Etheil’s sword, Firebrand, was ablaze in intense reds and yellows that lit up the night sky. Gregin’s sword was like shimmering water, sparkling in the fires of Etheil’s sword. The blade wavered through the air, every clash sending a spray of water and mist. Between them and around them their gravitational fields mingled with the debris of the field and the roiling fog kicked up by their clashing weapons. It hung waist-high between them, swirling up as they moved in and out from each other, exchanging swift and powerful strikes. Brandrir could see that Etheil was on the offensive. Gregin was good as far as Dark Star Knights went—he was Egret’s lieutenant, after all—but Etheil was in a class all his own and part of Brandrir wondered if he was just toying with Gregin to avoid having to kill him.
It began to occur to Brandrir that he did not see Solastron, but he had no more time to think. Movement flashed in his peripheral vision and he knew it was Egret. He turned, raising his sword, just in time to be pelted by the swirling debris of Egret’s angry aura. Brandrir brought his sword up but it was a stupid attempt and easily tossed aside. He felt a stone impact his face, and swirling dust stung his eyes. He tried to raise his shield but knew he’d be too late. He was ready to eat the blade of Thundercracker when suddenly there was a roar and a flash of blue and Egret went tumbling to the ground, Solastron atop him, biting at the back of his neck.
Egret spun on his back, his face twisted in a snarl as menacing as Solastron’s own. The wolf was upon his chest in a minute, giant jaws clamping down onto Egret’s arm, white fangs scraping paint and lacquer from the armor. With a roar and a heave Egret tossed the giant blue wolf off of him and scrambled to his feet. Solastron nimbly landed at Brandrir’s side, his head bowed and ears back, snarling and barking. Brandrir was about to move back in to strike when the ground began to shake beneath the marching of many feet. 
Brandrir, Solastron and Egret exchanged a glance and they all gave each other mutual pause as they looked out past the stables. Running down the path was Dagrir, and behind him came a contingent of more than one-hundred Royal Guard, headed by the shrouded forms of three more Dark Star Knights. 
“Enough!” Brandrir could hear his brother screaming as he came running. “Enough, all of you!”
Brandrir looked over at Etheil. He and Gregin had stopped fighting as well. Upon seeing Brandrir, Etheil ran over towards him and Solastron, extinguishing his blade and sheathing it as he came. “You two all right?” he asked.
Solastron barked in response and Brandrir nodded his head. 
Etheil looked over at Egret and seemed to take notice of the flayed steel of his upper arm. Egret caught Etheil’s eyes and the two stared each other down for a brief moment before Etheil said, “Rough night, huh?”
Egret scowled at him and extinguished his blade as well, sheathing it at his side. Only Brandrir’s sword and shield still thrummed in the night air.
Dagrir came running up, huffing and out of breath, his face red and his dark eyes piercing. Although it was unnecessary at this point, Dagrir pushed Egret in the chest and then bowled himself into Brandrir, pushing them away, as if he were trying to break up some sort of schoolyard fight. “Enough from all of you!” he snarled. 
“Your Grace,” said Egret with a slight bow of the head. Gregin came running up. “Your father has named Etheil an enemy of Duroton. Me and my lieutenant, Lord Gregin, were—”
“I don’t care!” shot Dagrir. “This is madness!” He turned his dark eyes to Brandrir. “What in all the Lands are you thinking?”
“I was thinking of going back to the Grimwatch.” said Brandrir with a smirk.
Dagrir’s eyes flashed. His brother was obviously not amused. “Turn off your sword and shield. You need to come with me.”
“Extinguish,” corrected Brandrir, as he extinguished the shield from his arm and placed his sword into its sheath. “Crystallic swords are ignited and extinguished, not turned on and off.”
Dagrir shot him a hard look, his eyes angrier and darker than Brandrir had ever seen them. “Father and the Council need to speak with you. Right now.”
“I’m not going before father and the Council,” said Brandrir. “I’m returning to the Grimwatch with my Captain.”
“Dog-boy ain’t going anywhere.” added Gregin.
“If that’s over your dead body I’ll arrange it right now.” spat Brandrir.
Dagrir shot Brandrir a fiery gaze and then turned it on Gregin, pointing a finger at him. “You, Lord Gregin, are dismissed from my presence.”
Gregin’s face betrayed some surprise and he shot Egret a quick glance.
“Leave!” roared Dagrir.
Gregin scowled and bowed slightly. “Yes, your Grace.” He turned and walked off brusquely. 
“You too, Egret.” said Dagrir, a little less harshly. “You’re dismissed.”
“With all due respect,” began Egret as the three shrouded Dark Star Knights and their contingent of Royal Guards came thundering up and to an abrupt halt behind Dagrir. “Your father—”
“I. Don’t. Care.” said Dagrir with such venomous sincerity that it almost gave Brandrir the chills. “I will not tell you again, Lord Egret. You are dismissed.”
“Yes, your Grace.” said Egret with a bow. He cast Brandrir and Etheil one last hard look and then strode off. 
“You left a piece of your armor over there,” called Brandrir, but before he could get anything else out he felt his brother’s hands squarely jab him in the chest. 
“Enough!” shouted Dagrir. “Enough, Brandrir!” he shouted again, spit flying from his mouth. He pushed Brandrir hard in the chest again. “Killing a Royal Guard?” He pushed Brandrir again. “Fighting with Egret?”
“They started it.” said Brandrir, not really trying to be amusing, but battles always left him feeling a little cocky. 
Dagrir’s face turned a disgusting shade of purple as he threw his arms up, his fingers curling into claws as they trembled and shook in the air. “Lands be damned, Brandrir! This isn’t some stupid game you play at the Grimwatch! This isn’t some stupid quarrel between soldiers! Lands be damned, Brandrir! No wonder the Lands denounced you!”
Those last words bit into Brandrir’s chest even before they were finished. He felt his face flush with anger and humiliation and he pushed his brother hard on one shoulder, nearly spinning him on his feet. “I’m leaving.” said Brandrir, brushing past his brother. “Etheil, we’re leaving for the Grimwatch.”
The three Dark Star Knights moved into his way and the contingent of knights did as well in a single, loud, clank of armor. 
“I will cut down every last one of you if I have to.” warned Brandrir. He unsheathed his sword and ignited it. The silver blade thrummed in the air. 
“Brother,” warned Dagrir. “Calm down. You’re coming with me.”
“No,” shot Brandrir, turning his stormy eyes to his brother. “I never should have come back. I never should have even listened to you…” suddenly Brandrir had an epiphany and he felt his own face light up. He looked at his brother and said, “In fact, I gave the crown to you beneath the Duroton sky in front of the entire Council. That’s why the phoenix failed to rise.” The words had barely escaped his lips but already he was feeling better about the situation. “The crown’s yours. I’m leaving.”
Dagrir rubbed his face into his hands, trying to contain his anger. He looked back up at his brother. “It is no longer that simple, brother.” He bit his lip and wagged his head. “You have to come before father and the Council. Immediately.”
Brandrir started, feeling as if that was the most feeble attempt at a threat he had ever had levied upon him. “Come, Etheil.” he said. “To the Grimwatch.”
“Please Brandrir,” said Etheil. “I beg you. Have a word with me in private.”
Brandrir scowled. “What? No! Come on, let’s go.” He turned to leave, pushing past the three Dark Star Knights.
“Please, talk with me in private.” pleaded Etheil as he and Solastron fell in line with Brandrir.
“No,” shot Dagrir abruptly. “There’s no private talks. There’s no more waiting. This is all over. Brandrir, if you walk away—”
“You’ll what?” spat Brandrir, his venom once again focusing on his brother. “You’ll sick more men on me?” He turned back to Etheil. “Let’s go. That’s an order.”
“I’m not sure anybody has to take orders from you right now,” said Dagrir. “I don’t think you understand the gravity of the situation. Brandrir, you killed one of the Royal Guard. You attacked Egret.”
Brandrir turned back to his brother. He stormed over to him and pushed him on the chest. “So it’s all my fault!”
Dagrir bit his lip and closed his eyes, letting out a long breath. “Brandrir, I will not tell you again. Come with me now.”
“Whatever,” said Brandrir. He turned his back to his brother and began to walk off.
“Arrest him!” barked Dagrir, pointing at his brother.
Brandrir spun around, eyes wide as he looked at his brother. Without thought, completely unbidden, his right arm swung out and his gauntlet bit deep and hard into Dagrir’s cheek, sending his brother stumbling, falling upon his back.
Dagrir looked up, holding his cheek. Blood trickled out the corner of his mouth and from one nostril. He sat up on the ground. He moved his hand and a few teeth fell out. 
Dagrir looked at Brandrir. A tear streamed down the side of his face. “Now you’re going to fight me too? You want to kill? Go on, then! Kill me! Kill me, Brandrir! Kill your own brother!”
Brandrir pursed his lips. He looked away. The three shrouded Dark Star Knights moved in on him, as did the Royal Guardsmen. Brandrir raised his sword, his eyes flashing. 
“Let him go!” barked Dagrir, standing back up. “Get out of here, Brandrir! Go! Run away! Go back on your word again!”
Brandrir sighed. He looked back at Dagrir. “Brother…”
“Just get out of here!” roared Dagrir, tears in his eyes. He rushed Brandrir and drove his hands into his chest. “You want to leave? You want to run away like you always do! Run! Run! Get out of here!” Dagrir kept yelling at him and pushing him and shoving him. 
Brandrir drove his fist into Dagrir’s face, cutting his lip wide open. Dagrir fell to the ground, his face a smear of blood and tears.
“Go! Leave!” Dagrir roared with such anger that even the Royal Guard all stepped back.
Brandrir pursed his lips and turned from his brother. He looked at Etheil. “Let’s go.”
 ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ 
Dagrir wiped the blood from his cheek as he watched Stormwild kick up a cloud of dust and rear up on his hind legs with a long, baleful whinny. Brandrir’s crimson armor, as dinged up as it was, shone like the very fire of the torches that bathed him. He urged his horse down, and they tore off up the path. A moment later, Etheil upon his own horse tore out of the stables after him with Solastron on his heels.
“Your Grace, shall we pursue?” asked Lord Dactys, one of the Dark Star Knights.
Dagrir turned. Lord Dactys and the other two Dark Star Knights stood before him, their weapons at the ready.
Dagrir pursed his lips and wiped at his bleeding mouth. He looked back up the road but his brother, Etheil and Solastron were gone. He shook his head and then looked at Lord Dactys. “No.” he said. He removed his hand from his mouth and wiped away more blood and tears from his face. 
“He killed one of our brothers in arms!” protested one of the Royal Guardsmen. “He killed one of our brothers! We won’t let this go!”
“If my father or the Council give the order to pursue, then so be it.” said Dagrir. He no longer felt angry, just tired and defeated. “That order will not come from me. Not this night, anyway.” 
There was a long moment of silence and Dagrir felt himself awash in disapproving glares from the Royal Guard. The sound of rusty steel finally broke the silence and Dagrir looked up. From a torch-lit portcullis upon the castle’s far wall came seven figures of men. He could not yet see their faces, but knew their forms nonetheless. Their jeweled rings and precious buttons gleamed in the torches. Dagrir restrained his scowl. He watched as the Councilmen made their way up the path toward him. He exhaled loudly through his nose and it bubbled with blood. He shook his head and then turned to the knights around him. “Dismissed.”
“Your Grace,” said one of the Royal Guardsmen. “We would like to ask the Council for—”
Dagrir’s eyes flashed. “Dismissed!” he hissed in a tone that left no room for protest. 
“Yes your Grace. Sorry, your Grace.” said the knight with a bow. The rest of the knights and the three Dark Star Knights all bowed in unison. Lord Dactys led the procession down the path, leaving a small berth for the Councilmen to move past them. Dagrir closed his eyes and exhaled deeply.
“Your Grace,” said Balin Yagdril as he led the procession of Councilmen to a halt before Dagrir. They all bowed slightly. Although Balin had his typical sharp-bearded smirk, the rest of the group all wore much more serious countenances. “Seems your brother’s made all types of messes this evening.”
Dagrir shot him a fiery look.
Without skipping a beat Balin said, “Your father, the King still, is calling to order the King’s Council. Your presence is required.”
Dagrir made a show of wiping the still oozing blood from his split lip and bloodied mouth. “I believe the King’s Council should be postponed until tomorrow when cooler heads might prevail.”
“A very noble idea,” said Balin. “However, this Council will not be to discuss your brother or your succession to the throne.”
“And might I add congratulations are due, your Grace.” interjected the immensely rotund Jord Sigrund. 
“Hear, hear!” exclaimed Baldir and Gefjon and the rest followed suit, their expressions all softening to smiles. Dagrir felt a few friendly slaps on the back, though he was in no mood for such offerings.
Dagrir held up a hand and began shaking his head. “I am in no mood right now to sit in on Council. If I must go before my father and tell him to stay the Council until the morning, so be it, but I just can’t deal with any more of this tonight.”
“I wish it were that simple,” said Balin, grinning. “First, let me officially congratulate you. Your father has already sworn to this Council beneath the Duroton sky that you shall receive the crown. It will only be a short matter of time before we call you our Liege.”
“Hear, hear!” exclaimed the group.
Dagrir wiped a hand down his face and sucked his bleeding lip.
“But, the real matter of business this evening is in regards to a delivery.” continued Balin. 
Dagrir shook his head, annoyed, and exhaled his displeasure loudly. “We have to convene over a delivery?”
Balin exchanged a brief look with the old man, Parvailes, who stood at his side and then smiled at Dagrir. “It’s a very unique delivery,” he said, and more slyly added, “being brought to us by a very unique woman.”
Dagrir scowled at Balin. “I’m in no mood for dancing. Get to the point.”
“Oh ho!” laughed Balin. “And you’d likely be less in the mood for dancing with this woman.”
There were some casual chuckles from the rest of the Council but Dagrir was not impressed and his eyes burned into Balin’s own.
Balin sighed and clucked his tongue. “Come, Dagrir. There are some things that have been set in motion that your father wished to remain secret from you and your brother until one of you took the crown.” Dagrir was about to levy a protest but Balin spoke over him. “Secret because even your father believed that the Jinn’s prophecy would come to pass. Believe me, your brother’s attitude to the crown has always pained this Council, and most of all your father. None of us ever truly believed he could wear the crown, and evidently the Lands concurred.”
Dagrir’s eyes flashed. He began to speak but once again Balin raised his voice and spoke over him.
“If your father’s health were not so grave, even I would say the news you must hear tonight could wait.” said Balin, giving Dagrir no quarter. “However, you are to be the next King, and this Council staunchly believes you must hear this news from your father’s own lips.”
“It’s important to hear it from your father directly.” said Gefjon Jolori. “We want no talk after your father’s passing of conspiracy.” 
Dagrir sighed. Whatever these secret things his father had kept hidden from him, they were things of grave nature. The fact that the Councilman of Jurisprudence gave forethought to the idea that there would be accusations of conspiracy if he didn’t hear it directly from his father was proof of the gravity of whatever needed to be discussed so urgently.
“Come, Dagrir,” said Balin. “Your father awaits us in the Council room.”



— 13 —
NURIEL’S BATTLE 


Nuriel hated what they were being sent to do, but at this point hated being inside the steel boat even more. She hated sitting next to Gamalael and Arric. She hated the leering eyes of Tarquin. She hated Umbrial’s constant “Chin up, Nuriel’s”. And worst of all, Tia’s voice seemed all the more shrill, brassy and annoying in the damp, rusty tank they sat in. Nuriel looked down at her star-metal boots and breathed in deeply through her nose, the scent of seawater and rusty metal thick in the air. She blew it out, puffing it up to muss her bangs and get the golden hair from her eyes. 
“Hey Nuriel, why don’t you come sit a little closer?” snickered Gamalael at her left. His arm slithered its way across her shoulders, tugging her toward him. She heard Arric giggle beside him.
Nuriel looked at him with a fierce scowl and threw his arm off. She tried not to let it bother her too much, but inside it was eating away at her that they still had not given her her weapon back. She knew it was somewhere on the ship, but Tarquin had told her he wasn’t yet convinced of her loyalty. Nuriel bit her lip and looked away from him.
She wished Isley were with her. She hadn’t seen her mentor since they arrived at the Stellarium and she never thought she’d miss him so much. He was always kind to her. Always calm, sincere and patient. The exact opposite of this lot. And she hadn’t forgotten what they had done to her, no matter how hard she tried. How could she forget? Nuriel exhaled loudly. She sniffled and held her forehead in her hand. She desperately wished she could forget, but the thought now occurred to her that they might all do it again. 
Arric began laughing and from across the way even Tarquin chuckled wickedly. Umbrial smiled and huffed. She heard Tia screech something, but couldn’t make out what the witch said over the engines that roared from someplace behind the tank they sat in.
“What, not in the mood? Maybe later then.” said Gamalael with a wink. 
Nuriel rolled her eyes and looked away from him as he and Arric giggled.
The ship crested another large wave and came down hard with a thunderous boom that resonated throughout the dank, iron box they had called home for more than a day now. Nuriel felt herself driven hard into the grated-steel bench she shared with the idiot twins and her hands wrapped tightly around the iron bar before her. The gaslights on the walls flickered briefly and Nuriel felt a few heavy drops of water patter upon her head and drip through to her scalp. She scowled and let out a deep breath. 
“Chin up, Nuriel.” Umbrial’s deep voice echoed in the large, iron tank and Nuriel cringed from having heard that phrase a thousand times out of him already. She rolled her eyes but didn’t look at him. He sat across the way from her, eying her. “We’ll be there soon enough, Nuriel.” he said, speaking loudly over the metallic tumult of the ship’s engine. It was a terrible sound without end that resonated through the very steel walls and rattled anything that was loose. 
When they had first boarded the ship yesterday in the predawn night, Tarquin had given them a tour of the engine room. It was a mechanical beast twice as tall as Nuriel with gigantic gears as toothy as a serpent. It was powered by the same types of energy crystals that so many things in Duroton seemed to depend on, but in this case they brought a loud and angry beast to life that powered through the chill and churning northern ocean. 
Nuriel felt the ship’s bow rise high again and she braced for impact. Her stomach tumbled as the ship came down hard. The very walls shuddered as if struck by thunder and fresh curtains of icy water rained down through the ceiling, soaking Nuriel’s hair and getting down under her breastplate and into her boots. Nuriel frowned and wished she could just go back to her cramped cabin, which was literally a shelf no wider or longer than she was when laying down on it. It wasn’t comfortable and hadn’t provided a good night’s sleep, but at least it was dry. She looked up and couldn’t help but feel pleased that Tia seemed to have gotten a much larger curtain of water down her back. She was cursing as she picked a piece of green seaweed from her ghost-white hair. 
“It’s going to be getting choppier now. We’re just a few miles out from the shore.” yelled Tarquin. He sat next to Umbrial and Tia, toward the front of the tank where the forward wall sloped steeply up into the ceiling and dripped constantly with sheets of water. Even a few strands of green seaweed clung to its ridged surface. How this bucket hadn’t filled with water and sank to the ocean floor was something of a mystery to Nuriel, but she figured the rusty, grated floor panels likely let all the sea water into some sort of chamber where it was pumped out. Still, that didn’t spare Tarquin, and his black shroud was heavy with seawater from sitting so close to the front. 
Tarquin said that when they land the forward wall would drop forward into a ramp and they could quickly exit the ship. Apparently this type of craft was called an Iron-Hull and they were made for transporting soldiers to beach landings. They weren’t terribly comfortable, but were, however, perfectly designed to haul large numbers of soldiers across the ocean quickly. This was the smallest ship in the fleet of ten they brought. The others were far larger and their tanks held more than a hundred men each. Nuriel figured it was at least lucky she only had to share quarters with these few. 
“We’ll be making our landing in Orün, just north-west of the Crashingstone Isles,” yelled Tarquin over the engines. They seemed to be laboring as the ship began to crest more and more waves. His voice jostled as he continued, “Orün is something of the Icelanders’ capitol. They have many small settlements throughout the Icelands, all independent. Orün, however, is home to about ten-thousand. It’s ruled by a Koren—a king, I supposed you’d say. They call him Koren Arcten Baern, the Ice Bear King in their tongue.”
“Ten-thousand?” questioned Arric loudly. “This is going to be a large city to have to take with just us and a thousand men.”
“You can’t rightfully call it a city,” said Tarquin. “It’s fur tents and whale bone huts. Wood and stone are rare and valuable in the Icelands, which is why it was so devastating when the Crashingstone Isles were taken from them. It’s why we have had to pay them restitution for so long. They have a wall of snow and ice and little else. The closest thing to a fortress we’ll come across is their outpost right at the shores. Once we get through that it won’t be anything to take the city. They have no streets, no tall buildings to hide behind. Us and a thousand men will take them no problem. This is what you Saints do, right? Strike fear? Quell dissent? Keep cities in line?”
Tia sneered at Nuriel. “Some of us more than others.”
“Don’t worry, I’ll protect you.” said Gamalael with mock concern as he looked Nuriel in the eyes and rubbed her leg, surreptitiously moving it up toward her crotch.
Nuriel exhaled her disgust and pushed him off her. “Get off!”
Gamalael turned and looked at Arric and then Umbrial. “Maybe I will!” he bellowed and they all began laughing. 
“Focus.” hissed Tarquin, quite unamused. “We have a job to do now.” He looked at Gamalael and Arric. “Besides, plunder and spoils go to the victors.” Here his lips turned up in a sinister little smile. “And there are a lot of women in that ten-thousand.”
Gamalael and Arric looked at each other and clanked their gauntleted fists together.
“Men and children too, if you’re into that kind of thing.” squeaked Tia, jabbing her elbow into Umbrial’s side. 
The large man’s brow furled and he turned his eyes up.
“Well you didn’t partake of Nuriel,” she said. “And I haven’t seen your eyes on me. I don’t know, maybe you’re not into women?”
Umbrial grabbed the spiked mace from his side and clanked it loudly into his black, star-metal gauntlet, his tourmaline eyes acidic. “I’m into this,” he said, banging it into his hand again. Then he looked at Gamalael and Arric across from him and spoke loudly above the laboring engine. “You should all be a little more focused on this right now. Ten-thousand men is only ten men each for the soldiers to take, and that’s not considering how many we take out. Still, we’ve never dealt with barbarians and I’ve seen villagers take out a Saint who got too cocksure and let his guard down.”
Tarquin looked at Umbrial and gave a pleased nod, then addressed the others. “They are primitive but tough. Keep your guards up. You might be Saints, but one well-placed arrow or spear and you die just like any other. When we land, take my lead. Move quickly through the fray and take out as many as you can, as quickly as you can. The soldiers will follow behind as a mop-up crew. Remember, no survivors. No witnesses. Leave no one alive.” Tarquin paused and now his dark eyes found Nuriel. “That includes women and children.”
Nuriel felt her stomach lurch and looked away.
“Surprise, surprise. Nuriel doesn’t have the nerve for the job.” crowed Tia, eying her with disdain.
“I’ll stay back and keep an eye on her,” said Arric, hunching around Gamalael to look at Nuriel. He gave her a wink.
Nuriel didn’t look up but she could feel Tarquin’s cold eyes on her. “This is the job.” he said firmly. “Jobs like this are the entire reason for the Saints Alliance. The entire reason Celacia gave you to me. As I understand it, this is a job no different than anything you’d be asked to do in the southern kingdoms.”
Nuriel bit her lip as she stared down at the floor. She breathed deeply and closed her eyes, then exhaled long and slowly. Beside her she could hear Gamalael and Arric talking amongst themselves and chanced a glance over. Gamalael had a small leather folio opened on his lap and was trying to keep it steady as the ship crested wave after wave, jostling them all about. Arric helped hold the folio steady and Gamalael took out a syringe. It was a large thing with a slender glass tube and brass fittings for fingers at the end. The plunger had a brass thumbhole. Tia walked over and held onto the railing. Out of the small leather pouch at her side she produced a vial of clear liquid. Nuriel watched intently as Tia held it steady and Gamalael dipped the silver syringe into it and took up the liquid. 
“Do me first.” Gamalael said. “Let’s just do our necks so we don’t have to get our armor off.” He handed Arric the injector.
Arric took the device in his hand. Gamalael presented his neck and tilted his head to one side. Very steadily, against the jostling ship, Arric pushed the needle into his carotid artery. Then, with a slow thumb, pushed the clear liquid into his body. Gamalael hissed as Arric took the needle out. He made a few deep breaths and cocked his neck back and forth. “Thank Aeoria! Feeling better already!”
“Here, do me.” said Arric, handing Gamalael the syringe. In the same fashion Gamalael injected Arric and then finally he did Tia.
“You guys want some Ev?” asked Gamalael. “We’ve got plenty.”
 Tarquin looked at them with some amusement but shook his head. 
Umbrial huffed a laugh and crossed his arms. “To me this is just another job. I never take that stuff.”
“Yeah, but, women and kids, man.” said Arric. He leaned back in his seat, looking up at the ceiling. He smiled brightly and exhaled loudly. “Kind of helps take the edge off.”
Tia rubbed at her neck and sat back down next to Umbrial. For the first time that Nuriel could remember the woman didn’t have a snotty look on her face and she actually looked contented. “Feels good,” she said, melting into her seat. “You don’t have to need it to like it, you know. Makes everything just go away.”
Umbrial looked at her and huffed another little laugh. 
“So, you don’t care if there’s kids?” asked Gamalael, relaxing in his seat. “Babies too? It’s just a job to you?”
Umbrial looked at him and shrugged. “Just objects. They’re all just objects to be dealt with. Just like training back at Sanctuary. They’re all just wood and straw.”
Nuriel looked at Umbrial. “You just think of them all as objects?” she said. All heads suddenly turned to her.
Umbrial seemed a little shocked that Nuriel had spoken so abruptly, but he shrugged off her question nonetheless. “We all have to deal with the job somehow, Nuriel. Bear and endure. Bear and endure, Nuriel.”
Nuriel watched as Gamalael began packing up his folio and, almost surprising herself, she quietly said, “I want some.”
Gamalael stopped what he was doing and looked at her with glassy blue eyes. Arric leaned over too. “Huh?”
“Did she just say she wants some?” piped Tia, still melted in her seat and not bothering to really look at her.
Gamalael laughed. “Really? You really want some?”
Nuriel eyed the injector. She bit her lip and then looked at Gamalael. “Give me some.”
Umbrial raised an eyebrow and Tarquin watched her curiously but Nuriel didn’t care anymore. She repeated herself. “Just give me some.”
Gamalael looked at Arric and the two shrugged. “Ok,” said Gamalael, and he unpacked his injector again. 
“Wow Nuriel,” said Tia as she looked up at the ceiling, reclining in her bench. “I didn’t think you had it in you. I’m actually impressed.”
“Don’t give her too much,” cautioned Umbrial. “Remember, she’s not used to it.”
“Yeah, I know.” said Gamalael as he drew some liquid up into the injector. 
“You almost gave her way too much that last time.” reminded Umbrial. 
Gamalael looked at Umbrial and then squeezed a little of the liquid back into the vial. He looked at Nuriel. “You ready?”
Nuriel scooted herself over to him. “Just…go slow.” she said.
Gamalael placed a hand on her forehead and tilted her head to the side. “Here, just hold still.”
Nuriel could feel the cold steel tap around her neck a couple times and then abruptly bite into her skin. She grit her teeth for a moment, but almost instantly a pleasing warmth washed over her and her stomach began to flutter with joyous excitement. It was the same feeling she had had as a child back at Sanctuary when Mother Brendaline would pass out berry tarts. She swore she could even taste them. She felt giddy. Overjoyed. 
“Nuriel…Nuriel…” She became aware that Gamalael was tapping her shoulder. “Nuriel, are you alright?”
Nuriel looked Gamalael in those large, sapphire eyes of his and smiled brightly. Her leg began to bounce excitedly. “Yeah, I’m fine.” 
Gamalael and Arric laughed. Nuriel even heard Umbrial chuckle.
Tia cackled deep and long. “You excited, Nuriel?”
Nuriel shrugged and looked up at the ceiling. A few heavy drops of seawater fell on her forehead. She closed her eyes, taking in the sensation. It was cool and she remembered baths back at Sanctuary when she was a little girl. She could see and feel Mother Margret dipping the wooden cup into the bucket and gently pouring it over her scalp. Nuriel leaned back and exhaled contentedly, dearly wishing more water would drip upon her face. 
“So I take it you’re with us?” asked Umbrial, completely amused by her.
Nuriel smiled, her eyes still closed, and she nodded gently. “Mmm.” She could hear the chuckles of the others, and she too began to laugh but didn’t bother to open her eyes. She loved Mother Margret. Those big, sparkling, ruby eyes of hers. Nuriel extended her arm and swore she could feel Margret’s glistening ruby hair in her tiny fingers. In her mind she was laughing with Karinael and they both made a game in the bath of tugging at Margret’s long hair and she indulged them by pretending not to know which one did it. 
“There’s my girl,” she heard Tarquin say. “There’s the Saint I was promised.”
Nuriel felt something cold and heavy laid upon her chest. She opened her eyes and saw Tarquin looming over her. Her star-metal claymore was resting across her body.
“Your sword.” he said. “I’m going to trust that you’ll do your job.”
Nuriel smiled and closed her eyes, her arms tightening around her sword as she hugged it. In her mind it was Karinael, older now. They were grown. It was the hug they had exchanged when she had found out she was accepted into the Saints Caliber. She remembered how happy and sad they had both been that day. She raised a finger to wipe the tear from Karinael’s cheek. She began laughing and kicking her legs out.
Umbrial and the others all laughed. 
“Well, I knew you’d be happy to get it back.” said Tarquin with a chuckle. Then, taking on a more serious tone said, “Alright. We’re fifteen minutes out. Remember, I’ll take the lead. I want you all to follow and just move as quickly as you can. I’ll bring down the outpost, you take out the survivors. Once the outpost is out of the way, we move quickly to Orün. Remember, there can be no survivors.” 
 ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ 
Tarquin stood near the front of the ship, sword in hand and a long, black cloak bundled about him, worn over his black armor. The Saints all stood behind him wrapped in similar cloaks that would provide some proof against the biting north winds. Beyond the steel confines of the ship came a series of long, baleful notes; primitive horns calling out a warning. Nuriel felt the ship jar and slow abruptly, a terrible scraping sound erupting from beneath the steel floor. The forward wall of the ship fell open and the subdued light of the early evening sun rushed in. The ramp impacted the rocky shore with a terrible shudder and led out onto the icy beach. 
Nuriel squinted her eyes as she looked out. White snow and drifts frozen into strange patterns were spread out as far as the eye could see, and she felt mesmerized by them. Tarquin rushed from the ramp, hopping over the large stones of the shore that were crusted with clumps of white ice. Umbrial came quickly behind him, followed by the rest, and Nuriel came upon their heels. Over her shoulder Nuriel could see the churning, gray ocean spread out beneath the murky skies. The dark forms of the other nine ships were about a mile out, coming in quickly. 
Hanging low upon the western horizon sat the sun. It was a pale disc desperately trying to burn its way through the relentless gray clouds that floated in layers and seemed to churn as much as the seas. There were some canoes and longboats made of whale bone and seal skin that lolled and clanked from their moorings nearby. Ahead of them, about fifty yards out, stood a pair of tall towers erected from the long trunks of felled pines. Surrounding the towers was a wall of timbers carved into jagged, forward-facing spikes. 
Nuriel’s mind flopped around a bit at the sight, her mind in awe, thinking how like the maw of the dragon skull it looked. Each timber was a tooth, and its throat even began to flicker with fiery life. From the tops of the towers haggard men in fur pelts sounded the horns again, but in Nuriel’s mind she saw the dragon’s mouth open, letting loose a terrible roar.
Nuriel was jarred back to reality by Umbrial. “Hey, you alright?” he pushed her hard on the shoulder again.
Nuriel shook her head and looked around at the others. She sniffled and tucked her golden hair behind her ear. She smiled. “Oh, yeah. I’m fine.” She pointed out to the fortress outpost. “Doesn’t it look like the skull?”
“Apollyon below,” snarled Umbrial, now giving Gamalael a harsh shove on the shoulder. “She’s hallucinating. You gave her too much.”
“How the fuck am I supposed to know how much to give her?” retorted Gamalael. “I ain’t used to doing new Saints. Maybe she’s—”
“We don’t have time for this,” barked Tarquin. He pointed to the towers where the flickering tips of flaming arrows had all come to life. Atop the wall, between every spike of every log, more dots of flame came to life and were pointed in their direction. “I’ll bring everything down. You five move quickly through their ranks. Take them all out as quickly as possible.” 
 Tarquin jogged forward, Umbrial, Tia, Gamalael and Arric all in tow. Nuriel moved forward slowly, looking at the toothy maw of the fortress, the awe of having seen the skull rising from the volcanic pit bubbling in her memories. She could see the tracks of her companions ahead of her, but in her mind they became the decayed footsteps of Celacia. Nuriel smiled brightly and jogged forward.
Around Tarquin snow and ice began to swirl up into a disc that stretched out at least twenty feet. A volley of flaming arrows came forward in an arc. Tarquin spread his arms wide as he ran and the fiery onslaught was gathered into his gravitational field and they all went flying out harmlessly in strange directions. Before the next volley could be loosed, Tarquin waved his sword and suddenly he was gone, reappearing that same moment directly beneath the two towers. The timbers of the walls and the great logs that made up the towers instantly cracked and split. The entire outpost toppled as if its very feet had been swept out from beneath it. 
Tarquin stood with his arms wide, the disc of snow and ice whirling about him, catching up the timbers of the wall and towers, sending them swirling and flying, causing ever more destruction. Now, for the first time, the Icelanders could be seen. They were tall and built more like bears than men. They all wore white pelts of polar bears and seal skin boots and gloves. They held spears or bows or axes in their hands, and they all had long, scraggly hair and beards, mostly brown or black. They roared and barked in a strange tongue. Some lobbed spears or shot arrows toward Tarquin but the weapons were caught up in his swirling disc and tossed aside. After a moment, however, the spiraling disc of giant timbers and debris began to fall. It was apparent that Tarquin could not sustain such a powerful force. With a terrible crash that tore up sprays of snow and ice the entire disc fell upon the ground, timbers tumbling and rolling, churning up even more debris. 
Crimson now streaked the white snow and bloodied, battered bodies lay everywhere among the debris. Some scattered, dazed Icelanders still stood or were running away, but now Umbrial and the others were in the fray. They glowed in their auras of Caliber power, and like errant lightning they struck down survivor after survivor, leaping from one man to the next, sprays of blood not even hitting the snow before they were upon their next victim. 
Nuriel now came up behind, suddenly aware her own body was glowing with Caliber power and warmth. She shined her Caliber brighter and her mind cleared for a moment. In that brief lucidity the carnage around her became real. Amongst the broken timbers that were strewn everywhere, blood stained the snow. There were bodies everywhere she looked. Some had been broken and mangled when Tarquin brought the fortress down, others were missing heads or cut down in horrific fashion, leaving pools of blood so large the snow was having a difficult time absorbing it all. 
And then as quickly as that lucidity came, it was gone, replaced once again with the pleasant warmth of the Ev coursing through her. She looked down where an Icelander lay crumpled beneath a broken timber. Her mind flopped about for meaning to this but she began to laugh as she realized there was no meaning. She found herself oddly excited. He was dead! He was dead and gone from this world! 
And she. 
Didn’t. 
Care. 
Her belly burned with anticipation as she looked around for more bodies. There were plenty, and they were all dead. Some were still alive and that brought a new sensation of enthusiasm to her. She smiled brightly and looked up, the yellow flashes of light as Tia, Umbrial, Gamalael and Arric dashed and leapt from victim to victim, leaving trails of Caliber light in their wake. Nuriel dashed forward, her claymore slicing through the bitter cold air. She felt the satisfying give her blade only made when cleanly slicing through thick bone. She was vaguely aware of the thud of limbs behind her, but she was already upon the next man, her star-metal sword a black whirl as his head came off and the most beautiful red she had ever seen splattered into the snow, making pink dots everywhere. 
Nuriel’s mind flopped through some more thoughts as she cut down yet another man. She realized there was no sensation to it; no emotional sensation to killing. Suddenly her stomach tumbled with the warm pleasure of a great epiphany. She was absolved of anything that might stay her hand. She could do whatever she wanted and she’d feel no regret or sympathy; no shame or remorse. She could do whatever she wanted and there was nothing to dissuade her. Nuriel smiled brightly, feeling like a great weight had just been peeled off her shoulders. 
Nuriel spun around and zeroed in on her next target. It was a large man charging her with spear in hand. She trembled with zeal as she dashed into him, her blade a blur as his arms and then head fell from his body. She looked down upon the snow, at the crimson gore before her. There was nothing, no sensation of care. A part of her, something deep down, buried and drowning, told her to try to care. An unbidden memory of a ragged old mess of a cat bubbled in her mind. It was a cat she had loved once, but there was a void where care should have been when she had seen it dead, its body a broken and shattered wreck. 
Nuriel remembered that scraggly-furred little beast well. She was sixteen and she had found it huddled in a window well near the kitchens one winter. It was scrawny and half starved and meowed incessantly until she brought it inside and snuck it some warm milk. Having a pet or keeping an animal was strictly forbidden at Sanctuary. She hid it away in her room and hadn’t even told Karinael about it. Everyday she bore the great burden of keeping it hidden in her room; keeping it fed and out of sight. It became a burden she gladly bore, because she loved it. 
But then one day the stupid thing wouldn’t stop meowing. She was in the hall talking with Adonael and Hamon. The two boys were always trouble, always trying to get her alone in her room. It had become something of a routine one month for her to thwart their advances in the hall, but on that day the stupid cat wouldn’t stop meowing and scratching at her door. 
The boys heard it and they broke into her room. She remembered the horror she felt when Hamon grabbed the thing by its tail. They dangled it in front of her, taunting her. She remembered her desperation and terror as more and more of the boys and girls came to see what the commotion was. Like all the rooms, Nuriel’s had a great view amongst the clouds and looked out upon a beautiful courtyard a hundred or more feet down. They held the cat out the window, dangling it by its tail, teasing and taunting her. Nuriel remembered the heartache well, how the terror of what they would do to it tore at her and ripped at her. She remembered the complete helplessness as a dozen or more of them all teased her and kept her at bay, tormenting her with the threat of killing that cat.
And then her anger turned toward the cat. It had brought this upon itself. Why couldn’t it just shut up? Why wouldn’t it just keep quiet? She remembered looking at the cat as it hissed and screamed at the boys who dangled it out the window. She looked around as the others laughed at her and taunted her, and suddenly she didn’t care. Her emotions had given up. It was the cat’s own stupid fault. Why couldn’t it just have been quiet? If it would have just shut up, none of this would ever have happened. 
It was in that brief moment that Nuriel was relieved of her terror and agony. She no longer cared if they killed the cat. It was like a great weight lifted from her shoulders. They were going to kill it and there was nothing she could do, and it was the cat’s own fault anyway. It was brief and fleeting, but for a split second she felt exhilarated. The burden of caring for that creature had completely vanished. The burden of loving it was gone. She didn’t hurt for it anymore. She didn’t have to love it anymore. But it was only fleeting. Afterward she had cried for many long hours. For many days afterward she lamented the cat, and they would torment her with tales of how it plunged to the brick path below.
But there was that split second where complete, apathetic exhilaration had taken her; where there was no longer any burden to love the cat. And it had felt great. That was the fleeting moment she lived in as she dealt death right now. Moments of complete detachment that were so delicate, so fleeting that it left her wanting more. 
She had to have more.

If she let it get away, the terror and agony might come back, just like it had with the cat. Her belly burned with exhilaration as bone and sinew split upon her sword. She looked around, her eyes wide and bright, burning like molten gold. There had to be more Icelanders. There had to be more living. She saw one, but Gamalael was moving quickly toward him. She dashed forward, her Caliber energy burning ever brighter. She came in whirling the sword close to her body, leaving the man to fall into a few pieces before her blade clashed against Gamalael’s, who had been a split-second away from making the kill himself. As their blades locked in the air with a crack of thunder, he looked at her with sapphire eyes wide. 
“That one was mine,” said Nuriel, her voice frantic but her eyes and lips beaming with delight. 
Gamalael’s shocked look melted into a smile and then he laughed. He smacked her on the ass. “There you go, Nuriel! Now we’re talking!”
But Nuriel couldn’t stay put to chat. There had to be more, and the longer she sat idle, the more that exhilaration felt fleeting and she didn’t want it to go. She didn’t want to have to care about that cat again. She didn’t want to have to sit alone and cry about that stupid beast any more. She dashed forward, taking out another two men. She paused for a moment, and with her left hand wiped some blood off her brow. She came to the terrible realization that there was nobody left. She was vaguely aware that Umbrial, Tia, Arric and Lord Tarquin were standing and looking at her, clapping their hands. She heard Arric whistle something at her and the sharp voice of Tia say something in a complimentary tone. But none of that meant anything. She looked around, breathing hard, her breath smoking in the arctic air. She felt something like panic rising in her stomach. That euphoria was fading. There had to be more. Had to be more lives to take. 
Gamalael’s arm fell around her shoulders, his armor clanking loudly against her pauldrons. He shook her roughly by the shoulders and said some sort of congratulations as he slapped her on the ass again. 
“More,” she said. All around her the blood—the red that saturated everything—was becoming real again. She looked at Gamalael. “More.”
He looked at her, his brow furling. “I don’t think you need any more Ev—”
Nuriel shoved him aside and looked at Tarquin. “Where’s the city?”
Tarquin’s lips bent upward into a wicked smile. He chuckled but did not answer her immediately. He turned his head and looked out at the ocean where the other nine ships all began to rush up on the shore. “Our mop-up crew is here. They’ll be coming on our backs. They’ll pick off any we leave behind in Orün. Let’s go.”
Tarquin bolted off and the five Saints followed right behind. This time Nuriel did not take the back. She kept pace right behind Tarquin himself, with Umbrial behind her. Over the horizon dozens of pillars of white smoke rose up and leaned against the wind, creating a smear of gray across the stark, darkening sky. Soon, a long drift of snow appeared that stretched for hundreds of yards across the icefield. Nuriel suddenly became aware that it was not a snowdrift, but a wall made of mounded snow and ice that stood a respectable ten or so feet high. Placed in random fashion along the length of the wall were giant boulders. Some were flat and squat, nearly covered with snow; others were tall and round and caked with ice. Nuriel guessed that the smallest weighed a few tons and the largest stood higher than the wall itself. They seemed to provide no practical value to the wall, and in many cases were placed a great distance from it. Even now they were coming up on some of the great stones. 
At the wall’s center were a pair of wooden gates and a rush of armed barbarians poured from them. Many were on foot and held spears or bows, but some were atop polar bears. Upon the wall archers began to align themselves and the warriors with clubs and spears formed up ranks before the gates.
As the last of the barbarians formed up, seven final riders upon massive polar bears rode out. The rider in the lead was dressed unlike any of the others. He had a sash of beads draped over his shoulders and a headdress made of a bear skull. His beard was also plaited and studded with beads and he carried a broad axe in his hand. He was flanked on either side by riders whose faces were painted with black stripes. They too carried great axes, and cruel looking clubs dangled at their sides.
“That’s the Koren.” said Tarquin, slowing his pace. “He is known as the Ice Bear King.”
“What are the boulders for?” asked Umbrial.
Tarquin sneered. “They know about the Dark Star Knights and have fought against us in the past. They know that the boulders are too heavy for us to lift and they disrupt our auras. It prevents us from taking the wall down in one fell swoop like I did with their outpost.”
“So then what’s the plan?” asked Umbrial.
Tarquin gripped his sword tight. “They know to expect swords of fire or electricity, but they’ve never seen a sword like Whisper.”
“Is it rare amongst your order?” asked Umbrial.
“It’s one of a kind.” said Tarquin. “It took the Jinn many years and many tries to make the crystal that powers this weapon. They’ve yet to make a duplicate.”
“So how’d you get it?” asked Arric.
Tarquin smiled. “Fortune favors those who are willing to get their hands dirty, and the Council of Duroton can be quite generous.” 
Umbrial huffed a laugh as he jogged behind Tarquin. “So, are we just taking them out like we did at the outpost?”
“Yes, but let me address the Koren first.” said Tarquin. “That way we can all get close. With all these boulders I won’t be effective until I get beyond their wall. When I give the signal, start taking them out. Don’t worry about the archers. They won’t fire with their Koren in the way. Just move in on him and his guards and don’t hesitate.”
“What’s the signal?” asked Arric.
“You’ll know.” said Tarquin. He slowed his pace to a walk and gestured for the Saints to fall in line with him. He sheathed his sword and told the others to do the same.
All atop the wall the archers stood in a line, their arrows ready, many of them with flames waving in the wind. Tarquin held his right hand high and stopped within shouting distance of the wall. “I bear a message from the King of Duroton. I wish to speak to Koren Arcten Baern.”
The Koren held his right hand high and spurred his great bear forward a pace, followed by his small entourage of guards upon their own bears. 
“One pace means you may approach slowly,” said Tarquin softly. “Take my lead and do not act until I give the signal.”
Tarquin proceeded with measured strides, all the while keeping his right hand raised. They passed a couple great boulders, and when they were within twenty-feet of the Koren, Tarquin lowered his hand and stopped.
The Koren looked upon them, his face hard, his eyes cold. Nuriel saw his eyes fall upon her and the other Saints, and briefly his expression changed to one of curiosity. Then, a sudden glimmer of understanding touched his eyes and his expression changed to one of disgust. His lips furled into a snarl and he growled, “You have attacked our lands and people.” The Koren’s voice was deep and guttural. “Our laws dictate that your blood too must now be spilled.”
Tarquin nodded his head slowly. He looked the Koren directly in the eyes. “We have come to end the Ageless Accords with your people.”
The Koren scowled. 
“We will not pay your people any longer.”
The Koren snarled. “Is this the will of your Koren?”
Tarquin nodded. 
“Your Koren is dishonorable.” The Koren looked at Nuriel and the other Saints. Nuriel didn’t think it possible, but his expression darkened even more. “These are warriors of the south. You dishonor us further with their presence.”
Tarquin looked at the Koren. “Yes, I supposed we do. Now, there is the matter of that blood.” Without warning Tarquin dashed forward, his aura suddenly sweeping up a disc of snow that broke upon the scattered boulders. He ripped his sword from its sheath. The Koren’s guards spurred their bears forward as the Koren himself raised his axe. In the blink of an eye Tarquin disappeared.
“I guess that was the signal,” said Umbrial, exchanging a quick look with the others. They all drew their weapons and bolted forward toward the Koren and his guards. Blood sprayed as the bears fell, toppling their riders. Before the riders could be dealt with there was a terrible cracking sound. Nuriel looked ahead and the wooden gate and the wall began to tear apart as if it had been hit by a tornado. As giant chunks of the wall were torn and thrown away, the archers who had been standing upon it were caught up and flung asunder. As the wall came fully apart Lord Tarquin could be seen, his disc of whirling death around him.
Beyond the toppled wall Nuriel could see hundreds of scattered tents and buildings made of whale bone that were roofed and walled with a patchwork of seal skins. Tarquin yelled out, his barking orders barely audible to Nuriel. With a wave of his sword he was gone and reappeared amongst the warriors, his aura swirling violently, tearing them down in droves. There was massive confusion amongst the warriors, having been taken thus from behind. Tarquin used his sword to appear here and there, never letting a moment pass without changing his whereabouts.
Nuriel threw herself into the fray, her sword becoming a whirling flash of black star-metal. Scenes of blood and death coursed before her eyes, but she had little time to consider them. One after another men fell before her. She was aware of the bright streaks and flashes of Caliber energy from the others, and once or twice she caught sight of Lord Tarquin. The Dark Star Knight had seemingly exhausted most of his energy now. Only a sparse disc of snow and debris floated around him, but its aura was not far reaching and didn’t even have the ability to knock the tents or huts down. The man was quick and efficient with his blade, but not nearly as much as any of the Saints. From his armor a broken spear protruded as well as a few arrows, but if they had cut into his flesh he gave no sign that they caused him pain or discomfort. A few times Nuriel felt the muted clank of a spear or arrow upon her own armor, but never did she feel the bite of steel cutting her. 
Nuriel’s arms began to burn from the weight of her sword, her legs searing now with every jump and dash. The pain of exhaustion began to awaken her mind, and as she tore her sword from a man’s neck she paused and looked around. She was well within the city proper at this point. Red stained the snow in all directions. Huts and tents lay in scattered ruins. The cries of men and women and children filled the air. From behind came the roar of the army. A thousand lightly armored Durotonian soldiers came rushing across the snowfield. They would be upon them in only a few minutes. 
The cry of a babe diverted Nuriel’s attention and she saw Tia dash into a group of women, cutting them down. One had held a baby tightly bundled in furs to her chest, but now that child lay face down in the snow, its cries horrific and muffled, choking. Its dead mother was slumped in a patch of reddening snow.
Nuriel’s mind wobbled. The world seemed to go in and out of focus. She struggled to find the warmth that the Ev had provided, but the baby’s crying chilled her as much as the frigid northern winds. She walked toward the fallen babe. A fire burned in a circle of stones and there were tents nearby, their seal skin doors flapping in the wind. Nuriel rubbed at her eyes as she approached the baby and was suddenly knocked into the snow. Fists rained down upon her. She struggled to her feet as more and more fists pounded her, and she fell back down into the snow. Mostly they struck upon her armor, but a few hit her square in the face or upon an unarmored part of her body. 
She turned her head up to face her attackers just as a warm spray of blood slapped across her face. Gamalael’s sword whirled and a woman’s head went flying. There were a dozen of them, all women, though about half of them could only rightly be called girls. They fell to their knees, pleading in a strange tongue, and one of them scooped the baby from the snow. Nuriel realized that they were the ones who had attacked her. 
“You ok?” asked Gamalael, helping Nuriel to her feet. She noticed that he had a nasty gash across one cheek. Upon his stomach, the leather of his bodysuit was torn and stained with red. Gamalael wiped at his face and looked down at his stomach. “Yeah, a couple of ‘em got me with a spear. I’ll be fine. You ok?”
She didn’t say anything. Her mind was buzzing. She felt sick. She looked at the fire, its dancing flames hypnotic.
Nuriel was startled by some screams. She looked up and watched as Gamalael stabbed the woman who had picked up the child. The others rushed at him but he flourished his sword and that stayed them. Gamalael spat as he picked up the bundled baby. “The work’s pretty much done.” he said. “Just mop up now.” He paused for a moment, then said in a tone devoid of any emotion, “Best to just get this all over with.” 
The women erupted into screams as Gamalael tossed the baby into the fire. It began to wail, its voice being choked out by smoke and flame. One of the women dashed in for it, but as her hands wrapped around it, Gamalael drove his foot into the back of her head, forcing her face deep into the wood and coals, smothering her in fire as she howled horrifically. 
“Anyone else want some?” snarled Gamalael as he looked at the frantic, pleading women with a sneer. “Come on, Nuriel. Take ‘em out. Let’s just get this over with.”
Behind her, Nuriel could hear the clash of steel and the roar of men. The soldiers had arrived. There seemed to be chaos everywhere, and Nuriel couldn’t focus. She was frantically searching for the warmth of the Ev. The smell of burnt flesh and hair caught her nose and she looked into that fire. The baby was moving but making no noise. Gamalael removed his foot and the woman’s head remained buried in the coals, her body unmoving. 
The baby moved again. Nuriel saw a skeletal hand reach for her. Tiny white fingers came out of the fire, grasping for her. Nuriel took a step forward. She saw the skeletal baby in the fires. It lay there in the burning coals, smiling at her. The flames rose up into a huge column, and from within she now saw the boy and his mother. The boy picked up the skeletal baby and then looked at her. 
“Why are you doing this?” he asked. “You’re one of us now, remember?”
Nuriel fell to her knees before the fire and buried her face into her hands.
“Come,” said the mother, reaching out to her. “You must burn with us.”
The boy looked at Nuriel through the fires and held the skeletal baby out to her. “He needs you. He needs you to hold him. You promised us you’d come back.”
“What the fuck is her problem?” Nuriel was vaguely aware of Tia’s voice behind her, but it seemed tinny and muted. 
“Nuriel!” she could hear Gamalael yell at her now. She felt him shake her shoulders. “Nuriel!”
Nuriel felt a push on her shoulders. Then another. “Nuriel!” yelled Gamalael. He pushed her again.
Nuriel began rocking on her knees. The rhythmic pushing. The disgusting warmth between her legs. The pain and helplessness. Everything from that night flooded into her at once.
Nuriel looked into the fire. The baby was smiling at her, and the mother was looking at her warmly. The boy held the baby out to her again, and it began to kick and squeal with delight as it smiled at her. “I knew you’d come back,” said the boy.
Nuriel stood up, her grip tightening around the handle of her claymore. 
“Apollyon below, Nuriel.” crowed Tia. “Get it together.”
Nuriel turned around slowly, her golden eyes flashing in the firelight. Tia and Gamalael were there. The women and girls were huddled together, shaking, scared. 
“Come on,” said Gamalael. “Let’s just get this over—”
Gamalael scarcely had time to get his sword up before Tia’s head went flying into the fire. Before he could react Nuriel had already knocked the sword from his hand. Another stroke and his left arm was off; a spin and an upward stroke and his right arm fell to the ground; a quick sweep and his legs were gone at the knees. His limbless torso writhed in the snow, his face pale, horrified as Nuriel looked down at him, her teeth bared in a snarl. He tried to cry out but Nuriel’s sword cut the top of his head off and blood began to spread out in all directions. She took her sword and thrust it up under the armor that covered his waist. She growled and thrust her sword into his crotch again and again until his mangled remains began to wither and crumple horrifically into the armor, consumed by it.
Screams. Nuriel looked up. The huddled women began scooting away from the widening pool of blood, screaming and looking upon Nuriel with sheer terror. Her eyes flashed, and in that moment they scrambled to their feet and tore off. 
Nuriel spun. Arric was running up toward her. Nuriel snarled and leapt toward him, her sword a whirlwind of death. Their weapons only cracked together a few times before Nuriel got an upward swing that cut his right leg off at the hip. Arric fell to the snowy ground screaming, clutching at his severed limb. Nuriel smashed her star-metal boot into his face and heard the crunch of bone. She twisted her foot with all her weight on it and Arric squealed in pain as the flesh from his cheek was shredded and torn. She thrust her sword up under the skirted armor around his waist and he screamed out again. She dug the sword deeper, twisting and tearing it as Arric screamed. 
Nuriel sensed a powerful Caliber coming quickly toward her. With a quick spin she took Arric’s head off and saw Umbrial streaking toward her, his Caliber flaring a bright gold. She leapt from Arric’s body to meet Umbrial in midair. Their weapons cracked like thunder and Nuriel tumbled to the ground and rolled back to her feet, roaring as she dashed in at him again. The large man spun around, his face twisted with anger as he raised his mace to block Nuriel’s weapon.
“What’s wrong with you?” roared Umbrial. He lashed out with his left hand and Nuriel had to dodge backward. He brought his right hand up, swinging his mace in a high arc. Nuriel rolled to the side and the star-metal mace impacted the earth, causing the ground to shudder as a spray of snow and ice blasted up. 
Nuriel came in with a kick to his side that impacted Umbrial’s breastplate with a satisfying solidity. The large man rolled to the ground and narrowly avoided Nuriel’s sword as it came down toward his head. Umbrial shot back up to his feet, swinging his mace in a whirling motion as he parried each of Nuriel’s strikes with frantic but precise motions. Nuriel snarled and her Caliber flared an almost blinding white. A few more cracks as her sword was knocked away but then her blade made purchase and she felt the resistance of bone and sinew. She spun around and felt her blade briefly glance off his star-metal pauldron before it struck his neck, hot blood splattering her face. Umbrial’s body fell to the ground, one arm missing at the elbow, his head somewhere in the distant snow. 
Nuriel stood over his body, her breath frantic, icy jets as she panted. Her face turned up in an ugly, blood-splattered snarl and she let loose a terrible roar. She looked around. The world seemed to be spinning. She saw Durotonian soldiers watching her with shocked horror from a distance. She looked at them and roared out again. Her eyes flashed and she was about to dash toward them when she stopped dead and spun, raising her sword just in time to clash with Lord Tarquin’s.
Tarquin snarled at her. His armor was a little worse for wear than when they had left the ship, and from his side stuck the shafts of two arrows. The gray spirals painted up his arms were chipped. Blood stained his face and hands. He moved his sword for another strike and Nuriel moved with him but then stumbled forward as he disappeared. She could sense him directly behind her and she fell to the ground and rolled, leaping back to her feet just in time block his strike. Again he moved his sword and disappeared. In the blink of an eye Nuriel spun, again narrowly parrying a strike from behind. 
“You crazy fucking bitch!” spat Tarquin. He dashed in, his strikes coming quick, precise, determined. 
Nuriel kept his pace, blocking each strike in turn, and then seizing a quick opening, flung her blade outward, but Tarquin vanished before it could bite into him. Nuriel tumbled forward and spun on the ground, kicking back to her feet just as Tarquin reappeared and swung. Nuriel’s blade knocked his away and opened up a gash in his breastplate. Tarquin stumbled back, shock widening his eyes. He clutched at his chest and then looked at his hand. There was some blood for sure, but Nuriel could see it was not a fatal wound.
Tarquin looked at her, his dark eyes narrowing. “This isn’t over, Saint.” he snarled. “Look at everything you’ve done…everything you’ve wasted! You have nothing anymore! You’ll get yours. I promise you that! Wait until Celacia finds out what you’ve done!”
Nuriel moved in, but with a wave of his sword he was gone and Nuriel could no longer sense his presence. The soldiers must have detected that he had fled as well. They began to retreat, fleeing back down the icefield toward the ocean. Nuriel stood there for a moment, panting. She screamed with frustration, rage and confusion. She wiped at her eyes and her hand was coated in blood. She looked down at herself. Her armor, her white bodysuit…everything was coated in blood. Nuriel looked around, the world spinning. Her eyes turned up to the gray skies that were quickly darkening with the onset of night. All at once everything seemed to become real to her. She screamed out again and fell to her knees.
All around her lay bodies. Death and blood and snow and the darkness of coming night. There were many Icelanders still alive. They all kept their distance, looking at her. Staring. She saw one man. He was large and the pelt he wore was red with blood. He looked at her strangely, as if trying to gauge if she was friend or foe. He began to approach her but Nuriel’s eyes burned into him and she roared out and he backed off. They all backed off. Ahead of her she saw the fire crackling, and in its light, the empty armors of Gamalael, Arric and Tia. Their bodies had been consumed by their armor, and only the blood and gore left in the snow gave any hint to the outlines of the bodies that once inhabited them.
Nuriel broke down and cried. Now she had really done it. If things had been bad before, they were a hundred times worse now. She had killed Saints. She had killed fellow Saints. There was no life left for her. Now she could never go back to Sanctuary and she could never go back to Duroton. She could never again see Holy Father Admael; never again see Karinael. She didn’t even have Celacia anymore. Loneliness struck her hard. She was alone, she realized. Truly alone in this world, with nowhere and no one to run to. Nuriel looked up at the skies and screamed out again in pain and agony, rage and confusion. She had nothing. She had nobody. Her mind whirled as lucidity crept back to her. The warmth of the Ev seemed so distant now. Her eyes caught the fire again and the mother’s body, half in the flames, crackled and popped. Nuriel collapsed on the snow, crying, screaming. 
She clutched at her head, her fingers scraping through her hair as tears and snot dripped from her bloody face. From her knees she looked up at the dark heavens. “Aeoria!” she screamed. “Aeoria help me!”
But there was no answer. There would be no answer. Aeoria was the sleeping goddess and there would be no reply. Nuriel’s mind churned for a reason—a reason for her life, a reason for her to exist, a reason for anything—but just like her calls to Aeoria, there was no reply forthcoming. There was no more reason for her to be. Tarquin was right. She had wasted everything. 
Nuriel took her sword in her hand. She looked at her wrists. She could do it. She could end it all now. She placed the sword between her legs so that the ever-sharp star-metal blade faced up. Trembling, she placed her wrist to it. She pressed down slightly and felt the cold blade dig in on her soft skin. She tried to will herself to slide her arm down, but couldn’t. She turned her head up to the heavens and tried to call out to Aeoria again, but her body was a spasm of tears and sobs.
The fire caught her eyes again. Fire. She would burn for her sins. Apollyon take her, she would burn for her sins. A part of her mind told her that maybe that was it, that fire was her one escape. She was, for all intents and purposes, a Fallen Saint. The only thing she hadn’t done was offer her soul to a demon. She thought a moment. She could do that. She had nobody else. She had nothing else. If she offered herself to a demon she could be free of everything. The demon could take the stellaglyph from her neck and she’d be free, her Sanguinastrum would no longer have sway over her. What else was there for her? Or she could wait for Celacia to find out what she did. Celacia would surely break her Sanguinastrum and she’d be recalled, consumed by the very armor she wore. Consumed alive. Nuriel shuddered at that terrible thought. 
Nuriel clutched at her head. She began panting, almost hyperventilating. Her head buzzed and spiraled. She closed her eyes and tried to reach down into her body and find any last remnants of the Ev she had taken. She desperately sought for its warmth. She lied to herself and supposed it might bring her clarity, like how it had during the battle. Then, more truthfully, she admitted to herself that at least with the Ev she could postpone all her thoughts; postpone her pain until she might be able to deal with it again. 
Nuriel struggled to her feet, wiping tears and snot and blood from her face. She tucked her hair behind her ear and stumbled over to Gamalael’s empty armor. On the ground, beside the skirt of star-metal plates that had once hung upon his hips, was a leather pouch. She knelt down and frantically undid the drawstring that kept it closed, her fingers trembling. Inside was the leather folio. She grabbed it up and opened it. Inside was the injector and two vials of Ev. She took it. She moved to Tia’s fallen armor and found her vials of Ev as well. She placed them into the leather folio with the rest and ran off into the icy night.
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ISLEY’S CAUSE 


The bright, blue sky and yellow sun filled the domed glass ceiling of the Council room, though the gaslamps upon the walls were still lit and flickered needlessly. Isley stood at Egret’s side, just to the left of the table’s head. Like Egret, he wore a black shroud over his Star-Armor, a custom of the Dark Star Knights that Egret said he would also like Isley to observe. The seven Councilmen sat at their usual places along the table’s length, though admittedly Isley still struggled to remember their names and titles. Neither Dagrir nor the King were present. Isley had observed that when it was just the Council, they tended to discuss things in more detail, on smaller scales. When the King or his son were present, things were painted with much broader strokes. Politics were new to Isley. He still didn’t grasp what all these endless talks and discussions would ever amount to. All he could do was bide his time. As the Councilmen all made small talk and settled in their seats, Isley mentally went down the line, naming each of them. 
Balin Yagdril was Council of Nobles. He was the finely dressed man with the sharp beard and smile who always liked to take center stage and have the last word at any given meeting. Unless Dagrir or the King himself were present, he always sat at the table’s head. To his right sat Jord Sigrund, Council of Collections and Taxes. Jord was easy to remember because he was the fattest of the bunch and always wore the gaudy silver coif and copper shirt and tunic. At Balin’s left was Gefjon Jolori, Council of Jurisprudence. Gefjon was a large, bearded fellow, not quite as rotund as Jord. Baldir Bjort was the most plainly dressed of the bunch and also the most plainly spoken. He was Council of Agriculture. Then there was Aldur Ilmarinen, Council of Foreign Affairs and Hymnar Ragnir, Council of Domestic Affairs…or was it the other way around? Isley silently cursed himself and vowed to remember exactly who was who next time. Finally, at the opposite end of the table sat Coinmaster Parvailes. Rankin Parvailes was the old man who always wore the red robe and surrounded himself with ledgers and abacuses at all the meetings. He was also Council of Records, if Isley remembered correctly. 
Isley breathed out his nose, satisfied that he was finally starting to remember all their names and respective titles. Life in Duroton these last eight days was worlds different than his previous life in Jerusa. Under Gatima’s command he never sat in on any meetings with the King or his council. No Saint ever did. Isley had once been assigned to King Erol in Penatallia and there it was the same: the King’s business was the King’s business and the Saints were just soldiers. As far as Isley knew, it was the same in all the kingdoms. The life of a Saint was out in the field, out in the cities and towns, or out in the wilds looking for enemies of the church or kingdom. A Saint’s duties were purely physical: fighting, killing, quelling dissent, pressing law and order. Here in Duroton, however, things were much different for him.
Isley puffed and looked down at the table. All the Councilmen had books and papers before them. Unlike the southern kingdoms, it seemed that here in Duroton everybody could read and write and use numbers. Egret had told him that almost all of the country’s citizens could read and write as well. Isley still didn’t really understand the need for it. Growing up in Sanctuary he had always been taught that written words could carry the messages of Apollyon; that they could be used to cast the evil magic of the Jinn; that they were the runes used to summon demons and devils and unbind the specters of Hell. People like Kings and nobles and the clergy and priests spent years and years of their lives learning to read and write, learning how to gain knowledge from words rather than fall to the evil of Apollyon like so many people had in the past. A past, Isley mused, that had led to Aeoria’s fall. 
Everything Isley had ever learned was from the mouth of teachers. Through spoken word one could gauge the truth in a man’s voice, the edge of a lie. But in writing, things could be hidden; lies and evils passed. Evil operated in darkness and silence, just like words. Good operated in the light of day, out in the open for all to see, or in the case of speech, to be heard by all. Not even the names of their stars needed the written word, for words were of low creation and the stars were represented by their stellaglyphs instead. Unpronounceable, unable to be marred by the voice or words of Apollyon, and therefore always pure. 
Isley found himself severely torn. On the one hand, he was slowly coming to enjoy Duroton. His duties as Egret’s lieutenant were not as severe as they had been in Jerusa under Gatima’s command, or even in Penatallia under King Erol’s command. Truth be told, he had never felt as good as he did now. Killing and bloodshed were the unfortunate but necessary duties of a Saint in the southern kingdoms. Here in Duroton, however, his duties seemed far more political. And it was in this way that he was torn. He found that he actually enjoyed not having to be out in the field, but on the other hand he found that playing the game of politics was far more complicated than he wanted anything to do with. He was beginning to understand why Kings and nobles and clergy had to spend years learning to read and write and deal with all the complexities that simple books, ledgers, scrolls and documents brought. These men poured over their documents constantly, mulled incessantly over numbers. In these documents were penned the futures of entire cities, and these pens inked away at the fate of the country. Isley had observed many times how these documents were left to interpretations. Gefjon Jolori, the Councilman of Jurisprudence, was especially good at interpreting documents in ways favorable to him and the Council. Isley wondered many times if they were interpreting things for good or evil, and mused that the spoken word of a man left little to be interpreted, especially with him standing right before you. 
Isley looked again at all the open papers on the table and made a little scowl. He had been made to feel very uncomfortable by Egret over his complete lack of understanding of the written word. Despite that, part of him felt even more uncomfortable with the notion of having to learn it. In fact, Isley found that he dreaded the thought of having to learn it. Egret had already scheduled him time with some of the castle’s scholars, and learning all the letters of the alphabet seemed a task more daunting than being sent out to face down one of Apollyon’s Unbound. 
Isley’s silver eyes glanced over to Egret who stood like a black specter beside Balin’s chair. Egret seemed a fair and just commander. More fair and more just than any King or Exalted he had ever had to work for. Despite that, Isley found himself torn about the man. Egret, like everybody he had met in Duroton, seemed to hold a loyalty to the country that surpassed any loyalty to the Goddess, Aeoria. They made vows and pacts and swore oaths to the name of Duroton, yet never did he hear a single prayer to the Goddess. Egret had assured him that the people of Duroton knew of Her and held great love for the Goddess, and that there were churches to Her throughout the country. Even still, everybody seemed to worship the country of Duroton, to hold it in greater esteem and respect than the very Goddess. 
Isley wondered if it had anything to do with their ability to read and write and calculate numbers. Perhaps in their books was hidden the sway of Apollyon, and over the ages it had slowly led them all astray from the Goddess. Isley found himself very curious to visit one of their churches, to see if their teachings were the same; to see if the people of Duroton held as great a love and respect for Aeoria as those of the southern kingdoms. 
Isley chewed his lip in quiet contemplation. He wondered if Egret’s desire to have him learn to read and write was a secret ploy to get him to fall from Aeoria’s graces and to the will of Apollyon. As long as Isley could remember, he had always been told that the lands of Duroton were evil and forbidden. It was their people, after all, who betrayed the Goddess and caused her to fall to her eternal slumber. Thus far, Isley did not immediately see anything that made him believe that the people of Duroton were all servants of Apollyon, but then again, he had only been here eight days. 
Isley breathed deep and focused on his original intention. He reminded himself that whether Duroton was a place of good or evil was irrelevant. He was here because he believed in Celacia’s promise to him, that in Duroton lied the key to awakening the Goddess. Even if that chance were remote; even if that chance turned out to be false, he had to try. He had to be here in Duroton and follow his fate. To stay in the southern kingdoms—to do as Sanctuary had done for ages—would reap the same fate as all other Saints before him, and that was a Goddess who remained sleeping. As a Saint, Isley truly believed it was his duty to awaken the sleeping Goddess, and here in Duroton he perhaps had that chance. Once again Isley felt his worries and doubts washing away as he found his resolve. He would stay the course here in Duroton. He would stay the course with Celacia. And if that meant aligning himself with Egret and his King and this Council, then so be it. He breathed deep and exhaled. Even if it meant having to learn words and letters. 
“So, Saint Isley,” said Balin over the dying smalltalk of the Councilmen. He straightened a stack of documents and then leaned back in his chair and looked up at Isley. “I hear Lord Egret has employed our scholars to your service?”
Isley looked down at Balin and nodded his head softly. “He has.”
“Tell me,” said Balin. “How are your studies coming along?”
Isley tried but failed to contain his frown. He breathed deeply and said, “There are more letters than I can remember. I see no point in reading words that men can clearly speak.”
Balin smirked and craned his neck over to Egret. “Lord Egret, you don’t feel you’re wasting valuable castle resources on such an old student? Most begin their studies before their sixth winter.”
Part of Isley hoped that Balin’s words might push a change of heart in his commander, but Egret stood motionless and said, “All men beneath my command should be learned.”
“Truth be told, I’m not so certain any warrior should be learned.” said Balin, sitting upright in his chair. “I think a soldier’s talent should be in his ability to swing a sword at the opponent his commander tells him, and not in his ability to recite the philosophies of Argostle or the poems of Chaldain.”
“I believe my soldiers should know the Oaths of Old and the Rights of the Sons and Daughters of Duroton just as well as they know their swords.” said Egret.
Balin exhaled loudly out his nose. “Be that as it may, we can’t afford to teach every Saint in the Saints Alliance how to read and write. If all goes as Celacia says it will, we’ll need an army of teachers.”
“The Saints Alliance is under the command of Lord Tarquin.” said Egret. “Whether or not he wishes them to learn is his concern. All those beneath my command must be learned.”
“I suppose it is your right as Commander of the Durotonian Guard.” said Balin with a dismissive tone. Then more loudly he said, “Let us come to order.” The murmurs throughout the table died down and Balin said, “Let us come to order beneath the Duroton sky.” Balin adjusted his stack of papers as he casually spoke, “The King’s Council is now convened. If any would not speak beneath the Duroton sky, let him be excused so that the Lands take no heed.” He craned his neck around and looked expectantly at Isley. 
Isley’s chrome hair shone brilliantly in the sun as he returned a stern gaze but said nothing. Inwardly, however, he couldn’t help but think they were Aeoria’s skies, not Duroton’s. These men all thought it was their beloved lands they owed their allegiance and loyalty to. He found it very insular of them to speak more devoutly of their skies than of the very Goddess who created them.
“Very well,” said Balin, turning back around. He stood up and pushed his seat in. “I, Balin Yagdril, Council of Nobles, shall act as Standing Speaker.” Balin went down the line addressing the rest of the Council by name and title and Isley inwardly praised himself for having gotten them all right, including Aldur and Hymnar. Finally Balin concluded by saying, “We have with us Lord Egret and Saint Isley as Standing Guests of this Council. Now, let us come to order for the Lands of Duroton.”
“For the Lands of Duroton.” spoke the entire Council, including Egret and Isley, more or less as one voice. 
“Let’s get right down to business, shall we?” said Balin, sounding rather perfunctory with the entire matter of the Council. He didn’t bother to divert his attention from his own stack of papers even as he addressed Egret. “Lord Egret, it has been five days since the failed Rising ceremony. Our King is looking for an update on the status of a new phoenix egg, and as Captain of the Durotonian Guard, the responsibility of its procurement ultimately rests upon your shoulders.”
“I have the Land’s best huntsmen all out in force, Lord Balin.” said Egret. “It’s just a matter of time.”
“Time that our dear King does not have, and time that our nobles cannot spare.” said Balin, still hunched over his stacks of papers as he stood. He set them down and turned to Egret. “We need that egg, quick as can be. It is the will of King Garidrir and this Council that a Rising ceremony be held for Dagrir immediately. We expect a new egg to be found within the next day or two. We have all the nobles on hold here at the castle, but many cannot stay away from their own cities much longer.”
“It’s also a financial strain.” added Jord, and Rankin Parvailes nodded silently from his seat as he scribbled in a ledger.
Egret bowed his head slightly. “Understood.”
Balin looked Egret in his blue eyes and exhaled loudly, as if frustrated. “I certainly hope so.” He stood and chewed his lip for a moment and then said, “Celacia shall be arriving with the skull shortly. How is its home coming along?”
“Done and ready.” said Egret. “We’ve cleared the space in the Yotun mines and we’ve carved out the chamber to hold it. The Jinn are installing the levitation crystals to keep it off the floor even as we speak.”
Balin nodded, a pleased look finally melting his soured features. “Very good, Lord Egret.”
“What of the roads?” asked Hymnar, the Councilman of Domestic Affairs, from his spot on the table. “Have they been cleared?”
“Mostly.” said Egret. “I have a half-legion of soldiers stationed in Graystone awaiting Celacia’s arrival. Once the ship lands they shall escort the skull to Mount Yotun. Advance parties will clear the road a day ahead.”
“Very good,” said Hymnar. “The skull is not yet common knowledge amongst our nobles. Lord Argyle of Graystone knows of it, since his port is receiving it. Other than him, we’d like to keep this under wraps for a while.”
“How much has this cost?” asked Jord. 
Egret shrugged. “The skull has not arrived at Mount Yotun yet. I estimate the coffer for this project is still about half full.”
Jord leaned in and started whispering to Rankin Parvailes. Balin sighed and looked at Isley, as if appraising him. Then he turned his gaze back to Egret and asked, almost cautiously, “And the…artifact?”
“Saint Isley knows of the Mard Grander.” spoke Egret. “And it is safe and sound in my possession.”
Balin scowled and there were some hushed murmurs amongst the table. Balin bit his lip and shook his head, looking away from Egret. He cast his wary eyes back to Isley and asked, “And what exactly does Saint Isley know about the Mard Grander?”
“With all due respect,” said Egret. “Saint Isley is—”
“The understanding was that nobody was to know.” said Gefjon Jolori, quite severely. He tapped his fingers on the table.
Isley fidgeted as he stood, feeling slightly uncomfortable now. 
“Saint Isley’s cause is aligned with ours.” assured Egret. “He is as resolute as I am in assuring that it does not fall to Celacia’s hands.”
Balin pursed his lips into a frown as he looked Isley up and down. 
“I may have come here under the banner of Celacia,” said Isley softly and sincerely. “But my allegiance is unwaveringly to the sleeping Goddess. If Celacia intends to use it against my Goddess, then I shall stand steadfast in her way.”
Balin sighed, still frowning. “Celacia holds his Sanguinastrum. How loyal to our cause can he possibly be?” he muttered. 
“I am fully loyal.” stated Isley, his silver eyes shining like steel in the sunlight streaming from the ceiling. “I am committed to making sure Duroton remains the possessor of the Mard Grander, and not Celacia.”
“You are speaking beneath the Duroton sky,” reminded Gefjon, holding up a finger, almost accusingly. 
“I am speaking beneath Aeoria’s sky.” said Isley, his voice soft but sharply edged. 
“How much does he know, Lord Egret?” Gefjon was almost yelling. The Councilmen at the table all leaned in and began whispering to one another, their faces red, angry.
“Saint Isley is my lieutenant. As my lieutenant I have shared what I know about Celacia and the Mard Grander with him.” said Egret to some gasps from the table.
“This is dangerously close to treason, Lord Egret.” warned Balin.
“Councilmen,” said Isley. “The Mard Grander was never a secret to me. I knew from the day I followed Celacia here that her intent was to claim this ancient relic from you, and as I understand it, you promised it to her beneath this sky of yours.”
Balin’s dark eyes flashed, but Isley began again before he could get a word out.
“But I shall not fault you for seeking to betray her.” said Isley. “In fact, you can do no less.”
There were some angry whispers and raised voices amongst the Councilmen. Balin regarded Egret severely and said, “This could be considered treason. Isley is not even a citizen of Duroton and you share with him the secrets of this Council? Lord Egret, this is completely unacceptable.”
“Saint Isley is sworn to me.” said Egret, standing as a motionless specter. “I trust his loyalty completely.”
“You are renowned in your ability to judge the character of others, Lord Egret,” cracked the ancient voice of Rankin Parvailes. “But Saints are not men like you and me. You cannot be steadfast in your trust of him.” There were some murmurs of concurrment amongst the men at the table. 
“Celacia told me of the Kald, and their demonic god, the Kaldenthrax.” spoke Isley above the angry mumbling of the Councilmen. “Like she told your people, she told me that they had once betrayed her master, and that she had unfinished business with them and sought their demise. However, she also told me that the hammer had the power to awaken the Goddess and that she would see the task done. In that, I never believed her.
“Like Egret and your Jinn, I do not believe she intends to destroy the Kald or awaken the Goddess. I believe, as Egret does, that she is the herald of the final prophecy. Every night I look to the sky and the few stars that remain. Within a decade the last of the stars will be gone. Celacia is here to herald the final age, the age of chaos and destruction. So, if it shall assuage you of your fears and doubts of me, I say to you, beneath this Duroton sky you hold so dear, that I shall not let that come to pass. And, upon my own terms, I swear to you upon the last remaining stars of our Goddess that same oath.”
There were some exchanges of wary glances amongst the Councilmen. Balin looked at Isley. “You know this to be certain? That Celacia is the herald of the final age?”
“She has never said as much to me, no.” admitted Isley. “But I know she does not seek the Goddess’s love. I know she does not seek anything for the benefit of mankind. I have observed that Celacia is a person all her own, with duties and oaths sworn upon bygone ages that we are not privy to. She seeks something here, in your lands, and I believe that is nothing less than a new age for herself and her master, Darkendrog. Your hammer is an object of her own age. It is a relic of her own past. As such, she needs it for her own desires.”
Balin raised an eyebrow. “Then tell me, Saint Isley, if you believe what you have said, why would you have aligned yourself with her in the first place?”
Isley regarded Balin for a moment and then said, “Because I too seek to herald a new age. It is true that many Saints today have lost their way. I believe Sanctuary has lost its way as well. There are, however, a small few of us who still believe in our duty. A smaller few of us are inclined to fulfill our duty, even if that means betraying Holy Father.” 
“And what of your allies that followed you here?” asked Balin. “Do they, like you, seek to fulfill their duty?”
Isley paused, thoughts of the other Saints coursing through his mind. He looked up at Egret briefly and said, “Lord Egret is wise to have chosen me as his lieutenant. Of the fellow Saints who followed me here, only I am inclined to see my duty to Aeoria fulfilled.”
There was some hushed murmurs from the table. Balin raised an eyebrow and asked, “So, your companions cannot be trusted?”
Isley’s silver eyes gleamed as he looked into Balin’s own. “For your purposes, Umbrial, Tia, Gamalael and Arric can be trusted and shall be loyal. Lord Tarquin shall make an excellent commander for your new Saints Alliance. Of them all, the only one who is dangerous to you is Nuriel.”
“She was your apprentice.” remarked Balin, cocking his head. “You do not think highly of your own student?”
“The others don’t care one way or another if the Goddess is awoken.” said Isley. “They are the stock and store of Sanctuary. They have lost their way. But Nuriel is devout. Nuriel’s heart and soul belong to Sanctuary.”
“You speak in circles that Celacia would find admirable.” said Balin with some disgust. “You tell us that only you are inclined to see your duty through, tell us that Nuriel is dangerous, and now tell us that she is devout like yourself?”
Isley’s eyes narrowed. “You’re not listening. I did not say she is devout like myself. I told you that only I am inclined to see my duty to the Goddess through. Nuriel’s devotion is unequivocally to Sanctuary. And for that she is more dangerous than I can explain to you.”
Balin looked at the Council and leaned over the table as they all began exchanging frantic whispers. 
Isley could see that none of them would understand his words. Of all the men in Duroton, only Egret shared the same responsibility to duty as he, and only Egret would ever understand him. Isley thought it a blessing from the Goddess that Egret had chosen him. 
“All this Council needs to understand is that Saint Isley’s purpose aligns with my own.” said Lord Egret. “Neither of us shall see Celacia herald the final age into this world so long as a single star remains in the sky.”
Balin stood back up from the table and pinched at his forehead. He looked at Isley with some exasperation, a sentiment that seemed to be shared with all the Councilmen, and sighed. “Why does Celacia trust you then?” asked Balin. “If you are against her, why does she trust you? Celacia does not seem prone to being duped.”
“I was there when Celacia was unearthed.” said Isley. “Deep in the earth, in the Womb of the World.”
“We have heard the tales of the Womb of the World.” said Balin. “It is said that it is a bottomless void that leads to the heart of the world. The legends say that from that pit were born the Dragon Kings of the First Age.”
“I know not of the tales you speak, for they are not taught to us at Sanctuary.” said Isley. “But I can say that it is a pit vast and deep and none have ever seen its bottom. I can also tell you there are areas of that pit rich with gems and King Gatima has his men ceaselessly mining it. The miners hang from outcroppings and rocky shelves, dangling above the bottomless void as they work the sheer walls, pulling stones from it. I was there to oversee the mines, to make sure thieves did not steal away with any riches.
“One day I heard the cry of men. Terrified screams. I came to see what was the matter. There was an outcropping of stone, a large shelf of rock. Upon this shelf there was a small crater, and as the men waved their torches, the body of a woman could be seen within it. She was beautiful, in black armor, and she appeared to be sleeping. I thought she was a Saint. It was like she was entombed in the stone. As if she had fallen upon that shelf long ago and over the ages the very stone had begun to swallow her.” Isley looked at the Council. “The stone did swallow her. The woman at the bottom was Celacia. She had laid upon that floor for so many ages that her aura had slowly crumbled the stone from her body and she sank inch by inch into it. The men tried to pull her out, but those who got too close to her died, withering before our very eyes.
“It was I who pulled her out. My hands burned with pain as I held her body, and I had to shine my Caliber so brightly to withstand it that the entire pit was aglow in my light. It was my Caliber’s strength that woke her. She came to and seemed very confused. In her confusion her deathly aura flared, stone crumbled and all the miners with me died. Despite the pain of being so close to her, I spoke words of comfort and slowly she calmed down. There was something about her. She seemed familiar to me, like a person I should know. At first I thought she was a fellow Saint, but it quickly became apparent to me that she was something entirely different. Her stellaglyph was odd, but yet seemed familiar. I cannot tell you why, but I knew she was somebody special. She was somebody important. And in my heart I knew that it was the will of Aeoria for me to find her. 
“I took her from that pit and stayed with her many days. She told me very little of herself, and I could never glean enough information from her to determine who or what she was. I knew she was not of our age. She was puzzled by this world. Disheartened by it, even. At night she would look to the starless skies and she would weep, calling out the name Darkendrog. It was as if she could see something in the heavens that I could not. Then one day she told me that she had some things that she had to do; things she had to learn. And we parted ways.
“I returned to Gatimaria. I told Gatima that there had been an accident in the mines and that many of his men had died. He reassigned me to other jobs and then one day, out of the blue, Celacia came back. She had sought me out. She was different now. More certain of things. I did not know where she had gone or what she had done. I have since learned from Egret that she had come here and was living in the Stellarium, but I also have reason to believe she went to Sanctuary and may have secretly secured the loyalty of some Saints there.”
Balin pursed his lips and nodded. “We too believe as much. It’s hard to gauge anything from her. As you are aware, Saint Isley, Celacia is quite secretive.”
“She is.” said Isley. 
“He’s blathering on again.” growled Gefjon, throwing up a hand. “Get to your point! Answer the question! Why does she trust you?” There were some murmurs of agreement across the table.
Balin looked at Isley. “So you’re saying that Celacia trusts you because you were the one who awakened her?”
Isley looked at Balin, feeling his own patience running thin. “That’s not it at all. She trusts me because I promised her I would see her dead.”
Hands flew up in the air and the table erupted with angry comments. Balin himself buried his face in his hands before he looked at Egret and said, “Lord Egret, your lieutenant is wearing on this Council’s patience. At this point, I fear we have little recourse other than to—”
The door to the Council room swung in with such force that it slammed hard against the wall. Lord Tarquin strode in. His black shroud did little to conceal how dirty and weary he was. He stank of smoke, and Isley thought, blood. Tension gripped the room as Tarquin became aware of Egret and Saint Isley. His face dissolved into a terrible scowl and he cast menacing eyes upon Isley. Beneath his shroud, Isley could see that his hand went for his sword.
“Lord Tarquin,” said Egret, giving the slightest of bows. “You are in Council, not war.”
Balin’s face was pale and the entire Council quiet and just as white in the face as he. Balin composed himself as best he could and said, “Lord Tarquin, you’ve returned much earlier than expected.”
Tarquin kept his hateful eyes on Isley for a moment longer before peeling his gaze away and to Balin. “We have to talk. Now.”
Balin licked his lips. “Understood.” He looked at Egret and Isley. “You are dismissed, Lord Egret and Saint Isley. We thank you for your council.”
Egret and Isley both bowed slightly before turning and stalking out the door. After it had clicked shut behind them Tarquin turned to Balin and said, “We have a huge problem. That Saint Nuriel went crazy. The bitch turned on us. She killed all the others and nearly me as well.”
Balin’s face went even whiter and his hand began rubbing nervously at his cheeks. From the table the Councilmen all looked at each other in stunned silence. Balin’s cheeks balled out as he blew out his breath and ran a hand through his hair. “Are there any survivors?”
“No Saints but plenty of Icelanders.” said Tarquin, then more venomously added, “I was promised loyal Saints.”
“What about the soldiers we sent with you?” asked Jord.
“They’re holding just off the shores of the Crashingstones,” said Tarquin. “I used Whisper to get back here quickly.” He fixed his dark eyes on Balin. “This is no good.”
Balin grimaced. “What about this Nuriel? Did you kill her?”
“No.” said Tarquin bitterly. “That crazy bitch turned on us. Started freaking out and killed her companions. I tried to stop her but by that point I had exhausted too much of my power. There was no way I could face her. Those Saints are quick.”
“This is no good,” said Gefjon, shaking his head nervously. “This is no good at all. If word gets out…”
A rush of panic gripped the Councilmen. They started throwing about all manner of frenzied ideas and conspiracies to cover their tracks. Chaos began to seize the Council when Balin finally composed himself and raised his hands and said loudly, “Order! Order!” The voices died down and Balin continued. “Celacia will be here tomorrow morning. We’ll have her clean this up. This is partially her mess.”
“But what about the Icelanders?” shot Aldur. “We have to act now. We can’t let this go any longer. They could already be sending quick-hounds out. If word gets out that we sent an attack—”
“Send ships!” shot Gefjon. “Lord Tarquin, take a full legion and scour the Icelands. We can’t delay this.”
“I concur with Gefjon,” said Jord. “Lord Tarquin has to go back immediately and finish this.”
Once again the Council fell into a chaos of men talking over each other. Balin tried to call order again but the door to the room swung open and Dagrir stepped in. He wore his lacquered black armor that was etched in silver with intricate patterns of phoenixes, and a crimson cape bearing the crest of Duroton. He looked upon the panicked Councilmen with some amusement as he shut the door. Their voices all died down, but their faces were white as ever. “Is everything all right in here?” asked Dagrir.
“Your Grace,” said Balin, bowing. Tarquin followed suit, and all the other Councilmen stood and bowed before taking their seats again. “We did not expect you this morning.”
“To be honest, I did not intend to join. My father wanted me to pop in and see how we’re coming along with finding a phoenix egg.” said Dagrir. He looked at Tarquin. “I was hoping to find Egret and Isley here, but it seems you’re all onto far more interesting topics.”
Balin inhaled deeply and cast a quick glance at his fellow Councilmen. He turned back to Dagrir. “Your Grace,” he said. “It’s quite fortunate you stopped in. There seems to be an issue, and as you are Council of War, this is a matter entirely in your hands.” 
Dagrir’s brow furled with puzzlement, then his face suddenly melted into something more like exasperation and he pursed his lips, shaking his head. “It’s my brother, isn’t it?” he exhaled loudly. “Please don’t tell me he’s done something stupid like declared war on us.” 
Balin looked at the Council and they all forced a small laugh of amusement. “Well, your Grace, as it turns out, that’s not quite the case, though one could make a fine argument that your brother is the cause of it.”
Dagrir wiped a hand down his face and pulled out a chair and plopped himself down in it. He shook his head in silence for a moment and then, without looking up at Balin, said, “Well? What is it?”
“You’ll recall that when your brother last sat in on the Council, he ordered reparations to be paid to the Icelanders.” said Balin.
“I do.” said Dagrir. He looked up at Balin. “As I recall, we later agreed we would not send payment just yet?”
“As it turns out, your Grace, the Council decided to send Lord Tarquin and the Saints to pay this year’s reparations.” explained Balin. “With your brother scheduled to take the throne, we felt it prudent to act, however partially, on his orders.”
“Get on with it,” said Dagrir, looking down at the table, a look of expectant displeasure on his face.
“Lord Tarquin and the Saints attempted to pay the reparations and gave Koren Arcten Baern an apology for its lateness.” explained Balin. “Unfortunately, it seems, the Koren was not in a forgiving mood. The Icelanders ambushed Lord Tarquin and brutally attacked him. Tarquin barely escaped with his life, and the Saints were not even that lucky.”
Dagrir’s face went pale and he sat with a blank expression for a moment. He pursed his lips and then looked up at Balin and Tarquin. “None of the Saints survived?”
Tarquin and Balin exchanged a quick glance and then Balin said, “Unfortunately, no.”
“We have to act.” said Gefjon loudly. He looked at Dagrir. “You cannot let this go unpunished. We have to send a full legion and a contingent of Dark Star Knights immediately. This demands no less than their eradication! This is a grave insult to us, and no less than an act of war!” 
“It’s true,” immediately added Jord. “They’re testing you, your Grace. They know your father is ailing and they are testing our resolve. If you show weakness now…”
“Your Grace,” said Balin. “It is this Council’s advice, as well as Lord Tarquin’s, that you send a full legion, accompanied by a contingent of Dark Star Knights, to Iceland today. Lord Tarquin shall lead them. We cannot let this stand, your Grace.”
Dagrir sat quietly and chewed his lower lip, his dark eyes distant.
“Let me take the Knights of the Dark Stars.” said Tarquin. “I won’t even need a full legion of men. This was an insult to me and an act of war upon the Lands. Let me lead the Knights and I promise you it shall be taken care of swiftly.”
Dagrir didn’t look at them but exhaled loudly through his nose. He tapped his finger on the table for a moment. He stood up and looked at Balin and Tarquin. “The Dark Star Knights are too few as it is, and if we are to begin granting Exaltations, it’s going to be imperative that we have them on hand for the nobles. We can’t risk any of their numbers.”
“Then let me take a legion.” said Tarquin. “I shall lead them. The Icelanders shall be trampled under foot for their treachery.”
Dagrir looked into Tarquin’s eyes. “The attack on you and the Saints was completely unprovoked?”
“Yes, your Grace.” said Tarquin, unflinching. “We offered them the year’s reparations and the Koren told us that was not good enough. He demanded full payment. When I told him that was impossible, he ordered his attack.”
“That’s not like the Icelanders,” said Dagrir. He shook his head and exhaled loudly.
“Nonetheless, this is what they have done.” said Balin. “Hymnar and Gefjon shall draw up the papers for a legion. We just need your signature.”
Dagrir looked back at the Councilmen at the table and nodded. “I’ll tell my father of their treachery. Send the papers to me in his room.”
“Thank you, your Grace.” said Balin, bowing slightly.
Dagrir stood there for a moment silently, then he looked at Balin and the rest of the Council. “This is the only time I am going to say this,” said Dagrir, his voice suddenly cold and sharp like steel, his eyes becoming black beads. “I shall not be kept in the dark about another matter settled in secret by this Council and my father. I am no longer just my father’s second son. I am no longer just my brother’s adviser. I am now the Regent King of Duroton and the throne shall go to me. I was kept in the dark about the Saints Alliance. I was kept in the dark about Celacia. I was kept in the dark about the skull of the fire dragon. And now I find I was kept in the dark about sending reparations to the Icelanders.” Dagrir looked squarely at Balin now. “I shall not suffer another such insult.”
“Yes, your Grace.” said Balin, bowing. “Understood.”
Dagrir turned to the rest of the Council. 
“Yes, your Grace,” they said, somewhat in unison.
Dagrir looked back at Balin and nodded his head slightly. Then he began to stalk out of the room, but stopped in his tracks. Without looking back he asked, “Lord Tarquin, does Celacia know about the loss of her Saints yet?”
“She might,” said Tarquin. “I don’t know how the Sanguinastrums work. She holds them all still. I suppose she might know.”
“I would not expect her to be pleased with you, Lord Tarquin.” and that was all Dagrir said before exiting the room and slamming the door behind him.
 ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ 
Egret looked at Isley as they strode down the hall of the castle. “Did you really promise Celacia that you’d see her dead?”
Isley looked up at the man. “Yes.” he said. “I told her that I thought it was the will of the Goddess that I found her, and that I would follow her as long as our paths walked parallel. But, I told her that as soon as our paths crossed and I found her standing in the way of awakening the Goddess, I would see her dead.”
Egret huffed a laugh. “What did she say to that?”
“She liked my honesty and sincerity, I think.” said Isley. “In fact, she said that was an excellent idea and she agreed that as soon I stood in her way, she would see me dead as well. We’re both under mutual obligation to walk parallel, you see?” 
“I suppose.” said Egret. “But you Saints are under the sway of those who hold your Sanguinastrums, are you not?”
“We are,” admitted Isley. “It is Sanctuary’s way of keeping us loyal, I suppose.”
“I suppose.” agreed Egret. He looked down at Isley. “But doesn’t Celacia now hold your Sanguinastrum? Is she not supposed to give the others’ to Lord Tarquin? Will that not force you to be loyal to her?”
“Just because one holds my Sanguinastrum does not mean I owe them loyalty.” said Isley. “True, they can threaten to have me recalled. They can break it and I will die. But I do not fear death more than I fear the failure of my duty. All men die. All Saints die, eventually. Death shall never force my hand.”
“Very admirable.” said Egret. 
“And besides,” said Isley. “Celacia gave me mine and all the rest. Except for Nuriel’s.”
Egret raised an eyebrow. 
“She told me to give them to Lord Tarquin.” admitted Isley. 
“You didn’t?” asked Egret.
“No.” said Isley. “I knew he wouldn’t need them.”
Egret looked down at Isley curiously. “Why not?”
“Because of Nuriel.” said Isley. Isley’s hand found the small leather purse around his side. He reached in and produced five, small, crystalline orbs. One was filled with crimson blood. The others were filled with black liquid. “As you can see, they’re not much good to Lord Tarquin now anyway.”
Egret stopped and looked at Isley. “They’re dead? The black ones mean they’re dead?”
“Yes.” said Isley. “I suspect Nuriel got to them. I also suspect that’s what has gotten Lord Tarquin’s dander up.”
“You knew Nuriel would kill them, didn’t you?” asked Egret.
“I suspected it would happen eventually, yes.”
“And you didn’t mention this to Lord Tarquin?”
“He never asked my opinion on the matter.” said Isley. “And I don’t like Lord Tarquin. He is not a man of duty. He and the other Saints are all well met. The others, except for Nuriel, that is. And admittedly, I wanted better for her and wished she could stay under my tutelage. But I knew she would not suffer them long.”
“Celacia knew this would happen too?” said Egret. “That’s why she didn’t give you Nuriel’s?”
“She probably assumed as much.” said Isley. “But that’s not why she didn’t give me Nuriel’s. Celacia likes Nuriel. She would never have given Nuriel’s life to the hands of a man like Tarquin. I also suspect she has better plans for Nuriel. And Celacia hates Lord Tarquin too. That’s why she didn’t give him their Sanguinastrums outright. She probably supposed I wouldn’t hand them over either, and now it can’t be said that she broke any part of the bargain.”
Egret pursed his lips and looked Isley in his silver eyes. They never shown anything but the light of sincerity. It was something he highly respected in the man. “Will she come for you?” he asked. “Will Nuriel come for you?” 
“Maybe.” said Isley. “Perhaps one day. She may come for all of us.”
“Should we be worried?” asked Egret.
“Yes.” said Isley. He slipped the orbs back into his purse but handed his own to Egret.
Egret looked at the small thing. It had the same dual-star stellaglyph etched upon it as Isley had scarred upon his neck. “Your Sanguinastrum.”
 “A token of my loyalty to you.” said Isley. 
Egret looked at Isley and placed it back into his hands. “Soldiers who wear collars are not loyal to the cause they fight for.”
Isley placed his Sanguinastrum back into his pack. “I thank you. And I couldn’t agree more.”



— 15 —
THE DEMON YIG 


Nuriel jolted awake. She was in a tiny, lonesome clutch of pines, surrounded on all sides by a vast and endless sea of snow that shone in the abyssal blues and blacks of arctic twilight. Nuriel’s mind was staggered by sleep and the Ev she had been taking, and it flopped around as she tried to figure out if it was still yesterday or if she had slept an entire day away. She hugged herself and shivered. It was cold. Her breath smoked. She deduced that she must have slept an entire day, because the Ev she had last taken had worn off, and despite her grogginess, she felt terribly, horribly, uncomfortably lucid.
Nuriel scooted herself closer to what was left of her fire. She vaguely remembered having started it. It was nothing but cold, black embers and white ash. She poked at them with a stick, and to her surprise, beneath the ashes of wood, a few desperate embers clung to a life so delicate that the whisper of arctic wind in her little grotto threatened to snuff them out. The pathetic, lopsided pines that surrounded her offered plenty of dead branches and brown nettles. Nuriel scooped some up and placed them on the embers. She delicately blew on them until they blazed to life, then she cracked a few branches and began placing them in. Once a decent fire had begun, she leaned back against a pine, hugging herself. She sniffled and tucked her golden hair back behind her ear. She was hungry, but she had nothing to eat. She sniffled again.
Nuriel didn’t know how far she had run. She had just run north, as fast as her Caliber would allow her, and that had been a substantial distance. Saints could blaze across the land like shooting stars, eating miles in a single hour that would make the swiftest of horses jealous. She had finally stopped running late last night when her exhaustion had become more than she could bear. She had felt her Caliber strength faltering and her star-armor had begun to feel crushing upon her, as if it might consume her at any moment. She only vaguely remembered starting the fire, and was frankly surprised she had succeeded. Survivalcraft had never been one of her strong suits back at Sanctuary. Nuriel looked at the fire and frowned. Truth be told, she was surprised she had survived the night. She hadn’t expected to. She hadn’t planned to. Despite her exhaustion, she must have still had enough Caliber energy to see her through the cold. She bit her lip and blew a long stream of frosty air from her mouth.
Her stomach growled. She had never been this hungry before, never had to go without eating. She was thirsty too. Her golden eyes looked at the snow that surrounded her with something close to contempt. She grabbed a handful of it from her side and let it melt in her mouth. It was thoroughly unsatisfying. 
She sniffled again and wiped at her nose. She gazed at the dancing fire, the memories of the other night dangerously close to the surface of her mind. She tried to focus on her hunger pains and the looming threat of death by starvation. She sniffled and scowled, then looked at the inky sky.
There were no clouds this night, and the branches of these few pathetic pines obscured nothing. The heavens were spread bare before her, almost completely devoid of stars. The moon hung low and near full, a blazing silver disk in the murky night, but it had nothing to keep it company. A heartbreakingly few pinpoints of white light sparkled here and there, each of them solitary, each of them alone amid a sea of unrelenting blackness. Nuriel sniffled and wiped at her eye.
“What’s the point?” she muttered to herself as she stared at a lone star. “What’s the point anymore?”
Nuriel looked back at the fire for a while, her mind wandering upon disparate thoughts of her life back at Sanctuary; her life as it had been in Jerusa with Isley; her life as it had been here in Duroton. Then, in the fire she saw the burning boy and the baby, and the mother who Gamalael had held into the flames. She gasped and shook her head, clearing the vision, but now it was too late to deny the memories. They had surfaced and they demanded she pay them attention. She saw fragments of yesterday night, unable to determine their order, time or place. She just knew they had happened. The blood spray as Tia’s head came off; Gamalael’s limbless body writhing and screaming upon the ground, soaking the snow red; Umbrial laying dead in the snow; Arric…
Nuriel buried her face in her hands, trying to hold back her tears. She sniffled and grabbed the leather purse at her side, hands trembling, and took out the folio. With a shaky hand she plunged the syringe into one of the glass vials and took up its liquid. Then, holding the injector in her mouth, she rolled back the leather sleeve on her left arm just enough to expose the veins in her wrist. The needle wobbled and scraped at her skin as she tried to find her mark. She took a deep breath and steeled herself, and then the needle bit into her flesh and she slowly plunged the Ev into her bloodstream.
Warmth washed over her. It was pleasing, forgiving, merciful. She was no longer hungry, and the memories of blood and death and deceit played across her mind with delightful, meaningless abandon until they vanished. She leaned against the tree, looking up at the starless sky, smiling from ear to ear. The firelight flickered and blazed before her, washing over her waves of heat and pine smoke. She exhaled, her breath becoming a long stream of mist against the black sky, and in her mind she saw it as a river of stars. She imagined being amongst them, in the heavens. She imagined being naked and unashamed before the blazing, violent, beautiful life of a star. She was just a little thing, a speck of nothing before it. But it was hers. It was her star. It was bright and beautiful and she was its guardian. The pressure waves of heat washed over her, blowing her hair like hurricane winds. She closed her eyes and took up its energy; its warmth; its life. 
In her naked, fanciful musings she had breasts. Not unseen masses of flesh forever imprisoned beneath unremovable armor. She could almost remember them, as if she had once seen them. Her hand wiped across the cold, star-metal breastplate she wore, but in her mind she felt her breasts. They were warm and firm. She was a woman. She was an angel before a star. She wasn’t a warrior bound to service, enslaved by the holder of her Sanguinastrum. She laughed and kicked her feet.
Nuriel’s hands moved over and around her breastplate as she smiled with ecstasy. She was an angel of the stars. She was naked and beautiful and free. The idea was almost real to her. She wanted to fly away and she was almost certain she could. 
She could fly away and be free of it all. 
Her hands caressed around her breastplate some more, and as they did they moved toward her back, feeling for her angelic wings that would certainly be there. 
And it suddenly struck her. She couldn’t fly. She wasn’t an angel. 
A sense of panic filled her and she sat bolt upright, her hands gripping at her chest, at the cold, unforgiving, unrelenting star-metal. She wasn’t naked, and her breasts were unseen masses of flesh, forever hidden from her. One hand moved down between her legs. Through the leather she could feel the cleft of her vagina, but she remembered that its purity was gone. Even that had been taken from her. Like her freedom and her breasts, it had been taken from her. Savagely stolen. 
Her hands began moving frantically over her breastplate. She clutched at the rim around her collar and she screamed as she yanked and tugged at it. She wanted it off. She needed it off. She wanted to see her breasts and know that they were there. 
But it was futile. 
Star-metal was unbreakable. Impenetrable. Immutable. And it was forever sealed around her chest. She tore at it and scratched at it, her screams becoming ever more frustrated until she finally collapsed upon her knees, her tears coming in long wails and screams. 
She looked up at the stars, her eyes red and her cheeks streaked with tears. “Why?!” she screamed, her voice filling the empty, arctic night with her rage and fear. “Why?!”
She collapsed onto all fours and looked up, seeing the fire before her. The little boy was there in the flames holding the skeletal baby. His mother was there too, looking upon her with a soft smile. “Why?!” she screamed again.
The boy’s hand reached for her through the fire, becoming skeletal as it exited the flames. “Come,” he said. “Come burn with us.”
“I’m sorry!” Nuriel screamed, her words being choked out by her tears. “I’m sorry! I’m sorry for what I’ve done to you! I’m sorry for what I’ve done to everybody!”
“There, there, now, child.” said the mother warmly as she looked down upon Nuriel. “Crying won’t bring us back from the flames.”
“Come on,” urged the boy, his skeletal hand still extended through the flames for her. “Come burn with us.” In his arms the skeletal baby kicked and squealed with delight as its hollow eyes fell upon Nuriel.
“Come now,” said the mother, smiling at her. “You know what you must do. Burning is the only way to cleanse yourself.”
Nuriel’s hands gripped at the snow as her body was wracked with uncontrollable sobbing and tears fell in steady drops from her face. “I can’t do it,” she said, crying. She looked up at the mother. “I can’t do it.”
“Burning is the only way, dear.” said the mother.
Nuriel buried her face in her hands, sobbing. “No! No. No…no…no…no…”
“Your baby needs you,” pleaded the boy. “You did this to him. You did this and you said you’d come back. You promised us.”
“Come burn with us.” said the mother, smiling warmly. “Then everything will be right. Everything will be forgiven.”
Nuriel looked up, the vision blurry through her tears. The boy’s skeletal hand was extended to her, the skeletal baby squealing with delight in his arms. The mother looked down at her, smiling softly. “You know what you must do,” said the mother.
Nuriel collapsed upon the snow, bawling for a long moment before her tears finally let her get a word out. “I’ll do it,” said Nuriel between her choking sobs. “I’ll do it.” Her hands clutched at the snow before her, spilling out between her fingers as her grip tightened. “I’ll give my soul to Apollyon. I’ll be free of everything, and then I can burn with you forever.”
Nuriel sat up in the snow and wiped the snot from her face. Through the fire she could see the boy jumping up and down excitedly. “She’s gonna do it, mama! She’s gonna do it!”
Nuriel buried her face into her hands and wept. “I do it. I offer my soul.” she said between sobs. Then she looked up, and it took all her will to scream out into the night, “I offer my soul to Apollyon! I give it to you! Take me! Take me!”
There was a tremor in the ground. It was almost imperceptible at first, but it grew slowly in intensity. Nuriel wiped her nose and looked around. The trees shook. It was like something large and unseen was walking towards her. The ground shook again, rattling the very logs in the fire, causing them to settle and the fire to die a little. Nuriel stood up, her feet feeling a little uneasy beneath her.
All around her the land began to crack. Great veins opened in the snow and glowed in a soft, vermillion light. A sulfurous reek seeped from the earth. The ground shook again. And again. There was a strange sound in the air, a thrumming that was at once unsettling and otherworldly. From deep beneath the earth an eerie sound came that chilled Nuriel to the bone. It was a moan, like the very dirt and stone of the earth was pained. Then, no more than twenty-feet before her, there was a terrible crack. A giant fissure in the snow opened and a fierce, red light shown from it. That terrifying moan reverberated beneath the land again, and then a dark form rose up from the fissure.
“A soul of Aeoria’s own has given a cry and the Demon, Yig, beckons to call!” roared the beast as its enormous, clawed feet came to stand upon the earth. The snow at once began to melt in its presence and the very earth shuddered as if in protest of the creature. The cold air smoked around it, the atmosphere trembled with its heat waves. It was a hulking monster at least fifteen-feet tall, and it stank of rust, decay and brimstone. It was demonic in form and entirely black as pitch except where veins of pulsing fire shown. It was like a blackened log in a fire, cracked and pitted and pulsing with raw heat. The creature had thick legs and arms, both equipped with terrible claws that throbbed with fire. Its face was not bestial, but a twisted mockery of a man’s whose eyes shown like white-hot coals. Great, curved horns upon its head seemed too large and heavy for it, and they too pulsed with infernal reds and yellows. 
Nuriel stumbled back from the creature. Radiant heat from its body washed over her, carrying with it the reek of charred flesh. Everywhere around her water trickled as the snow melted, and her own fire was dowsed as the tree branches above it poured off water. The beast fixed its impossibly hot eyes upon Nuriel and her feet failed her and she fell into a wet puddle of melting snow. This creature was something Nuriel had learned about in Sanctuary. It was one of Apollyon’s Unbound, a demon freed to walk the mortal world and who delighted in its destruction. It was rumored amongst the Saints that the Unbound were once men; once mortals. What had brought them demonic life to the service of Apollyon was unknown. 
The demon’s mouth spread into a wicked smile, but instead of seeing the gleam of white teeth, rows of charred fangs appeared, each pocked with throbbing heat. Steam wafted from its mouth, obscuring it in eerie fog as it barked an unholy sounding laugh. “You’re a precious one,” its hideous voice tore at the very atmosphere. Its eyes fell upon Nuriel’s crotch. “But not as precious as you were once.”
Nuriel scrambled to her feet and grabbed her star-metal claymore. Her Caliber began to shine a brilliant gold around her and she felt the Ev washed from her mind. Sparks of lucidity began to fire and the world around her was once again something real; something tangible; something that had consequences. 
“Oh my precious darling,” said the beast, wagging a long finger that looked more like the charred branch from a tree in autumn. “I am not so easily fooled as to be summoned up just for a fight. In Hell despair rings like church bells and your cries were a most delightful melody.” 
The beast took a step forward and the ground whined in protest. Nuriel raised her sword and became aware that she was trembling. She felt impotent before the creature; subservient even. Her Ev-muddled mind tried to focus and she told herself it was a trick. She had learned of it back in Sanctuary, of how demons could make one feel such a way. 
“Oh, no-no-no,” said the demon. “Put down your sword and let me hear your song again.”
Nuriel flourished her blade and fell into a defensive stance. Her mind fluttered from the Ev but she held tight to the conscious lucidity that seemed so delicate. 
The beast laughed. “Mmm,” it moaned as it raised its head, sniffing at the wind. “I smell the delicacies of my Master coursing through you.” It looked at Nuriel and she felt its white-hot eyes burning into her mind. She was flooded by warmth…a pleasing warmth. It started in her left arm, right where she had last injected the Ev, and it coursed its way up into her shoulder and spread through her chest and head and then down her body and into her legs and crotch where a sudden ecstasy erupted and she fell, weak-in-the-knees to the earth. Her sword collapsed beside her with a tremendous thud.
The creature stepped to her, the heat from its body pouring over her. Nuriel laid upon the cold, wet earth, her eyes upturned as an unending rush of Ev coursed through her. She smiled and writhed upon the ground. She was assaulted by a disarray of thoughts: hugs from Karinael; bloody spatters from dead Icelanders; Mother Brendaline’s tarts; her dead cat; the day she received her Call to Guard; the falling limbs of Gamalael. They were all so pleasant. All of them so equally pleasant and satisfactory and thrilling. 
“There you are my precious darling,” it said in its otherworldly voice. Nuriel was certain it was next to her cheek, but she was too caught up in her own memories to care. “Mmm,” it moaned. “The things that have been done to you.”
Something deep within Nuriel stirred and told her to shine her Caliber. She did. She didn’t know how, but she did. A white radiance engulfed her and conscious thought began to flicker to life. She managed to look upon the demon as she lay on the ground, Ev coursing too violently within her for her to manage anything else. 
“Oh, there you are my precious.” said the charred beast. “I see your problem. You never learned how to use the gifts of my Master. You’re chasing memories. Memories are like butterflies, my darling. There’s an entire field of them, and you go snatching after them. But there are too many, too hard to follow. And if you catch one, it’s so fragile that it breaks in your hand.” The creature paused and made a tisking sound at her. “You have to follow the emotions of those memories. Instead of chasing the butterflies, you just sit there and watch them, or walk amongst them, but never try to catch them. Look at their colors, my precious, and what do you see?”
Nuriel lay there, her eyes barely open. She looked at the memories as they flooded her. Her lips began to turn in a snarl.
“There it is, precious.” said the beast with delight. “Your memories are all filled with red. Fire and blood and the hatred you feel for what has been done to you and what you have been made to do to others.” The creature made its disgusting moan of pleasure again. “Yes, your butterflies are all red. The color of anger and hatred.”
Nuriel felt herself welling with a rage that she had never felt before and she sat up. She looked around, snarling. They all deserved it. They all deserved what they got, she thought, and she had the sudden inclination to kill. They had taken her freedom. They had taken her life. They had taken her womanhood. They had taken everything from her. Nuriel looked the demon in its eyes as she sat upon the ground.
The demon laughed. “You’ve offered your soul, and now you remember why. You’re not some animal to be caged. You’re meant to be free. Give your soul to Apollyon and I shall take the stellaglyph from your neck. No longer will you be bound to anyone or anything. No longer will a Sanguinastrum hold sway of your life. You’ll be free, and your pleasure shall be the whole of the law.”
Nuriel looked at the beast, her own eyes as hot and molten as its. 
“Mmm,” it moaned, its charred tongue, veined with fire, licked at its cheek with lurid sexuality. “Tell me your name. Tell me your star.”
Nuriel was about to say her name when her eyes caught sight of something. From the dark snowfields a shadow approached.
The creature turned and let loose a long hiss, its breath smoking in the arctic air. “Mmm. Another Saint.” it hissed with pleasure. “Another soul.”
“There you are Nuriel.” chirped Celacia as she strode across the snow, her armor and hair as black as the night around her, her emerald eyes gleaming large and bright. 
“Offer now,” warned the demon to Nuriel. “Don’t let her words sway you from what you want. Just tell me your name. I already know you as Nuriel. I just need to hear it from you. Quickly now, precious.”
Celacia stopped about twenty-feet from the creature and shook her head, tisking at Nuriel. “Nuriel, Nuriel, Nuriel. Whatever have you gotten yourself into now?”
The demon looked at Celacia curiously. “Your soul does not smell as ripe.” it said. “Mmm, but my master is not so particular. Offer it and I shall accept it.”
Celacia turned her eyes up at the demon and scowled. She flicked her hand at it in a shooing motion. “Run along, why don’t you.” She looked back at Nuriel. “Let’s go.” 
“I warn you,” growled the demon. “Mind your business.”
Celacia rolled her eyes. She looked at Nuriel and tilted her head quizzically. “Are you on drugs?”
Nuriel felt the Ev stir within her. It coursed through her hotter than ever, her lips turned up in a snarl and she stood up, gripping her large sword. Her breaths came both deep and frantic. It was her fault. Everything was Celacia’s fault. 
The demon chuckled cruelly. “I see now, my darling,” said the demon. “She’s one of those butterflies, isn’t she? One of the redder ones too. Mmm, this is no Saint. Who are you?” 
Celacia’s eyes flicked up to the demon and she scowled at him briefly. She looked back at Nuriel. “I can’t say I approve of your new friend. He seems to be a bad influence on you. Time to come home, Nuriel.”
The demon let loose a low, terrifying chuckle. Then, hardly aware of her own motions, Nuriel sprang forward, her claymore a flash of black lightning in the night. She brought it up in a scything swing at Celacia but the woman stepped sideways and avoided it. Like some sort of giant cat predator, Nuriel landed and turned with fluid grace, her claymore a whirl as she drove back in at Celacia. 
With casual efficiency Celacia turned and stepped into Nuriel, throwing aside her sword-swing with her forearm. Then she brought her leg up into her own waist and delivered a powerful kick to Nuriel’s abdomen that sent her stumbling backward. Nuriel recovered quickly—only slightly aware of the excruciating pain that had come with such near proximity to Celacia—and drove right back in, her claymore whipping about in a storm of black star-metal.
Celacia was quick on her feet but had no weapon of her own. She ducked and dodged with aqueous motions, never faltering, never seeming to be at any sort of disadvantage. Nuriel’s mind through all of this was a haze of red anger. Her subdued consciousness caught glimpses here and there of the pain of Celacia’s presence. She could feel death breathing upon all her joints, in the very tissue of her skin. Yet, for the pain, Nuriel could see the flesh of her hands was still whole, that the leather of her bodysuit was not flaking or cracking. Part of her mind echoed with a thought that Celacia must be holding back her aura, and something about that just made Nuriel all the more angry.
Nuriel growled and her Caliber suddenly flared a blinding white. She doggedly pressed in on the woman, her sword strikes coming with blinding speed and precision, each one meant to decapitate limbs at the joints of her armor. All Nuriel could see was anger now. Not even her Caliber could clear the Ev that coursed through her. 
Celacia chirped a little curse as she narrowly ducked a swing meant for her head. She rolled upon the ground in the opposite direction the strike had come and in a single, fluid motion was back on her feet and pulled what appeared to be a bladeless sword handle from her boot.
Nuriel turned to face the woman just in time to see a midnight-black blade materialize upon the handle. The sword was black. Blacker than black. Blacker than Nuriel’s own star-metal. It was like solidified shadow and it glowed with a faint, purple hue. The air around the blade grew visibly stale and dry. 
Celacia scowled at Nuriel and with her free hand wiped at her cheek where a fine scarlet line of blood shone. “That kind of hurt.” she said, but already the wound was sealed and the blood that had been there was dust in the wind. “Put down your sword, Nuriel.”
Nuriel stood there panting, her breath smoking, her eyes molten gold. The warmth of the Ev was fiery in her veins and she felt clouded by the raw feelings of hatred and despair. Something in her wanted to let go of her sword, but louder, more unforgiving voices screamed out for death. 
“Kill her!” growled the demon. “Kill her and Apollyon’s rewards shall be many and great!”
“It’s over, Nuriel.” said Celacia, an obvious annoyance in her tone. “I’m done playing with you. But I do have to commend you. You’re the first person I’ve ever fought who’s made me draw Deathwind.”
“Kill her!” demanded the demon.
Despite Nuriel’s best efforts to clear the Ev from her system by flaring her Caliber, the demon’s command hit her with a surge of anger and a hot deluge of Ev rolled through her body. Nuriel dashed forward, her sword arcing in a death-blow to Celacia’s head. Celacia brought her sword up and the two blades clashed, black sparks twinkling in the inky, arctic night. 
Nuriel growled and her sword became a blur of motion as she danced in at Celacia. More black sparks flew as strike after strike was turned away. Celacia gave no ground to Nuriel. The woman’s feet turned and repositioned, the snow beneath her melting and subsequently drying to nothing, leaving barren, scarred earth beneath her boots. 
Celacia’s own parries came as smoothly and fluidly as Nuriel’s strikes, but the force of Nuriel’s star-metal sword was ferocious. Celacia grunted as she tossed aside one of Nuriel’s strikes, but her foot slipped on dead earth beneath her. Celacia quickly tucked and rolled with her slip, and by the time she was on her knees, Nuriel was already back on her. 
White, foamy spit trickled from Nuriel’s lips and her eyes were wild with rage. She could hear the demon’s voice in some sort of distant consciousness as he urged her to kill. Celacia was still on her knees when Nuriel drove her blade down upon the woman’s own, and the two swords cracked like thunder. Celacia let out a little yelp but she had no time to stand or even roll out of the way. Nuriel brought her blade down again and again in vicious, swift repetition. Each crack of her sword against Celacia’s drove the woman’s blade another inch closer to her face.
Nuriel was about to deliver another blow when she caught a glimpse of herself reflecting in Celacia’s black armor. Her face was twisted in hideous rage, made uglier by the slight withering created by Celacia’s aura. She saw her own golden eyes, more monstrous than beautiful. Her lips were turned up in a snarl, foamy spit at the edges of her mouth. 
And she hesitated. 
Her blade paused in mid-strike for only a fraction of a second, but in that time there was a fleeting glimpse of clarity. She could feel Ev burning through her veins. She was aware of her clouded mind. She could see the broken images of her own rape; of the cat that Adonael and Hamon had killed; of being forced to go with Isley to Duroton; of the day she had to say goodbye to Karinael, the only true friend she ever had; of the burning villagers she had set to torch back in Jerusa; of all the terrible things she had done or had been done to her. Suddenly Nuriel didn’t know what she was doing. She wanted everything to end. She just wanted to be done with this life. Her grip loosened on her sword and she would have dropped it, but a fresh surge of Ev tore through her body as the demon commanded her to take vengeance.
And just like that, clarity left her mind.
Reds flashed everywhere. Hatred and anger were the only things that were real. Everything was a blur. She felt her sword cracking hard against Celacia’s own. She felt the woman’s parries and dodges beginning to falter. More Ev, hot and searing in its intensity, raged in her body. She could hear echoes of Celacia’s voice somewhere in her mind. They urged her to stop, to put down her sword. But the voice was so distant and drowned by the demon’s own, and she had no ability to act on anything but her rage. 
“Nuriel!” yelled Celacia as she sloppily parried another blow. “Nuriel, you have to stop!” Nuriel’s breaths were coming so rapidly that they enveloped her in mist. Her strikes were becoming more frantic and erratic as well, and Celacia finally began to obtain some footing against the woman. Nuriel looked like a rabid dog. There was something not right. Celacia knew that whatever drug Nuriel had taken, the demon was bolstering it within her. The demon was driving her. 
Celacia’s bright, emerald eyes met Nuriel’s for a moment. A shadow flicked upon the reflection in Nuriel’s wild, golden eyes. Celacia’s lips furled into a little snarl and she pressed in at Nuriel. With uncanny speed and grace the woman instantly took the offensive. One swing and Nuriel felt her sword fall from her hand. A second later, Nuriel felt the woman’s arm wrap around her neck. Nuriel was twisted down onto the ground as Celacia knelt, holding her down upon her lap in a headlock. Celacia narrowly raised Deathwind up just as a jet of flames sprang from the demon’s hand.
The fires roared but broke upon Deathwind. Nuriel’s Ev-flooded mind was aware of the intense heat and of the breath being choked from her. Her hands went to her neck and her fingers clawed feebly at Celacia’s arm. Nuriel’s eyes looked down and she saw her hands as withered little twigs with knotty knuckles. She gasped and tried to struggle against Celacia’s grip, but it was futile.
“Sorry about this, Nuriel.” chirped Celacia.
Nuriel could feel death washing over her. Pain wracked her body and suddenly she felt a terrible chill within herself. The heat from the demon’s fires no longer warmed her; not even the Ev could wash away this chill. Nuriel shivered in Celacia’s grip, and then blackness took her.
“That was pretty dirty,” chirped Celacia as she dropped Nuriel’s limp body to the ground. “Trying to roast me when my back was turned?” She stood up and faced the demon. She held Deathwind down at her side casually.
The charred beast hissed, its noxious breath smoking in the chill air. “You should be dead.”
“You know, I’m getting really tired of people telling me that.” said Celacia. She glanced down at Nuriel. Already her appearance was becoming something back to normal, and a faint golden glow encompassed her. Celacia looked back at the demon. 
“That one is mine.” growled the demon, pointing a long, charcoal finger at Nuriel. “She offered her soul to me.”
“Well I hate to break the news to you, but Nuriel seems to be spending money she doesn’t have.” chirped Celacia. She casually strolled away from Nuriel’s limp body. “She’s mine, and I have her Sanguinastrum to prove it.”
The demon looked at her strangely, as if something in its memory was stirring. “Who are you?”
“She’s mine and she’s coming with me.” said Celacia, ignoring its question.
The demon snarled, following her. “Her soul is Apollyon’s now! Leave!”
“I don’t think she officially signed it over to you yet.” said Celacia, still walking. “She’s mine.”
“Leave us!” commanded the demon, and the earth beneath its feet moaned in agony. Small fissures began to open up and a ruddy, hot glow rose. “I will not ask you again. Leave us!”
Celacia stopped and looked up at the demon. “No.”
The beast’s roar seemed to make the very earth shiver with fear. Its eyes were already glowing white hot but they very obviously increased in intensity. It raised its hand and another jet of fire sprayed forth. With casual indifference Celacia held up her hand. The fire screamed against her flesh, breaking around it and lapping at her face and blowing back her hair in powerful pressure waves. The blast receded and Celacia took down her hand and looked at it. It was black as pitch. Scowling, she walked to the right and picked up some snow and rubbed the quickly dissolving ice in her hands, washing away the soot to reveal her pale, perfect skin.
She looked up at the demon and rolled her eyes. “Really?”
The demon bared its fangs, all of them throbbing with angry heat. It spread its arms wide and hunched over. Magma spilled from its open mouth and it spit a heavy globule upon Celacia’s head. The thick, viscous, molten earth rolled off her head and fell in heavy patters down her face, on her shoulders, and oozed down over her body. The fiery liquid quickly died, turning to blackened crust that clung to Celacia’s hair, face and armor. Then, that too, crumbled to black dust and blew away in the arctic wind. 
Celacia looked up at the demon, her eyes narrowing. 
“Who are you?” demanded the demon. 
“Celacia.” she chirped. “Who are you?”
The demon mouthed the name a few times and then its heat-throbbing eyes went wide. “It…it cannot be…”
Celacia looked down at herself. “Well, apparently it can be.”
The demon looked at her and snarled, waves of heat around it intensified, blurring its image.
“You still haven’t told me your name.”
“I am the demon Yig.”
“Yig, huh?” said Celacia. Her eyes turned up in thought and she tapped her chin. “Never heard of you. You must be after my time. You know a demon named Bulifer?”
The veins of fire in the creature’s charred body glowed now with bright yellows as its heat intensified and washed over Celacia, blowing her obsidian hair. Its lips turned up and its fire-veined teeth shown brightly. It raised its hand toward Celacia.
“Haven’t you already been down this road? I don’t think fire’s going to kill me.” said Celacia, staying its hand. “I’m pretty sure you’re going to have to take off my head.”
The demon glowered at her and extended its left hand out to its side. The earth moaned and cracked and from a fiery fissure rose a terrifying sword into its grasp. The long, broad, blade was gray, almost ethereal in appearance. It looked like glass filled with thick clouds of undulating fog or steam. But it was neither. The very blade was made of ghostly specters; formless, tortured, wispy apparitions whose dark, hollow eyes and mouths were twisted in agony as they swam within the framework of the blade. The sword’s handle and hilt was a sickly ivory color, bumpy and oddly textured. After a moment Celacia realized that it was made of teeth. Her brow furled in disgust at the notion. “That’s gross.” she said. She looked at the demon. “But a nice touch, I suppose.”
“I shall take your head to my master and claim Nuriel’s soul as well.” said the demon. 
“Sounds fair. If you win.” said Celacia. She raised Deathwind and fell into an offensive stance.
The demon laughed. “So certain of yourself.” It shook its head. “You are of a bygone age, Celacia. Of an age when Aeoria walked this earth and me and my ilk were fettered to my master’s domain. But me? I am of this age, and it is a godless, hopeless age. Every day more of my kind are Unbound from Hell. Every day our power grows.” 
The demon paused and let its hateful eyes burn into Celacia for a moment. “You spoke of Bulifer. I know his name, and he still lives.” It held its sword before Celacia, gripping it tightly in its left hand. The spirits within the confines of the blade howled and the very air before the sword seemed to shudder at the terrible sounds. “When you fought him his blade was weaker than mine is now. He was not fully Unbound when you fought him. In fact, his Golothic still has not born fruit, but its time is near at hand, for it has come to the one for whom it was intended. When his Golothic pays its due, he shall rise more powerful than any who have come before or after me, for Bulifer’s Golothic bears a promise and a price a millennia in the making. 
“I may be younger than Bulifer, but I am fully Unbound. My Golothic paid its price long ago. The man who bought it from me—a carpenter—wanted a better life for his family, and traded his very hands for my Golothic. His skill became something legendary and his furniture still lives within many castles and manors. Great wealth came to him, and his family lived in luxury until arthritis took it all away. He died poor and penniless, a drunkard in the gutters, after he sold his wife and daughter out as whores.”
The demon made a perverse moan. “My blade has had a long age to feast upon sins. It is more full and powerful than any of my ilk you may have fought in your own age. Relent now and I shall give you the satisfaction of a clean death.”
“Sorry Yig,” said Celacia. “I’m not leaving without Nuriel. She’s mine.” The snow all around Celacia instantly began to melt, the water drying up, leaving parched, cracked earth beneath her. 
“Have it your way.” said Yig. “My master will enjoy exploring the depths of your soul.”
For such a large creature, Yig was extremely fast. He dashed in, his unholy sword coming down in a swift arc. Celacia raised her blade to meet his and the two cracked together with a terrible sound. Ghostly hands began clawing from the demon’s sword, reaching out and grabbing Celacia’s sword hand and forearm. Their very touch sent chills into Celacia and she could swear she felt their wispy little fingers touching her very bones. Her mind flashed with terrible thoughts and memories—rapes and murders—but none of them were her own. They were disjointed pictures, all from the perspective of the ones who had committed them…the ones whose souls were reaching out to her. 
Celacia tore her arm away and spun right and Yig came in for another swing, laughing at her. “Not even you, Celacia, can escape my master’s domain.”
Celacia parried aside his sword and spun in, delivering a backhand to Yig’s thigh. The charred and fiery-veined flesh exploded in dust and spilled out molten earth from the wound. Yig stumbled back for a moment, looking on in horror at the oozing magma from his leg.
“Nor can you escape mine.” said Celacia. She looked up at the towering creature and winked.
Yig raised his blackened lips into a fiery snarl as his wound healed, covered by more cracked, blackened flesh. He laughed. “In Hell we have plenty of flesh to call from.”
The two darted in at each other. Their swords clashed in swift, powerful strokes from every angle. Celacia moved in quick, fluid motions, knowing that she could not linger in any single spot or tarry when pulling her own blade away from his. To do so would give the damned souls of his sword time to reach out to her, to flood her mind with the very images that haunted them for eternity. Though not lethal, they were far from pleasant and would slow her down and confuse her. Celacia knew too that her sword’s power had no sway over Yig’s own. The demon’s sword was a blade comprised of the souls sentenced to Hell. Already dead and damned, there was little her powers of death had on them. If anything, had she the ability to kill their very souls, she would likely be doing them a great favor. And Yig himself, though not entirely immune to her aura of death, had plenty more flesh to call upon. She made a few exploratory flares of her aura, each time causing his charred flesh to slough off, revealing the fiery magma beneath, only to crust over again with more blackened flesh. Celacia briefly thought about sending her aura forth in a single, powerful blast, but should the attack fail it would leave her weakened and tired. Celacia knew this was a foe she’d have to kill the old-fashioned way. Unless, of course, he killed her the old-fashioned way first.
Celacia spun in at Yig, the very atmosphere shying away from her, lending her speed. Yig threw aside her strike and swatted at her with his large, clawed hand, and it made purchase right across her shoulder. She hadn’t expected it, and she made a distressed chirp as she was knocked off her feet and fell backward. She used the momentum to tumble herself back to her feet and she got her sword up just in time to meet Yig’s. The two swords clashed right before Celacia’s eyes, but she could not get away. Yig pressed in on her, his own size and strength so overbearing that all she could do was press her own sword against his, trying to keep the blade as far from her neck as she could.
Yig laughed as the ghostly hands came forth from his blade, wrapping long, wispy fingers around her hands and forearms. Celacia closed her eyes and cringed as pictures of vile crimes flooded her mind. She tried to move, but Yig’s strength was too much and it was all she could do to hold back his sword. She screamed against his horrible laughter as images of blood and murder, rape and crimes even more vile than that tore at her mind. 
Yig pressed down on his sword with both hands and Celacia felt her arms give a few inches. Now the apparitions howled wildly as even more hands reached out for her face. Some grabbed at her hair, others scratched for her nose. 
“It’s over, Celacia.” said the demon with great pleasure. Celacia fell to a knee against his overwhelming strength. “I told you that mine was of a godless and hopeless age. My ilk have grown fat on this world’s depravity. Welcome to Hell, darling. Your stay will be a long one.”
Celacia let out a scream and let loose her grip on Deathwind. The sword fell through her hands as she grabbed Yig’s hands as he held his blade. Immediately his fingers began to crumble. She screamed out, flaring her deathly aura, and it washed over the land with terrifying effect. Yig made an unworldly sound of pain and stumbled backward as his very hands crumbled before his eyes and his sword fell to the ground. Celacia snarled and leaped toward him. Yig stumbled backward as Celacia landed on his chest. She punched her hand into him, her aura killing off his charred flesh and allowing her fist to sink deep into his body. She did the same with her other fist, and then began climbing up toward his neck.
Yig howled out into the night and scraped at her with his molten stumps. Celacia wrapped her arms around his neck and squeezed, flaring her aura as powerfully as she could. She felt his skull crumbling between her clutching arms. She was killing his body off more quickly than he could regenerate it. He howled and scraped at her, but his fire could not touch her, the very heat of it dying off before it could so much as singe her hair. More chunks of charred and molten flesh fell from between her arms until there was no head left. The body flailed around, but still she clung to it, driving herself into his chest. The demon fell back and Celacia stayed upon him. Slowly, everything began to crumble to dust, and within a minute Celacia found herself laying upon dead, parched earth. The only thing left of Yig were the ashes blowing away in the wind. 
Celacia stood up and looked around. She saw Yig’s terrible sword as it was sucked down into the earth, howling out until its voice was drowned beneath the dirt. Her own sword lay nearby and she picked it up. The black blade faded away and she tucked the bladeless handle back into her boot. Then she looked up and saw Nuriel laying in the snow some few dozen yards away. She screwed her lips up into a scowl and walked over to the fallen Saint, leaving tracks of dead earth and melted snow in her wake.
Nuriel was herself again, encompassed in a very faint golden glow of Caliber energy. No trace of withered or dead flesh was upon her, though she was deathly pale. Crusty, white, foamy saliva shown at the edges of her mouth and her eyes were upturned and half open. The Saint was close to death, Ev still running rampant through her veins. Celacia blew out a long breath as she stared down at her.
Celacia knelt by Nuriel, doing her utmost to restrain her aura, but it was excruciatingly difficult. She had loosed a lot of her power upon Yig and she was exhausted. And, despite her efforts, Celacia could see Nuriel’s golden hair tarnishing at the ends and her black Star-Armor hazing over as if death breathed upon it. She nudged Nuriel’s head gently. Where her fingers touched Nuriel’s flesh, it turned sickly yellow and gray, though it quickly went back to normal. Celacia knew that if Nuriel were not a Saint protected by Caliber energy, the dead flesh would remain. She nudged Nuriel’s head again. And again. “Time to wake up, Nuriel.”
Nuriel stirred on the ground. She let out a low moan and more foamy saliva developed at the edges of her mouth. Celacia placed her fingers upon Nuriel’s neck, quickly trying to feel for a pulse before her skin began to rot away. She let her go and grimaced. Nuriel’s pulse was unnervingly fast, but her breathing was slow and shallow. Celacia frowned and looked upon Nuriel. She noticed a small fleck of blood upon her wrist and looked more closely. That was where she had injected her drugs. 
Celacia stood up and bit her lip. She looked down at Nuriel. Whatever the young little Saint had done, it was too much. She was dying. Celacia knew death better than anybody. She could feel disease when its roots were but nascent threads; could feel illness before a person even began to sneeze. She could feel death when it was still twenty-years from taking hold of a man. Yes, she knew death and how it felt, and from Nuriel it was screaming. Celacia didn’t know if Nuriel had taken too much, or if perhaps the demon’s sway made it more potent within her system. Either way, it was more than her body could handle. Celacia chewed her lip as she looked down at the dying Saint and shook her head. “He used to fix all these things for me.” said Celacia to herself, her tone hopeless. “I don’t know if I can do this on my own.” 
Celacia looked up at the dark, starless sky and let out a long breath. “Alright Aeoria, I know you’re sleeping somewhere, but you have to throw me a bone here.” she said quietly. She closed her eyes and stood in silent meditation for a very long moment. Then she sat down beside Nuriel and cradled her in her arms. Celacia strained to suppress her aura until the very effort was physically painful. She breathed slowly and deeply, trying to focus all her attention into Nuriel’s body. She stroked Nuriel’s golden hair and it tarnished within her hand. 
“I’ve never tried to do this before,” she whispered to the unconscious Saint. Celacia grabbed the Saint’s hand and rubbed at her wrist where the puncture wound was, the skin growing sickly yellow. She closed her eyes again and sat silently, trying to feel the very death within Nuriel. 
It was there. It flowed like black rivers in all her veins and arteries. Celacia continued to breathe slow and deep, straining to suppress her aura as she felt around the Saint’s body for death. It was in her organs, her heart and liver. Her blood was drowned out by it. Celacia bit her lip, cringing. She breathed deeply, and with her eyes closed, she let go a little on her aura and focused on sending it through her blood. 
Within Celacia’s arms Nuriel’s back arched up and she let out a terrible moan. Celacia breathed calmly, still focused on the task at hand. Her power had always been a broadsword and here she was trying to use it as a scalpel. Nuriel’s veins all began to bubble to the surface of her skin, but still Celacia stayed focused. She imagined her aura trickling through Nuriel’s blood. The drug was surprisingly easy to feel within her. It had an acrid, artificiality about it and it stood out in stark contrast to the vivacity of her blood and organs. Celacia felt her own hand tighten around Nuriel’s wrist, and with a final deep breath, she let go of her aura in a slow and steady stream, trying to focus it into Nuriel’s blood. She sought out the drug wherever it was and it died within her, no longer a threat. 
After a moment, Celacia felt something else stir inside the Saint. It was life. A pure and radiant life. And it cringed away from her. Celacia sighed and opened her eyes. Nuriel’s Caliber was shining brighter and brighter now. Celacia knew that she had done enough, and that Nuriel could now purge the rest on her own. And it was a good thing too, for Celacia felt herself starting to loose control of the slow trickle of her aura and it threatened to pour out and wash over the Saint. With a sigh of relief, Celacia retracted her aura, straining with a palpable pain to suppress it fully. She cradled Nuriel in her arms, until at last the Saint began to cough and she opened her eyes.
“Look who decided to wake up.” said Celacia with a smile.
Nuriel sat up slowly, all her joints ached and her skin felt thin and delicate. Despite how fuzzy her mind felt, she deduced it was probably from being so close to Celacia. She rubbed at her forehead and then her wrist. As the clouds of unconsciousness lifted their veil, Nuriel’s hand suddenly went up to the back of her neck.
“Don’t worry,” said Celacia, smiling at the wide-eyed Nuriel. “You never finished your bargain with Yig.”
Nuriel suddenly felt shame and her cheeks flushed as she looked down, diverting her eyes from Celacia. She noticed the ground around her was all desiccated and dead, and she became aware that her own skin looked yellowed and slightly withered. Her body ached fiercely. She scooted herself a few feet away from Celacia and shined her Caliber more brightly, just enough to ward off Celacia’s aura.
“So?” chirped Celacia.
Nuriel looked up at her. The woman sat cross-legged ahead of her, her emerald eyes beaming as if awaiting something. 
When Nuriel didn’t answer, her lips pursed into a frown. “You’re not even going to say ‘thank you’ for having saved your life?”
Nuriel turned her head slightly, avoiding Celacia’s gaze. “Thanks,” she said softly, her voice smoking in the cold air. 
Celacia’s lips screwed up, thoroughly unimpressed with the thanks she had received.
Nuriel hung her head low, looking at the ground. She brought her knees up to her chest as she sat in awkward silence, the entire time feeling Celacia’s steady gaze upon her. She sniffled and tucked her hair back behind her ear. Without looking at the woman, she asked, “So what now?”
Celacia didn’t answer immediately. “I know about what happened.” she said at last. “About what they did to you.”
Nuriel cringed. She tucked her legs even more tightly against her body.
“I’m sorry about that.” said Celacia. “I never wanted that for you.”
Nuriel sniffled and scowled. There was a long moment of silence during which Nuriel felt a twinge of anger rising in her. What exactly did Celacia want for her? Why exactly did they have to come to these Goddess-forsaken lands anyway? Nuriel bit her lip, her eyes narrowing. She hadn’t wanted any of this. She didn’t want to be Celacia’s servant. She hadn’t even wanted to come here with Isley. She wanted to be back in Jerusa where she had been assigned to King Gatima. She wanted to be back in the good graces of Sanctuary. She wanted to be a Saint. But that was impossible now, and she knew it. Nuriel tried to steel herself, to snap something in anger at Celacia, but her will failed her, and just like that, her anger crumbled into sadness and a lone tear ran down her cheek. 
There was a soft chime as something hit the dead, desiccated earth beside her. Nuriel sniffled and looked down and felt her heart leap into her throat. She looked up and Celacia was sitting there, smiling at her. Nuriel looked down at the small, red, crystalline orb and scooped it up. Her hands trembled and she fumbled it around her palm to examine the marking. There, etched into the blood-filled crystal, was her stellaglyph. 
“I believe that’s yours.” chirped Celacia.
Nuriel looked at Celacia, gripping the Sanguinastrum to her chest.
“I gave Isley his, and all the others.” said Celacia. “But I guess just you and Isley’s are worth anything now.” She winked at Nuriel. 
“But…”
“I kind of like you, Nuriel.” said Celacia. “I’ve ransomed you from Sanctuary and any future servitude. I’m giving you your freedom. You can go back to Gatima and pretend nothing ever happened, or you can go out on your own. The choice is yours.”
Nuriel looked back down at her Sanguinastrum, still unable to believe that it could really be hers. “But…why?”
“Do you remember that day back at the volcano?” asked Celacia. 
Nuriel looked up at Celacia. “Yes.”
“You touched me. Twice.” said Celacia. “Once on my arm when you felt my armor, and then when we were outside and you gently shook me from my memories.”
Nuriel bit her lip, unable to understand what Celacia was getting at.
Here, Celacia looked down at the ground and a sadness seemed to fall over her. She bit her lip and after a moment said, “There is only one person besides you who was never afraid to touch me.” She looked up at Nuriel, then said in a voice barely above a somber whisper, “After you touched me, I knew that it hadn’t all been a dream.”
Nuriel’s brow furled. “What do you mean?”
“There is somebody I once loved and I dearly miss him.” said Celacia softly, her eyes lost in a waking dream. “He would touch me, hold me.” She was silent for a moment. “Your touch reminded me of what a hand upon me felt like. It was real. More than anything else since I have awoken, your touch was real.”
Nuriel looked down, gripping her Sanguinastrum tightly. She didn’t know how to respond.
“I was wrong to bring you here.” said Celacia. “I thought all Saints were like Isley. I thought you all wanted the same thing.”
Nuriel looked at Celacia. “What does Isley want?”
“An age like there once was.” said Celacia, forcing a little smile. “An age like it was in my time.”
Nuriel frowned. “Who are you?”
“A ghost,” she said. “A ghost of a long-forgotten age. An age where my presence only paved the way for creation.”
“Why are you here?”
Celacia looked up at the starless night sky. She breathed deeply and sighed. “I want to go home.” she said, and Nuriel was certain she saw a tear trickle from her eye before it dried to nothingness upon her cheek. “I want to go home. I don’t belong here.”
Nuriel looked at the woman curiously. “Where is your home?”
Celacia was still gazing up at the dark heavens. “In another world. Another age.” she said quietly. “All I can do now is try to find what I can of it.”
Nuriel bit her lip. “Will you find it here, in Duroton?”
Celacia shrugged, still looking dreamily up at the sky. “Maybe. I intend to find out.” She was silent for a moment, and then looked down at Nuriel. “They’re going to try to stop me. They think that I will bring destruction to this world.”
Nuriel looked into Celacia’s emerald eyes. “Will you?”
Celacia shrugged again. “Probably.”
Nuriel’s face turned a slight scowl. “Is what you’re looking for so important as to risk everything? To risk all of this world?”
“Yes.”
Nuriel felt her scowl deepen. “Even if that means bringing destruction to this world?”
Celacia returned an even stare. “No matter what I do, or where I go, only death follows in my wake. Do you intend to stop me?”
“Probably. One day.” said Nuriel.
Celacia smiled. “I hope so. I’d like to see you again.”
There was a long moment of silence between the two. At length Celacia spoke. “You’re going to go back to Sanctuary, aren’t you?”
Nuriel regarded Celacia for a moment. “Yes.”
Celacia nodded softly. “If you play your cards right you might be able to get away with it.” Celacia looked at Nuriel for a moment and then added, “Can I give you some advice?”
Nuriel bit her lip but said nothing.
“Don’t give them your Sanguinastrum.” said Celacia. “Don’t let them know you have it. And don’t let them know of Erygion. If you go back, pretend none of this ever happened.”
Nuriel looked at Celacia, chewing everything over in her mind. “Why?” she asked at last. “Why should I allow a traitor amid the ranks of Aeoria’s Guard? Why should I keep secrets from Holy Father for your benefit?”
“It won’t be for my benefit.” said Celacia. She gave Nuriel a little wink. “My advice to you is to go back to Jerusa. Pretend none of this ever happened. You haven’t been gone too long, and with any luck you’re not even being missed yet. Tell them that you and Isley and the others ran into some trouble and you’re the soul survivor. Maybe throw Yig’s name out there. The Oracles ought to be able to confirm an Unbound is dead.”
Nuriel remained silent.
Celacia looked at Nuriel, but Nuriel couldn’t bring herself to return the eye contact. “At the very least,” said Celacia. “Go out and see the world before you decide what to tell Sanctuary.”
Nuriel bit her lip and then returned Celacia’s gaze. “I know this world might be in bad shape. I know the Kings and nobles might all be evil men. But Holy Father is good. I met him on the day I received my Call to Guard. He’s a good man, and has kindness in his heart. He wants this world to be a better place. And in the end, I believe he will succeed.”
Celacia shrugged. “Maybe. He came after my time as I understand events. For all I know he is holier than Aeoria. Even still, can you say the same for the rest of Sanctuary?”
Nuriel looked away and frowned.
“Keep your freedom.” said Celacia. “Freedom was the single greatest gift Aeoria gave to mankind. Don’t throw it away.”
Nuriel looked at Celacia cautiously. “Did…did you know Aeoria?”
Celacia stared at Nuriel for a moment and then turned her head away from her. She was silent for a moment, and then said quite sharply, “Knowledge must be earned. What I know of the Goddess was not earned by this world.”
Nuriel felt her brow furl.
Celacia sighed and stood up. “Let’s go.” she said. “I have old Felvurn to attend to and you have Sanctuary to get back to. I have a ship waiting. Once we get back across the sea, you can go your own way and I’ll go mine. Unless, of course, I can convince you to stay here with me and Isley?”
“My loyalty is, and always will be, to Sanctuary and Holy Father Admael.” said Nuriel.
“Well,” said Celacia with a sigh. “My offer will always be open to you.”
Nuriel breathed deep and exhaled, her breath smoking. She nodded her head. She stood up and picked up her sword, placing it back in its scabbard upon her back. Then, more surreptitiously, she collected her leather purse that held the folio and injector.



— 16 —
OF FALLING STARS 


It had taken her five days of nearly non-stop running, but Nuriel was back in Jerusa. She was exhausted and dirty from the road (or rather, lack of roads), but she was back where she was supposed to be. There was no time to stop, though. She had to get to Gatimaria, to King Gatima. If she could play her cards right—and if there had not been any attempts to recall her yet—she could pretend she had been here the whole time. It was entirely possible she hadn’t even been missed. She was apprenticing with Isley after all, and it was conceivable that nobody had even come looking for them. It was common to leave a master alone with his apprentice for a while and Nuriel was hopeful she could pretend she had never even left Jerusa. 
The narrow stretch of land that connected Jerusa to the rest of the world was empty and only sparsely wooded and Nuriel shined her Caliber brightly as she blazed across the vast tracts before her. Another full day of running and forests began to close in on her. She was in familiar territory now. She knew these lands and knew where the cities and roads were. To the north were the Gatimarian Mountains and the city of Gatimaria was at the Eastern end of them. She was close. She could be there tomorrow. But tonight she needed a break, and as the forests around her dimmed with the fading light of day, she veered south to where she knew a worn road cut through the forests and connected a handful of larger cities to Gatimaria. 
It was late spring and the air of each morning and night had been frigid and wet, but she had avoided every city and town she had passed the last few days. Now, however, the sway of a soft bed and warm bath was too much for her to resist. Besides, she would have to clean herself up before presenting herself to King Gatima and she needed to take a moment to collect herself and get her story together. With any luck she wouldn’t run into any Oracles or Sin Eaters here. She knew there was a chance, but right now it was a chance she was willing to take in order to procure a warm bed and bath.
The road curved through a thick area of forest before opening up into a sea of deforested farmland whose freshly turned soil was bathed in the fiery light of the setting sun. Nuriel sniffled and the scent of damp earth filled her nose. The road cut through the fields and wound around some lolling hills where the distant walls of Gatopolis were silhouetted against what seemed a palisade of darkening forest. Gatopolis was the largest city west of Gatimaria and marked the western boundary of where King Gatima allowed his subjects to settle. Though Gatopolis could hardly pass for a large city in Duroton or the other kingdoms, here in Jerusa it was considered quite bustling. 
Nuriel made her way across the freshly planted fields and stopped about a hundred yards out from the looming city walls. The sun had now fully set behind her and the ancient stones of the city wall were cold and dark but for a handful of torches held by those patrolling its top, some thirty-feet high. In Jerusa, candles and torches were expensive commodities and not even the aging city gates were illuminated, giving the entire place a forgotten, haunted, demeanor. At some point in the distant past, Nuriel figured that the city was once a grand place that bustled with activity. Its walls would have been lined with torches, its gates brightly lit. Flags and banners would have flapped in the winds and the spires of churches, mansions and even the castle would have clawed their way up from the tops of the walls. But in King Gatima’s Jerusa all splendor had long vanished.
Nuriel looked up at the starless black sky and exhaled deeply. She leaned her back against an old oak and rested for a moment to compose herself. If there were any Oracles and Sin Eaters here, they would no doubt ask why she was so far west and without Isley. It was time for her to start putting her story together and she knew that one slip of the tongue might mean the difference between staying in with Sanctuary or being labeled a Fallen Saint. She chewed her bottom lip as she organized her thoughts and then shook her head, completely diffident with her ability to deceive the Oracles. 
She sniffled and tucked her golden hair behind her ear and fumbled in her hip-sack for the leather folio. She blew out a long breath as she took out her last vial of Ev and held it up to the moon. There were but a few drops left in it. A little voice in her mind asked if maybe this was the real reason for her wanting to stop tonight, and asked if maybe she could quit right now it wouldn’t be too late. But it was a voice that had become increasingly easier to brush away and she hardly paid it any mind as she sunk her injector into the vial and took up the remaining liquid. 
Holding the injector between her legs, she rolled up the leather sleeve on her left arm and then quickly plunged the needle into her vein. She exhaled slowly as the pleasing warmth spread through her body. It hugged her, made her feel that everything was alright, and her anxiety melted away into forgotten nothingness. She sniffled and then rolled her sleeve back down and walked the remaining distance to the city wall where only darkness ruled. 
Not a single sentry was there to hail her. The gate was nothing more than an iron portcullis set before a thick, wooden door. With her forearm she banged a few times on the rusty steel, her heavy Star-Armor rattling it loudly. “Saint Nuriel,” she yelled as loudly as she could. “Open the gate.”
There was a moment of muffled speak from beyond the gate before the portcullis rattled its way up and the heavy, wooden door swung outward. A pair of rough looking soldiers in simple leather armor greeted her. One held a dwindling torch in his hand, the other an old sword. “Saint Nuriel?” barked the man with the torch.
Nuriel looked at the man and nodded slightly as she tucked her hair behind her ear. 
The man grunted. “You’re one of the ones they’ve been looking for.” 
The men stepped aside and Nuriel entered into the darkened city. The scent of moldy wood and filth was thick in the air. Ramshackle buildings that leaned to and fro lined all the streets, but only the occasional candle could be seen flickering in a window. In every alleyway crude tents of fabric had been erected and here and there Nuriel could make out shadowy groups of people huddled around miserable fires stoked with rubbish or rotten house timbers. Holes in roofs stood out like black voids and in the distance the remnants of a half-dismantled castle shown against the night sky. Where once its towers stood tall and proud, now only jagged nubs remained. The castle itself was nothing but a disjointed series of walls in dwindling step patterns where it had been pilfered of its bricks and timbers over the years. Everything was dark and empty. All the streets seemed lifeless despite the shadowy forms that moved among them. But off to the right shone one building like a beacon. It had steep spires and warm light shone through its stained glass windows. It was a church of Aeoria.
A few more dirty soldiers in ragtag armor came up, one leading a scrawny dog upon a leash. 
Nuriel sniffled and looked out at the church. “I need to speak with an Oracle.”
“Aye,” said the first guard. “We’re to send word the moment we spot any of you.” He turned and greeted the new men as they came up. He looked to the man leading the dog. “Send the quick-hound for the Oracle. We got Saint Nuriel.”
The man with the dog nodded and yanked hard on the leash, causing the scrawny creature to squeal. Quick-hounds were large, shaggy, rawboned dogs with long, lanky legs. This one was the typical silver-gray variety but was scrawny even for its breed. Despite its long fur, Nuriel could see the poor thing’s ribs. It whined nervously, sticking its long, pointed nose into the man’s hands as it sidled up to him, tail flailing every direction. The man reached into his pocket and pulled out a crumpled sheet of paper and a char-stick for writing. “What’s your star?” he asked.
Nuriel turned her neck and held her hair from the back of her neck. The man took a quick look at the stellaglyph scarred upon her flesh. She watched as he tore off a small piece of the paper, and using his leg as a table, used the char-stick to smudge a crude picture of the gate on it and a hasty likeness of her stellaglyph. He rolled the fragment of paper up and stuffed it into a pocket on the dog’s collar. 
“Oracle!” shouted the man, grabbing the creature’s long, narrow snout. He shook it. “Oracle, go!” The man released the creature and unhooked it from the leash. The dog turned and its long legs almost seemed to spin into action as it tore away, its claws scraping and throwing up dirt before finally finding purchase. In the blink of an eye, the thing was gone.
The first man with the torch looked at Nuriel, but his eyes flicked down to the leather bag she wore upon her hip. He licked his lips. “Don’t suppose you got anything in there for a man loyal to Aeoria? …Bread? Dried meat?” He licked his lips again.
Nuriel buried her head into her hands for a moment, her head feeling as if it was spinning. She hadn’t seen an incredible much of Duroton, but it was enough that the contrast between its cities and peoples and what was here in Jerusa was overwhelming. Even the brief glimpses of what she saw in Narbereth as she covertly dashed her way across the countryside to get here was worlds different. Nuriel found herself wishing she had saved more of her Ev, but that diminishing little voice in her mind wondered if there wasn’t enough Ev in the world to drown out some things. 
Nuriel sniffed and opened her bag. Immediately all the men began to push in around her. Before she left Duroton, Nuriel had procured herself plenty of rations for the road. One of the things about Ev was that it never made her feel hungry and she still had plenty of hardtack, dried meat and fruits. 
She reached into her bag and noticed a small group of townsfolk cautiously approaching. One of the guards turned and saw them and started barking at them to get back, to go back home and get out of here. Nuriel started handing out the rations from her bag, the mens’ hands grasping and snatching it all up quicker than she could pull it out. They hungrily shoved it in their mouths as they reached for more, but within seconds Nuriel’s supplies were gone. 
Nuriel looked at the first man she had spoken to and discreetly pulled out her empty vial of Ev. “I…I need more.”
The man chewed ravenously on the dried meat in his mouth as he spoke. “Church. They always got some of that for you Saints. I’m sure the others there will have some.”
“Others?” asked Nuriel.
“Three of ‘em.” said the man. He swallowed and tore into another piece of meat. “Keep to the road here.” he said, pointing at the darkened street. “It’ll lead you right up to that church. They’ll be coming for you, though, I’m sure.”
Nuriel nodded. “Thank you,” she said quietly. She tucked her hair behind her ear and started down the road. She hadn’t walked far before she saw a number of oil lanterns lighting up the road ahead of her. She could hear armor clanking and knew that it was probably Clerical Guard. She stopped and waited for the lights to approach her. As they came she could see that it was an Oracle leading a number of Sin Eaters, accompanied by a handful of Clerical Guard. The Sin Eaters in their beaked masks and billowy black robes were like a flock of ravens following the Oracle. They each held a lantern high, the yellow-green light reflecting eerily upon their green goggles and off the Oracle’s silver mask. The Clerical Guard wore their shiny red armor with grilled visors and held heavy bolt-throwers in their hands. 
“Saint Nuriel, what a pleasant surprise.” The Oracle’s voice reverberated strangely from behind its mirror mask. He stopped a few paces from her and bowed slightly. “We’ve had a sudden rash of missing Saints and it’s good to know that at least one of them is safe and sound. You were mentoring with Saint Isley, were you not?” 
 Nuriel bowed her head slightly and tried to ignore the large number of creepy Sin Eater eyes probing her. She somehow felt naked before them, as if they could see right through her armor, right through her flesh and into her soul. She felt exposed; vulnerable. There was so little Ev in her that she struggled to find its warmth in their presence. She tried to steel herself and swallowed hard. She wondered if she had it in her to lie to the Oracle, to actually pull off her story. Her Ev-muddled mind flopped over a few times before she finally began to speak. “I…we…there was trouble…”
The Sin Eaters suddenly flocked around the Oracle, crouching and bobbing, their beaked masks to the night air, as if sniffing at it. Nuriel could hear their hushed whispers as they spoke secretly between themselves, their green goggles all peering at her. “Sinner! Sinner!” she could hear them hissing. 
The Oracle tilted its head slightly. “Trouble, you say?”
Nuriel swallowed and tucked her hair behind her ear. Apollyon below, why hadn’t she saved more of the Ev? She shook her head. Her eyes diverted from the Oracle. “Isley was…we were in the wilderness and met up with Saints Umbrial, Tia, Gamalael and Arric.” she said quietly, almost inaudibly. She sniffled and tried looking back at the Oracle but found it impossible to look the thing in its glaring mirror mask. And the eyes of the Sin Eaters—those green crystalline eyes—were all probing her. She heard their voices hissing in her head, Sinner! Sinner! “Isley was…they said they were after an Unbound and Isley wanted to go along with them and show me.”
“I see,” said the Oracle. “Where are the other Saints now?”
“They…we found the demon.” said Nuriel. “It…Yig…Its name was Yig.”
Now the Sin Eaters became far more animated as they flocked before the Oracle, bobbing up and down, hissing at one another. The Oracle stood there, its mirror mask cast in the glow of the lanterns as it seemed to peer through her. 
“We fought it…and…but…” Nuriel felt flustered by all the whispers and the unflinching mask of the Oracle. She wiped a hand down her face and desperately sought the last remnants of the Ev within her. She started to huff and puff, unable to get another word out, completely aggravated by the whispers of Sinner! Sinner! Sinner! that came from the flock of Sin Eaters.
“And this demon named Yig killed all the others?” prompted the Oracle. 
Nuriel looked down at the dark road and nodded her head. She bit her lip. All she could hear were the Sin Eaters hissing at one another, Sinner! Sinner! Sinner!
“Take your time, Nuriel.” said the Oracle. “Tell me exactly what happened. Did you help fight this demon?”
“I…yes, we fought him.” said Nuriel, annoyed. She sniffled and tried to look back up at the Oracle but found she couldn’t and turned her head. 
“Did all the others fall fighting him?”
“Isley…well, they…it was Umbrial who…”
“Take your time,” said the Oracle patiently. “You’ve been through quite a lot it seems.”
Nuriel paused a moment and closed her eyes. She held her head in her hands. She breathed deeply a few times. Then she opened her eyes and looked back at the Oracle. “No,” she said, forcing herself to just recount the story she had devised over the last few days. “Umbrial and Isley struck down Yig. But there was another Saint.”
The Oracle tilted its head. “Another Saint, you say?”
Nuriel bit her lip. “Yes. She was…she was different. None of us knew her.”
“Different? In what way?”
“I…I don’t know.” said Nuriel. “She…she was…”
“What was her name?”
Nuriel bit her lip and looked at the Oracle. “She said her name was Celacia.” 
Suddenly the Sin Eaters went silent and even the Oracle seemed to become more attentive. Nuriel looked down at the dirt road and with her foot scraped out Celacia’s strange stellaglyph. “That was her star.”
The Oracle looked down at it silently and the Sin Eaters cringed and seemed to withdraw behind the Oracle as they huddled and whispered in the night. 
“She…she killed the others.” said Nuriel. “I…I tried to fight her but…but when I touched her my hand withered. She…she killed everybody without even touching them. I…I tried to fight her but…I…I don’t remember…”
The Oracle looked back at Nuriel and she could see her warped reflection in its silver mask. She bit her lip, trying to figure out if it believed her or not. It betrayed no hint of anything. It just stood there looking at her with that faceless, silver mask.
“You don’t remember what?” prompted the Oracle at last.
“I…I just remember falling and then everything going black.” said Nuriel. “I thought I was dead, but then I woke up a few days later.”
“I see.” said the Oracle. “The news of this…rogue Saint named Celacia is disconcerting to say the least. I am afraid we are going to have to take you back to Sanctuary, Nuriel.”
Nuriel felt her stomach drop out. Did it believe her? Did it know she was lying? Worse, did it know the truth? “I…but…I mean…you, believe me, right?”
“We did detect the death of an Unbound demon recently,” said the Oracle. “However, the news of—”
Just then there was an intense brightness in the night sky. Nuriel looked up, and in the southern sky there was a white streak that was gone in an instant, followed by what sounded like the roar of a dragon. Nuriel’s mouth opened. 
It was a falling star. 
She knew it. She had seen a falling star. Another star had fallen from the sky, and she had actually seen it happen. She had heard about them, but never before had she seen one.
“It would seem our trip to Sanctuary must now be delayed, Saint Nuriel.” said the Oracle. The Sin Eaters all began pulling papers and brass compasses from their robes and looking at the sky with astrolabes and other tools. The Oracle looked at the Sin Eaters and said with some haste, “South by south-west, three-degrees. Two-hundred miles. The star was Draco-Novem.” The Oracle looked at the two Clerical Guardsmen and said, “Inform the church. Tell father Erinys to send word to Sanctuary. Tell him it was Draco-Novem that fell. We’ll need horses ready. We must leave tonight.”
“Yes, sir!” said the guards in unison, and with a clap of their armor they turned and hurried down the street.
“What…what’s going on?” asked Nuriel. “Was…was that a falling star? Did we just see a star fall from the sky?”
The Oracle turned to Nuriel. It seemed to mull something over in its mind momentarily before saying, “Saint Nuriel, there have been a number of uprisings throughout Jerusa as of late. The people didn’t take too kindly to Gatima declaring a steel shortage last month. There is a caer—a small town—just south-east from here. Caer Gatima. Seems the people there have done quite a job taking the city for themselves. They’ve already burned the church and killed Father Tarask and his clerics. Saints Adonael, Ovid and Hadraniel are here, on their way there in the morning. I would like you to join their constellation and quell the uprising there.”
Nuriel pursed her lips. The name Adonael was a familiar one. He was the boy who tossed her cat out the window. Being as no Saints ever shared the same name, not even after death, it had to be the same Adonael. 
“They’re at the church house now, I believe.” said the Oracle. “Please, meet up with them tonight and report for duty.”
“But…what about Gatima and Sanctuary?” asked Nuriel. “I…I don’t want to be recalled.”
“Don’t worry about that.” said the Oracle. “I’ll send word to Gatima and Sanctuary about what you’ve told me. Eventually, however, we’re going to have to get some more information from you. The news of this Saint you call Celacia is quite troubling.”
Nuriel nodded. “Understood.”
“Thank you very much, Nuriel.” said the Oracle with a slight bow. “I’m sorry for the loss of your mentor, as well as the others. I’m sure it’s been quite hard on you.”
Nuriel diverted her eyes and nodded slightly. “Thank you.”
“Once you finish your work in Caer Gatima, report directly to Gatimaria.” said the Oracle. “And Nuriel, do not speak a word of what you have told me to anybody. Not even King Gatima. If anybody asks, the others died fighting the demon Yig, and you narrowly escaped.”
 ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦
A long fence of rusty iron spikes, patrolled by a large number of Clerical Guard, separated the church from the rest of the city. Here the roads were paved with nice stones and illuminated by lamp posts that flickered with yellow-green gaslight. The surrounding homes were brightly lit and inviting and Nuriel knew that the clergy, their guards and higher ranking city officials all lived here. The church was definitely original construction to the city and was the only such structure still completely intact. Its gothic demeanor and high spires seemed at odds with the surrounding homes of more modern timber and brick construction. Upon its front, beneath the bell tower, was a large, circular stained glass picture of Aeoria with her arms spread wide. Lining the walls were tall, narrow stained glass windows depicting modern Saints, including one of Umbrial that made Nuriel cringe. She looked away but she swore she could feel his accusing eyes following her as she went around to the back of the church. 
Most churches had a residence for Saints, as did this one. A set of stone steps led up to a large building of original construction that was connected to the church. There was a pair of heavy, oaken doors banded with decorative bronze straps, and above it, a gold plaque with the Star of Aeoria upon it. Nuriel pulled them open and stepped into a spacious chamber. 
A fire blazed in a giant fireplace and a wooden table was set with freshly cooked foods and a couple decanters of water and wine. Sitting around the table were three Saints in their leather bodysuits and black Star-Armor. Two of them—one with hair and eyes as shiny and black as polished obsidian, and the other with hair and eyes as silver as Isley’s—sat reclining in their chairs as they watched a number of half-starved naked women attempting to dance provocatively for them. The third Saint was laughing as he sat reclined in his chair, his star-metal boots up on the table. He tossed a grape at one of the dancing women and it bounced off her forehead. She looked down at it hungrily as it fell to the stone floor.
“Go ahead, eat it you dumb bitch.” said Adonael. His hair and eyes were as ruby-red as Nuriel remembered. The woman began to bend over for the grape when Adonael yelled at her. “Turn around so we can see your ass.” He threw a few more and they bounced off her boney butt cheeks. He laughed as she scrambled to pick the grapes up, shoving them in her mouth as fast as she could. The other women looked on expectantly—ravenously—through their long, dirty hair. They stood around the room swaying and twisting sheepishly, their skeletal frames and withered breasts leaving little to desire. 
The Saint with the chrome hair and eyes grabbed a couple rolls from the table and tossed them at the women. Five scrambled for them, fighting and pushing and clawing over the two measly buns. 
The Saint with the black hair and eyes grabbed a few more rolls and tossed them out for the others. “Eat.” he said, his voice as deep and cold as the ocean depths.
Adonael laughed as the women clutched greedily at the rolls, shoving them into their mouths as fast as they could. They cautiously eyed the Saints, as if they feared their meal might be ripped from their grasps. “If that bread makes you thirsty I’ve got something for you to drink,” said Adonael, motioning at his crotch as he lay reclined with his legs on the table. “They call it milk of the Saints. Good for what ails you.” He laughed and grabbed a vine of grapes and threw it at one of the women. “Come suck me off and I’ll give you some of this here—”
Adonael toppled into the table and it all came crashing down on him as Nuriel’s fist slammed into his cheek with all the force of Caliber she could muster. She thought she might have even felt his jaw break. The other two Saints shot up from their chairs in the blink of an eye, their weapons drawn, as the surprised women—still bold enough to take their food with them—all scuttled into the corner near the fireplace.
“That’s for my cat.” spat Nuriel. She kicked the downed Adonael in the ribs, her star-metal boot clanking loudly against his breastplate. “And that’s just because I don’t like you.” 
Adonael’s red eyes shone wide with stunned surprise as he looked up from the floor and mess of food he was covered in. His surprise quickly melted into a smile as he came to recognize Nuriel’s snarling face. He stood up and wiped the splattered food from his armor, the whole time looking at Nuriel, smiling brightly. He was about a foot taller than she, and taller than the other two Saints as well. He rubbed his jaw, encompassing it with golden Caliber energy as he healed the bruised tissue and broken bone. 
“Nuriel. Long time no see.” he said when at last his jaw was back to normal. He opened and closed his mouth a few times to test it out. He shook his head and looked back down at her. “You’re still upset with me I can see, but seems you’ve grown bold enough to at least tell me so.”
“Ex-girlfriend?” asked the Saint with silver hair as he sheathed his sword. His companion with the obsidian hair did the same.
Adonael laughed. “Nah. I couldn’t even get her to give me a kiss. She’s mad ‘cause I threw her cat out the window.”
The silver haired Saint chuckled. “Don’t mess with a woman’s pussy.” 
“Yeah, tell me about it.” Adonael huffed a laugh and smiled down at Nuriel, his ruby eyes raking over her.
“Saint Nuriel, pleased to make your acquaintance. Well, certainly more pleased than Adonael anyway, and I’d like to keep it that way.” said the Saint with silver hair. He bowed deeply. “I am Saint Hadraniel.”
“Saint Ovid,” said the Saint with the black hair and eyes, bowing slightly. He had an eerily calm and cold presence about him, and his eyes lingered on Nuriel. His voice was deep and resonant as he spoke. “You must be back from the dead. There’s been talk that a number of Saints might recently have fallen or died. Your name was among them.”
Nuriel returned his glare. “We ran into an Unbound named Yig and he got the best of us. So yeah, I suppose I am back from the dead.”
“Your mentor Isley.” asked Ovid. “Did he fall or did he die?”
“Isley, Tia, Umbrial, Gamalael and Arric all died in battle.” said Nuriel coldly. “None of them fell. They all died in honor to Sanctuary’s service.”
Ovid nodded with something like approval. “Many thought Isley would fall one day. I’m glad to hear he died with honor.”
Adonael rubbed Nuriel’s shoulder and said, “Sorry to hear that. I fought an Unbound about two years ago with Saint Asaph. He didn’t make it out either.”
Nuriel sniffled and tucked her hair behind her ear and turned away from him. “Yeah, well, we all die in the line of duty at some point, I guess.”
Adonael nodded. “So what brings you here?”
“I’m supposed to join your constellation and help quell the uprising in Caer Gatima.” said Nuriel.
“We’re leaving at first light.” said Adonael. “I’ll be glad to have you. This won’t be as easy as it usually is. Word is that the townsfolk already overthrew the church and Gatima’s soldiers. They all have bolt-throwers and who knows what else. They’ve walled themselves up and are prepared to fight.”
Nuriel sniffled and nodded her head. She bit her lip and looked at Adonael. “Do you guys got any Ev?”
“Yeah, we’ve got plenty.” said Adonael. “This church is pretty well stocked. Take what you need before we leave.”
Nuriel felt relief wash over her. “Where is it?”
“I’ll show you.” said Hadraniel. “Father Erinys keeps it all—”
“What’s going on out there?” asked Ovid, he gestured toward the window where the shadowy forms of Sin Eaters carrying lanterns were scrambling back and forth. The muffled voice of the Oracle could be heard shouting orders as well.
Nuriel frowned. “When I arrived there was a falling star.” said Nuriel. All eyes turned to her. “I think it put the Oracle and Sin Eaters on edge.”
“Yeah, that’ll get their dander up.” said Hadraniel. “Hopefully it wasn’t over anywhere we’re going.”
Nuriel looked at Hadraniel. “Why?”
“It’ll be swarming with Sin Eaters and Oracles, that’s why.” said Adonael. “And if they even think you saw something, you’ll disappear real quick.”
Nuriel’s brow furled. “Why? What happens where a star falls?”
Hadraniel shrugged. “Who knows. Who cares. All I know is you don’t go there until things quiet down.”
Ovid nodded. “I saw what happens once. It was shortly after I received my Call to Guard. I was mentoring with Saint Lucretius in Valdasia and we saw a star fall far to the west. We decided to go see. By the time we got there the Oracles and Sin Eaters were already there. They had killed all the villagers and they carried something off with them. What, I don’t know. I never saw it. We only heard from some of the escapees. Told us they took something from one of the houses and killed anybody who might have seen what it was.”
“I’ve heard the same thing.” said Hadraniel. “Always the same story. Oracles and Sin Eaters swarm the place, kill everybody, and take something away.”
“What do you think they take?” asked Nuriel.
“Some say its Star-Armor.” said Adonael. “Some say it’s the star itself. Truth is, nobody knows.”
“And don’t go looking either.” said Hadraniel. “Like Adonael said, they even think you saw something and you’ll disappear. I heard that’s what happened to Saint Leliel twenty years ago. Dumb luck put her right where a star fell and she went poking around before the Oracles arrived. They say she was hauled off by the Sin Eaters and was never heard from again.”
Nuriel shivered. Being hauled off by a flock of Sin Eaters didn’t sound very appealing.
“Best not to even think about it.” said Adonael, slapping Nuriel on the shoulder. “Why don’t you go get cleaned up. You look like you’ve been through Hell and back.” His eyes raked over her again. “I supposed that’s even somewhat true.”
Nuriel bit her lip and looked down. 
“Come on,” said Hadraniel. “I’ll show you where Father Erinys keeps the Ev for us. And, Aeoria bless this place, the best thing is we’ve got beds and baths with hot, running water upstairs. You don’t find that too often in this stars-forsaken country.”
Adonael looked over at the naked women who were all huddled around the fireplace. He bent over and picked up a hunk of meat from the floor. “Now ladies, I believe we were going to see which one of you wants to earn this here meat.”



— 17 —
A VISITATION 


The church had become something of a new home to Rook and his baby sister Ursula over the last few days. Mister Brumal and his son Estival had found Rook and Ursula hiding in the rubble of their old home and taken them both to the church, which had been converted to a makeshift base for the old and young willing to take up arms. By now most of the old city had been abandoned and the people moved into the outlying houses of the church. Despite living five or six families to a house, the people were living quite comfortably. For the first time in their lives the people had running water, gaslight and heat. 
Mister Brumal himself had become the leader of the rebellion, voted into the position by the rest of the town. It was a title he didn’t take lightly or without much apprehension, but Rook figured there was no better man for the job and he had thus far been extremely successful. Already they controlled ninety-percent of the city, with only a small handful of Clerical Guard and town officials holed up at the eastern end of the city. The rest of the clergy, their guard and town officials had been killed in battle or hung, their bodies adorning the city wall. The few that remained posed little threat, considering the people now had hundreds of bolt-throwers amongst them, swords and other weapons. Not only that, but they had plenty of food too. The church’s larder was full of wine, cheese, bread and other sundries. They also had all the livestock from it and the surrounding homes. Fresh meat and milk were in no short supply and the people were making the most of it, trying desperately to get their strength back. Mister Brumal wanted more control of rationing the provisions, but it was the one thing he was constantly being overruled on. Most of the people of the city had never known a proper meal in their lives and the desire to fill their bellies was more than they could resist. For the first time Rook could remember, the people of their small little city didn’t all look like pale skeletons. There were smiling faces; children laughing; people talking, and not just in whispers. 
It was early afternoon and a warm Spring sun filtered through the stained glass windows of the church, throwing colorful shafts of light upon the pews. There were a few people resting or praying to Aeoria in them, and a handful of men with bolt-throwers standing guard near the windows and doors. Rook breathed contentedly from his shadowy, out-of-the-way corner. There he had made something of a nest out of blankets upon the floor between a pair of stone pillars. The fireplace was upon the opposite side of the wall, and its radiant heat warmed the walls and floor, making this area Rook’s favorite, cozy place for getting Ursula to nap. 
He held his baby sister in his lap as she sucked warm milk from a bottle. Rook looked down at her and smiled. Her big eyes opened, showing off their incredibly dark-blue color. She stopped sucking and smiled, flailing her arms and chirping out something of a laugh. It was infectious and Rook couldn’t help but laugh too. He had never seen her so happy, so healthy. Rook sighed and leaned his head back upon the warm wall and closed his eyes.
When next he opened them an hour or two had passed. Ursula was sleeping soundly in his arms. Rook gently laid her down upon the blankets and wrapped her up. He stood and stretched, yawning. Without thinking about it, his hand went to his pocket and began rubbing the Golothic. He loved its sandy texture and pleasing warmth. During the cold nights and mornings he would take it out and bundle it between himself and Ursula. The Golothic and the magically light dagger had become his secret possessions. He kept the dagger rolled up and tucked in the waist of his pants. It worked out well since the pants were too long and rolling the dagger up in the waist seemed to take up just the right amount of slack.
Rook breathed uneasily as he thought about the Golothic and the words the demon Bulifer had spoken to him. There were whispers amongst the people that King Gatima was sending Saints. He had heard Mister Brumal talking about it too, and how to fortify the city and defend it if they came. Rook felt completely confused by everything. He had grown up listening to the stories from Father Tarask about the Saints and their heroics. His whole life he had dreamed of meeting one of the Saints Caliber. But now that Father Tarask was gone—strung up and burned upon a stake with the Sin Eaters and Oracle—people were openly sharing stories of terrible things. Stories of Saints killing and burning people, and even worse. The clergy and Father Tarask had been charged with crimes by Mister Brumal and the rest of the townsfolk, all of them burned or hanged or shot in the head with a bolt-thrower. 
Everything Rook had come to know and believe was unraveling. What was good and what was evil? Rook stroked the Golothic in his pocket, remembering Bulifer and those burning eyes of his. The words he spoke echoed in his mind: “One day very soon you shall meet some Saints. After you meet them I shall come to you, and I shall ask you one question, and you must answer me yes or no with honesty. I shall ask you if you still believe the Saints are good and are here to protect the people of the world.”
Rook shivered and took his hand off the Golothic. He closed his eyes and tried to steel himself and all his beliefs. The Saints had to be good. He told himself this over and over again. If the Saints were a lie—an evil fake like Father Tarask—that would mean that Aeoria too, must be a lie. It would have to mean that everything was a lie. It would mean that there was nothing good in this world; nothing left for him to believe in. Rook looked over to the stained glass windows that depicted the Saints of yore. There was his favorite, Saint Bryant of the Horn who brought food and bounty and gifts wherever he went. Saint Bryant fought and slew the Cerberus. Rook bit his lip. Saint Bryant was real. His legend was real. His kindness and love were real. They had to be.

Rook wiped an unbidden tear from his eye and walked around to the front of the church where the altar sat—a glass coffin filled with roses—and upon it, a podium where an ancient, hefty tome lay. Rook looked around but the church was empty but for a few guards dozing about or looking out the windows. He climbed up the altar and quickly took down the book. It weighed a ton and he nearly dropped it. Quietly, he took the giant thing around the corner to where Ursula was sleeping and sat down beside her with the book on his lap. It was bound in brown leather, a golden Star of Aeoria embellishing the cover. 
He flipped through the pages, taking in their pleasant scent. He had never smelled a book before. There was something comforting about the musty, old scent of it and it was mingled with years of incense smoke. On every page there were scrawled strange letters and words, some of them embellished with gold and silver inks, some of them more picturesque. They meant nothing to him. They were just squiggles and flourishes of ink. Rook bit his lip. There must be thousands of pages and millions of words, he thought. He wondered how anybody could ever manage to read it; how one would even begin to go about learning how to read all the countless words. He flipped and flipped. He had no idea what he was looking for. A picture? A word? Anything at all that might stand out and give meaning and truth to the things he had been told all his life. But there was nothing. Just endless, countless, millions of meaningless scribbles. Rook exhaled, frustration gripping him. He closed the book hard and kicked it away from him. 
Rook wiped another tear from his cheek. And then another. Was anything he was told true? It didn’t seem like it. He was told of food shortages, yet here in the church and the surrounding homes there was plenty. He was told Saints were heroes, yet all the people were preparing for battle with them. He was told that demons were evil, yet the one he met happened to save him and Ursula. Rook sniffed and buried his head in his hands. “The Saints have to be good,” he sobbed to himself. “They have to be.”
“Not all things in this world are as they seem,” came a kindly voice that startled Rook. “Sometimes that is a good thing, and other times it is a bad thing.”
Rook looked up to find an old man standing over him, smiling softly. He held a gnarly cane that looked more like a fallen branch, but had sprigs of green buds on it. His skin was pale white, albino even, but in somehow such a manner that it was not displeasing or shocking. He had long white hair—as white and pure as the driven snows—and it draped over his shoulders, and his beard and mustache dropped down to his chest. He wore a white gown that was shiny, smooth and silky, as if it were wet, but he had no shoes and his boney feet were bare upon the stone floor. He smiled, his large blue eyes sparkling in the gaslight of the dimly lit church. There was something about him that was comforting and warm. Something about his presence that was wholesome, and Rook had the sudden urge to get up and hug him. 
Rook stood up, but then he noticed the red stains upon the man’s gown. He gasped.
The man looked down upon his own chest and frowned slightly, then placed the cane before his breast and hunched over, concealing the bloody wound with his hands and white beard. 
“Are…are you hurt?” asked Rook, looking around. There were just a few people in the church, but none of them seemed to have taken any notice of him or the old man. 
“Just a little,” said the man. “But I am fine. This wound cannot kill.” His voice was ancient, yet deep and rich and full of life. He smiled at Rook. Then he looked down at the bible Rook had kicked. He knelt over, propping one hand atop his budding cane and picking the book up with his other. He held the book in his hand for a moment, feeling its weight. “This book once told people about the love of Aeoria.” He nodded at it, as if in quiet contemplation. Then he looked back at Rook with his large, blue, crystalline eyes. “Do you know that all things have a cycle? Night follows day; Death follows life; Destruction follows creation.” He handed the book to Rook. “But,” continued the man. “No matter how dark the night gets, a new dawn will always come. No matter how much death is visited upon this world, new life will be born. No matter how much destruction, something new is always just around the corner. And most importantly, no matter how evil times become, good will once again reign.”
Rook looked at the heavy tome and then at the man. “But…doesn’t that mean that no matter what happens, evil will rule again?”
The old man smiled solemnly as he nodded. “Yes, it does. Such is the way of this universe. Such is the way of cycles.” He looked softly upon the sleeping Ursula, and then returned his large, blue eyes to Rook. “But you must not despair. Evil must work in secret to take hold. It must work in shadows and whittle good away little by little. It cannot make itself known, for once known, people begin to stand up. You see, the thing is, all it takes for Good to take hold is for one person to stand up.” He paused and looked about the church and then smiled back at Rook. “Look what has happened here in this city, all because one man in church stood up. Imagine what might happen if one day you stand up? If one day, everybody stands up with you?” 
Rook looked at the man curiously as he chewed the words over in his young mind. He could feel the warmth of the Golothic in his pocket and he thought about the covenant he had made with the demon. “Can it ever be too late for somebody? Too late to do good?” 
The old man looked upon Rook. “I suppose for some it can be too late. But even the very evil have done good at some point in their life, perhaps no more than made their mother smile when they were but a babe. There is no man who has not at some point made another laugh or smile at least once. And there, in the kindnesses that they have done, lies a foothold for good to once again take hold, if only they wish to find it.” The man smiled down at Rook. “The Good that men do can never be undone. The touch of love is never forgotten. Evil unravels quickly once it is brought to light. It is finding the man who dares to hold the torch and bring it to light that is hard to find. Evil makes itself ugly on purpose so that none would dare openly view it, or dare to cast light upon it.” The man looked at the bible Rook held. “There used to be a lesson in that book: When you look upon evil, you must not blink.” 
Rook looked at the bible. “But, nobody can even read this? How do we know what’s right?” 
The man looked at Rook thoughtfully and hobbled over to him, and Rook felt a strange but pleasing sensation wash over him. “That’s the beautiful thing about good. You don’t need books or Gods to know what’s right.” He tapped Rook on the chest. “She put it all right there for you, and you can feel it as certainly as you can feel sunlight on your face.” 
Where the man had tapped him, Rook felt a fever-warmth; a kindness and gentleness he had never felt before. He looked up at the man, the red blot upon his chest larger now and not so easily concealed by his beard or by holding his hands upon his cane near his chest. Despite the blood that soaked through his white gown, there was something about the man that made it somehow not scary or gory. “Who are you?” 
“Just a friend.” said the old man with a smile.
“Are you from here?” asked Rook. “I…I don’t ever recall seeing you before.” There were very few townsfolk who lived to be so old, and none Rook had ever seen to be so old as to have white hair and beard.
“I traveled very far to come here.” said the man. “To come here and see you.”
Rook’s brow furled. “To see me? But…why?”
The man looked over at Ursula who lay sleeping in the nest of warm blankets. He smiled. Then he looked back down at Rook. “Because you have been given the chance to do great good or great evil.” said the man. 
“And you want me to do good?” asked Rook.
The man smiled warmly. “Cycles always turn.” he said. “I cannot tell you what to do, or what you should do. I cannot tell you what path you should take. But, you will always know.” He tapped Rook’s chest. “You will always know what you should do and what path you should walk. And where upon that path you find yourself will be the answer to whether you have done right or done wrong.”
Rook’s brow furled as he mulled the man’s words over. “But…can you stay? Can you come with me?”
The man placed a pale hand on Rook’s shoulder and he felt a pleasing, warm, tickle there. “My travel here was by way of great pain and I am very tired. My time is very nearly up.” he said, looking down at his chest. His gown was nearly soaked through with blood. For the first time, Rook noticed that the fabric, heavy with crimson, clung to something beneath it. It was a sword hilt, Rook was sure of it. The man had a sword buried in his chest.
“Let me get you help,” said Rook.
The man smiled. “I told you, this wound cannot kill. Do not fear for me.” He looked over toward a window and pointed. “They are here, I believe.” He looked back at Rook. “Just remember, Good only needs a man who is not afraid to hold a light to Evil. When you look at evil, you must not blink.”
Just then there was shouting from outside. “Saints!” came a cry. “Saints are coming!” 
Rook’s heart leapt and he looked to the window for a brief second. The guards who were dozing about the church suddenly sprang to life and dashed for the door. Outside, Rook could see people running. He turned around. “What’s your…” But the old man was no longer there.
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THE COVENANT OF BULIFER 


Nuriel had seen a couple scouts in the woods as they approached the city but she hadn’t mentioned anything to the other three. She probably should have, since she knew her future likely depended on how well she could sell herself on this battle. Without Isley, without Umbrial, Tia, Gamalael or Arric, there was nobody who could attest to her loyalty. Just the opposite, in fact, it made her look rather suspicious that they were all gone and she the lone survivor. Nuriel knew that the Oracles would be questioning Adonael, Hadraniel and Ovid about how she performed today. If she hesitated here—couldn’t bring herself to kill a woman or child—they’d tell Sanctuary about it. It would make her look even more suspicious. On the other hand, if she could just get this job done quickly and efficiently, it would all be over with and they’d certainly tell the Oracles that she performed admirably. At least a certain amount of suspicion would vanish.
But then again, she already failed to mention the scouts she had seen. The city would already be expecting them. 
Nuriel exhaled loudly. “Hold up.” she said. 
The other three stopped and watched as Nuriel opened the small leather pouch on her side and took out her injector. “Good idea,” said Adonael. “The caer should be just ahead, past that line of trees.” He and Hadraniel began pulling out their own injectors.
Nuriel sniffled and plunged her injector into a vial of Ev and took up a slightly larger dose than what she had come to consider ‘adequate’. She glanced up at Ovid. The black-eyed Saint stood there silently, watching. “Want some?”
“Don’t need any.” said Ovid. “We’re doing what I like to do best.”
Nuriel tucked her golden hair behind her ear and handed her injector to Ovid. “Then here, do me.” She tilted her head to the side, exposing the soft flesh of her neck and the artery there.
Nuriel gritted her teeth at the sting as he gently sank the needle into her neck. She could feel the warmth of the Ev push out, rushing through her body. Ecstasy collected in her chest and groin; a collage of images swirled briefly in her mind, spiraling up a pillar of flame as she looked to the sky. She dared not look down just yet, for in her mind’s eye the mother with her little boy and baby would be there. If she paid them any heed they would take her to places hard to come back from. She was learning to control the influence of the Ev within her and she exhaled slowly, feeling the care and emotion wash out of her. It was only then that her mind was free to focus on the present without fear of chasing visions. Nuriel breathed deeply and sighed contentedly as she took her injector back.
“Do me too,” said Adonael, handing his injector to Ovid. 
Hadraniel removed his star-metal gauntlet and bracer from his left arm and began rolling up his sleeve. “I only do myself.” he said. “You sure you don’t want any, Ovid?”
“I requested to come here, to Jerusa, you know.” said Ovid as he injected Adonael. He handed the man back his injector and looked at Hadraniel, his black eyes emotionless, cold. 
“Most of us request to get out of Jerusa,” said Hadraniel, and he slowly sunk the tip of his needle into his arm. “This country is an impoverished dump. Not a single ass or chest worth looking at, unless you’re into skeletons, I guess. And here you are specifically requesting to come here?”
“Why?” asked Nuriel, packing away her Ev.
“Like I said, we’re doing what I like to do best.” said Ovid. “There’s a lot more of it here than anywhere else. Except maybe Penatallia, but the people there aren’t half as fun to deal with as they are here. The people here are cutoff from the world. They’re still innocent and a little naïve, and that leaves them hope that there can be a better day. They’re not quite as beaten down yet. Makes the job more fun.”
Nuriel frowned. 
Ovid placed a hand on Nuriel’s shoulder and his cold, obsidian eyes gazed into hers. “If you want to keep your hands clean, you ask for Narbereth. If you want to be on your own, you ask for the Woes. But if you want to have fun, you ask for here or Penatallia.”
“What’s in the Woes?” asked Nuriel.
“Nothing.” said Ovid. “It’s the southernmost portion of Valdasia. Mostly swamps. Some Unbound, I’ve heard. Not much else. No big cities, nothing of interest to King Verami. Saints down there don’t have much to do and they’re mostly Eremitics.”
“Sounds like my kind of life,” said Hadraniel, rolling his sleeve down. “So long as there are plenty of pretty ladies, that is.”
“Good luck with that.” said Adonael. “Any Saint who’s been doing their job long enough wants to be assigned to the Woes and granted Erimiticy. You gotta really earn a spot like that. Sanctuary won’t just hand it out.” He pointed ahead. “We best be quiet from here on in. Caer’s just beyond that line of trees.”
Adonael lead them about a hundred yards through the sparse woods until the trees abruptly ended. He motioned for them to all take up positions behind the trees. Ahead, there was a freshly planted field being pecked at by some crows, and beyond that, the wall of the city. The caer’s walls were simple stone construction, no more than six or seven feet high. There was a single gate but it had been barricaded off with heaps of rubble and debris. At the top of the wall Nuriel could see a few helmets protruding as sentries stood on the other side, keeping watch for them, no doubt. Hanging from the walls in numerous places were the bodies of clergy and some town officials. Upon a pike near the front gate was a head that had been burned beyond recognition. Next to it was another pike, the silver mirror-mask was charred but unmistakable. 
“Looks like the rumors were right.” said Adonael. “They’ve killed the Oracle, and I’ll bet the other head is Father Tarask. That means we have to assume they’re all armed with bolt-throwers too. It’s just us four, but we can probably take them all if we’re careful. Or we could hang back and wait for backup.”
“Backup?” asked Nuriel.
“Behemoth Kraken and his Saint, Rathaniel of the Grieving Hand.” muttered Hadraniel. 
“Who is Behemoth Kraken?” asked Nuriel. 
“King Gatima does not like to appoint nobles or Exalteds, but when he does, he sure knows how to pick ‘em.” said Adonael. “Isley never mentioned him to you?”
Nuriel shrugged. 
Ovid chuckled coldly. “He’s my kind of Exalted.”
Adonael frowned. He looked at Nuriel. “Trust me, if you see him, steer clear. And believe me, you’ll know him when you see him. The less you have to do with him, the better. Rathaniel is missing his left arm because he pissed him off one day.”
“And that’s exactly why we’re not waiting for backup.” said Hadraniel. “Let’s get this over with and get out of here before he shows up. The last thing I want is to have to accompany him back to Gatimaria…or have him decide to take one of us for his own.” He seemed to shiver at that last thought.
“Agreed.” said Adonael. He poked his head around the tree. “Ovid, you take the north end. Nuriel, you and me are taking center. Hadraniel, you take the south. We all dash forward, jump the wall, and just unleash on ‘em all.” He looked at the group. “Gatima was very clear: no survivors. If there’s one thing he can’t stand, it’s somebody taking his stuff, and as far as he’s concerned, these people just took his city.” He looked directly at Nuriel and said, “And believe me, if Behemoth Kraken comes here and finds so much as a single baby alive, he’s going to count this as a failure on our part, and I have no desire to end up like Rathaniel.” He breathed deep and puffed out his breath. He looked back at the group. “We ready?”
Nuriel and the others nodded.
“Good.” said Adonael. “Watch your backs and keep moving. Don’t let them have time to aim their bolt-throwers at you. Weapons out.”
The Saints all drew forth their swords. 
“On my count, we dash,” said Adonael. “One…two…three!” 
In a blinding flare of Caliber energy the four sped from the edge of the trees, splitting off into their assigned directions. Halfway across the field Nuriel heard a few shouts of “Saints!”, but by the time she saw the barrels of any bolt-throwers she was already over the wall. Before the first shot could be fired, her sword had already cut down four sentries, their blood upon her face far cooler than the warmth the Ev provided her.
 ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ 
Rook wrapped Ursula up in a blanket as she stirred from her nap and began fussing. He tried cooing to her but his soft voice was drowned by the sudden rush of bolt-thrower fire that echoed through the streets. He looked around, wondering where the old man had gone, but had no time to ponder the mystery right now. He looked to the stained glass windows where shadows of men with bolt-throwers flicked by. He could hear them shouting; could hear men and women screaming. JINK-JINK-JINK went the bolt-throwers. Rook bit his lip. Part of him knew he should seek safety, that he should run and find a place to hide himself and Ursula. But there was another part of him that longed to see a Saint, that longed to believe the stories and legends were true. He had to know. He had to see for himself. 
Rook pressed Ursula tightly to his chest as he slipped out the church and into the cool air and bright light of the springtime afternoon. He stood upon the church’s steps and saw men running toward the city’s wall. Amongst the streets of dilapidated houses that stood just beyond the church’s perimeter he could hear the hammering of bolt-throwers and the cries of men. Ursula began bawling and Rook held her tight as he scampered down the steps and away from the church. He tried to keep to the narrower, darker streets as he went, slipping between leaning houses or cutting through the alleys made of older, crumbled buildings. As best he could he avoided the townsmen who ran in all directions, trying to make his way toward the shouts and clamor of battle. He could feel his heart pounding; could hear an echo of a voice in his head telling him to just find a place to hide. But right now his entire body buzzed with excitement and his longing to see a Saint was a pull greater than the fear he felt. 
He came upon the back of a home with a large hole of rotten wood and plaster and slipped inside, cutting across the barren, dirt-floor of the main room and out the front entryway. Outside that house, a major roadway of dirt opened up, giving a clear view of the city’s wall. And it was there, amidst the pounding of bolt-throwers and the screams of men that he saw for the first time a Saint. 
Rook’s mouth opened and closed. She was beautiful, encompassed in a soft, white glow. Her hair was like spun gold, and her eyes of the same metal, but molten. She stood before the stone wall of the city, a large claymore of black star-metal in her hands. She wore a white bodysuit, and upon her chest, arms and legs were the same metal of absolute black. 
Ursula’s crying shook Rook from his awe just as he saw a pair of townsmen run up and fall to a knee, taking aim with their bolt-throwers. Rook wanted to scream at them, to tell them not to shoot, but his eyes fixed again on the Saint. Her beauty and surreal presence stunned him and he couldn’t get any words to escape his lips.
But then the Saint’s face twisted into a snarl. The men unleashed their bolt-throwers—JINK-JINK-JINK-JINK—and the Saint bounded into action. She moved like a shooting star, the radiant aura of her Caliber trailing behind her as she kicked herself off the wall just as it exploded into fragments from the bolt-throwers. She dashed across the road, throwing herself upon the wall of a house and bounding off of it, moving too quick for the men to shoot. The ground behind her exploded as shots missed her; the wall of the house sending a shower of broken fragments down. She shot up upon a rooftop and disappeared from Rook’s sight, the men with bolt-throwers scrambling down the road after her.
Rook stood there in stunned awe, Ursula pressed to his chest, crying. In all directions he could hear screaming; could hear the roar of gun fire. But all he could think was that he had seen one of the Saints Caliber. He had seen a Saint. And she was beautiful, radiant, unnatural even. She glowed with the powers of her Caliber, just as he had always heard. She had been wearing Star-Armor, that impossibly heavy metal he had actually touched back in Karver’s room of treasures. She was a Saint, one of the Saints Caliber. And he had seen her. His mind ticked through a dozen irreconcilable ideas about why the people were shooting at her—at the Saints—if the Saints had actually come to help them. 
“Rook! Rook!” shouted Mister Brumal, startling Rook from his wonder. “What are you doing here, boy?”
Rook shook his head. Ursula’s wet tears had soaked his shoulder. He tried to speak but couldn’t. He blinked a few times and noticed that Mister Brumal was standing before him, holding his bolt-thrower. A handful of other men with anxious looks were with him, as was his eldest son, Estival.
“Rook, look at me boy!” barked Mister Brumal. 
Rook looked at him.
“Rook, get back to the church now, you understand?”
“Was…was that a Saint?” asked Rook. 
Mister Brumal grabbed him around the shoulders and knelt down before him. “Rook, boy, you listen to me and you listen well: You get back to that church with your sister, right now. My wife, Camellia, is there with my little boy, Willow. She’s rounding up as many children as she can. Hide there with them, you understand?”
Rook nodded.
“Good,” said Mister Brumal. “Now go, boy. Hurry.”
Rook turned and cut back through the house, scrambling down narrow alleys, making his way back to the church as quickly as he could. As he crossed the square where the dried up old fountain stood, he could see Misses Camellia with Willow and two other women ushering a number of children up the steps of the church. Camellia clutched two infants in her arms as the other women opened the doors and began filing the children inside. Rook hugged Ursula to his chest as he ran and her bawling attracted the attention of Misses Camellia as he came.
“Rook! Rook!” she called, waving frantically at him. “Hurry, lad!”
Rook scampered up the steps, nearly tripping. All around the city he could hear the pounding of bolt-throwers and shouts of men. And they were coming steadily closer. They entered into the main cathedral, the rows of pews spread out before them, and at the front of the church was the glass coffin altar filled with roses and the podium from where Rook had taken the bible earlier. Behind it, framed by the towering brass pipes of the organ, Rook could clearly see the mural of glass tiles depicting Aeoria, surrounded by the black and white coils of two dragons. Rook had never really paid much attention to the emerald eyes of the black dragon or the sapphire eyes of the white before, but now something familiar struck him. Something about the crystalline blue of the white dragon’s eyes, and its mane of snow-white fur. He stood there, transfixed, as he had never been before by that mural. “The old man…” mouthed Rook.
“Rook! Come, boy, there is no time!” Camellia’s urgent voice shook Rook from his reverie. From outside he could hear shouts and bolt-throwers from all directions. 
One of the other women ran up and grabbed Ursula from his arms. She took Rook by the hand. “Come on, boy. They’re coming.” she said as she led them across the cathedral, toward the back. 
Rook knew where they were going. At the back of the church was a small stairwell that led into the church’s basement and its larder. Over the last few days Camellia and some of the older boys had worked on creating something of a hidden room down there, a secret alcove hidden behind some shelving. It was where the children were supposed to go in case of trouble.
But Rook couldn’t go. Some part of him still wasn’t satisfied. Some part of him still clung to the hope that the Saints were good, and were here to help them. He didn’t know what he thought he might see, but he knew he had to go back outside. He had to see that Saint again. He had to see her golden hair and eyes; see that armor, blacker than the starless night sky; see the glow of her Caliber as she shot by like a star falling from the sky. Rook gently slipped his hand out of the woman’s and quietly fell back from the crowd of other children. He took one last look at Ursula. She was screaming and crying upon the woman’s shoulder. He blew her a kiss and softly whispered, “I’ll be back.” 
Rook bolted past the last few children and the woman behind them. She called out to him and tried to grab his arm as he flew past her, but Rook was out the door before she could even consider giving chase. He ran down the steps of the church, and just as he passed the fountain, a group of men with bolt-throwers over their shoulders came scrambling down one of the streets, nearly bowling him over. Rook heard one of them shout at him to get out of there, but Rook kept on going. He crossed the brick-paved square and just made it to the first of the dilapidated houses when a streak of white light upon the rooftops caught his eye. He stood and watched as a pair of men came charging down the road, one of them screaming something about “They’re coming!”
Then, from behind them, Rook saw the golden-haired Saint drop down from the roofs, her aura trailing light behind her. She dashed into the group of running men, her black sword twirled and blood shot from the first man’s neck as his head went flying. The second man turned his bolt-thrower toward her, but before he could pull the trigger his arms fell off at the elbows and his head went tumbling away. 
Rook gasped, his mind reeling at the terrible sight. More men ran up but the Saint was on them before they could get a shot off or a sword up. She disappeared behind some houses, the screams of men following her down the unseen alleys. Rook heard more bolt-thrower fire from his left, and then a handful of men came running his direction. A couple of them screamed as another Saint—this one a man with hair and eyes like polished silver—leapt down from a rooftop, his shining aura following him. As he landed amidst them, his sword whirled and they fell dead before him. But then there was the loud clank of a bolt-thrower and the Saint stumbled back as a bolt exploded upon his obsidian breastplate. 
The Saint was stunned but unharmed as he turned his attention to the man. He was about ten-yards off, taking aim at him near the fountain. The Saint dashed forward just as the man pulled back on the trigger. JINK-JINK-JINK came the roar of his gun. The Saint was a blaze of yellow light as his sword flourished, blocking the shots in midair and then cutting the man down. And then the Saint was gone, leaping up and bounding along the rooftops.
Rook ducked into the house he was standing in front of and crouched behind the old, rotting door, keeping it cracked just enough so that he could see outside. His heart was pounding in his chest, his breathing loud and heavy within his own ears. His mind was spinning with blood and screams. Something deep within him was beginning to resolve that what he had just witnessed were not Saints here to protect them, but rather Saints sent to kill all of them. He felt a warm tear fall from his eye and he wiped at it just as a large number of townsmen ran into the square near the fountain. They all began kneeling, their bolt-throwers aimed his direction. Mister Brumal and Estival were with them, and they took up a position right behind the fountain. Upon the mens’ faces was terror and Rook could see some of them trembling. Mister Brumal began yelling at them to take aim and suddenly all their guns roared to life.
Rook ducked and pressed himself flat on the floor. A few errant bolts impacted the house he was hiding in and he felt the walls tremble and splinters rained down on him. Then a pair of glowing streaks dashed into the townsmen, one of them leaping up and coming down in an arc like a lightning strike. There were two Saints, one with hair and eyes as black as his armor, and another whose were as red as rubies. The townsmen all turned in to face them, but the Saints were amongst them and they couldn’t fire without risking hitting their own. Rook could hear the terrible thuds as limbs and heads fell; he could hear the choking screams of death. Some men ran, others stayed and tried to fight, but it was futile. Within seconds the town square was a sea of bodies and blood and men screaming their last. The still forms of Mister Brumal and his son, Estival, amongst them. Rook clenched a hand over his own mouth to stifle his cry. 
Just then there was a loud JINK! Rook looked up as the Saint with red hair fell to the ground, screaming and holding his arm. His sword fell upon the stones of the square with a heavy clank that shattered the bricks beneath it. Hidden in one of the alleys, a man with a bolt-thrower came running up toward the fallen Saint. Rook wanted to scream to the man, to warn him, but before he could get anything out, the black haired Saint dashed in and the man fell to the ground in two separate halves. 
“Adonael, you ok?” asked the black-haired Saint as he strode up to his fallen companion. Rook thought his voice was like a forgotten cave, deep and cold.
The ruby-haired Saint rolled on the ground, clutching his arm, groaning in pain. Rook hardly dared breathe as he lay still and silent in the doorway. He could see blood all over the injured Saint’s elbow where he clutched at it.
The black-haired Saint looked down at him. “You took a nasty bolt to your elbow.” He knelt down next to him. “Let me see.”
Slowly, the red-haired Saint took his hand away from his elbow and blood flowed out freely. At the joint where his bracer met the armor of his upper arm Rook could see mangled flesh and bone. Blood poured out of the wound, trickling down his black armor and staining his white bodysuit with horrific patterns.
“You’re lucky that shot didn’t take your arm clean off.” said the black-haired Saint. “It’ll heal.” He placed the Saint’s own hand back over the wound and then helped him up to his feet. 
The red-haired Saint rubbed at the wound, and Rook could see that his hand and elbow shown with golden light. “Apollyon below that hurts.” he hissed through clenched teeth.
The black-haired Saint looked around the empty square. The sound of bolt throwers was further back now, the screams becoming fewer and fewer. “We’re almost done here, I think.” he said in that cold, deep voice. 
“Nuriel and Hadraniel can take out the rest.” said the wounded Saint, still clutching his arm. He began bending his elbow, and to Rook’s surprise it looked as if the wound was healing. The Saint bent down and picked his sword up, revealing the cracked stones beneath it. “Let’s start clean up.”
The black-haired Saint motioned with his head over to the church. “I’ll take the church. There’s always women and children hiding out there. Not sure why they always think to hide in the church.”
The wounded Saint frowned. His arm seemed better now, though he still cringed each time it moved. “I’m going to start back by the wall and pick off any stragglers. If you see Nuriel and Hadraniel tell them to mop up quickly.”
The black-haired Saint nodded and then strode off toward the church, his wickedly tapered sword in his hand. The other took off down the road. Rook looked at the church and then his eyes clenched shut, squeezing tears from them. Ursula was there. He had left Ursula with Misses Camellia and the other women and children, and they were all in the church. 
 ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦
Ovid entered the church cathedral, his star-metal boots clomping loudly on the hardwood floor. He looked around at the stained glass depictions of ancient Saints, and at the mural of Aeoria and the entwined dragons. He mused about how old these must be. He hadn’t seen a picture of Aeoria with dragons in nearly fifteen years, and that was back in Dimethica in an ancient, forgotten church he had stumbled upon. Such pictures were usually forbidden. Ovid chuckled to himself. “Greedy old Gatima won’t even spare new glass for the Oracles. Very interesting.”
He took a few paces down the aisles of pews. His deep voice resonated through the church as he said, “Come out, come out, wherever you are. The Goddess sent me to give you her blessings.” His wicked laughter filled the cathedral. He clomped loudly toward the back of the church to where a door led down into the darkness of a basement. 
He went down the stone stairs, step by step. “Now let’s see,” he said, entering the darkness, his own Caliber light illuminating the rows of shelves stacked with food and sundries. He depressed a brass button on the side of the wall, and after a few pops the gas lanterns of the basement came to life with their soft, yellow-green glow. He clomped over toward the back of the room where barrels of wine were stacked upon a pair of tall racks. As he went, he held his sword out, slicing open a row of burlap sacks, the flour and grains they held spilling out onto the floor. He stopped right before the racks of barrels.
“Are you hiding behind here?” He thrust his sword into a barrel and ripped it out, letting the crimson wine spill out onto the floor. With his bracer he smashed another barrel, shattering it and the rack. With a terrible thunder a number of barrels came crashing down, breaking upon the floor with sharp cracks. The room was engulfed by the smell of wine, but behind the barrels was nothing but brick wall.
Ovid turned, tapping his star-metal boot on the stone floor, splashing the spilled wine. His black eyes scanned the room. “I know you’re in here. You’ve all been very, very naughty.” He clomped forward, scraping the tip of his sword upon the brick floor as he went. “To the first one to shout out and give up the rest, I shall let you live.” Ovid waited a moment in silence. “No takers?” He chuckled. 
“I’ll bet if I’m very, very quiet I can hear your babes weeping.” He stopped in his tracks and closed his eyes. Silence reigned for a few long moments, but then he caught the brief, muffled sound of a baby’s wailings. “Ah, there it is. You can’t keep them pressed to your chests for too long, can you? It’s a shame really. Perhaps for the price of a few babes the rest of you might have lived.”
Ovid reached out to the row of shelves before him and tore them from the wall, throwing them violently aside. They toppled with a terrible crash, spilling their mason jars of preserved fruits and vegetables all over the floor, revealing an alcove beyond. There were four women there, all of them clutching bawling babies to their chests, and about two dozen young children who all began screaming. Ovid chuckled. They all pressed themselves into the back of the chamber, Ovid’s own Caliber light illuminating their terrified faces, wet with tears.
“Please, Aeoria have mercy!” pleaded one of the women, getting down on her knees. She clutched a screaming infant to her bosom as she shuffled on her knees toward him. “Please, have mercy on us!”
“Shh.” Ovid pushed a finger to the woman’s lips and sheathed his sword. He gestured for the woman to hand him the baby, and she reluctantly complied. It was a baby girl with dark hair and blue-black eyes. 
“Please, oh please!” she begged at his feet. “Please! I couldn’t bear it! Please! Charity! Charity and mercy! Certainly Aeoria would forgive one so young and innocent!”
Ovid unwrapped the babe and tossed the blanket aside. It was naked but for a cloth diaper. He held it around the skull with one hand, dangling it above the woman. It screamed and wailed so terribly that it choked for breath. “Is this the one that I heard? Is this the one that led me here?”
“Mercy! Mercy!” begged the woman, clutching at Ovid’s ankles. 
“Mercy?” asked Ovid. “I gave you a chance for mercy. You should have taken me up on my offer.”
“Please, Saint! What is your name?!” she wailed at his feet, looking up at him with tearful, pleading eyes. 
Ovid cast his black eyes down on her. He held up his left fist, revealing the stellaglyph painted in red upon his black gauntlet. It was a crooked, twisted looking star. “I am Saint Ovid of the Nine Days,” he said coldly.
“Ovid of the Nine Days, have mercy!” bawled the woman. “I beg you, Saint Ovid, have mercy! Mercy and charity for one so young!”
Ovid’s eyes and mouth curled into a wicked smile and he let out a slow, deep-throated chuckle. “I earned my honorific in the lands of Penatallia, working for King Erol. He wanted me to cleanse his city of heretics. It took his soldiers nine days to haul away the bodies of those I killed in his name.” He paused and shook the screaming baby that he dangled. “Children and babes amongst them.”
The woman wailed and clutched his ankles. “Aeoria, have mercy!”
“Aeoria might.” he said. “But not King Gatima. And not I.” He dangled the babe by its head, wiggling it over the woman, it’s screams horrific. “How do you want this? I can burn you all together, or I can cut your throats one by one.” His cruel chuckle filled the alcove. “Who wants to live longer? I’ll let you watch the rest die.” He dangled the screaming babe over the woman’s head and began to laugh when a terrible, burning sting erupted in the back of his knee, and he dropped the child and fell.
Rook managed to grab Ursula just before she hit the floor. He clutched her and his dagger, now dripping with the Saint’s blood, to his chest. 
Ovid growled as he turned on his knee, clutching the bleeding wound. His black eyes flashed like lightning in the eerie glow of his Caliber, and they fixed on Rook. He snarled and struggled back to his feet, keeping his hateful eyes locked on Rook. Ursula screamed out from Rook’s arms and he backed away from the Saint slowly. 
Ovid’s lips turned up in a snarl as he stepped out of the alcove toward Rook. “Come here!” he barked.
Rook felt his heart pounding in his chest. His shoes sloshed into a puddle of wine as he stepped back. He held Ursula in his left arm, and in a feeble gesture of defense, held the dagger out with his right hand.
With uncanny speed Ovid drew his sword and shot forward, his Caliber flaring brilliantly. Rook reflexively tried to move, but his feet slipped on the wet floor and he fell on his butt as Ovid’s sword narrowly missed his neck. With Ursula in one arm and the dagger in his other hand, Rook scrambled on the wine-soaked floor, desperately trying to scoot away, but his back hit a row of shelves, blocking him; trapping him. 
Ovid turned and stormed forward and angrily grabbed one of the shelves near him and tore it down, throwing it at Rook. It was all Rook could do to curl up into a ball on the floor, clutching Ursula tightly into his chest as the racks and shelves crashed down around him, mason jars shattering all around. 
Rook could hear the Saint’s star-metal boots clomping on the stone toward him. He opened his eyes to find himself caged by fallen and broken shelves. Their heavy timbers leaned in around him at eerie angles, panels of wood lay above him and crumpled shelves before him. Through gaps of broken wood he could see the terrifying Saint approaching him and he tried to stand, but couldn’t. His legs began to kick and his heart raced. Ursula screamed in his arms. He was trapped. The fallen shelves were his cage and there was nowhere for him to run. He looked up as the Saint loomed over him, his dark, cold eyes fixed on him. Ursula screamed and he clutched her to his chest. 
Ovid chuckled as he pointed the sword through one of the gaps in the shelves, right at Rook’s face. “Trapped like a rat.” He shook his head and looked down at his knee. Rook could see the white bodysuit beneath the armor was smeared with blood, but the wound seemed to already be healed. Ovid returned his glare. “That was not smart of you.”
Just then Rook saw Misses Camellia run out of the alcove where the others still huddled in fear. “Rook!” she cried. Ovid turned just as she fell down at his feet, begging and pleading. “Please! Please have mercy! Please, he is but a boy and his sister but a babe! Please, I beg you, have mercy on the children!”
Ovid returned his black eyes down to Rook. “A boy and his sister. How sweet.”
“Please!” wailed Camellia, clutching at his ankles. Her voice was getting more desperate. “His name is Rook! His sister is Ursula! Please, have mercy! They are children! They are good children who know Aeoria! He meant no harm! He meant no harm! He just wanted his sister back! Please! Please!” 
Ovid looked down at her, his pale face and black eyes showing no trace of care.
Camellia’s voice trembled now as she looked up at him, tears streaming down her face. “Here, take me,” she said. Her desperate, trembling fingers began unbuttoning her shirt. “Take me! Leave them and take me!” She exposed her breasts. She looked up at him, licking her lips. Her hands slid up the cold, black star-metal that covered his thighs. “Please, let them go and have me. I can please you.”
Ovid’s glare was unmoved.
“I will!” she said, her words soft, desperate, failing. “I’ll please you! I’ll please you! Let them go!” her hands fumbled at his crotch where black star-metal plates hung upon his waist, and something of a star-metal codpiece was upon his front. She pressed her mouth to his crotch, her hot breath fogging his armor. “Let them go. Have me and let them go!” 
“I’ll tell you what,” said Ovid, sliding the black blade of his star-metal sword over her breasts. “I’ll kill him last so he can watch the rest of you die.” 
At that moment Camellia’s eyes went wide and she choked for breath. Rook’s view was blessedly hampered by the fallen shelves that surrounded him, and it took him a moment to realize that the Saint had pushed his sword through the center of her chest. He gasped. He tried to scream, but couldn’t. Fear and shock froze him.
Ovid ripped the sword from her body and turned to Rook as Camellia fell with a gentle splash into the wine on the floor. He whipped his sword to the side, and Rook felt the warm blood of Misses Camellia slap him across the face. Ursula bawled in his arms. Ovid looked down at Rook. “I’m going to kill them all one by one so you can hear each one of their screams. And when I’m done with them, I’ll come back for you two.” He crouched down and looked directly through a gap in the shelves, his black eyes fixed upon Rook’s own eyes. “If you kill your sister by the time I come back, I’ll let you go free.” He winked at him and then stood and turned his attention to the alcove. The women and children began to scream as he clomped toward them. 
Panic took Rook. In his head there was a blur of screams from the women, children and Ursula. All around him the toppled shelves leaned in and he began to feel dizzy. The coldness of the floor and the wetness of the wine and all that had spilled from the mason jars soaked his pants. The smell of wine and blood and pickled vegetables assaulted him in a nauseating cloud. He tried to stand, tried to move the shelves, but the heavy, oaken timbers would not budge for him. Ursula wailed in his arms.
And then Rook felt heat wash over him. A warm gust, and upon it was a terrible odor. It was an odor that overpowered everything. He had smelled it one night not very long ago. He turned his head, and in the darkest corner of the basement Rook saw the beast standing there. His hulking, shadowy form was cracked with veins of fiery heat and his eyes glowed white-hot from beyond the massive horns that spiraled around his head. At the demon’s feet Rook noticed a number of eyes. These did not glow with molten fire, but rather gleamed like pale moons. They were desperate eyes; hungry eyes. Eyes that were terrible and haunting. 
Bulifer stepped forward from the darkness and the creatures at his feet seemed compelled to follow him. Rook could see that they were lanky, pathetic, charred men and women, grovelling at his feet. Each of them were fettered around their wrists, ankles, necks and waists by heavy chains and weights that seemed to have their origins someplace beneath the stone floor of the basement. Their eyes were a terrible, stark-white within their blackened skulls, and their heads barren of all but a few wisps of hair that seemed agitated by some unfelt, hot wind. Their naked bodies were more starved and skeletal than Rook had even remembered seeing his father, and their skin was peeling and flaking with char. 
The children from the alcove screamed and a woman wailed out. Rook’s head snapped in that direction, thinking that they must have seen the demons. But that was not the case. None seemed to take notice of Bulifer and his grovelling slaves. Instead they screamed out at the headless body of a young boy. Rook gasped and nearly choked. It was Camellia and Brumal’s youngest son, Willow. He lay at Ovid’s feet in a pool of spreading blood. The Saint moved in upon another boy and more screams erupted from the alcove. Suddenly, the fettered beings at Bulifer’s feet began clawing at the floor, trying to move toward Ovid and his trapped victims. 
“Damn you!” they moaned. There was something so terrible, so desperate and hateful in their voices that it gave Rook a chill. They began to writhe upon the floor like snakes. They clutched and reached out toward Ovid, their scraping fingers leaving lines of charred flesh on the floor, but their heavy chains seemed to hold them at bay and none, save Rook himself, seemed to hear their desperate, terrible, voices. “Damn you! Damn you Ovid! Damn you! Damn you Saint Ovid! Damn you! Damn you! Damn you!” they moaned. 
Bulifer chuckled cruelly and stepped forward, and the loathsome beings at his feet seemed somehow obliged to move with him, though they all still reached and clutched, trying fruitlessly to reach the alcove as they cursed the name of Ovid. Another child screamed and Rook could see the women clutching at Ovid’s feet, begging and pleading with him. None, however, seemed to take notice of the demons.
Rook looked up through his cage of fallen shelves at Bulifer, bawling Ursula clutched tightly to his chest. “Please,” he said. “Don’t let him kill them.”
Bulifer looked down at Rook and his lips stretched into a blackened smile that radiated with infernal heat. “So eager to help. So desperate to live. Yet, you have not even considered his offer. The thought of killing your sister has not even crossed your mind.” Bulifer moaned with a terrible pleasure. “You’re heart is so pure,” he said, and then looked down at the bound creatures. “Unlike these.” 
The beings writhed and moaned at Bulifer’s feet, damning Ovid. Bulifer kicked at one, as if it were no more than an annoying dog. “This one killed his daughter because Ovid promised him his sons’ lives if he did.” Bulifer’s white-hot eyes now turned to another of the bound creatures at his feet. “And she gave up her friends and family because Ovid promised her the lives of her babes.” 
Bulifer’s infernal eyes now fixed back upon Rook. “Now it comes to it; our covenant, Rook. I ask you now, with these bound to Hell by Ovid’s hand as witness: Do you still believe the Saints are good and are here to protect the people of the world?”
The screams of the women and children were unbearable. “Please,” begged Rook. “Don’t let him kill them!”
“You must answer me yes or no.” said Bulifer. “Such was our agreement, and such will our covenant be made whole.”
Another scream.
“Please!” yelled Rook. 
“Now, now,” said Bulifer. “If you want you and your sister to live, you must uphold your end of the bargain. I have upheld mine. Answer quickly and there may yet be time to save some of them.”
The horrific screams of the women and children mingled with the terrible moaning of the beings bound at Bulifer’s feet. Rook’s mind flopped and he thought of the old man at the church, and the words he had spoken to him. Rook looked up at the demon. “I won’t answer!”
Bulifer laughed. “If you won’t answer, then the deal is forfeit. You, your sister, and all the rest shall die, and yet my Golothic shall still pay me my dues, for it was a pact sealed by your forefather. I offer you a chance and a hope. It is a hope not many are given. And all you must do is answer me yes or no. Do you still believe the Saints are good and are here to protect the people of the world?”
There was a terrible scream from the women and children. Rook’s head snapped around just in time to catch Ovid rip a little girl from one of the womens’ arms. Rook knew the little girl. She was four or five, and her name was Robin. She was named after a bird, just as Rook had been named after the crow. Ovid laid Robin down upon the cold floor and then placed his sword lengthwise over her body. The little girl began choking and gasping that she couldn’t breathe as the enormous weight of the star-metal sword began crushing her. Ovid laughed as the women moved in on him and began beating on his chest, but he swatted them away as if they were no more than flies. Then he watched and chuckled as the women hopelessly tried to lift the sword from the girl as she was slowly crushed to death beneath it. 
“I feel your fear, Rook.” said Bulifer. “You fear that you must answer me ‘no’. Look on as your people die. You wanted so badly to believe in the Saints. You wanted so badly to believe that there was still some good in this world. All you’ve known has been wrong. Your life has been nothing but a record of the evil that saturates this world. And this world is nothing but the record of the Saints Caliber, who you’ve held so dear.”
Rook looked up at Bulifer as it laughed at him. Tears streamed down his face. He pulled the Golothic from his pocket. It burned in his little hand.
“I give you one last chance. Do you still believe the Saints are good and are here to protect the people of the world?”
Rook looked up at Bulifer, tears dropping from his cheeks. “No.” he growled, and all at once his body was broken by sobs. Suddenly the beings at Bulifer’s feet went silent and all their eyes fixed on him. Rook looked at them, rage swelling behind his tear-ladden eyes. “No!” he shouted more loudly, and he felt the Golothic move in his hand. It’s fingers had closed so that now it was almost in the shape of a fist.
Bulifer laughed. “Our covenant is now made law and witnessed by these damned. I will come to you one day for a weapon, and the weapon you must forge for me.”
“And my sister is taken care of!” shot Rook. Anger, hatred, regret, sorrow and shame all twisted his voice into something not of a child’s. “You promised my sister would be taken care of too!”
“That I did,” said Bulifer. “And I too am bound by the Golothic you possess.” Bulifer waved his hand and part of the toppled shelves gave way. A beam cracked and one side fell, leaving an opening large enough for Rook to get him and his sister out. 
“Now run for the woods,” said Bulifer. “You shall meet some men there, and they shall take you and your sister. All shall be as promised.”
Rook squeezed through the opening with Ursula in his arms. As he got out he looked at Bulifer. “Help them! Help the others!”
Bulifer laughed as the beings at his feet writhed and damned Ovid’s name. “Our pact was for your life and that of your sister’s. You have little else to offer me now.” Bulifer’s eyes burned white-hot as they turned to Ovid. The Saint slowly plunged his sword into the chest of a young boy, watching as he gasped out his last, bloody breaths to the screams and wails of the others. “In the dark corners of the night, Ovid has many times called to the names of my brethren. He seeks to sell his soul and free himself of his Sanguinastrum. But never for him shall I or any other demon come.” Bulifer turned his eyes to Rook. “Unlike you, he does my Master’s work willingly. What then does he have to offer? His soul is rotten. Even in Hell souls are weighed by deeds of kindness and good.”
“Help them!” screamed Rook. 
Bulifer laughed. “Run now. Run to the woods. Our covenant is made.”
Rook’s lips twisted into a snarl. He ripped off his shirt and quickly wrapped Ursula in it, and then he set her gently down upon a dry area of the floor. She screamed and wailed, but Rook’s mind was a flood of uncontrolled emotions as he gripped the Golothic in one hand, the dagger tightly in his other. 
Bulifer laughed. “I can see the ends you forge even now. You shall grow strong and powerful, boy. Let not your anger ever cool. Seek to find me no more. When next we meet, a weapon you shall owe me.” And with that, the floor beneath the demon’s feet came alive with fires, and he and the creatures at his feet dissolved down into it.
Rook turned toward the alcove, his face twisted by an anger and hatred far beyond his own years. His chest heaved with every breath and spit bubbled at the corners of his mouth. He charged forward and drove the dagger right into the back of Ovid’s knee, the same one he had hit before. As the black-haired Saint fell, Rook thrust in and dug the dagger into the man’s side, right beneath his star-metal breastplate, and he felt the knife slip between ribs. The Saint growled in pain and spun. Rook jammed the dagger into the base of his neck. Rook tore the dagger out, flinging blood. He snarled against the tears that blinded him. His scream was garbled by snot as he drove in again, this time the dagger deflecting off the man’s pauldron and biting into the chink between the elbow joint of his arm. The Saint fell to the floor, clutching at his neck wound, growling at Rook, but Rook fell on him and began driving the dagger down, again and again. Most of the blows deflected off the Saint’s armor, but two or three buried themselves in the man’s unarmored gut. Rook was only vaguely aware of the wet, sticky warmth all over his hands. Through his tears the Saint was a blur of black armor and red blood. 
Rook snarled and screamed like a rabid dog, the injured Saint flailing against him. Rook felt the heavy bite of a star-metal gauntlet as the Saint’s fist finally found the side of his head. Rook felt himself tumble across the cold, stone floor, sparks of unconsciousness firing before his eyes. Screams and cries were muffled and distant in his spinning head. He sat up, dazed from the blow, as a rush of screaming women and children flew past him. He shook his head and looked up, Saint Ovid staring wide-eyed at him, laying in a pool of his victims’ and his own blood.
Their eyes locked for a moment, but then Ovid’s fell to the floor and went wide. “What is that?” he grunted as he struggled to prop himself up. Blood streamed from his side and his gut. He gripped at his neck, more blood flowing out between his fingers. The Saint was staring at the floor at Rook’s feet.
Rook looked down and snatched up his Golothic and placed it in his pocket. 
Ovid’s eyes met Rook’s. “Where did you get that!” he growled, blood bubbling out his mouth. “Where did you get that!” He tried to claw his way toward Rook but the pain of his wounds wracked him and he fell back into a puddle of blood, coughing and choking.
Rook scrambled to his feet, slipping the dagger into his other pocket. He ran over to his screaming sister and snatched her up into his arms. He looked at Ovid, their eyes meeting one last time. Rook’s flashed with anger and hatred.
“Where did you get that!” yelled the Saint, but Rook could hear the fight had already left his voice. The Saint’s hand was encompassed in light as he held it to his neck. His other hand glowed faintly as he held it at his side.
Rook’s eyes glared at the fallen Saint, and his lips furled into a hateful snarl. “You’re going to have a lot to answer for.” He looked to where Bulifer and his charred slaves had been, but only cold, dark floor was there. He looked back at Ovid. “Die,” he spat. He held Ursula tight, and then ran toward the stairs.
“Wait!” roared the Saint. “You’ve called one! How! Wait!”
But Rook was already up the stairs.



— 19 —
BEHEMOTH KRAKEN 


Adonael was standing near the city’s fountain when Nuriel spotted him. He was gripping his elbow and looked a little pale. Nuriel tried to pay no mind to the sea of dead bodies as she approached him, but each step was a gruesome reminder of the death they had delivered upon the people. 
“You alright?” asked Nuriel as she came up to him.
Adonael shook his head. “Took a bolt to my elbow. It’s healed up but it still hurts like a son-of-a-bitch.”
“Joint wounds take a couple days if they’re really bad.” said Hadraniel as he strode across the street toward them. “I once got an arrow in my knee and the sucker hurt for hours. I can’t imagine what a bolt must feel like. You’re lucky to still have that arm.”
Adonael sucked in a deep breath and shook out his arm. “Everything cleaned up, then?”
“I think so,” said Hadraniel. 
“What about you, Nuriel?” asked Adonael.
Nuriel sniffled and nodded. “Should be.”
“‘Think so’ and ‘Should be’ aren’t good enough.” said Adonael. “I was over by the eastern gate and saw him coming down the road. He’ll be here any minute.”
Nuriel saw the color leave Hadraniel’s face. They both knew who ‘he’ was, though Nuriel herself had never seen nor heard of Behemoth Kraken prior to meeting her new constellation. Based on what they had told her, this man was not somebody you wanted to have to deal with.
“Let’s get out of here.” said Hadraniel. “We slip back out the west gate and he’ll never see us.”
Adonael shook his head. “Unless we can say for sure everything is mopped up, there’s no way we’re leaving. That man finds one kid hiding in a basement and it’s over for us. He’s going to want every last person from this shit-hole accounted for and either dead or in chains before him.” Adonael nodded his head at the countless dead in the court. “Believe me, we did these people a favor. He’ll take his way with any survivors. He’ll report to Gatima that he killed them all, but I’ve heard rumor he makes a good penny selling them off as slaves.”
Hadraniel inhaled deeply and looked at Nuriel, fear in his eyes.
“Where’s Ovid?” asked Nuriel. 
“Last I saw him he went into the church.” said Adonael, pointing across the way. He was about to say something else when the front doors flew open and the black-haired Saint stumbled out of them, falling upon his hands and knees and almost toppling down the stairs. Nuriel could see blood everywhere on him. It stained every inch of his bodysuit and even clung to his armor as darker, opaque splotches. 
“There was a boy!” roared Ovid, struggling on the steps. He lifted his head. There was a ghastly wound at the base of his neck that was caked with what seemed a mountain of dried blood. His face was deathly pale and splattered with crimson. His black eyes wide, frantic. “There was a boy!”
Nuriel, Hadraniel and Adonael exchanged a quick look and bolted toward the church, dashing up the stairs to him. Adonael grabbed him around the shoulders and tried to help sit him down on the stairs, but the dark-eyed Saint seemed to be driven by something and resisted any aid, struggling to stand on his own. 
“The boy!” he roared, gripping his horribly injured neck as he swung his head around frantically. “There was a boy with a babe!”
“Ovid!” shot Adonael, grabbing the Saint around the shoulders and more or less forcing him to sit down on the stairs. “Calm yourself!”
“We must find hi—” Ovid choked on his last word and began coughing. Thick, wet sprays of blood stained his lips and cheeks and Nuriel noticed fresh oozes of blood trickling from stab wounds in his gut and side. The Saint flared his Caliber, swatting Adonael away from him and tried to stand but fell back on his butt. Adonael and Hadraniel took him by either side and made sure he remained seated.
“What happened?” asked Adonael. 
Ovid held his neck but Nuriel could see his eyes desperately scanning the streets. “He was with some women and children…there were escapees…”
“Calm down,” said Hadraniel, trying to sound relaxed. “Just calm down.”
“I’ve got to find him!” Ovid struggled to stand up but Adonael and Hadraniel held him down. Even had he managed to stand up, Nuriel didn’t think he possessed the strength to make it down the stairs. 
“Just calm down and tell us what happened.” said Adonael. He and Hadraniel placed their own hands on his wounds and began flaring their Calibers, helping him hasten his healing. 
“I can’t…I can’t let him get away.” said Ovid, panting. He closed his eyes and laid his head back on Adonael’s shoulder. “I’ve got to—”
“All rise for the glorious and exalted Behemoth Kraken.” came a loud but lifeless voice from the court. 
Nuriel and the others whipped their heads around to find Saint Rathaniel sitting high upon a brown steed in full barding that gleamed in polished silver. The helmet upon the horse’s head was horned with a golden spike and down the snout was painted Rathaniel’s stellaglyph in red. Upon the horse’s armored haunches was a tall pole that flew the banner of Behemoth Kraken: a field of green painted with a many-tentacled beast. 
Rathaniel himself was a taller Saint, and though he sat straight and rigid in his saddle there was something about him that seemed to slouch and project a demeanor of defeat. Nuriel wasn’t sure if it was his vacant white eyes, which themselves seemed dull and drooping, or the way his thin, white hair draped lazily down his scalp. Neither his hair nor his eyes had any of the luster or opalescence that Saints possessed, and his eyes sagged with dark circles. 
He held the reigns of his horse with his right hand, and Nuriel could see that his left arm was missing just above the elbow. At first Nuriel thought it was the wind that was causing the horse’s reigns to shake, but on closer inspection she noticed that his right hand trembled violently. His Star-Armor was sharp and angular, with the breastplate that encased his chest creating a V-like shape with the sharp shoulder pauldrons and coming down to a single point just above his waist. The armor upon his whole arm, as well as his legs, was similarly sharp with V-like protrusions upon the joints, giving his armor an almost spikey appearance. 
Adonael looked at Nuriel and Hadraniel with some concern and mouthed the words, ‘stand up’ to them. Nuriel was a couple stairs down from them and she turned to directly face Rathaniel. Adonael and Hadraniel both lifted Ovid into a standing position and held him between themselves at the top of the stairs. 
Down the road Nuriel could now hear the clomping of horseshoes upon the brick road. They came slowly, steadily, and with a heaviness and weight that seemed too great to be any normal horse. Nuriel could feel her fellow Saints behind her all straighten and she thought she even detected Ovid making a better effort of standing on his own. 
Obscured by the tall brick homes at either side of the road came a hulking, black, silhouette. If Nuriel didn’t know better, she would have thought it two or three riders coming side-by-side. But even that wouldn’t account for the sheer height of the horse. It was something titanic and the hooves beat upon the brick road like sledgehammers. The rider too was something enormous; something round and mammoth. 
From behind, Nuriel felt her hair ruffled by Adonael’s hot breath as he whispered, “Do not look him in the eyes and speak as little as you can get away with. Address him properly and don’t say anything that might so much as suggest that your shit smells better than his horse’s. In fact, don’t consider yourself anything but a kernel of corn between his fucking teeth. And if he tells you to do something, you fucking do it without question or hesitation. No matter what it is.”
The shadows seemed happy to rid themselves of the thing that came through them, and now the light of day somehow seemed to shy away from the court as Behemoth Kraken upon his steed lumbered into view. Nuriel felt her breath stick in her throat; she felt the air around her give pause. The sun itself blinked with passing cloud. She had beheld the demon Yig, yet what stood in the courtyard was something more terrible and more monstrous. It sat upon a horse that Nuriel was certain could not exist in nature. It dwarfed Rathaniel and made his horse seem no more than a pony. Its fur was blacker than star-metal and it was girded snout to tail in thick, iron plates riveted and bolted together, all of them painted green. The beast looked out from a great helmet sculpted to look like some serpentine skull, and its eyes shown a bloody brown. Its hooves were easily a foot in diameter and Nuriel could almost hear the brick beneath it groan in protest of the thing. 
Upon its saddle of green-painted iron was the thing known as Behemoth Kraken. Like the creature he rode, he was something too much to exist in nature. He was head to toe in painted black armor every bit as heavy and substantial as his steed’s. Each of his shoulder pauldrons was sculpted in iron to be a massive, tentacled creature. Some of the tentacles where raised up and stood taller than his head, others were down and hung beneath his elbows. His body was like a giant sphere, his black breastplate sculpted into a kraken that hugged his chest and whose tentacles trailed down and around the armor of his arms and legs. His helmet was crested with a frightening serpent and his face was too large to be contained by it. A long, scraggly black beard hung past his chest and he looked upon them all with dark, scowling eyes. 
His gaze turned and Nuriel found herself staring directly into the eyes of the monster. Without hesitation her own eyes fell away, and she found it impossible to put them back upon his form. She swallowed hard and had a strange urge to kneel, though something in her mind told her that she dare not move. 
“HA! HA! HA!” he boomed, and Nuriel was certain the very windows of the church were rattled. His voice was an unnatural baritone that was as deep and frightening as the very abyss. “MY SAINTS BEFORE A SEA OF DEATH! BLOOD AND LIMBS! CORPSES!”
Nuriel heard a tremendous, earth-shaking thud and chanced raising her eyes up. Behemoth Kraken had come down from his horse and the very bricks he had landed on had sunk beneath him. He was a titan of a man, and Nuriel thought he stood at least nine-feet, maybe ten. His arms and legs, girded in armor, were like tree limbs; his form round, bulbous, hulking, monstrous. Nuriel wondered if estimating his weight at a full ton was being conservative. Upon his back Nuriel could see the handle of some titanic sword, but her eyes once again fell to her feet of their own accord.
For a man so round, so gargantuan and heavy, he moved fluidly and quickly. He strode forward past Rathaniel, ground trembling beneath him. He picked up a man’s severed head from the courtyard near the fountain. With a black, gauntleted hand whose every finger was sculpted to be a tentacle, he held it up by its blood-soaked hair. 
“HA! HA! HA!” he clutched the head in both hands and pressed it to his red lips and gave it a kiss. Blood flowed out of its neck, into Kraken’s long, black beard. Then he held it before his face and exploded it to pulp between his hands. “HA! HA! HA!” he boomed, pulling one hand down the length of his beard to wring it out of blood. “HA! HA! HA! LOOK AT THE MEAT! LOOK AT OUR TOYS!”
Nuriel could hear him grabbing limbs or fallen bodies but couldn’t bring herself to look up at him. She turned slightly to the side and could see Hadraniel also had his eyes plastered to his own feet. He was trembling. 
“AH, BUT WHERE ARE THE YOUNG ONES! I WANT SOME YOUNG ONES! YOUNG AND FRESH! YOU, SAINT! YOU, WOMAN
SAINT! COME HERE AND KNOW ME BETTER! COME AND TELL ME WHERE THE YOUNG ONES LAY!”
Nuriel felt her heart skip a beat. As the only female, she knew he had to be addressing her, yet some part of her mind clung to futile hope that he was addressing somebody else. She bit her lip and kept her eyes plastered on the stair she stood on, stupidly clutching to chance he had not meant her. 
She felt a foot tap hers and then Adonael hissed, “Go to him!”
Nuriel inhaled slowly and raised her eyes just enough to walk down the stairs without tripping. At the base of the stairs she stopped. She could feel his looming shadow in the distance but couldn’t bring herself to move any closer.
“HA! HA! HA! A WOMAN SAINT! I HAVEN’T FUCKED YOUR LIKE SINCE SAINT TIA WAS GIVEN TO US! HA! HA! HA! COME! COME HERE SO THAT WE MIGHT KNOW ONE ANOTHER!”
Nuriel couldn’t tell if her heart was palpitating or if it was the monster’s voice rattling her chest. She sucked on her lower lip, looking down at her star-metal boots. Her leg trembled as she got it to move forward a step. And then another. She breathed deep and looked up and walked forward, her eyes locked on the monster’s legs. She stopped within his all-consuming shadow. 
“TELL ME, WHAT IS YOUR NAME!”
“N…Nuriel.”
Her face felt small in his hand as he grabbed her chin, his fingers wrapping around her cheeks. He forced her head up, but somehow her eyes still pointed down.
“HA! HA! HA! YOU’RE A PRETTY ONE, NURIEL!” She felt his other hand brush through her hair. “TELL ME, IS YOUR PUSSY AS GOLDEN! HA! HA! HA!”
Nuriel was taken aback and reflexively tried to flinch when she felt a large, warm wetness on the side of her face. Unfortunately, the man’s grip was like a vice and she couldn’t budge. She was forced to endure his enormous tongue as it lapped its way from her chin to her scalp and back down her other cheek. 
“YOU TASTE LIKE BATTLE! YOU TASTE LIKE SEX AND BLOOD AND SWEAT! RATHANIEL, LET US REJOICE AMONGST THESE DEAD! COME HITHER AND MEET MY NEW SAINT!”
 Behemoth Kraken still held her face firmly in his hand. Her eyes glanced up just enough to see him hulking over her and Rathaniel sliding off his horse. She could smell his putrid breath upon her cheek; smell the sickly sweet saliva as it dried on her chin. She felt nauseous and her hands moved up and grabbed his and she tried to pry his fingers away, but even flaring her Caliber she couldn’t get them to move.
“HA! HA! HA! DON’T YOU LIKE TO SUCK COCK AFTER BATTLE?! RATHANIEL, HAVE HER SUCK YOUR COCK AND LET ME KNOW IF IT’S WORTH MY WHILE! HA! HA! HA! IF SO, SHE CAN PRACTICE ON MY HORSE!” 
Nuriel’s heart pounded as Rathaniel walked up. His white eyes were blank; his face held no emotion, no expression. He was a walking, living corpse. Like a robot he stopped before Nuriel, and with his single, trembling hand began taking off the armor around his waist. 
Nuriel grabbed Behemoth’s arm with both hands. Together they didn’t even wrap around his wrist. She tried to pull away, tried to rip his hand from her face, but the man’s strength was otherworldly. Her Caliber flashed white and she screamed, but his hand wouldn’t budge. 
“HA! HA! HA!” Nuriel felt his fat, armored finger violate her mouth and she choked. “YOU’RE A FEISTY ONE! RATHANIEL, SHALL I PLUCK HER TEETH FOR YOU?”
“No need, glorious and exalted Behemoth Kraken.” intoned Rathaniel.
Nuriel struggled, her face held firmly in the beast’s hand. Her eyes glanced sideways and she could see Rathaniel standing with his disfigured penis exposed and erect. He looked out upon the world with eyes that seemed to see nothing. His hand was down at his side, trembling. His crotch was shaved and his genitals bore many scars, both new and old. Most notably, Nuriel noticed with equal parts of fear and disgust, his legs were covered in bite wounds so large they could only have come from one mouth. Nuriel screamed and tried again, without success, to pull free. 
Suddenly Nuriel was released and she fell backward onto the road. She looked up and saw Kraken slap a meaty hand upon Rathaniel’s back. “HA! HA! HA! SHE’D TAKE YOUR COCK OFF AND THEN WHAT WOULD I HAVE? HA! HA! HA! HERE,” he said, picking up one of the bodies in the court. He plucked the head from the neck as one might pluck a flower from the earth. He jammed a finger into the mouth, and with a flick sent the teeth flying out. He placed the head into Rathaniel’s arms. “HERE, TRY THIS MOUTH! HA! HA! HA!”
“Yes, glorious and exalted Behemoth Kraken.” said Rathaniel. He put the head to his crotch and began pumping his waist.
Nuriel stood up to her feet, looking on in horror and disgust. Her arm began to slowly raise up to grab her sword when Kraken boomed out, “WHERE ARE THE YOUNG ONES? WHERE ARE THE REST! CERTAINLY THERE IS MORE FUN TO BE HAD HERE! ADONAEL! OVID! HADRANIEL! COME FORTH AND REPORT!”
Nuriel watched as the three came down the stairs, Adonael and Hadraniel keeping their eyes to the ground. Ovid, despite his terrible wounds, somehow willed himself to walk on his own, though Nuriel could see he was not steady on his feet. Of the three, he was the only one who didn’t seem to mind (or fear) keeping his eyes on Kraken. 
The three stopped just short of Kraken. With his eyes looking down, Adonael said in a quavering voice, “Glorious and exalted Behemoth Kraken, the city has been cleared. We just need to do clean up.”
“JUST CLEAN UP? WHERE ARE THE YOUNG ONES? WHERE ARE THE BABES?” Kraken’s voice began to take on something of a terrifying edge. 
“G-Glorious and e-e-exalted Behemoth K-K-Kraken,” said Hadraniel with his chin locked to his chest. “Th-Th-There w-w-were some d-d-down there in o-o-one of those h-h-houses.” He pointed feebly down the road, his finger trembling. “Th-th-they’re a-a-all d-d-dead.”
“DEAD!” boomed Kraken. He stomped his foot and Nuriel thought she could feel the ground quake. “SOME SHOULD BE SAVED FOR ME! ALWAYS!”
“Ovid,” said Adonael, still looking at the ground and struggling to keep his voice clear. “You said there were some in the church that got away and are yet to be rounded up?”
Nuriel could see Ovid scowl. She could see that the black-haired Saint didn’t want Kraken to know this. He pursed his lips and then said quite coolly, “Glorious and exalted Behemoth Kraken, there were some women and children hiding in the church. We were about to go after them when your exaltedness came.”
“HA! HA! HA! THERE WE ARE! ONE OF YOU, BRING THEM TO ME!” Kraken slapped Rathaniel on the back. “STOP FUCKING THAT AND SAVE YOUR ENERGY! WE’LL ALL HAVE SOME BOYS! HA! HA! HA! RATHANIEL LIKES THE YOUNG ASSES, DON’T YOU!”
“Yes, glorious and exalted Behemoth Kraken.” said Rathaniel blankly as he dropped the head and began dressing himself again. 
“I’ll go after them.” said Ovid.
“No,” said Adonael, looking at him. Then he said more quietly, “You need to rest.” He turned to Nuriel and said with an unspoken ‘you owe me one’ in his ruby eyes, “Nuriel, hunt them down and bring them here.”
Nuriel nodded once and began to turn and walk away when Adonael held up a finger to her, motioning for her to wait. 
“Glorious and exalted Behemoth Kraken, I ask permission to finish our sweep of the city.” said Adonael.
“HA! HA! HA! SWEEP THE CITY AND TAKE RATHANIEL WITH YOU! ANY LEFT LIVING, BRING THEM TO ME ALIVE!”
Adonael nodded. “Thank you, glorious and exalted Behemoth Kraken.” He looked at the others. “Ovid, you come with me. Hadraniel, you and Rathaniel take the east side.” Then he strode up to Nuriel and grabbed her firmly around the arm. He hissed angrily into her ear as he walked her away. “Count yourself incredibly lucky. Now, you go find them quickly and get back here with them all alive. And don’t even think about running, or I can assure you far worse will await. If he comes for you again, just do what Tia—what the rest of us do—and pretend to enjoy it. Otherwise, you’re going to end up like that thing.” He motioned his head at Rathaniel. He turned her around and stared right into her eyes and whispered, “He hates when you enjoy it. He loses interest if you enjoy it.” He released her arm with a harsh push. “Go. And for the sake of the rest of us, get back here quickly.”
 ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦
Rook shivered as he held Ursula to his bare chest. All he had on was an oversized vest of thin fabric that one of the older boys had given him. Ursula was bundled in his shirt, but there was no way he was going to take her out of it. His pants were soaked and stank of wine and pickled vegetables, and the cool spring air that floated through the shadowy forest was getting to be too much. Unfortunately, there was nothing he, nor any of the other escapees, could do about it right now. As it stood, he was lucky enough that the boy had worn the vest over his own shirt. Not a single other person had any spare clothing to provide. 
There were about four dozen of them, mostly women and children. There were the women from the church basement and the rest of the young children and babies who survived Ovid’s rampage. They had slipped out the church and quickly made their way north through the narrow alleys to a small, rarely used gate that exited almost directly into the forest. There they had met up with the other escapees, some more women and children, as well as about six men and ten older, teenaged boys, all armed with swords and bolt-throwers. 
Caer Gatima was a small enough city that Rook knew most of the people in the group, if not by name then by face. And those faces were grim. They had not a scrap of food or a canteen of water amongst them; there were no bottles of milk for the babies; they had no bows or arrows, fishing poles or traps to hunt with; they had nothing but the clothes on their backs. The one saving grace was that they were not completely emaciated, and the days of endless food they had been enjoying had built up their strength, spirits and wills. Most of them were already filling out their clothes nicely. Unfortunately, even Rook knew tough times were ahead. Even if they managed to evade pursuit, they had nowhere to go. There was no city they could run to; no place of refuge for them. King Gatima kept close tabs on the populace of each of his cities, and the Oracles and city officials would certainly take notice of nearly fifty new faces. The men who led their group had been silently bickering about what to do as they wove through the forest.
“We have to go west,” whispered Buckthorn, the eldest of the men. Rook’s father had known him well, and Rook remembered a couple occasions where Buckthorn and his family had come to their house. He was a dark-haired man with a thick coating of beard. He had quickly emerged as the group’s primary leader over the last forty minutes since they had escaped the city. He had a pair of bolt-throwers strapped around his back. He looked up through the budding canopy of maples and oaks that surrounded them. He pointed up at the sun and turned to address the entire group. “We follow the sun west and when the forest opens to plains, we move north. We head for Narbereth.” he said in a loud whisper. 
“I told you, Narbereth is a fool’s mission.” hissed Forest, a lighter-haired man who had seemed to make it his mission to disagree with Buckthorn on just about every decision thus far. He carried a bolt-thrower in his hand and a sword upon his back. “Narbereth is five-thousand miles away, across treacherous swamps and deserts. And past that are impassable mountains, hunted by beasts. And if we survive all that, the Narberethans hate outsiders and guard their lands with man-eating wolves.”
Buckthorn shook his head. “That’s not true. That’s just what they want us to believe. I saw a map once, long ago, when my father was arrested for poaching. It was on a desk in the jailor’s dungeon. Narbereth is west across sparse woods and connected by a narrow land bridge in the northwest. There are no swamps or deserts. No mountains.”
“You saw a map once, when you were twelve. We’ve all heard your story.” Forest rolled his eyes. “You don’t even recall how many miles Narbereth lays. How do we even know your memory is true? You lead us on a fool’s errand!”
“I have to agree with Forest on this.” said another of the men who Rook had come to learn was named Thatcher. “Even if your memory serves you right, we have no way to know how many miles it is. We’re not Saints. We can’t run with the winds or bound over rivers and walls. And I too have heard that Narbereth does not welcome outsiders.” 
“You’re right,” said Buckthorn coolly as he moved through the trees, towing the group along. “I don’t know how many miles. Maybe it’s ten, maybe it is ten-thousand. But we have nowhere else to go. And as far as Narbereth goes, I know for fact they welcome others. My father told—” 
“Told you fairytales,” barked Forest. “He told you how the people there want for nothing and of the beautiful gardens and monuments King Dahnzeg has constructed for his people. He told you it’s the land of milk and honey where fairies suck your dick and leprechauns grant your every wish. He told you how they once almost joined with the demons of Duroton. Now tell me who’s sounding foolish.”
“They’re not demons in the north.” said Buckthorn. “The people of Duroton all read and write. They all live free. They have no nobles or kings. They bow to no Saints and fear no Oracles or Sin Eaters.”
“Stories for children,” spat Forest. 
“I’ve not heard good things of Narbereth or Duroton.” said Thatcher. “I heard that King Dahnzeg does not allow any to be more beautiful than his daughters or more handsome than his sons. I’ve heard they cut the noses off their girls and scar the faces of their boys. And in Duroton they bed demons of ice known as Kald.”
“Like I said, Narbereth is a fool’s errand.” said Forest. “We have no food, no provisions. We’ll never make it.”
“We have the wills of nigh on fifty people,” said Buckthorn, his cool and calm never breaking. “We have the bountiful summer ahead of us. We have the animals and fruits of the forest. We have the fish of the ponds and rivers.”
“We have nothing to hunt with!” barked Forest. “We have no milk for the babies! We have no—” 
“Quiet!” hissed a woman from behind. “Someone’s coming!”
Silence snaked its way through the group and Rook found himself crouching behind a tree with Ursula pressed to his chest. She was quiet and napping. Buckthorn, Forest, Thatcher and the other three men leading the group were close behind, and a few of the other children huddled near Rook. From down the way one of the babies started crying, and then another. Women started shushing them and cooing to them, but in the stillness of the forest their voices were loud, clear…jeopardous. 
“Shut them up!” hissed Forest, and then one of the other men behind him smacked him across the head and put a finger to his lips. With his other arm he pointed through the trees. 
Rook followed the man’s finger. He looked to the thick cluster of oaks he was pointing at. At first Rook didn’t see anything, but then he caught the glimmer of metal…of star-metal. There, hiding behind the trees, listening, was the golden-haired Saint he had seen. She had a large claymore of black star-metal in her hands and had her back pressed to the tree and her head tilted to the side. She was just barely visible, listening for them.
Buckthorn, Forest, Thatcher and the other men and older boys with bolt-throwers began slowly, quietly, taking them off their shoulders and aiming them. 
“On my mark, we all fire.” said Buckthorn so silently Rook was scarcely sure he heard what was said. From down the way the muffled cries of the babies could be heard as the women pressed them into their bosoms. 
JINK-JINK-JINK-JINK-JINK-JINK-JINK-JINK-JINK
The sudden eruption of bolt-thrower fire took Rook off guard and he fell on his butt onto the damp earth. Tree trunks exploded into showers of bark and shrapnel, exposing fresh wood everywhere. By the time Rook looked up the Saint was already bounding straight for them, glowing with radiant white light like a star made flesh. Her giant sword flashed in the late afternoon sunlight, bolts exploding off of it. And then she was on them. Her sword whirled, bolt-throwers broke. She spun and kicked and men fell or flew into trees. The children screamed and the women cried out. And then it was over.
The Saint with golden hair and eyes stood over Buckthorn as he lay upon his back in the mud of the forest. The tip of her black sword at his throat. His bolt-throwers were both shattered and broken in his hands. Thatcher, Forest and the others with weapons were also laid upon the ground, one of the other men missing a hand, rolling on the ground, screaming. 
“Lay down your arms and you’ll live.” said the Saint loudly, looking around as women and children pressed themselves into small groups against the trees. She sniffled and then looked down at Mister Buckthorn.
“Please, we six are the only men,” he said. “The rest are women and children. Take us, but let the others go.”
The Saint looked skeptically at him and the other men who lay upon the ground. All around, more babies started crying and now even Ursula screamed within Rook’s arms. Rook looked up at the Saint. She was so close he could reach out and touch the armor of her leg if he wanted to. The glow of her Caliber light was fading now, just a barely visible golden aura. He looked up at her golden hair, at her fair face and molten eyes, and wondered how such beauty could contain such evil.
She sniffled and tucked her hair behind her ear. “You, get up.” she said to Buckthorn. She looked around. “Everybody, get up.”
Slowly, the women and children began to comply. Rook stood to his feet, the children with him all pressing into him. All around the women clutched the children into their arms. Buckthorn and the other men and older boys got up. The man with the severed hand got to his knees, clenching at the profusely bleeding wound, gritting his teeth in pain. 
“What do you mean to do with us?” asked Buckthorn. 
The Saint sniffled again and said without looking at him, “You’re all going back to the caer.”
The men began to protest, saying that they’ll all be hung or burned. Rook looked up at her, clutching his screaming sister to his chest. There was something vacant about her eyes; something distant and disconnected. They weren’t like Ovid’s hateful eyes. His eyes were in the moment, delighting in everything. Her’s were removed from everything.
“Please,” said one of the women. “They are but children!”
“Take us,” said Buckthorn. “Take us men, but leave the women and children.”
“They mean to kill us!” shouted Forest. “She’ll take us back and we’ll all be burned!”
“He’ll never make it back with his wound,” said Buckthorn, pointing at the man with the missing hand. “Please, you have to help him.”
“All of you,” said the Saint curtly. “Over here. Move it!”
Buckthorn and the others fell silent and began grouping up. Thatcher helped the injured man and tore a piece of his shirt to tie off the wound. 
“Please,” begged a woman who had a number of children huddled around her. “Please!”
“All of you, move it!” shouted the Saint. 
Rook stepped forward, moving past the other kids around him until he was standing right before the Saint. He had Ursula on his shoulder and she was crying. “You’re nothing but a lie.” he spat.
The Saint looked down at him. Silence fell amongst the group. 
“You’re a lie.” said Rook again, venom in his voice. He looked her directly in her golden eyes. “You think your power lets you do whatever you want. You could do good. You could help people, but instead you do nothing but evil.”
“Rook!” shot Buckthorn. He reached for him, but Rook tore himself from the man’s grip and moved forward and the Saint took a step back.
“Saint Bryant of the Horn,” said Rook, a warm tear fell from his eye but he steeled himself against any others. “He brought candy and gifts to the people he visited. He slew the Cerberus of Apollyon. Was he a lie too?” Rook moved forward and the Saint took another step back from him. “Saint Gadiel of the Blessed Nights who stood guard upon the walls of war-torn cities so that no harm would befall the people. Was he a lie? Saint Crystiel of the Songs who would offer her prayers to those in need. Was she a lie?” Here Rook took yet another step forward and his voice took on a hateful edge. “Aeoria of the Stars, the Sleeping Goddess, whose love encompasses all, is she a lie!”
The Saint dropped her sword and clutched at her head as if his words had caused her great pain. Mister Buckthorn grabbed Rook in his arms and said, “Please, he’s just a boy. He doesn’t know what he says.”
“Mercy!” cried a women from the back. “Mercy for the children!”
“Just shut up!” screamed the Saint. She fell to her knees, her hands clutching the sides of her head. “Just shut up!”
Rook tore himself from Buckthorn’s arms. “Rook, no!” he yelled.
“She’s a lie,” spat Rook. “They all are. Holy Father Admael too!”
The Saint looked up at Rook, tears in her eyes. “You don’t know! You don’t understand how it is!”
“One day, I am going to make a weapon more terrible than the seas.” snarled Rook, his face falling into shadows, his eyes darkening. “It will be more powerful than the winds. It will be more frightening than fire and more fearsome than the earth. And I am going to find you. I am going to find all of you who have spread evil upon this world.” Mister Buckthorn pulled Rook back from her but Rook spat one last thing out, “I promise you, there shall be a terrible vengeance exacted upon all those I call my enemy!”
There was silence amongst the people as the Saint sat on her knees rocking, gripping her head. Tears fell from her eyes and she sobbed for many moments before she looked back up. The eyes of all the people were on her in stunned silence, but the only person she was looking at was Rook. “You don’t understand how things are,” she said through her tears. “I know this isn’t right! I know things aren’t right! But Holy Father Admael is good! I know he is! I’ve seen him; I’ve touched him! His hand is gentle and he speaks only love!”
“Please,” said Buckthorn softly. “He’s just a boy. He doesn’t know what he says.”
Rook scowled at her as he rocked Ursula on his shoulder, never taking his dark eyes from her. 
“He has to be good!” screamed the Saint, shaking her fists, her voice suddenly becoming terrible and desperate. “He is good!” she roared at him.
“Then please, let the children go.” said Buckthorn softly. Rook could feel his trembling hands on his shoulders.
“Oh Aeoria, what have I done!” sobbed the Saint on her knees, looking up to the sky. “What do I do? Aeoria, help me!”
One of the women ran up and knelt beside the Saint, wrapping an arm around her. “Let us go then,” she said desperately. “Let us go! Let us all go! That is the will of Aeoria.”
The Saint swatted her away. “I can’t! …I can’t …I can’t.” she said through her tears, shaking her head.
“Please, dear,” said the woman, getting on her knees, clasping the Saint’s hands into her chest. “Please, let us go. You are kind, like Holy Father. I know it! I feel it!”
The Saint shook her head. “I can’t. None of you understand. If I don’t take you back…”
“Then take me.” said Buckthorn. “Take me. Take me and any who would go with me, and let the women and children go.” He looked around and shouted. “Who will come so that the children might live? Who amongst you?! Come forth!”
Thatcher, the wounded man and all the others except for Forest stepped forward, as well as a handful of the oldest boys and a few women.
“Take us,” said Buckthorn. “Take us and let the others go.”
The Saint fell upon her hands, sobbing. “I’ll go into the fire! I’ll go into the fire! I’ll go into the fire one more time!” She looked up, but didn’t seem to be looking at anybody in particular. “I’ll burn with you. I’ll burn. Yes, let me burn with you!”
They stood there for many moments, watching her speak nonsense to herself, before Buckthorn finally nudged her shoulder. She shook her head, as if startled from a daydream. She looked around and slowly stood up, sniffling. She didn’t make eye contact with any of them, almost deliberately looking away as she said, “Alright,” she sniffled. “You all come with me. The rest of you go.”
The men and the older boys began grouping up near the Saint, all of them trembling, fear upon their pale faces. Buckthorn looked back at Forest. “Watch over them. Protect them. It’s all on you now.”
 ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ 
It was a long, quiet trip back to Caer Gatima and the evening sun was now casting reds and yellows upon the western sky. The thought had crossed Nuriel’s mind to just leave them all and run away. Maybe run back to Duroton, or run and hide away in the Woes. She had her own Sanguinastrum, after all. There was no fear of being recalled. But she couldn’t. There was something she had to do, now more than ever. She had to go back to Sanctuary. She had to go back home and see Holy Father Admael again. 
In fact, she would be going back to him. If she could just get through this. If she could get through these townspeople and Behemoth Kraken. The Oracles had told her back in Gatopolis that they were going to send her back to Sanctuary after this. They wanted her report on Celacia and on Yig. Once there, she could see Holy Father again. 
And right now, Nuriel felt like the rest of her life depended on seeing him. She had to feel his touch one more time. She had to see his gentle eyes, hear his kind voice. Feel his love. If she could just see him again, she knew that she would know if he was good. In her heart, everything could be made right if she could just see Holy Father Admael again. The world might be evil. Apollyon below, Nuriel was even ready to admit that those who surrounded Holy Father might even be evil. But Holy Father himself was good. She knew it. She had felt it the day she met him when she received her Call to Guard. She had heard the tenderness in his voice; saw the kindness in his eyes; felt the love of his touch. Those were things that could not be faked. Love could not be counterfeited. 
Nuriel shook her head. No. Holy Father was good. There was no question in her mind. In fact, she would go back to Sanctuary and speak with him. All would be set right again. She could believe in him and Sanctuary again. She could believe in everything again. 
She sniffled and breathed deep. All you have to do is get through this, she told herself. Get through this and go back to Sanctuary and speak with Holy Father. You could even ask to be reassigned to a different land; a better land. Maybe even the Woes. All she had to do was get through this. These townspeople.
Nuriel exhaled and took a quick glance behind her, at the men, women and older boys who trudged along in tow. The man named Buckthorn tried to make eye contact with her, but she turned away. She breathed deep and bit her lip, wondering if she had done the right thing, or if she might have just gone and blew her last hope of returning to Sanctuary. All told, she brought back only five men, six teenaged boys and two women. She inhaled deeply as she led them through the gates of the city. This wouldn’t go over well with Behemoth Kraken or her fellow Saints. But she would have to make it go over well, because she only had to get through this to go back home.
Nuriel led them through the streets, back toward the church. As they entered the courtyard, the people stopped and gasped. All the bodies and limbs of the dead had been nailed to the front of the church. It was a ghastly sight, like some type of netherworld where the bodies of the dead swirled in limbo. The coppery stench of blood was thick in the air. The front doors of the church were missing and the brick wall there broken into a wide, gaping maw framed with heads. It was a gruesome entryway, large enough—and fitting enough—for Behemoth Kraken. 
Nuriel turned around and said without looking at any of them, “All of you, into the church.”
“We…We can’t go in there!” cried one of the boys. 
Buckthorn grabbed Nuriel around the arm. “They’ll kill us,” he said in a loud whisper to her. “You know they will. Please, just take me and let them go.”
Nuriel clenched her jaw and her eyes.
“Please,” he whispered into her ear.
“In!” screamed Nuriel, clenching her fists.
Buckthorn released Nuriel’s arm. He gave her one last grave look, and she swore she saw his very hope fade from his eyes. She averted her gaze. There was nothing she could do. This was her only chance. Already that man—and the dark-haired boy with the baby—had made her sacrifice more of that chance than she wanted to. Nuriel stood back and waited as the procession of captives filed past her. Buckthorn led the group and took them up the stairs. He paused for a moment at the broken entryway. Blood still dripped from the heads above. He breathed deeply, steeling himself, and then led them all through, Nuriel taking up the rear. 
“HA! HA! HA!” boomed Behemoth Kraken. All of the pews in the church had been removed, some of the pillars broken, creating a large, cavernous chamber. At the front of the church, where the altar once stood, was something of a throne made of bodies. And seated within that gory mass was the hulking form of Behemoth Kraken. At his right stood the one-armed, emotionless, blank-staring, zombie that had once been Saint Rathaniel. At his left stood Hadraniel, but Nuriel could see from here he was pale, colorless, trembling more than Rathaniel’s remaining hand. He briefly looked at Nuriel, fear, shame and defeat coloring his silver eyes, and then cast his gaze back down. 
“All hail the glorious and exalted Behemoth Kraken.” intoned Saint Rathaniel, loudly.
The prisoners immediately fell to their knees, shaking and muttering prayers to Aeoria.
 “WHAT IS THIS?!” bellowed Kraken from his throne. “FIVE MEN, SIX BOYS AND TWO WOMEN? SURELY THIS IS NOT ALL! WHERE ARE THE YOUNG ONES! WHERE ARE THE BABES! WHERE IS MY FRESH MEAT AND TIGHT ASS! BRING THEM FORTH AS WELL!”
“We were all that survived,” said Buckthorn from his knees, his head bent low. “We are all that remains.”
Nuriel saw Kraken’s eyes flash. He stood from his throne of mangled flesh, blood raining off his waist and legs, the stone beneath his feet groaning. “WHO IS THIS WHO DEFIES MY NAME AND TITLE?! HADRANIEL, FEED HIS COCK TO MY HORSE AND BRING HIM BACK TO ME!”
“Y-Y-Yes g-g-glorious and exalted B-B-Behemoth K-K-Kraken,” said Hadraniel, and he immediately strode forth.
Buckthorn looked up, and for the first time Nuriel thought she saw true fear on the man’s face. He started to speak but couldn’t quite get any words out. Hadraniel grabbed the man by the arm and gave a quick glance at Nuriel. “Where are the rest?” he whispered, making a show of trying to struggle to get the man to his feet.
“That’s all I brought.” said Nuriel quietly, her head hung low. “Where is Adonael and Ovid?”
“He sent them back to Gatima to report.” said Hadraniel, pulling the man to his feet, ignoring his pleas for mercy. The others around were silenced by their own fear and remained trembling upon the stone floor. 
“Are you alright?” asked Nuriel.
“I’ll be fine.” he said. “But if this is all you brought, you won’t be for much longer.” And he began dragging the screaming man out of the church. 
“NOW, WHERE ARE MY CHILDREN?! WHERE ARE MY BABES!”
“Glorious and exalted Behemoth Kraken,” said Nuriel, looking down. “This was what I first came upon, and thought I should bring them to you before looking for the rest.”
“HA! HA! HA!” boomed Behemoth. “‘TIS MY OWN FAULT FOR NOT HAVING FUCKED MY WILL INTO YOU WHEN WE FIRST MET. RATHANIEL, SHACKLE THE FAIREST OF THESE BOYS FOR ME FOR LATER. KILL THE REST. HUNT DOWN THE OTHERS AND ROUND THEM UP FOR TRADE. THE CORPSE OF MY COUSIN GARROT WAS NOT AMONGST THE DEAD. FIND HIM AND HAVE HIM MAKE THE SALES.”
“Yes, glorious and exalted Behemoth Kraken.” intoned Rathaniel. He strode forth. 
“NOW FOR YOU, WOMAN SAINT.” said Kraken. “COME FORTH SO I MIGHT FILL YOUR MOUTH WITH MY WILL. HA! HA! HA!”
Nuriel found her feet frozen to the stone floor. She couldn’t even bring her eyes up as Rathaniel began systematically slitting the throats of the men and women, oblivious to their desperate pleas. 
“MY PATIENCE WANES, SAINT! MY COCK GROWS HARD! COME FORTH AND CURE YOUR BATTLE’S THIRST! HA! HA! HA!”
Nuriel bit her lip and tried to steel herself. Adonael’s words echoed in her spinning mind. He loses interest if you enjoy it.
Nuriel walked forward, every step seemed to take an eternity in which her mind was flooded with thoughts of the terrible violations she would endure. With her chin upon her breast, she stopped within the monster’s all-consuming shadow. 
“HA! HA! HA!” he grabbed her by the chin, his giant, armored fingers cold and hard. She felt his other large hand slide up her leg, jamming painfully into her crotch. “HA! HA! HA!”
Nuriel exhaled loudly, trying to make it sound like a sexual moan, but it didn’t. It sounded shamed, disgusted. Pained. He still had her chin in his hand and she tried to will herself to look up at him, but she couldn’t.
His giant, wet tongue slathered itself across her face and lips. “HA! HA! HA!”
Nuriel moaned again, trying her best to make it sound pleasured. She turned her eyes up to his bulbous face. His beard stank of shit and blood. She licked her lips, tried to make her eyes sensual. 
His giant finger probed her mouth. He shoved it harshly down her throat and she gagged. “HA! HA! HA! PERHAPS YOU NEED TO PRACTICE ON MY HORSE FIRST! HA! HA! HA!” 
His finger tore from her mouth and she spat. She tried to raise her hand up to wipe away the disgust she could taste, but his massive arm still gripped her face and prevented her. 
“Please…more…I need you.” she squeaked out with her eyes clenched tight. She had tried to sound aroused but knew she had failed miserably. Suddenly the sickly metallic taste of blood assaulted her tongue. Her eyes went wide as she gagged from his finger again.
“I’LL NOT HAVE A DRY MOUTH UPON MY COCK!” he boomed. He tore his finger away and she watched in horror as he dug it into the ground meat of a mangled corpse and pulled it back out. “WET IT SOME MORE! HA! HA! HA!”
Nuriel struggled in his grasp as he drew his hand closer to her mouth, the finger dripping with blood and gore. “HA! HA! HA!”
Hadraniel’s voice cracked with trembling fear. “Great…G-G-Glorious and exalted B-B-Bhemoth Kraken,” he said. “Y-Y-Your w-w-will is fulfilled.”
Kraken released Nuriel, practically throwing her to the ground. She looked up from where she lay. The men and women she had brought were all dead in pools of blood upon the floor and Rathaniel was leading three of the boys out of the church, bound in shackles. The other three must not have met Kraken’s tastes, as they lay dead with the others. Hadraniel stood with Buckthorn before him. The man was naked, trembling. Mumbling in pain and shock. His legs were pressed together, horrific amounts of blood between them. 
“THERE WE HAVE HIM! THE MAN WHO KNEW NO RESPECT! BRING HIM FORTH!”
Hadraniel led Buckthorn across the way, more or less dragging him on his feet, and stood him before Behemoth Kraken. 
“SPREAD HIS LEGS!”
Hadraniel kicked them apart. To Nuriel’s horror there was a gruesome, gaping pit where the man’s genitals should have been. 
“HA! HA! HA! TELL ME, DID MY HORSE HAVE A FEAST OR WILL HE STILL REQUIRE SUPPER?! HA! HA! HA!”
Hadraniel didn’t say anything immediately. He seemed to struggle with how to answer. Finally he croaked out, “H-H-He will s-s-still require his d-d-dinner.”
“HA! HA! HA!” boomed Kraken. He plunged a fat finger into the man’s missing crotch and tore it out. The man wailed horrifically. Kraken put the bloody finger to his nose and made a show of inhaling deeply. “BLOOD SMELLS BETTER THAN PUSSY! HA! HA! HA!” He turned to Nuriel. “COME HITHER WOMAN AND TELL ME IF THIS BLOOD SMELLS BETTER THAN YOUR PUSSY!”
Nuriel swallowed hard and struggled back to her feet, keeping her eyes low. She walked slowly toward him, but there was no speed short of a full stop that was slow enough for her liking. When she felt his looming shadow, she stopped. She could see Buckthorn’s feet, blood falling in heavy patters, soaking the floor. She swallowed hard. 
“SMELL IT, WOMAN! TELL ME IF IT MAKES YOUR NIPPLES AS HARD AS IT MAKES MY COCK! HA! HA! HA! GO AHEAD, DIG YOUR FINGER INTO HIS PUSSY! HA! HA! HA!”
Buckthorn struggled to stand even as Hadraniel propped him up. He was mumbling and trembling with pain. Nuriel clenched her eyes shut and brought her fingers to his crotch. She could feel the terrible, warm, wetness consume her finger as the man howled in pain. Slowly, her arm trembling, she brought it to her nose. “It…it…it makes me want you…exalted…Kraken.”
“HA! HA! HA! THAT’S WHAT I THOUGHT! BLOOD AND PUSSY! LET US CELEBRATE! HADRANIEL, FUCK THIS MAN SO THAT HE MIGHT TRULY KNOW HE’S A WOMAN NOW! HA! HA! HA! AND YOU, MY WOMAN SAINT, YOU COME HERE AND KNOW THE KRAKEN’S TENTACLE! HA! HA! HA!”
Nuriel heard something of a whimper escape Hadraniel. She bit her lip, struggling to lift her eyes upon the monstrous man before her. He was looking down at her with those dark eyes. His shit-stinking beard bouncing as he laughed. Her lips turned up into a snarl all of their own accord. She hadn’t meant to say anything, but the word just pushed past her lips. “No.”
The very air seemed to go still. The dead silence may have only been a fraction of a second, but within that church it seemed an eternity. 
“WHAT DID YOU SAY?! WHAT DID YOU SAY?!” The entire building shook.
Lightning couldn’t have struck faster than Nuriel had her sword out. “I said ‘no’. You fat, disgusting, monster.”
The stone beneath his feet began to crack and tremble. His very form seemed to grow larger, his shadow more consuming. A darkness with a terror all its own became his face. His bones cracked and popped as he held his arms out. His chest heaved, devouring the very air around him. 
Nuriel stepped back, her sword held in an offensive position. Adrenaline surged in her. There was focus and clarity in her mind. She felt purpose within her body and mind. Battle was her thing. She knew that now. It wasn’t cutting down commoners or doing the will of Kings. It was battle. Battle with those who were her equal, or her better if it came to it. It was what she was born for. She was the youngest to ever receive her Call to Guard. The most powerful of her day. She smiled and flourished her sword. Battle. Battle was her calling. 
Kraken roared as he tore the sword from his back. He held the massive handle in both hands, and Nuriel thought that the term ‘sword’ was not quite fitting. This was a slab of iron upon a handle. It was broad, heavy, rusted from years of blood. A weapon only this man could possibly wield. 
With a bellow that shattered the windows of the church, Kraken brought his sword down. Like a flash of light Nuriel dodged to the side and leapt at him. Her sword bit into the side of his armor with the shrill moan of tearing steel, but he swatted out with his arm and Nuriel felt a wrecking-ball crash into her breastplate. She tumbled across the stone floor, bricks breaking and cracking beneath the weight of her armor, but she rolled right back onto her feet and shot in at him.
Nuriel leapt up, her black claymore a blur as she swung it around. Kraken had his titanic blade up in time to meet hers. To her surprise, his iron slab resisted her star-metal. Sparks of black and red exploded as Nuriel landed on her feet. She whirled her sword before he could get his own back down, and to the sound of shredding steel, the belly of his armor was torn wide open. Flesh oozed out of the gap; gelatinous, pale blobs trying to escape their confines. 
“HA! HA! HA!” boomed Kraken, whipping his sword across, forcing Nuriel to leap back. “I CAN’T BE KILLED!” He brought his sword down and Nuriel leapt away as the floor exploded into fragments of stone. “I CAN’T BE STOPPED!” He whipped his sword around, pillars shattering like glass and Nuriel had to duck and tumble away. “I AM THE BEHEMOTH!” He stomped his foot and a shockwave tore through the church. Nuriel felt the floor heave and she was sent off balance. Kraken came in, his fist driving right into the side of her breastplate. 
Despite her unbreakable armor, the shock of the impact was felt right into her core. Air was ripped from her lungs. She felt herself crash through a pillar, the broken stone raining down on her. She got to her hands and knees, struggling for breath. She felt her hair painfully bundle into his giant hand and she was lifted to her feet, her sword falling to the floor with a thunderous crack.
“HA! HA! HA!” he boomed, dangling her by her scalp before his face. “I’M GOING TO FUCK YOU TO DEATH! HA! HA! HA!” He brought her close and his giant, cow-like tongue invaded her mouth. 
Nuriel choked as the wet, slimy mass slithered down the back of her throat. Her eyes teared up and she gagged. She flailed her arms and legs, reached behind her head and tried to pry his fingers from her hair, but the man’s strength was unnatural. 
“HA! HA! HA! HOW ABOUT I EAT YOUR PUSSY!” he opened his gaping maw, revealing his large, white, horse-like teeth, and began to move in at her crotch. 
Without thinking, Nuriel reached out a hand, her Caliber flaring a blinding white. She felt a massive slab of broken pillar within her Caliber’s grasp and brought her hand in, hurtling the stone from across the room toward him. Just before his mouth met her crotch, the heavy stone shattered into the side of his face and she felt herself fall. Her star-metal boots impacted the floor with the crunch of stone, and in less than a second she had her sword in her hand. 
Kraken stood up, holding the side of his face, and Nuriel tumbled between his legs, standing up with her sword raised just as she passed beneath him. She felt her sword bite through armor and tissue. Blood rained down on her and she shot away, twisting and tearing her sword free as she did so.
Kraken howled in pain, the entire church shaking. He spun and looked at her, his dark eyes flashing with rage. Blood poured freely from between his legs. “YOU BITCH! YOU CUNT! DAMN YOU! DAMN YOU!” He charged at her.
Nuriel spread her arms wide, feeling slabs of the stone floor and fragments of broken pillar gather into her Caliber’s grasp. The earth shook as Kraken came at her. She brought her arms together and hundreds of pounds of brick and stone smashed into him from both sides. He staggered for a moment and Nuriel leapt into the air, her sword a blinding flourish. She felt tissue tear; felt blood spray. She landed behind him and turned. 
Kraken turned too. His left eye torn open in a horrific, bloody wound. He roared and stomped his foot. This time Nuriel leapt in at him before the shockwave could strike her. She swung her sword in mid-air, but Kraken got his slab of iron up in time to meet it. 
Nuriel landed next to him and rolled back just as Kraken’s sword impacted the ground. She jumped up onto it, it’s broad blade making a nice little ramp for her to run up and drive her sword right between his eyes. Nuriel twisted and tore her sword out, blood and brain matter flying, leaving a gaping hole in his forehead. She flipped back, landing on her feet in front of him. 
Kraken released his blade. It fell to the floor with a boom. His hands went to his forehead and he staggered back. Nuriel watched in disgust as the man removed his giant hands from his face and blood flowed out of the wound like water from a faucet. His eyes crossed for a moment, and Nuriel thought for sure he was going to fall backwards, dead. Instead, Kraken’s remaining eye found hers and his lips twisted up into a terrible smile. 
Nuriel gasped.
Kraken’s face started to ooze from his helmet. It fell to the floor, trailing with it massive amounts of pale, gelatinous flesh. The giant blob hit the floor with a wet smack and Nuriel backed up. The empty shell of Behemoth’s armor collapsed to the floor behind it with a terrible clamor. The mountain of misshapen flesh began to coalesce up into something vaguely humanoid in form, though it had no apparent skeletal structure and seemed quite immobile. It had thick stumps for legs that were curled up around it, and hideously oversized genitalia. Its arms were long and drooping with excess fat and skin; its body round and rippled with many folds. Its head was somewhat flat; a deflated and deformed likeness of Kraken’s, with the long black beard hanging down. It cursed Nuriel in a garbled, slurred tongue; something not quite as booming or powerful as Kraken’s voice had been, but instead more demonic. 
“Nuriel, watch out!” shouted Hadraniel. 
Nuriel spun just in time to see Hadraniel dash in with his sword. Kraken’s mighty horse was charging through the church’s broken entryway, hot breath smoking from its mouth and nostrils, its eyes glowing a bloody red beneath its serpentine helmet. The horse reared up, kicking its legs, and Hadraniel was forced to skid to a halt and leap back. The horse brought its massive hooves down with a crash. Its teeth opened and closed, chattering like some sort of otherworldly insect. 
“My baby!” the horse rasped in a voice that sounded like a thousand independent tongues speaking as one. “My baby! Give me my baby!”
The horse’s four legs slid out to the side from under it, its body coming to rest upon the floor. Its legs began to split into pairs and stretch out, transforming into something like tentacles, eight in all. Its heavy, green armor began to slough off like an unneeded shell. It’s body arched up and came up toward its head and they joined and fused into something like a bulbous, black body. The horse’s face elongated into a sharp, curved beak, and to Nuriel’s surprise she found herself looking at some sort of demonic, tentacled, creature. 
“Give me my baby!” it rasped, and scuttled forward on its tentacles. 
Hadraniel flourished his sword, swiping at the creature as it came, but it bowled past him and he was forced to leap to the side. Nuriel was next, and it brought a tentacle down at her but she sliced at it with her sword before rolling to the left. She regrouped with Hadraniel just as the creature came upon the mound of flesh that had been Behemoth Kraken. It scuttled on top of it protectively and turned to face Nuriel and Hadraniel.
“My baby! My baby! I’ll find you a new home. I promise. We’ll find you a new home.”
“He was a fucking Infernal!” shouted Hadraniel, looking upon the creatures with the same disgust as Nuriel.
“Two Infernals.” said Nuriel. “Him and his horse. We should’ve known.”
There were basically three types of demons all Saints were taught about at Sanctuary: Bounds, Unbounds and Infernals. Bound demons were shackled to Hell. Usually they were the charred forms of those doomed to Apollyon’s torment, other times they manifested as something more bestial. All bound demons lacked the ability to walk freely upon the earth. To do so, they had to be escorted by a more powerful Unbound. The typical bound demon hardly posed a threat to a Saint. However, in numbers they could be quite dangerous, and of course, you’d have to contend with their escort, who was invariably a powerful Unbound or Infernal. 
It could take ages for bound demons to shed the weight of their sins and torment, but when they did, they could become true demonic beings, known as Unbounds. To become Unbound, a bound demon had to shed the weight of its sins through torment, proving itself worthy to Apollyon. Once it did, it was given a Golothic: an artifact of Hell. ‘Golothic’ was a demonic word that meant ‘a promise bound by sacrifice’. A Golothic was a manifestation of Apollyon’s very will. 
To become one of the terrible Unbounds, the demon had to trick a mortal into taking its Golothic. This was tantamount to selling one’s soul to the demon, and some people needed more tricking than others. The trick for the demon was in giving the Golothic to the most pure and innocent person he could, for the more pure the soul, the more power Apollyon would grant the demon. Once given, the Golothic became a bind between the person and the demon. The demon would grant a favor, and in time the person would give up his soul. Unfortunately for the person, the Golothic always exacted a terrible price. Only once the demon gave a mortal its Golothic did it become Unbound from Hell, free to walk the mortal earth at its leisure. 
The power of Unbound demons could vary greatly, and they only became full-powerful once their Golothic realized its promise. There were relatively weak Unbounds and there were Unbounds who were nigh invincible. Most demons didn’t have the patience to make powerful Golothic deals. Most made petty deals with people all too willing to sell their already corrupt souls. However, a few could trade their Golothic for a sacrifice generations in the making. They were the Unbounds that could become truly powerful and terrifying. 
Then there were the Infernals. 
Infernals were something between demons and mortal monsters. Where demons delighted in sowing sin and evil, Infernals delighted in wreaking overt destruction and death. They were manticores, hydras, harpies, minotaurs and other terrifying monstrosities. The most famous of all Infernals was the Cerberus, the three-headed fire-breathing hound of Apollyon that wrought great destruction across the world. It was slain ages ago by the late Saint Bryant of the Horn. Not much was known about Infernals or where they came from, but like the Unbounds, their power could vary greatly. Nuriel had never before heard of one taking the form of a human, even if that human was the monstrous being known as Behemoth Kraken. Back in Sanctuary they were told that Infernals only took the form of monstrous creatures. Then again, Nuriel supposed Kraken did fit the literal definition of ‘monstrous creature’. 
“What do we do?” asked Hadraniel. 
“Kill them.” said Nuriel. She flourished her sword and shot in.
The black, tentacled creature scuttled forward, its front tendrils raised. Nuriel whirled in, her sword a spinning blur of black star-metal. She felt the crunch of flesh and bone and saw part of the tentacle go flying off. She tried to bring her sword down in a chop at its body but found her arm stuck. Her eyes flicked up and saw a tentacle wrapped around her sword arm. Before she could react, Hadraniel leapt in and his sword sliced through the tentacle. Blood sprayed out for a moment before it grew back and was made whole again.
Now side-by-side, it was all Nuriel and Hadraniel could do to keep the creature’s snapping beak at bay and its tentacles from reaching them. Then, out of the corner of her eye, Nuriel saw the fleshy mass that had been Behemoth Kraken move. Its entire bulk oozed forward, its flattened, deflated head cursing something garbled as it came toward her. 
“Shit.” 
“What’s wrong—” Hadraniel started to speak when Nuriel dashed from his side toward the fleshy creature, leaving him to deal with the current beast.
Nuriel drove in at the thing. She couldn’t perceive any outward threats from the disgusting mass, but something told her to proceed with caution anyway. Her sword shot forward, plunging into the mass, but instead of puncturing skin she felt her blade sink in, as if it had melted into a pile of mud. The thing made a mangled laugh as Nuriel tried to pull her sword free, but the thing held it within its bulk. 
Nuriel looked up just as the creature washed itself over her like a tidal wave of flesh. Before darkness took her, she caught one last glimpse of Hadraniel dodging left from a tentacle, only for the thing’s beak to catch him around the arm. Certainly if not for his star-armor bracer it would have severed it clean through. With a flick of its head, it sent Hadraniel flying across the room where he crashed into the wall near the broken doorway, fragments of brick falling onto his limp form. 
Nuriel screamed as the gelatinous mountain engulfed her. She tried to breathe but stinking flesh sucked up into her mouth and nostrils, choking her. The thing’s weight was fully upon her. It was massive and felt like a million pounds crushing down on her. She flared her Caliber and pushed up, but her hands only sank into the thing’s formless bulk. 
“HA! HA! HA!” she could hear its muffled laughter through the flesh that engulfed her entire face and head and wrapped around her ears. It blinded her, choked her, crushed her. “HA! HA! HA! I’M GOING TO FUCK YOU YET, SAINT!”
Nuriel tried to scream, but no sound escaped her mouth. She felt something long and hard graze her thigh. The creature’s weight shifted and the stiff object slid up her belly.
“WHERE’S YOUR MOUTH YOU BITCH!” 
Nuriel’s heart leapt as she realized what that long, stiff thing coming up her body was. She opened her mouth, letting a blob of flesh fall into it, and she bit down for all she was worth. She shook her head like a rabid dog, trying to tear through it, but the creature only laughed. 
“AH, THERE’S YOUR MOUTH! OPEN WIDE!”
The creature’s penis began to slide up her neck. Her heart raced. She felt like she could black out at any moment. She needed air. She couldn’t breathe. The weight was crushing. With all she had left, Nuriel shined her Caliber like she never had before. Somehow, the panic of impending doom must have bolstered her, for she shined it so brightly she felt a physical pain. She felt the entire church’s mass around her. She could feel the floor beneath her, and the ceiling far above. Almost without effort, she willed it all in upon herself. Despite the bulk sitting atop her, she could hear the torturous crack of brick and mortar; the thunder as stone broke; the clamor of glass breaking. 
The creature roared with something like panic. She felt it slither off of her. She scrunched herself into a ball on the floor, her Caliber becoming a shell of light around her. Her eyes opened just a slit as the church came down in a tumultuous cacophony. Stones and glass bounced off her Caliber, but she saw a giant slab of ceiling crush the fleshy blob that was Kraken. There was a sickening crunch and blood sprayed in all directions. The tentacled beast scuttled toward the door but made an ear-splitting shriek as the wall fell forward, tons of stone crushing down upon it. 
And then there was silence. 
Nuriel’s chest was heaving. Her heartbeat and her breath deafening in her ears. She opened her eyes. Rubble everywhere around her. Slowly, she stood. She looked around, unable to believe what she had just done. It was a feat that even Erygion would have found amazing. Not only that, but had she really shielded herself with her Caliber? Was that even possible? Her head spun.
“Nuriel!”
Nuriel shook her head and looked. Next to where the door used to be stood Hadraniel. He was covered in dust and looked a little worse for wear, but seemed otherwise unharmed. 
“Nuriel!” he cried and he bounded over the rubble toward her. He grabbed her around the shoulders. “Nuriel! How…How in the fuck did you do that?!”
“I…I don’t know.”
Hadraniel let out a little laugh. He looked around, as if him being alive and the demons crushed to death was too good to be true. “You gotta let me know next time you do something like that!” He laughed again. “I just barely made it out!”
Nuriel plopped herself down on a chunk of stone and exhaled deeply. Her heart was still racing and she suddenly felt incredibly tired. She wanted nothing more than to go to sleep. 
“You alright?” asked Hadraniel.
“I’m fine.” she said. She rubbed her face.
There were a few moments of blessed silence before Hadraniel asked, “So…now what?”
“What do you mean?” asked Nuriel. She felt groggy.
“I mean, you just killed King Gatima’s Exalted Noble.” said Hadraniel. “I mean…do we tell Sanctuary? Do we report this? …Did they know he was a demon?” Hadraniel pursed his lips and looked at Nuriel. “They could have our heads for this, Nuriel. Nobles are off limits, period. I assume even if they are demons.”
Nuriel buried her head in her hands for a moment as she tried to collect her thoughts. It was just her and Hadraniel who had witnessed this. Rathaniel had left to do Kraken’s bidding, and Ovid and Adonael had been sent back to Gatimaria to report to the King. Nuriel bit her lip and thought for a moment. Then she looked Hadraniel in his silver eyes. “We go back to Gatimaria and report,” she said. “We tell them that me, you and Kraken went out to search for survivors and we were confronted by a pair of demons.”
“You mean, the same pair of demons that was Behemoth Kraken and his horse?”
Nuriel shrugged. “Yeah. But they don’t know he was a demon.”
“What if they did know?” asked Hadraniel. “What if they know it was you who killed Kraken? I mean…”
Nuriel looked at him. “Then King Gatima is forced to admit that he has been harboring a demon. Sanctuary would never stand for that. They’d take back all Saints from his lands. Possibly even send us to take Gatima himself out.”
Hadraniel shook his head. “I don’t think you understand. What if Sanctuary knew he was a demon.”
Nuriel shook her head. “No. No. That would be impossible. Holy Father would never allow—”
“Not Holy Father, but the Oracles. The Sin Eaters. Aeoria’s Guard. The Bishops…”
Nuriel frowned. She didn’t know if it dismayed her that there was another Saint who shared her suspicions or if it relieved her. She supposed it was at least a good sign that he seemed to think it impossible that Holy Father would be in on such a thing. 
“If they did know,” said Hadraniel. “They’ll never let us live. They’ll recall us immediately. In fact, if they did know, they’ll know he’s dead right now and we could be recalled any minute!” His face went stark white. He started rubbing at his breastplate, as if it could consume him that very moment. “They know we were with Kraken, Nuriel. They’ll know it was us!”
Nuriel bit her lip and sat in quiet contemplation for a moment. In a way, she felt bad for Hadraniel. She knew that if she didn’t hold her own Sanguinastrum that she’d be freaking out as much as he was. She exhaled deeply. But there was no way. There was no way Sanctuary would know Kraken was a demon. 
Nuriel looked up at Hadraniel. “Oracles and Sin Eaters can tell when a demon has been slain. They’ll know two of them have been killed. They might even know right now. If they didn’t know Kraken and his horse were demons, our story pans out. We were with Kraken and we were attacked by the demons. Kraken died in battle, and we narrowly survived. We’ll have nothing to worry about, except Gatima’s anger that his Exalted is dead. And Sanctuary can quell that in the face of us having killed a pair of Infernals.” 
“Yeah, but what if they did know?” said Hadraniel. “They’ll never let us live. You seem to keep glossing over this.”
Nuriel bit her lip and looked at Hadraniel. “I can’t believe that they knew. I won’t believe it. Maybe Gatima did, but not Sanctuary. I believe in the good of Holy Father. I cannot believe he or anybody else in Sanctuary would have let that go.”
“I hope you’re right.” said Hadraniel, grasping the rim of his breastplate as if it were choking him. “I hope you’re right.”
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BETRAYED 


“Can you shut those babies up!” hissed Forest, his breath smoking in the cold morning air. He came to a halt and spun around, his brown eyes falling directly on Rook. 
“She’s hungry,” said Rook. He rocked Ursula on his shoulder and patted her back gently, but with the sleepless night, lack of food, and cold morning air of the forest, she was inconsolable. The women behind him each held pairs of babies in their arms and weren’t faring any better. 
“We need food, and a fire.” said one of the women. 
Fire. Rook licked his lips at the word. He had no shirt, just the thin vest. His pants were no longer wet, but he had just endured a frigid night without shelter or fire. They had all survived by huddling together, and the Golothic hidden in his pocket had provided an extra degree of blessed warmth to him. Despite all that, Rook still felt frozen to the core. And he was beginning to remember how terrible the pangs of hunger could come on. 
Forest shook his head. “No fire until we’re further out. They’ll see the smoke rising from a hundred miles away.”
“We need some warmth,” protested one of the women. She struggled with two wailing infants in her arms. She looked as miserable and frazzled as Rook felt. “For the babes.”
“Food,” said one of the older boys. “We have to get some food. We can’t keep forcing a march through the woods like this. We all need food. And water.”
“And something for the babes,” added another woman. She also struggled with a pair of inconsolable infants. “They have to have something.” 
Forest sneered. “There is nothing. We have
nothing.” he spat. He looked around, throwing out his arms. “Shall I pluck some bark for you? Shall we dine on pine needles and oak leaves?”
“Maybe we should have them hold up here,” suggested Reed, one of the elder boys. He was a taller fellow with red-brown hair and Rook thought he must be near eighteen or nineteen years of age. “I can go scout out a couple miles. I can try and bring back something to eat, or find some water.”
Forest puffed. “With what, your bare hands?”
Reed bent down and picked up a stone. “Believe it or not, I’m pretty handy with a rock. Sometimes me and my Pa would sneak out in the woods and pelt us a bird or rabbit to eat.”
“I can go with too,” offered another boy. Then a couple more spoke up and offered their services as well.
“No.” spat Forest, shaking his head. His face distorted in disgust. “I’m no fool. You all mean to run off and leave us! I’ll not have us all part ways.” 
“We stand a better chance finding food and water if we split off into teams,” said Reed. “We can cover more ground. Maybe find a creek or a pond. Maybe find some berries or mushrooms even.”
The women, and even some of the younger children, all began mumbling their approvals.
Forest frowned, his eyes glowering at the others. He looked at Reed, sneering. “Fine then. But only me and you will go.”
“What about Sky, Winter and Lobo?” asked Reed, pointing at the other three boys his age. “They’re capable as well. They can take the south and we the north. We’ll cover more—”
“No!” snarled Forest. “How do we know they won’t run off? Go turn us in for their own gain?”
The other boys began to protest. Winter rolled his eyes and said, “That’s ridicu—”
“No!” spat Forest. “I’ll not have us split up. Me and Reed will go. The rest of you stay here and tend the women and children.”
None seemed satisfied with Forest’s decision, but they all knew it was the best they could hope for right now. Buckthorn had given command over to Forest before he and the others were taken away, and it was something Forest liked to remind them all about constantly. The people had so far honored Forest’s leadership, but Rook could feel tensions mounting. Rook knew that if he didn’t come back with some food, it would be doubtful any would continue to respect his authority. 
Almost as soon as Forest and Reed were out of sight the other boys began rounding up fallen sticks and anything they could find to use as tinder. The women blessed the young men as they tried getting a fire going. Sky seemed the most adept at the art, and within an hour he sparked a blaze to the cheers and applause of all. With the help of the younger children, they managed to gather enough wood to get a cozy fire going and before long they were all huddled around it. They were still hungry and thirsty, and the babies still wailed and cried, but at least they were warm. Blessedly warm after having endured such a long, cold night. 
Rook sat among the other children his age, rocking Ursula in his arms. The others all had smiles on their faces and made fun of poking small sticks into the fire and lighting them ablaze. But Rook could find no solace in such simple pleasures. Ursula was screaming. She was hungry and it pained him that there was nothing he could do about it. He laid her in his lap and tried cooing to her, but that only seemed to infuriate her. Her face scrunched up and there was a moment of silence as her face turned bright red. And then the real wailing began. Bolstered by the outburst, the rest of the babies in the camp now followed suit. 
Rook couldn’t take it anymore. He had the dagger hidden in the waist of his pants, and he surreptitiously exposed the sharp point of the blade. He looked around to make sure none were watching, then he pricked his finger deeply, and quickly slipped it into Ursula’s mouth. She quieted immediately and began sucking ravenously. 
The women did what they could to comfort their own babies in their charge. The only thing they could do was coo to them and sing. At first the women all began in on their own songs, but one of the women sang out louder and the rest joined her in her melody. It was a song Rook had heard his own mother sing a few times, and he too joined in, singing its melancholy tune to Ursula as she sucked upon his finger.
“My child, my child,
Let me sing you a song,
It starts in the Autumn when shadows are long.
The days they are short,
the fields picked bare,
But come on inside, a fire is there.
Warm yourself up,
and rest your head well.
Winter is coming but there’s no food where we dwell.
My child, my child,
Let me sing you a song,
It is Wintertime now and cold nights are long.
The fires grow short,
the hearth is near bare,
But sleep in my arms, my love is still there.
Warm yourself up,
and rest your head well,
Pass peacefully to the song of funeral bells.
My child, my child,
Let me sing you a song,
It ends in the Spring when the sun comes up strong.
Our days have been short,
Your cradle is bare,
I look to the sky and know you are there.
Warm yourself up,
and rest your head well,
Up in the heavens with the Goddess you dwell.
My child, my child,
Let me sing you a song,
We’ll meet once again where the Summer’s yearlong.
Our days won’t be short,
and bounty is there,
We’ll be with Aeoria; there’ll be no despair.
We’ll warm ourselves up,
and rest our heads well,
in the heavens above where the stars used to dwell.”
Rook thought the song was quite sad and despairing. A song befitting of where they all lived. He found himself wondering if other lands might be happier, and the tunes they sing to their children not so melancholy. He wondered if there were lands where mothers might sing out with joy. If there were lands where mothers needn’t worry if their children would starve to death in the cold winter. He looked down at Ursula and a tear fell off his cheek. His finger throbbed, but her eyes were closed now. She sucked peacefully; quietly. She was content, and so was he. 
They sat like that for a long time. The fire cracked. Its warmth washed over the makeshift camp. Silence reigned. The air began to grow less cold, and in time morning’s sun was full up and its golden beams shown through the forest. Rook himself was about to doze off when hushed voices began to spread around the fire. Rook looked up and somebody whispered, “They’re coming!”
Rook watched as Forest and Reed strode through the trees. An audible murmur of defeat washed through the camp as it became clear that neither of them bore anything in their hands. Reed seemed paler to Rook. Sweaty. Sick, maybe? He thought for sure Forest was going to scold them for having the fire, but he didn’t even seem to take notice of it. He stood there for a moment, just looking at them all.
“Did you find anything?” asked one of the other boys? “A stream? Berries?”
“No,” said Forest, his voice a little distant. Reed just stood there, not really looking at anybody. 
“Is something wrong?” asked one of the women, and they all began standing up. “Reed, you don’t look well.”
Forest glanced at the boy and scowled. Then he looked at the rest and said, “We’re fine. But we have to go.”
There were some murmurs. 
“Why?” asked Lobo. And the other boys all looked at Reed. “Reed, what’s wrong?”
Rook could see that Reed wanted to speak, but something stayed his voice. The young man looked away.
“Nothing’s wrong.” growled Forest. “Now come on, get everybody up! We have to go. Hurry now!”
Rook could hear the women all whispering that something had to be wrong. One of the boys said that they must have spotted trouble and were keeping quiet so as not to scare the children. Some of the babies began crying again and the women did the best job they could of rounding everybody up.
“Come on, hurry!” said Forest. He turned Reed around and pushed the boy, forcing him to take the lead. “Come on, let’s go!”
Rook had an uneasy feeling. Like the rest, he knew something was wrong. They all began to file forward, and whispered rumors of Gatima’s soldiers hunting the woods began to spread. The women tried to hold the babes to their breasts to keep their voices down and some of the younger kids began crying too.
Forest pushed Reed by the shoulder ahead of him and led the people about a mile through the forest until they came to a large, natural clearing that was surrounded by the thicker woods all around. Here, Forest made them stop and began waving everybody in. Rook huddled up with all the women and younger children, holding Ursula to his shoulder. Thankfully she was still sleeping and not making a fuss. He could hear Forest hissing at them all to hurry up. “Come on!” he was saying. “Come on! Get in a group!”
“What’s going on?” asked Lobo in a slightly more demanding tone. He looked at Reed. “What’s going on?” he asked again.
“Shh!” hissed Forest. 
Everybody formed something of a singular group, all pressed together in the clearing. There were a few moments of confused silence where a palpable anxiety hung in the air. And then the gasps started. Huddled within the crowd, Rook couldn’t immediately see what was happening, but the older boy’s shouts of anger gave him a good idea.
“You sold us out?!” yelled Lobo. “Reed, you sold us out?!”
“Forest, you son of a bitch!” spat Winter.
The women all began screaming, and all around Rook the younger kids began crying. 
“Sorry, it was us or you.” said Forest without apology. “And me and Reed chose ourselves.”
Reed began to protest, saying he hadn’t wanted to betray anybody, but now Rook could hear barking orders from other men…strange men. He struggled to see beyond the crowd and caught a glimpse of red armor…the armor of Clerical Guard. Some of the women fell, grabbing up the children into their arms, and now Rook could see what was going on. There were three Clerical Guards with bolt-throwers drawn and aimed at their group. There was also a pair of well dressed men who Rook knew. They were town officials from where he lived. They must have escaped the fighting, and Forest and Reed must have stumbled upon them in the woods.
“Forest you son of a bitch!” screamed one of the boys. There were more angry yells. Women sobbed and pleaded.
“Look what we have here.” said one of the town officials, shaking his head and tisking. He seemed to be making a silent head count. Then he turned and yelled, “Thirty-three of them. Bring the wagons.”
There were hoof beats and the squeaking of wheels. Lumbering into the clearing came a pair of large, wooden wagons, each drawn by a pair of horses. Rook’s heart began to thump rapidly in his chest. He could feel the color leaving his face. He swallowed hard and looked down, backing himself into a group of taller children. Upon the first wagon, holding the reigns of the horses, was the fat, droopy-eyed Garrot. And driving the other wagon was the cadaverous, worm-lipped Rennic Finn.
“All of you, line up!” ordered one of the Clerical Guard. He waved his bolt-thrower at the group. “You, older boys, over here. Women and children over there! Come on, move it!”
Rook kept his chin plastered to his chest and people began moving and shuffling around him. Ursula began to fuss in his arms. He couldn’t imagine what Garrot might do to him, considering he had to know that he killed his brother, Karver. Panic began to take its hold on him. He felt his breath coming short and sharp. He suddenly felt dizzy. 
“We did our part.” Rook heard Forest say. “You promised me food and water and my freedom.”
One of the town officials looked at the Clerical Guard next to him, and with very little interest said, “Give him his water.” 
The Guard nodded and strode over to Forest. He began backing up, stuttering, asking what was going on as the Guard grabbed him around the arm. Then another Guard came up and grabbed his other arm.
“Wait!…Wait!…What is this? You promised me! You promised my freedom!” screamed Forest.
The third Clerical Guard came up to him with a cask in his hands. “Here’s your water,” he said. With a dagger, he popped open the bung and with both hands lifted the cask over Forest’s head. 
Forest began to scream as the guards held him, one of them forcing his mouth open. Water spilled forth in a thick flow and Forest began to choke. His eyes went wide, his screams became garbled. Garrot looked on from his perch in the wagon and huffed a little laugh. Rennic Finn’s red lips stretched into a gruesome smile.
The last of the water emptied from the cask, splashing out of Forest’s mouth, but it was apparent the man was dead. His eyes were wide and his body pale and limp. The guards dropped him, and the one with the cask smashed it over his head. Rook cringed at the sickening crack, wondering if the sound might have been wood or bone or both. Blood oozed out onto the dirt. The town official pointed at Reed. “Give this one his food.”
They grabbed him around his arms. “But…I…I didn’t want to!” Reed’s wide eyes turned to the captives and Rook could see fear, shame, regret and apology all painting his face. “I’m sorry,” he said, tears falling from his eyes. “He made me! I didn’t want to! I swear it! I’m sorry! I’m sor—”
One of the Guards stuffed a wad of bread into Reed’s mouth, choking him. He began stuffing more and more down Reed’s throat. Rook could hear the boy’s ghastly screams and he looked away, holding Ursula tight. In time, there was silence.
“As for the rest of you, you shall all be taken back to Gatimaria to stand trial before our King.” said the town official. He motioned for Garrot and Rennic. “Take their names.”
Rook’s heart began beating painfully in his chest, and Ursula was crying on his shoulder. He bit his lip, looking down at the ground, not daring to even glance up. All around him the others began moving, filing up into a line. He could hear their pleas and cries for mercy, but his mind was too full of his own terror to focus on anything. He thought about trying to run. He could try to bolt into the forest, hide in some brambles. But Ursula would cry. They would find him easily. Stupider ideas flooded him: climb a tree, hide beneath one of the womens’ blouses…
Panic took him. Everything was spinning. There was nowhere for him to go. There was nothing he could do. There was no escape. Garrot and Rennic would see him…unless…unless maybe they couldn’t recognize him. Quickly, Rook bent down and swiped his hand through the dirt and then rubbed his palm over his face and Ursula’s. She began to scream at it, but Rook hoped that perhaps the dirt would disguise their looks enough that Garrot and Rennic would not recognize them. 
He sidled up to another group of children roughly his own age, hoping to maybe blend in. He kept his chin down. He could see the three Clerical Guards standing before them with their guns at the ready. He could see the two town officials whispering in each others’ ears, pointing at some of the people in the line-up. From down the line he could hear voices. Garrot was asking names, people were replying in whimpers and voices shaken by fear. He chanced a glance to the side. Garrot and Rennic were coming down the line. Garrot asking names, Rennic scrawling them down on paper. He swallowed hard. A name…a name…he had to think of a name…
“Name,” said Garrot in his subtly slurred voice. Rook could see the man’s fat legs and feet stuffed into his shoes. He could see Rennic’s black boots as well.
“V-V-V-Violet,” meekly said the girl next to Rook. He saw Rennic’s and Garrot’s feet shuffle over to him.
“Name.”
Ursula was screaming on his shoulder. Rook found himself chewing his lip. His eyes were plastered to the ground. He felt himself trembling. 
“Name.”
Rook’s teeth chattered. His lips fluttered as he tried to spit any word out.
Then he heard Rennic gasp. Almost immediately he felt Ursula torn from his arms. He looked up, reaching for her. He wanted to scream; he wanted to yell. But he could not find his voice. 
Rennic held Ursula up, his mouth a ghastly smile. He began hopping and dancing about, laughing freakishly. Ursula was screaming. “Blood baby! Blood baby!” he giggled. Rennic bit into his thumb and jammed the bleeding digit into her mouth. He held her in his arms as he pranced around, laughing.
“Ursul—”A million white pinpoints of light upon a field of blackness filled Rook’s vision. Searing pain erupted on his cheek. He felt his body hit the ground hard. More pain, this time in his side. The breath was torn from him. He choked. His head was jarred painfully by a kick. Around him, the screams of the people were muted by unconsciousness. He felt his body lift, his head fall on his shoulder. More searing pain. Over and over again it erupted on his cheek until finally he felt himself on the ground. He could taste blood. He was aware that his breathing wasn’t quite right. He wanted to move, but couldn’t. He was too dizzy. All he wanted was to let the blackness of unconsciousness take him.
He heard the voices of the town officials. They seemed tinny and distant. “What is this about! Stop this at once!”
“He killed my brother!” he was aware of Garrot’s voice. It was harsh, filled with rage. “This one killed my brother!”
He could hear the pleas of the women, the shrieks of other children around him. He heard Ursula cry. Rook’s hand folded around a clump of dirt. His arms trembled as he tried to get up. Then there was an arm around his waist; he was lifted up. He felt himself pressed against a warm body. He felt hot tears drop upon his hair. His eyes cracked open. They felt swollen. Blood ran out his mouth and nose. His lip throbbed.
“Please! Please!” cried a woman, holding Rook in her arms.
Rook’s vision was blurred, and everything was happening in slow motion. He could see Rennic prancing about, whooping and yelping with freakish delight as Ursula sucked the blood from his thumb. The town officials were yelling at him. He could see the Clerical Guard waving their weapons; he could hear them barking orders. One of them held Garrot back, the fat man’s face twisted in a snarl, foamy spit flying out in all directions. 
“Ursula…” Rook heard his own voice, weak and pathetic. It was barely a whisper. 
“I’m gonna kill him! I’m gonna slit his throat wide open like he did my brother!”
Rook felt a hand constrict around his arm, fat fingertips digging painfully into his flesh. He was torn from the woman’s arms. Another sharp, searing pain erupted across his cheek. His eyes were barely open but they desperately sought for his sister. Then there was a strange voice, and the slaps across his face ceased. 
“All give pause and harken to the will of the glorious and exalted Behemoth Kraken.” The voice was subdued and monotone, and Rook was not sure if it was just the unconsciousness playing upon his ears. He felt himself thrown to the ground. Somewhere beyond his sight he could hear Ursula. There were gasps and talking, but the sounds all spun around his head. 
Rook struggled to lift his head up. His head throbbed. He could taste blood; could feel it running out of his nose. He cracked his eyes open. There was a Saint upon a horse in silver barding. The Saint sat tall in his saddle, black Star-Armor upon his form. In one hand he held the reigns, but his other arm was missing at the elbow. He had white hair and eyes and looked out upon the world with an expression that seemed as distant and faded as Rook’s own consciousness. 
“Ah, Saint Rathaniel,” said one of the city officials, walking forward to meet him. The Saint slid down from his saddle and made a slight bow. “We found these escapees from Caer Gatima. Perhaps you can be of service.”
“The glorious and exalted Behemoth Kraken has claimed these as his own.” intoned Saint Rathaniel. 
Rook struggled to sit up. His mind spun. Pain wracked his body and head. He could feel a strange warmth and heaviness in his face. He could tell his lip was swollen just by how numb it felt. “Ur…Ursula…”
“These villagers shall be taken back to Gatimaria to stand trial for their crimes.” said the city official. “King Gatima will exact his justice upon them for their little uprising.”
“The glorious and exalted Behemoth Kraken sends me forth with his will.” intoned the Saint. “The old are to be taken and sold to Narbereth. The young to Valdasia.” Here the Saint looked past the city officials and his eyes found Garrot. “The glorious and exalted Behemoth Kraken has sent me forth to find you, Garrot. You are to assist me in the slave trades.”
“This cannot be!” protested one of the city officials. “These are the property of King Gatima himself!”
“These people are to be returned to Gatima for trial at once.” said the other city official. “Kraken serves the King, not himself.”
“None save Leviathan Hydra may question the will of the glorious and exalted Behemoth Kraken.” intoned the Saint. 
The officials looked at each other. “Who is Leviathan Hydra?” asked one.
The other shook his head and looked back at Rathaniel. “This is madness.” he said. “Gatima is your King. Gatima’s word ascends all voices within Jerusa! These people are the property of your King and they shall—”
The Saint’s sword was so fast that he didn’t appear to move as the man’s neck was torn wide open. The other official began to back up but the Saint strode forth, and with a flourish of his sword, sent the man’s head flying. 
Rook jolted as bolt-thrower fire erupted behind him. JINK-JINK-JINK-JINK-JINK-JINK-JINK-JINK-JINK! The adrenaline surge sent consciousness back to Rook’s mind and he watched in awe as the one-armed Saint whirled his sword in graceful flourishes before him, bolts exploding in the air around him. The Clerical Guard backed up, their bolt-throwers never ceasing as the Saint closed on them. His sword flourished, and their heads fell. 
The Saint stopped and turned to Garrot. “By the will of the glorious and exalted Behemoth Kraken, you shall accompany me to Narbereth to make sale of these slaves claimed in his name.” He turned to Rennic Finn and intoned. “Rennic Finn, you shall take the women and babes to Valdasia where you shall sell them in the name of the glorious and exalted Behemoth Kraken.”
Rennic Finn nodded and handed Ursula to one of the women. Rook watched as he went to his wagon and brought out chains and shackles. 
Saint Rathaniel turned to address the people. “By the will of the glorious and exalted Behemoth Kraken, women and their babes shall form a line here. The rest of you shall come forth with me to the other wagon.”
Rook felt himself dragged harshly to his feet. A fat hand smacked him across the face. He turned and felt cold steel upon his neck. Garrot held him with a dagger to the throat. “I kill you how you killed my brother!” he snarled.
Rook closed his eyes, ready for death to take him, when he felt the dagger fall from his throat.
“By the will of the glorious and exalted Behemoth Kraken, all these have been claimed in his name.” intoned the Saint, his star-metal sword held to Garrot’s fat neck. The man looked on wide-eyed. “They shall all reach Narbereth in salable condition. Is that understood?”
Garrot’s fat face bobbled up and down frantically. 
“Very good.” said the Saint. “Bind them and load them upon your wagon.”
Garrot scowled down at Rook. “You, come!”
Garrot grabbed Rook around the arm and marched him toward the wagon. Rook struggled. He spun around and watched as Rennic began rounding the women and the babies up. “Ursula! Ursula!”
“Come!” snarled Garrot, throwing Rook against the wagon. 
Rook tried to scramble away, to get to Ursula, but Garrot picked him up and physically hauled him to the back of the wagon. Rook struggled and kicked but the fat man held him firmly. Chains rattled. Rook screamed as he felt the snap of cold steel around one ankle, and then around the other. He scrambled to his feet and started to run but fell flat on his face. He looked up and saw Rennic marching the women with their babies into his wagon. 
The cadaverous man’s eyes found Ursula and he strode over to one of the women and snatched her from her arms. “My baby!” he snapped at her. Rennic held Ursula in his arms. He smiled gruesomely down at her, his finger in her mouth. “Get in the wagon!” he barked at the other women. 
“Ursula! No!” Rage flooded Rook. He got up but fell again. His legs were shackled around both ankles, and he was bound by chain. “Ursula!” 
Garrot wrapped his meaty hands around Rook’s body and lifted him into the wagon. “You won’t ever see your sister again,” said the man, taking great delight in it. “She’ll be sold to Loretta. No baby ever survives Loretta.” 
Rook felt the heat of the Golothic in his pocket. Anger swelled in him. His head whipped around, hoping beyond hope that he might see the demon. “You promised! We had a deal! You promised we’d be taken care of!”
Rook felt Garrot’s hand smack him across the face. “Shut up now. Or I will make this a long trip for you.”
Rook dashed forward and tried to bring his fist down at Garrot’s head, but felt an arm wrap around him and pull him back. “Come on, kid. Just calm down.” said Sky, pulling Rook from the wagon’s rail. 
“Where are you!” snarled Rook, flailing against the boy’s grasp. “Where are you! You promised we’d be taken care of!”
“Calm down kid!” hissed Sky, and now Winter and Lobo were also holding him down in the wagon. “Don’t make it worse.”
“What’s he screaming about?” asked a little girl. 
Rook was vaguely aware that the younger kids, all of them bound in shackles, were coming up into the wagon now. But his mind was clouded with rage and all he could do was snarl and curse Bulifer and his treachery. He kicked and spat. “You promised!”
“He’s delirious or something,” said Sky. “He got hit in the head pretty hard. Just leave him alone.”
“Come on, hold still!” said Lobo.
Rook bit down on one of the hands that held him, growling and snarling as he tore himself free. He dashed across the wagon to the railing. “Ursula!” he screamed. He could see Rennic’s wagon with the women and babies starting to roll away. The boys grabbed him by the shoulders and held him in place. “Ursula!!”
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THE LONG HOURS 


The domed glass ceiling of the council room was filled with a spectacular show of fiery purples as the last vestiges of the evening sun set upon Duroton. Dagrir sat reclined at the head of the table, looking up into the twilight heavens, chewing his thoughts over as the rest of the Councilmen took their seats. Due to the lateness of the meeting it was a much more relaxed climate, and rather than his armor, or even regal robes, Dagrir wore a much more comfortable ensemble of black and red clothing. The rest of the council were in their typical garments and chattered quietly amongst themselves. 
It was then that the door to the council room swung open and Lord Tarquin entered. He wore a slightly tattered shroud over his armor—the black plate with gray spirals painted up each arm—and he looked a little dinged up despite the quick freshen-up he had obviously just undergone. At his side hung his sword, Whisper. In his hands he held an iron box that possessed something of an ominous quality. 
“Ah, there he is,” said Balin, smiling brightly. “The man of the hour! Fresh from the battlefields of the Icelands!” Balin stood up and took his place at Dagrir’s right to act as the Council’s Standing Speaker. He quickly called order and went through the formalities of unnecessary introductions, honoring Lord Tarquin as the Standing Guest of the meeting.
Dagrir quietly and begrudgingly sat up to a more formal position, rubbing the thick growth of beard he had let take over his face. “Report.” he said in a more demanding tone than was usual for him, but he wanted to get right into the point of things before Balin or one of the others could start off on some unending tangent of business that could wait until tomorrow. Dagrir wasn’t much in the mood this evening for politicking and wanted to get back to his father’s chambers as quickly as possible. His father, King Garidrir, had fallen catatonic this morning, and during the evening had begun breathing erratically. The Jinn were tending to him now, but the general consensus seemed to be he would not last the night. 
“The battle is won in your name, my Liege.” said Tarquin. The title of ‘Liege’ was reserved strictly for the King, and its use was not lost on Dagrir. Word that Garidrir would not last the night must have already spread through the castle. 
Tarquin stepped forward and placed the iron box upon the table before Dagrir. “As is customary,” said the Dark Star Knight. “I bring you the head of your conquered enemy’s kingdom, and present you with their lands.”
Dagrir scowled at the box. He hadn’t wanted the Icelanders to be his enemy, and he really had no use for their lands. But he had to consider that they brought this upon themselves. Dagrir puffed out a long breath. Tarquin and the Saints Alliance had gone to them in good faith and were repaid with death. All of the Saints had been killed, and Tarquin narrowly escaped. At least, that’s what they had told him. Whether or not that was true, Dagrir had no way of knowing. He supposed there was a good chance that he didn’t know the entire truth. After all, the Council had sent Tarquin and the Saints without his knowledge, and that was still something of a sore spot with him. 
If there was one thing Dagrir was going to end once he took the crown, it was going to be the secret meetings and secret dealings. Prior to his brother’s failed Rising of the Phoenix ceremony, secrets were one thing Dagrir had to expect. He wasn’t, after all, heir to the throne. And truth be told, nothing had been his business unless his father or Brandrir made it his business. He had only been part of the Council and Duroton’s politics due to his brother’s negligence of duties. But now that he would be King, the secrets would end. He, Dagrir, was the Regent King now. There was no reason for any more secrets. 
Dagrir puffed as he looked down at the box, not really wanting to open it. Those stupid Icelanders. If only Brandrir had kept his mouth shut. If only Brandrir had listened to him and the Council about paying the reparations, none of this would have happened. He’d have to chalk this up to cleaning up yet another one of his brother’s messes; messes that would hopefully be coming to an end now that Brandrir had been denied the crown and gone off to the Grimwatch. At least, he hoped the messes would now come to an end. 
Dagrir exhaled deeply and opened the box. Inside was the bloody head of the Icelanders’ King resting atop their flag and some dirt of their kingdom. Dagrir closed the lid. “Well done, Lord Tarquin.”
“I assume you left no survivors?” pressed Balin, and the rest of the Council looked at the Knight expectantly. 
“No survivors.” said Tarquin. His lips betrayed a subtle smile. “They have been eradicated.”
“Very good,” said Balin, and Dagrir could sense an almost palpable relief wash over the council room. “I do not suppose you have seen Celacia strolling about, have you?”
“I have not.” said Tarquin, and the Councilmen all let out a collective sigh. 
Dagrir pursed his lips into a frown as he thought. Celacia had not been seen since she dropped the dragon skull off in Graystone. She was supposed to help see it to its home in the Yotun Mines, but reportedly commandeered a ship and went across the sea to the Icelands. That was about a day after the failed meeting to pay the Icelander’s their reparations, and all the Saints were killed in the ensuing battle. The Council originally speculated that she had gone to attend the battle or to exact revenge for her Saints, but she had not. She simply seemed to have taken off on some course of personal action. What business Celacia had in the Icelands, other than her own Saints, nobody knew. Not even Isley. Celacia was something of an enigma to Dagrir, but it was an enigma he had no desire to learn any more about. Dagrir sighed. “Was the Star-Armor of the fallen Saints still there?”
Tarquin nodded. “Yes, my Liege. It took a full day and all my power to lug that stuff onto the ship, piece by piece. We were afraid its weight might sink our ship.” 
Dagrir nodded his approval. “Very good, Lord Tarquin. See to it that it is all brought to the Yotun Mines with the skull. Count it as raw material once the Jinn figure out how it might be used for our benefit.”
Tarquin bowed slightly. “Beneath the Duroton sky, it shall be done.” He looked at the Council. “What now of my Saints Alliance?”
“Well, if Celacia ever shows back up, perhaps she can bring us some Saints who might prove themselves more worthy in battle.” said Balin, getting a little chuckle from the rest of the Council, but Tarquin didn’t seem amused. “Perhaps she’s even off acquiring them right now. Perhaps that’s where she’s run off to.”
“It’s a possibility.” said Aldur. “Has that been considered? It would make sense. Where else would she go?”
Jord shook his head. “I thought she was seen sailing north to the Icelands? She’d have been away to the south if she were looking for more Saints.”
“Well,” said Balin. “I guess the only thing that is certain right now is that the Saints Alliance will need more staffing.”
“No.” said Dagrir, and the Council all gave pause and looked at him. “I like the idea of the Skull Forge. I like the idea of being able to craft star-metal for our own uses. I like the idea of trying to make Star-Armor light enough for our own Knights to wear. But this Celacia creature, I do not trust. These Saints, I do not trust. They have both been a bad idea from the start.” 
Dagrir paused and looked up at Tarquin. “Lord Tarquin, you stand here today as testament to our superiority over the Saints. Four Saints and a Knight of the Dark Stars go to battle, and only the Dark Star Knight survives.” Dagrir stood up and addressed the entire room. “Duroton does not need a Saints Alliance, and beneath the Duroton sky, I hereby dissolve it.”
There were some murmurs through the Councilmen and Lord Tarquin stepped forward. “My Liege,” he said, eyes flashing. “The title of its Captain was bestowed upon me. And with all due respect, the Icelanders ambushed us. We were taken off guard. I can assure you such a loss shall never befall my command again.”
Dagrir looked at Tarquin. “My apologies, but the Saints Alliance was conceived in dark whispers by this Council. No good can come from such a thing born in secrets.”
Tarquin stepped closer, standing what some might consider a threatening distance to one’s soon-to-be King. “With all due respect,” he said, eyes locking with Dagrir’s. “The Saints Alliance was born by your own father’s will. I should see his full plans come to fruition.”
“You shall do nothing but fall to order.” said Dagrir, his own eyes flashing.
Tarquin scowled. He stepped back and bowed slightly. “My apologies. Liege.” 
Dagrir turned to the Council. “I dissolve the Saints Alliance. I am tired of the backroom schemes and deals, none of which I or my brother had ever been party to. Duroton shall remain strong under my rule, and it shall be so not by the might of Saints, but by the same Knights of the Dark Stars who have ever watched over our lands. We shall use this dragon skull to our benefit. We shall find a way to make Star-Armor that our own Knights can wear.” He turned to Lord Tarquin. “And to you, Lord Tarquin, I promise the first of the armor.”
Tarquin nodded but looked no happier. 
“I know my father and this Council have all desired to see Duroton herald a new age. And neither am I blind to the few remaining stars in our heavens, nor deaf to the whispers of what their demise portends.” said Dagrir. He paused and looked up through the ceiling, to the barren night sky. “A new age is coming whether this world is ready or not. I swear beneath the Duroton sky that we shall herald that new age. But it shall be an age of our own terms, not those of Celacia and her Saints. I say to this Council that it is their age that comes to an end; that it is the end of Sanctuary’s long reign and the corruption it has wrought upon this world. We are at the doorstep of a new age, and it shall be the age of the North. It will be the age of the people of Duroton.”
There were some thoughtful nods and murmurs among the Councilmen. Balin looked at the table and shouted, “Hear! Hear! Perhaps our Liege is correct in this. I cannot imagine Celacia will be pleased that all her Saints are dead anyway. Perhaps this Council should give consideration to the wisdom of our new King.”
“Hear! Hear!” shouted the rest of the Council, many of them still leaning into each others’ ears and nodding approvingly.
Dagrir smiled faintly, feeling his little speech had gone over better than he had thought it would. He hoped it would also give them all something to chew on for the rest of the night so that he might get back to his father. “If there is nothing else, gentlemen, I would take my leave.”
“There is one other matter before we adjourn.” said Balin. “It’s about your brother.”
Dagrir felt himself cringe. This was exactly the type of conversation he wanted to avoid tonight. He frowned. “This can wait for another time.” 
“They’re calling him the King of the Grims.” said Hymnar, sounding a bit agitated. “They’ve claimed the Grimwatch and its lands as their own. I hear they even fly their own flag now. As Council of Domestic Affairs, I think this bears immediate discussion.”
“That is high treason.” said Gefjon, wagging a finger at Dagrir. “This act of your brother cannot stand.” 
“Yes, I am afraid immediate action needs to be taken.” said Balin. “My Liege, this Council suggests—”
Dagrir held up a hand, calling for silence. He sighed and wiped his hands down his face. So much for his brother’s messes coming to an end. “We’re not dealing with this tonight.”
“High treason.” reminded Gefjon. “Such a thing demands immediate response!”
“Shall we draw up the papers for an army?” asked Balin. “We could march upon him within a week. Perhaps Lord Tarquin can see yet another victory in your name?”
“No.” said Dagrir flatly. He looked right at Balin. “Nothing happens right now. I shall deal with my brother in due time. For now, let him have his wall and his tower. We now have all of the Icelands. What need do we have for a frozen wall on the edge of Kald territory anyway? Let him have it, if it makes him happy.”
“It’s the principle of the matter.” said Balin. “You let him have this little wall, and tomorrow he’ll be taking a village. Then a city. And then he’ll be outside the gates of Durtania herself.”
“Hear! Hear!” cried the Councilmen.
Dagrir looked at Balin. “Do nothing right now. Do I make myself clear?” 
“Yes, my Liege.” said Balin. “Onto the next matter then. We have—”
Dagrir himself would have cut the man off if there was not a knock upon the council room door. In stepped Lord Egret, his armored form covered in his black shroud. “Sorry for the interruption, your Grace. My Lords.” he said, bowing to Dagrir and then the Councilmen. He looked back at Dagrir and fell to a knee, placing the back of his hands upon the floor before him. “I’m sorry, my Liege. Your father has passed to the Lands of Duroton. He is one with its sky.”
Everybody within the council room got up and fell to a knee before Dagrir, placing their palms upward on the floor before them. “My Liege!” they roared in unison.
Dagrir frowned and looked up to the dark sky above, and closed his eyes, saying a silent prayer to his father. He looked back down and said, “Rise.”
All within the council room stood back up.
“Lord Egret,” said Dagrir. “I would have you accompany me to my father’s chamber.”
“Yes, my Liege.” he said with a bow.
“Shall we come to pay our final respects as well, my Liege?” asked Balin.
“No.” said Dagrir. “I want this Council to figure out a means in which to deal with Celacia. By morning I want a plan in place to rid our lands of her.”
“My Liege,” said Balin. “I’m not certain this will be easy. As far as the Jinn know, Celacia cannot be killed, and I do not think she will leave if we ask her nicely. I feel it is this Council’s duty to remind you that she desires the Skull Forge as much as we do, and she brought it here under specific terms. Granted, we were likely the only kingdom to extend a welcome to her, but it must be remembered that she is the one who brought the skull and she desires it as much as we do. Are you certain that this is a wise decision? If we try to remove her and it fails, who knows what she might do. Perhaps more discussion on this topic and the topic of the Saints Alliance is needed. At least, until we have time to consider all options.”
“No.” said Dagrir plainly. “Figure something out. Anything. Speak with the Jinn. Certainly they must have some sort of runic bindings that can hold her. Perhaps even the Black Cells.” Dagrir paused and gave Tarquin and the rest of the Councilmen a knowing and deliberate glance. “This Council can be quite crafty when it wants to. Figure something out. And as far as the Saints Alliance, it is dissolved. There will be no further discussions on that matter.”
Egret’s face betrayed a smile and locked eyes with Lord Tarquin for a moment. Tarquin was silent, but Dagrir would have sworn he heard him snarl like an angry dog. 
There were some whispers through the council room and Dagrir saw many heads shaking. “Do I make myself clear?” he said loudly.
“Yes, my Liege.” said Balin. “Abundantly clear. Beneath the Duroton sky, your will shall be done.”
“What of Saint Isley?” asked Tarquin, his eyes narrowing as he glanced at Egret. “Shall he be dispatched of as well?”
Dagrir looked at Egret for a brief moment and then said, “No. If Lord Egret likes him, then I like him. Isley can stay as Egret’s lieutenant. But Celacia is something entirely too dangerous to have walking around our kingdom, and there are many whispers amongst the Jinn that she herself shall herald the age of destruction upon this world. I want a plan put to action on her and her alone. Is that clear?”
“Yes, Liege.” said Tarquin.
“Very good.” Dagrir said. “Make sure the plans do not leave this council room. Involve the Jinn if needed, but nobody else.” Dagrir took leave of the room, Egret following him with one last surreptitious smile and wink at Tarquin, as he closed the door behind him.
Tarquin’s hands balled into fists. “That arrogant son of a bitch!” he spat. He turned his hard eyes upon Balin. The council table and all the chairs began to float a couple inches off the floor. He pointed an armored finger at the man. “I was promised the Saints Alliance! I was to be made a Commander of equal rank as Egret!”
Balin placed a hand on the back of one of the floating chairs and pushed it down to the floor. “Calm yourself, Lord Tarquin.” he said, looking at the man.
Tarquin snarled and turned, and everything fell with a thud. 
Balin placed a hand on Tarquin’s shoulder. “You have proven yourself a valuable asset to this Council. Indeed, to the entire kingdom of Duroton. Do not lose sight of the true goal. Soon the Mard Grander will be reforged. Soon we’ll have our own Star-Armor. And then we shall take out Sanctuary. We shall march upon all the southern kingdoms. And I promise you, this Council will see you well rewarded.”
“Hear! Hear!” cheered the others.
Tarquin turned around and looked at Balin. “I want the Mard Grander. I want it out of Egret’s hands and into mine.”
Balin pursed his lips and frowned. “That could be a tall order right now. Egret won’t give it up willingly, and Dagrir would see it in no others’ hands. Give me time to think.” He sighed and plopped himself down into a chair. He rapped his fingers on the table a few times and then said, “So, what do we do about Celacia?”
There were some murmurs and heads shaking.
“I’ll take her out.” 
The Councilmen all turned and looked up at Lord Tarquin. He stood there, his face dark and angry. 
“I’ll take her out.” he said again. 
Balin cocked an eyebrow. “Go on.”
Lord Tarquin stepped forward. “Without my promised Saints Alliance, I have nothing. I am once again under the command of Lord Egret. I also have the most to lose if Celacia resents the loss of her Saints under my command. But I also have the most to gain by taking her out.” He paused and smiled darkly. “I want the Mard Grander. And I want control of the dragon skull. If I take her out, they’re mine. If I cannot have my Saints Alliance, then I shall be in command of Duroton’s new army. I shall head the legions of soldiers girded in Star-Armor. I shall be their Commander. I shall lead Duroton against the kingdoms of the south.” He scowled. “And Egret,” he spat. “He can keep his title. He can keep everything here in Duroton.” He looked right at Balin now. “But the rest of the world is mine for the taking. I shall command our armies.”
Balin looked over his shoulder as the rest of the Councilmen whispered amongst each other. He turned and looked at Tarquin. “If you can take out Celacia—and that would seem to me to be a very large ‘if’—I am certain Dagrir would see you greatly rewarded.” He turned around and addressed the Council. “If you can do this, I and the rest of this Council would also see you hold the Mard Grander and lead our armies to victory upon the southern kingdoms.”
“Hear! Hear!” cried Gefjon. “Lord Tarquin has always seen the will of his King and this Council done! Lord Tarquin has ever been a trustworthy ally to us. I say we shall see it done!”
“Hear! Hear!” cried the other Councilmen in unison.
“There’s just one problem,” said Balin. He turned around and looked at Tarquin. “Celacia is a foe quite beyond any of us. Quite beyond even our dear Lord Tarquin here. And even if she weren’t, she can’t be killed, so far as we know.”
Tarquin smiled. “Who says I have to kill her?”
“What are you getting at?” asked Balin.
“In the bowels of the Stellarium is a forgotten place. A dungeon few know about.” said Tarquin. “The Jinn say that in the days when Aeoria walked this earth, it was used to hold angels who fell to the will of Apollyon, and demons and devils. It is a place that not even Celacia can escape. And the Jinn have speculated that it may have even been built specifically to contain her.”
There were some murmurs through the Councilmen. Balin cocked his head and looked at Tarquin. “You speak of the Black Cells, like those found in this very castle? Surely Celacia cannot be contained, even there.”
“No.” said Tarquin. “I speak of a darker place. A place only the Jinn and myself as Captain of the Stellarium Guard know of. They are called the Dark Holds. Cells made of solid star-metal, with no way out. And they shall become Celacia’s tomb.”
Balin turned and looked at the rest of the Council. “And how exactly do you plan to get her into one of those? I can’t exactly picture her walking into a prison cell of her own accord.”
Tarquin smiled and tapped the pommel of Whisper. “Leave that to me.”
 ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦
It was the small hours of the night and the moon was but a partial, pale disc, low in the stark blackness of the heavens. The brick roads of Durtania were cast in shadows by the tall, sleeping buildings that lined them, but every ten yards a lamppost cast puddles of yellow-green gaslight upon Celacia’s path. From down a side-street she could hear roars of laughter from a tavern and see its inviting light flickering upon the walls of a narrow alley. Part of her wished she could go there, to join in the merriment; share some laughs or taste ale and a warm meal and remember what all that was like. Maybe flirt or be approached by a handsome gentlemen even. But the other part of her wasn’t going to let her kid herself. She knew that was an impossible dream. Besides, she had some business with Isley.
Celacia’s armored boots fell lightly upon the road, leaving a trail of dusty prints behind her that were swept away by the cool, night air. Ahead of her, the spires of a church came into view, silhouetted against the night sky. They protruded like the sharp tips of claws above the surrounding buildings which were cast in ruddy light, giving it the appearance of some hellish hand reaching up from the abyss. Celacia was amused by the imagery, and how timely demons always seemed to be.
“Your payment comes due.” came the low, guttural voice of Bulifer from behind her. She could feel a hot wind blow through her hair. 
Celacia stopped in her tracks and turned around. The demon Bulifer stood in the center of the road, the very shadows of the surrounding buildings cringing against the veins of fiery light that emanated from his charred, bestial form. Waves of heat rippled the atmosphere around him, distorting his figure. His lips furled into a terrible smile.
Celacia frowned. She had a feeling he would be showing up soon, though she had hoped he would have waited a few more days. She had wanted to check in on Nuriel before having to leave. It didn’t look like that would be happening now. 
“Don’t look so down,” said Bulifer, smiling wickedly. His infernal eyes glowed like hot coals. “Now comes the fun part.”
Celacia glowered at the demon. She knew Bulifer had quite the bone to pick with her, and he was going to delight in this. She hated that she had made a pact with him; hated herself for having done it. Still, at the time, she had felt there was no other way. Indeed, there had been no other way. Isley had found her in the Womb of the World and she had awoken to this strange age. Nothing made sense to her; nothing was as she remembered it. There was no Goddess upon the earth; Saints were not as she remembered them; the very kingdoms were all alien to her and the night sky was a desert of black nothingness. She had felt like she was in some sort of strange nightmare from which there was no waking. She still felt like that. She couldn’t tell what was real any more; what was memory and what was fantasy dreamed in the darkness of that pit she was found in. 
Shortly after meeting Isley, she had gone to the Stellarium to seek answers, and there found only more confusion. It was no longer a stronghold for the Goddess and her Angels. Instead it was held by the people of Duroton and their Jinn. The Jinn reminded her of the Oracles that once served the Goddess—more so than the Oracles serving Sanctuary now—but even still, they felt foreign and strange to her. But it was there that the Jinn showed her the stained glass murals, and when her eyes fell upon the depiction of Rallenar and his Avatar, Calavar, memories stirred in her. They were memories of Calavar, and they were real. They weren’t vague, uncertain images subdued by doubt and dreamy ambiguity. The memories were not complete, but what she had was full of substance and certainty. Like those deep blue eyes of his. She knew she had peered into them many times before, looking into them with desire and hope, longing and devotion. She could remember his touch, the warmth of his arm around her; the heat from his lips upon hers. For a thousand years she slept in that dark pit and he had haunted all her dreams.
But then the Jinn told her of the history of things. They told her how Darkendrog had betrayed the Goddess and killed all of the other Dragon Kings. They also told her of how history recorded her own dark deeds, such as how she had been the one to kill the Avatars. All the Avatars. Him included. 
And that’s when she remembered their blood. She remembered hatred burning in her core. She remembered the feelings of betrayal, shame and disgrace. She remembered dark places in her soul that she dared not touch upon. But most of all, she remembered that voice: the voice of Darkendrog whispering in her ear, telling her of their betrayal; of Aeoria’s betrayal. Something had been taken away from her—she could not remember what, and maybe she didn’t want to remember what—but something had been taken from her and she killed them all for it. She had killed the Avatars. And it was all written in the books of history collected by the Jinn.
But those memories of Calavar always came to the surface. Even now she felt as if she could slip her hand into his. Even now she felt she could go home and find him waiting for her. Even now she felt his hot breath in her ears, his lips upon her body. Had she really killed him? Had she really done such a dark deed? She didn’t want to believe it. She couldn’t believe it. If the love she felt in her dreams was real, could she really have killed him? Celacia had to know, and so it was that she left the Stellarium to try to seek the truth. But there was nothing in this world that was right. There was nothing of how she remembered things. She had no allies. She had no friends. There was nothing for her in this strange, new world. And so it was, as a last hope to find some shred of truth, that she had called upon the one demonic name she could remember: Bulifer. 
And he was all too eager to oblige her. He knew what happened. He had answers. And he would give them to her for a price. All he wanted was time, and she had plenty. She had just woken from an age-old slumber. What was time in exchange for answers? He had given her three questions, and he answered them all with curt frankness: Calavar had been real; She could find him in the Abyss; To get him, all she needed was the Mard Grander.
Looking back now, with her mind slightly more lucid, she wished she maybe had asked different questions. Did she kill Calavar? Was he still alive? Were her memories of him real or imagined? Those were the questions she should have asked. Then again, did she really have the courage to ask them? No, even thinking about it now, she wouldn’t have worded her questions differently. She wasn’t ready to know those answers. And it didn’t matter anyway. She had sold her time to Bulifer for three questions, and she had asked them and received their answers. She felt no closer to the truth; no closer to anything; no more certain than before of what was real or imagined. She was no different than mortal men who sold their souls to demons. She had overpaid to get nothing. But a deal was a deal, and she knew payment was due.
Bulifer’s laugh held a cruel, mocking edge. “Look at you. So broken. So lost. So unsure of everything. Your memories and dreams are nothing but shattered fragments that you struggle to piece together. You find things that fit, but can never be certain if they belong to the same puzzle. Funny what time does to memories, is it not? Truth becomes fantasy, and fantasy becomes truth. Truth becomes what we want to remember, doesn’t it?” Bulifer’s eyes glowed white-hot as he stared into hers. “You remember your King, the great Black Dragon, whispering in your ear. He told you of great betrayals against you by your peers. And you remember killing them, don’t you?”
Celacia turned away from him. Bulifer was finally getting his due upon her, and he was going to savor every moment. And she had been stupid enough to let him take his due on her.
Bulifer chuckled, fiery ash floating off his body. “Tell me, do you remember how you got down into that pit they found you in?”
Celacia looked up at him. “Enough. Our deal was my time for your answers. If you’ve come to settle payment, then let’s settle it.”
“You don’t remember, do you?” asked Bulifer with cruel delight. “I’ll give you one more answer, this one on the house. You threw yourself into that pit. You tried to end your guilt and suffering and threw yourself into that bottomless darkness, hoping that peace might be found in its depths. But death can never have you, can it? You’re your own curse, and you’ve doomed yourself to an eternity of shame. For a long age you slept alone in that blackness. Tell me, were your dreams filled with memories of your life as they were? Or were they filled with tangled abstract fallacies imagined by a mind so wracked with guilt it cannot face the truth?” 
Celacia pursed her lips and looked away from Bulifer.
The demon delighted in her torment, laughing cruelly. “Don’t look so glum. We all make mistakes, don’t we?”
Celacia turned her emerald eyes to his. The ground beneath her feet began to crumble. Webs of decaying stone spread out from her and began to creep up the walls of nearby buildings. The very air before her went stale.
“Now, now.” said Bulifer. “No getting upset. You came to me. You wanted to know if he had been real, where he was and how to get him, and I told you. It’s a shame you didn’t ask for more. You sold your time for so little.” 
“Is he alive?” asked Celacia. “Tell me that much at least.”
Bulifer smiled, baring his fangs that glowed with infernal heat. “Are you certain you want to find out? If he is, would you go to him? Do you really think if you find him alive he will want anything to do with you? You, who helped betray the Goddess. You, who betrayed all the Dragon Kings. You, who killed the Avatars?” He laughed cruelly. “If you want to know if he lives, go to the Abyss. Should you ever make it there, I suspect you will find many sent by your own hand, and many who would like nothing more than to keep you there in torment with them. Do you really think if you find Calavar he will want you? Do you really think your precious little memories are anything more than delusions born of your guilt? You’re nothing but Death, Celacia. Think of all those you’ve killed.”
“You mean like Yig?” asked Celacia. Then with a wink added, “Or yourself?”
Bulifer snarled. He looked at his hulking arms, veined with fire. “You did me a favor by helping me shed my mortal skin.” He turned his blazing eyes to her. “And I’ll be doing you one. I’ll spare you the heartache of finding Calavar. Your payment comes due now, and you paid with time. You think the last age you spent sleeping was long? This next one shall be a lonely eternity. Look around you, all that you see will be dust by the time you get out. Mountains will have weathered to hills. When all the wars of this world have been fought and won, fought and lost; when all the stars in the heavens have faded from memory and the very sun in the sky is but a cold, indifferent rock, you will still be here, alone, waiting for the very universe to come to an end.” 
Celacia glowered at the demon. She really hated making deals with them. In fact, this was her first. She had no idea what it was scheming to do with her, but she knew it wasn’t going to be pleasant. She only hoped that she might outsmart his plan and be a little more clever than him, and that she hadn’t made some sort of dire miscalculation. She really had no intention to give up more than a year or two. 
“Let’s get one thing straight,” said Celacia. “All I’m paying you and your Master is time, and I’ve got plenty of it. And I believe my exact phrase was ‘time upon this earth’. So if you think I’m going to let you spirit me away to some forgotten dungeon in Hell, think again. You’ll meet the same fate I dealt you before…the first time, that is. Not the second when you slunk away with your new tail between your legs. And don’t think for one minute I don’t know that what you really bought was from me. You bought enough time to keep me from the Mard Grander.”
Bulifer started. Then he cracked an infernal smile. His eyes burned white-hot. “You are perceptive. But I think you underestimate the amount of time we plan to take from you. And yes, it will be upon this earth.”
“We’ll see, big boy.” chirped Celacia. “Terms were simply ‘time’. Whether I give up a minute or a millennia remains to be seen.”
Bulifer laughed wickedly. “A millennia? Like I said, you underestimate what we have for you.”
“And like I said, we’ll see, big boy.” said Celacia. “It’ll be up to you to keep me.”
“Enough talk. Your payment is due.” said Bulifer.
Celacia’s lips screwed up. She was really hoping to speak with Isley one last time. She looked over her shoulder to the church. “Fine. A deal’s a deal, I guess. Can I at least go say goodbye to Isley?”
Bulifer laughed. “You might have time, if you hurry.”
“What do you want?” asked Celacia. “Where do I go?”
Bulifer smiled. “Lord Tarquin is looking for you. When he finds you, you must go with him. Once you go with him, your payment is made whole.”
Celacia raised an eyebrow. “That’s it?”
Bulifer laughed. “That’s it.” And with that, the demon was swallowed by flames and vanished. 
Celacia puffed out a long breath and then frowned. She really hated deals with demons and she was beginning to think that maybe she had underestimated Bulifer’s cleverness. Or overestimated her own. Possibly both. She screwed her lips up. “What’s done is done, I suppose.”
Celacia turned and walked down the dark, empty streets until she came to a courtyard where the church of Aeoria stood like a castle amongst the surrounding buildings. It was a magnificent church, large, lofty and replete with flying buttresses, towering spires and archways. It was brightly lit from within, the myriad of stained glass windows casting rainbows of light upon the courtyard. Yet, for all its size, it was not an imposing structure. It even had a certain charm and welcoming. It was a church like the ones Celacia remembered. 
Celacia stood in the darkness just beyond the courtyard and took a deep breath. She closed her eyes and focused on suppressing her aura. She could feel it contracting around her, but it was painful, like trying to lift something that was too heavy. It was a pain she’d have to try and endure, though for all her effort, her footfalls still left imprints of desiccated stone upon the stairs of the church, and where her hand gripped the brass handle of the enormous doors, they tarnished. 
Celacia entered into a glorious and cavernous hall that was brilliantly lit from every wall and pillar by gleaming brass gaslamps. The cathedral was lined with fanciful pillars, spiraled with sculptured stars. They stretched up a hundred feet to an enormous domed ceiling of stained glass where depictions of angels with white wings spread wide looked down in silent prayer. Between each pillar was an enormous, arched pane of stained glass depicting some scene of the Goddess, Aeoria. Down the center of the chamber were three long and wide columns of pews, enough seating for the whole of the city, it seemed. At the head of the cathedral stood a raised pulpit with a beautiful altar. Beyond that, upon the far wall, was the single largest mural of glass Celacia had seen in a long time. It stretched from the floor to the ceiling one-hundred feet above, a stunning depiction of the beautiful Goddess. It was hard to tell if she was standing or laying down; if her eyes were closed in sleep or contemplation. She was young and beautiful and garbed in flowing white robes. Amethyst hair fell down like rivers over her shoulders. 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. Celacia remembered what they were from the days of yore, for they were the constellations that once adorned the night skies. 
Celacia shifted her eyes down from the mural to find a man draped in black sitting upon his knees before it. He seemed small and insignificant against its sheer size, but even from here Celacia could see his silver hair shining like chrome in the gaslight of the church. 
Celacia quietly walked down the length of the pews and up the steps to the pulpit. Here the stone of the flooring gave way to the hardwood flooring of the dais and Celacia stopped. She delicately placed one foot upon it, and after seeing the wood start to discolor and warp, quickly thought better of walking across the platform. She looked over at Isley who seemed to be lost in prayer, and loudly cleared her throat. 
Isley lifted his head and turned around. His silver eyes smiled along with his mouth when he saw her. “Celacia,” he said brightly, and stood up. He walked toward her, his black shroud flowing like liquid shadows upon his form.
“I thought I might find you here.” said Celacia, meeting him at the foot of the steps. “Doing your Long Hours, are you?”
Isley furled his brow. “Long Hours?”
“Back in my day, Saints would spend many days and nights alone in silent prayer and meditation.” said Celacia. “They would search themselves for clarity and to cleanse themselves of their sins. They called it their Long Hours.”
Isley looked at her blankly.
Celacia sighed and rolled her eyes. “They really don’t teach you Saints anything anymore, do they?”
“Saints cannot sin.” said Isley. “What clarity would be found?”
Celacia huffed. “Saints who don’t think they can sin end up only one way.”
“And what way is that?” asked Isley.
Celacia motioned with her head toward the altar where a hefty, leather-bound tome lay open upon a lectern. “If that’s a real bible I’ll tell you a story. Bring it here.”
Isley walked to the lectern and grabbed the giant book in his hands. He brought it over to Celacia and handed it to her, but she did not take it.
“Ashes to ashes,” she said with a frown, holding up her hands. “Turn to Galitea 12:20”
Isley opened the book and chuckled. He looked at Celacia. “Quite the team we make. You can’t touch it, and I can’t read it.”
Celacia rolled her eyes. “Flip to the middle….keep going…keep going. Ah, stop. Next page. There we are.” Her eyes scanned down the page and she was quite happy to see that this was, in fact, a real bible. One as they were back in her day and not like the ones she had seen in Jerusa stripped of facts, watered down and adulterated. She began reading the passages aloud:
And lo, before the people the Saint came and demanded tribute. “Pay me, for I have served as your guardian during this war. Many wounds have I suffered in battle for you, and my brethren have been lain dead. A tribute to me must now be made. Appease me and I shall be benevolent. Test me and I shall be a wrathful god unto you.”
And so the people paid in gold and silver. But there were those who refused, saying, “You are a Saint of Aeoria and a servant to the righteous. Under what virtue come these threats?”
“They come under the virtue that I have been Sainted and you have not. My very hand is the law of Aeoria. My voice can be her comfort or her anger. An example of my power shall you become!” said the Saint, and he struck down all who would not pay him tribute. But the wealth of these people was not enough.
“Bring your women to please me, for I have shown lenience to those who have paid me. Refuse me and you shall know the same vengeance as those who have tested me.”
And many brought their wives and daughters before him, but there were some who would not bring their wives and daughters and they said, “You are a Saint of Aeoria and a servant to the righteous. Under what virtue come these threats?”
“They come under the virtue that I have been Sainted and you have not. My very hand is the law of Aeoria. My voice can be her comfort or her anger. An example of my power shall you become!” said the Saint, and he struck down all who would not bring their women to him. But the women of these people was not enough.
“Bring forth a sacrifice in my name. I have shown you my great power and I am a god unto you. A tribute in blood now comes due.”
So cowed by the Saint’s show of power and vengeance, the people brought forth a lamb and slaughtered it. But the animals of these people was not enough.
“One of your own must now be sacrificed!” declared the Saint.
And lo, a horn sounded and upon the winds rode Saint Bryant. He came before the people and said, “Heed not the words of Saint Bulifer, for he is neither the hand nor the voice of the Goddess. Power gives not the right to do wickedness in Her name. Nay! The will of Aeoria is in the love for all and never in this shall it sway! Fear his words no more! I am the true will of Aeoria and I walk in Her footsteps. By my own actions you will know that Her will is mine. Only by actions will you know that one works in the Goddess’s hand. Fear Saint Bulifer no more and cast him out from amongst you, for in his actions he has shown you no love of the Goddess. Does not he make his face ever more ugly, so that you might not dare look upon it? Cast him out! Cast him out and be free of his wickedness!”
Isley was silent for a moment, his face mild in consideration as he stared down at the pages. Then he looked up at Celacia and asked, “Is that really what it says?”
“Well I didn’t make it all up out of nowhere, silly.” said Celacia. “That used to be a popular story. The story of Saint Bulifer and how he was corrupted by his own power. He always believed that power gave one the justification to do as they pleased.”
“What happened to Saint Bulifer?” asked Isley. “I do not believe I have ever heard his name.”
Celacia closed her eyes for a moment. When she opened them, she looked Isley in his silver eyes. “I killed him. Long ago when he was still a man. He raised an army against Aeoria, and I struck him down. He had promised all those who would follow him that great rewards would be granted. He promised his followers that his strength and power would dominate all the kingdoms and under his rule pleasure would be made the whole of the law. For Bulifer, might made right, and those who were strong would be allowed to do as they pleased.”
“Was his death the will of the Goddess?” asked Isley.
Celacia looked away. “No. It was the will of the cycle of good and evil.”
Isley’s brow furled. “I’m not sure I understand.”
“You wouldn’t.” said Celacia quietly, almost as if speaking to herself. “Cycles always turn. They must always turn. They are the only thing that lets me know that dawn is after the darkness; that there is life even after death. Cycles are the only thing that let me know change is inevitable.” Celacia wiped at her eye and then looked back at Isley. “Learn to read.”
Isley frowned. “Lord Egret is making me. And it’s torture.” He closed the book and smiled at Celacia. “Father Bellarifon has been teaching me.” Isley held out a hand and wiggled his fingers. “My knuckles are sore from being rapped by his stick.”
“That’s good.” said Celacia. “Keep up with your studies.”
Isley nodded. Now his face turned more somber. “Tell me, was it Nuriel who killed the others?”
Celacia looked sidelong at Isley. “And how might you know about that?”
“I never gave Lord Tarquin the Sanguinastrums.” said Isley. “I don’t much care for the man. I couldn’t help but notice that a few days ago, they all went black.”
Celacia nodded her head. “She did.”
Isley inhaled deeply, shaking his head. He blew the breath out and returned his gaze to Celacia. “Is she alright? I trust you gave her back her Sanguinastrum?”
“She is, and I did.” said Celacia. “She’s gone back home.”
“To Jerusa or Sanctuary?”
“I’ve been told she returned briefly to Jerusa.” said Celacia. “She met up with an Oracle and some Sin Eaters and, as I understand it, they ordered her back to Sanctuary to report. I’ve also been told she single-handedly slew a pair of Infernals, but that’s all I know.”
Isley nodded. “She is a powerful Saint. But she is very conflicted. I was hoping to get her to see the wisdom in setting upon a solid path. I fear she still seeks a road to follow, and wanders them all aimlessly. She’s a good girl. She’s got heart. Unfortunately, I fear she puts her heart in the wrong places. She places her love in Sanctuary and it should be in Aeoria.” Isley shook his head. “I fear what will happen to her when she returns to Sanctuary. She’s young and naïve. She has no idea how much danger she is in if she returns there. It’s that heart of hers; it belongs to Sanctuary and it won’t allow her to deceive the Oracles and Sin Eaters. Back at Sanctuary, she’ll be eaten alive.”
Celacia looked at Isley and smiled. “She’s strong. She’ll be fine, I think.”
Isley didn’t look too certain. “Nuriel is very strong, but her own strength cannot save her from herself. She is her own worst enemy. Tell me, how do you know she took out two Infernals?” 
Celacia wagged a finger. “Ah-ah-ah,” she chirped. “That would be telling.”
“You hold too many secrets, Celacia.” said Isley with a smile. 
She giggled.
“Hopefully Nuriel will find what she is looking for one day.” said Isley. 
Celacia’s eyes turned down. “Hopefully we all will.”
“The Goddess shall not lead us astray.” said Isley, assuredly. “Can you stay? The church has become my new home when I am not with Lord Egret at the castle. Stay and let us talk. There are plenty of extra rooms available. Mother Terese is usually up as late as I am, I’m certain she’d be happy to make up a room for you.”
Celacia frowned. “I wish I could. Unfortunately, I’m going away for a while.”
“Where to?” asked Isley. “How long?”
Celacia screwed her lips up. “You know, I don’t know on either account. Hopefully not very far and hopefully for not very long.”
“It’s never good to not know your path.” said Isley. “Perhaps I can be of assistance? Perhaps we might spend these Long Hours you speak of and find your clarity?”
“No,” said Celacia, shaking her head. “I appreciate your offer, but I have a debt to pay and I need you here. Now more than ever, actually.”
Isley eyed Celacia speculatively.
Celacia looked him in the eyes, her own face becoming more serious than was usual for her. “I need to ask you something, Isley. Do you like it here? Here in Duroton?”
Isley nodded. “I do, actually. I enjoy my long talks with Father Bellarifon here at the church. I’ve been learning much about the history of Aeoria. Things become more clear to me every day. I also enjoy Lord Egret’s company. He is a good man, and we both share a passion to see the Goddess awakened.”
Celacia exhaled, feeling quite relieved. “In that case, I need to ask you a favor.”
“How might I be of service?”
“I need you to make sure the Mard Grander remains safe.” said Celacia. “I need you to make sure it does not fall into the wrong hands.”
Isley eyed Celacia suspiciously. “And how do I know whose hands are the right hands?” he asked. “I’m still not quite certain they are yours.”
“Fair enough.” said Celacia. “But certainly you trust your own hands, and I tend to trust them as well.”
“You’re asking me to take the Mard Grander?” asked Isley. “I’m not sure that is entirely within my ability.”
“You don’t need to take it,” said Celacia. “Just watch over it. Make sure nobody like Lord Tarquin gets it. Make sure no other Saint gets it. And above all, make sure no demon takes it.”
“Why me?” asked Isley. “Why do you come to me?”
Celacia looked Isley in the eyes. “I need to know the Mard Grander is in the hands of somebody loyal to Aeoria, and as far as I can tell, that leaves only you and Erygion. But I need Erygion at Sanctuary.”
“Me and Lord Egret have the Mard Grander hidden away.” said Isley. “There are only three people—I and Egret amongst that—who know its location, if that will assuage your fears.”
“It does, a little.” said Celacia. “But I need you to promise me you’ll keep it safe until I return.”
“I will.” said Isley. “If it is as you say, that the Mard Grander is the only thing that can awaken the Goddess, I would see it in nobody’s hand but my own once it is reforged.”
“It won’t be getting reforged for a while.” said Celacia. 
“Is not the dragon skull already upon these shores?” asked Isley. “It is my understanding that they plan to have it reforged as soon as it is ready.”
Celacia giggled. “I may have forgotten to mention to them that it’s missing something. Until they have it, it can’t be reforged.”
“What’s missing something?” asked Isley, sounding a little annoyed. “The skull or the hammer?”
“Ah-ah-ah,” chirped Celacia. “That would be telling.”
Isley didn’t look too happy.
“I trust I have your promise?” asked Celacia.
“Yes.” said Isley. “And I still hold to the last promise I made to you. As long as our paths walk parallel, I shall follow you. But, if our paths should cross and I find you standing in the way of awakening the Goddess, I will see you dead. I would ask you again, Celacia: will you see the Mard Grander used to awaken the Goddess, or do you seek it for your own desires?”
Celacia’s emerald eyes gleamed in the lamplight. “I will use it to awaken the Goddess. But truth be told, I just need to use it for one other thing first.”
Isley’s face hardened and he eyed her skeptically. 
“Watch over it.” said Celacia. “I’ll see you when I return.” She looked Isley up and down one last time. “Be careful. And learn to read.” She smiled faintly at him, and with a sigh, she began to walk away.
“Are you sure you can’t tell me where you’re going?”
Celacia stopped in her tracks. She turned. “I can’t.” she said. “But if I’m not back in…oh, let’s say a few years, or by the time they figure out how to reforge the Mard Grander, would you mind coming to look for me?”
“A few years? Anywhere I might start that search?”
Celacia screwed her lips up and thought. She looked back over at Isley. “No. Nowhere comes to mind.”
Isley breathed deep, shaking his head. “Very well then. A few years, or when the Mard Grander is reforged.”
“Thanks.” chirped Celacia, and she turned and walked out of the church. 
The eastern sky was a gradient of dark blues with the approaching dawn. Celacia stood upon the steps of the church for a moment, taking in the cool night air. She hopped down the steps and began crossing the courtyard when she saw a shrouded form approaching her.
“Celacia!” called Lord Tarquin as he marched across the yard. “We have been looking for you for days. I thought I might find you here.”
Celacia sighed and rolled her eyes as Tarquin approached. She felt confident that no matter what he had planned for her, she could get out of it. After all, there wasn’t really anything that could contain her. At least, not that she knew of. Some runic bindings? Some star-metal shackles they found in the Stellarium? Worst they could do was contain her for a short while. Her powers could extend quite far, and given time, there was little that could hold her for long. 
Ah well, she thought. At least I had time to speak with Isley. She felt confident he would see the Mard Grander kept safe. Best to get this over with quickly, she thought. And all I have to do is go with this jerk? That sounded easy enough.
“I’ve been away on pressing business.” chirped Celacia. “Just got back into town.”
Tarquin marched up to her and bowed slightly. She noticed it was a more polite bow than was usually accustomed by him. “Business in the Icelands?” he asked, his eyes betraying some wariness.
“Just some business in the north.” said Celacia, returning his gaze. “Rumor up there was you got all my Saints killed.”
Tarquin scowled. “Not all of them.” he said, looking past her to the church suspiciously. “And now you’re back catching up with an old friend, perhaps?” 
“Just asking Isley how he likes it here.” chirped Celacia. “He said Egret’s a nice guy and managed not to get him killed. He didn’t have much to say about you, though.” She winked at him.
Tarquin’s face darkened. “I need you to come with me back to the castle. We need a full report.”
“Lead the way.” said Celacia, bowing and sweeping her hand out. 
“You’ve had a long journey.” said Tarquin. He brushed aside his shroud, revealing his sword. “May I?”
Celacia eyed him suspiciously. 
Tarquin slowly drew out his sword with his right hand. “I can get us there in a second.” He held out his left hand to her.
Celacia looked at it. Then she turned her green eyes to his. “Not afraid?” she asked, motioning with her eyes down at his shroud, which was beginning to fray and decay at the ends. 
Tarquin pursed his lips. “It’ll just be a second.”
Celacia smiled. “Okee dokee then.” 
She grabbed his hand and felt him cringe in pain. She saw his thumb swipe over a runic symbol on his sword and it wasn’t more than a blink of an eye before she found herself surrounded by blackness. She felt Tarquin rip his left hand from hers, and then, feeling that she had met the requirement of “going with him”, Celacia flared her deathly aura. But it was already too late, Tarquin was already gone from her immediate presence.
A moment later she heard his screams. It sounded close, but muffled. She must have still got him, at least a little. Celacia looked around, her eyes unable to adjust to the overriding blackness that surrounded her. There was an acrid, scorched-metal odor in the air. Star-metal. She looked around. She couldn’t immediately see any type of door. She suddenly came to realize she was in a room made of star-metal.
“You bitch!” she heard Tarquin snarl from somewhere beyond the walls. “You’re going to rot in here for eternity!” She heard him spit, and then he was gone.
Celacia let loose her aura. She felt it flare out from her in all directions. She fully expected to hear brick or stone crack and decay from outside, but there was nothing. She knew her powers could not touch star-metal, but it could pass beyond it. Certainly, if she were in some prison cell of star-metal within the castle, the brick beyond this room would be dust. She flared her aura again and again and a final time with all her strength, but there was nothing. 
She ran across the room and banged on the wall. Her hand impacted cold star-metal. She screamed out, her own voice echoing off the walls. “Hello!” but there was nothing but her own voice resounding in her head.
She stood there a moment and closed her eyes, breathing deeply. She opened her eyes again and looked around. It was pitch black but for a small opening on the far wall at eye level that seemed just a shade lighter. She walked over there and found a slit about two feet wide and six-inches high. She stuck her arm out and felt empty air. She peered out of it and saw inky nothingness beyond. She called out, but there was no response, and her voice seemed to echo off into some sort of dark, endless infinity. She traced her hand around and felt a small seam. This was the door, the slit some type of window. But there was no handle and no matter how hard she pushed, it did not budge. She tried getting her fingers in the seam, but it was far too tight for even her fingernail. 
Celacia puffed out a long breath and looked around. There was no way to tell where she was or even how big her cell was. It felt large and empty. She decided to stroll its perimeter, scraping one hand along the walls as she went. She guessed the room to be about twenty or thirty feet on all sides. It was an enormous, empty room. There was nothing in it. Only her and endless blackness. 
Celacia plopped herself down on the floor, her armor clapping loudly. She rubbed her face into her hands and then looked back out into the empty darkness. She had no idea where she was. She had never heard of a cell made of star-metal, though she figured it had to be somewhere in the Stellarium or in Sanctuary. Since the Goddess fell, nobody had any means to forge or craft star-metal, and those were the only two places that would have this much or have a dungeon made of it. Part of her began to wonder if maybe she was in the Stellarium in some forgotten basement that had been made by the Goddess just for her. Perhaps it had once been made to contain her and the other Avatars should they ever go rogue. She sighed. It didn’t matter. No matter where she was, she was trapped. Not even her power could touch star-metal. 
Celacia sighed. She hadn’t expected this. She was expecting some sort of lame attempt at shackling her with runic bindings like she had seen used on Isley and Nuriel back at the Firerims. She had expected some sort of invention by the Jinn to contain her. She had heard of the Black Cells used to hold Dark Star Knights and thought they’d try trapping her in something like that. She supposed that was stupid of her. She should have known a demon would have been more calculating than that…especially a demon with an age-old grudge against her. 
“Well played, Bulifer. Well played.” she said aloud. She laid down upon the floor, staring up into darkness. She had just slept for an entire age. She could not sleep for another. She couldn’t bear the thought. She had to get back to him. She had to know if he was real; if what they shared in her dreams had been real. She wanted to know if anything she remembered was real, or if they were just delusions born of her imagination as she slept through a thousand years in cold and darkness. She had awoken to this age; a strange age; a foreign age. An age she did not belong in. All she had to hold on to was the memories of him, and she couldn’t even be certain those were real. She dared not speculate. She would only know if she could get back to him, and all she needed was the Mard Grander. 
She closed her eyes, though it made little difference in what she saw. In her mind she focused on the handsome face that haunted her dreams. It was soft and fair and kind. She could feel her hand in his. It was warm and gentle and did not wither to dust in her grasp. She laughed and ran through a meadow, and though death chased her footsteps, flowers and grass regrew. She was laughing and fell upon the soft earth, warm sun beating down on her face. She closed her eyes and breathed deeply, taking in the scents of fresh flowers and warm summer grass. He fell beside her and wrapped an arm around her. His hand went to her cheek and she turned and looked at him. She stared into his blue eyes. She could stare into them forever. 
A dire voice in her mind warned that she might have to. 
Celacia breathed deeply. “The Long Hours. These are just my Long Hours.”



— 22 —
BREAKING CHAINS 


Rook shot up from the dirty scattering of hay he had called a bed the last three nights. He gasped for breath as the ice-cold water stung him and drenched him.
“You get up now, stupid brat.” said Garrot from behind the rusty bars. He stood outside Rook’s cell in a passageway made of rough-hewn stones that in many places dripped with some sort of green, slimy fungus. His pudgy face scowled at Rook, illuminated by the flickering light of torches that lined the hall. He glanced warily down either side of the dank, underground passageway and, not seeing Saint Rathaniel anywhere, picked up a second bucket from the dirty stone floor. “Have another.”
Rook braced himself as a freezing cascade of water washed over him. His breath stuck in his throat from the shock and his body made a violent shiver. He scooted himself across the wet stones of the cell, dirty hay clinging to his dingy outfit, and pressed himself into the corner. The fat man still had another four buckets at his feet and the rest of Rook’s cellmates moved as far from him as they could get. They were the other children of Rook’s age, both boys and girls. Over the last few weeks Rook had come to know all their names and to expect Garrot’s petty torments. Although, ever since they arrived in the city of Rothara three days ago, the man had been increasingly hostile toward him. Rook knew that it was because Rathaniel was not around. Out on the road there was little Garrot could do to him that Rathaniel couldn’t see. Just the occasional slap or kick. But here in the city of Rothara, just over the Narbereth border, Saint Rathaniel had all but disappeared. 
Garrot looked both ways down the dark hall again. Then he grabbed the burning torch off the wall. He waved it through the bars toward Rook. It would never hit him, but it was close enough that Rook could feel the uncomfortable heat from it. “I oughta burn you good, boy.”
Rook looked up at the fat man, his brow furled in disgust at him. Garrot had slapped him across the back with a belt yesterday and his back was still so sore and tender that it burned as he pressed himself against the wall. His lip was still swollen and throbbing from yesterday too, and he wasn’t sure, but he thought one of his ribs might be cracked. He could hear Balsam, Copper, Ruby, Fawn and the others all whimpering from the opposite end of the cell. From down the hall Buck, one of the older boys and Fawn’s brother, yelled, “Come on, leave him alone!”
Garrot glanced down the hall. “You shut your face or I come for you next!” He turned his droopy, hateful eyes back to Rook. “You’re lucky today is for sales or I’d burn you good. Burn that look off your face, brat.”
Garrot placed the torch back on the wall and grabbed the other wooden buckets and placed them next to the door to Rook’s cell. He fumbled with a ring of rusty keys for a minute and opened the door, just enough for him to squeeze his bulk in. Then he brought in the buckets of water and locked the door behind him. He looked at Rook. “Get naked, brat.” He turned his eyes to the others. “All of you. Naked, now.”
Rook could see the others all trembling as they fumbled with their clothing. All of them were dirty. Filthy really. Their faces and arms were all streaked with grime, their hair greasy, and though he had become accustomed to the smells, Rook knew they all stank to Aeoria’s heaven. They had all been on the road for nearly a month without stopping at a single city. There had been some ponds and streams to wash in along the way, but west of Caer Gatima all of Jerusa was uninhabited forest and plainland. There were no roads or easy paths and travel had been slow and tedious in the wagon. Rook had overheard Rathaniel telling one of the other boys that Gatima did not allow anybody to live more than two-hundred miles from Gatimaria. The King liked to keep his people as close as possible. 
It wasn’t until they made it across the border into Narbereth that they began to make good time. Rook and the others thought it was something of a surprising let-down when they learned that the border between Gatimaria and Narbereth was nothing but an invisible line across the earth. They had all grown up hearing the tales of how it was an impassible mountain wall guarded by bloodthirsty Narberethan soldiers and their man-eating wolves. Quite to the contrary, it was relatively tame fields speckled with pine forest, and there was even a road. At first the road was nothing more than a tract of worn dirt, but the further into Narbereth they got, the more the road became something real and tangible until they were actually upon well-kept flagstone. 
And if the border crossing was surprising, even more stunning revelations had awaited them in Narbereth. From the road they had spied a few small villages that gave them a curious glimpse of smoking chimneys and plentiful fields of corn and beans coming up. There had even been a young man herding a giant flock of sheep across the road. Rathaniel had told them that the boy was a shepherd and that it was common for them to travel the land for good pasture. Neither Rook nor any of the others had imagined that one person might be in charge of so much meat and wool, or that so many of one animal might even exist.
And the surprises kept coming. Eventually Garrot and Rathaniel actually stopped in a small hamlet called Eastham to restock food and water. It was a brief stay and none of them were even allowed off the wagon, but even still, that one little glimpse of a Narberethan city was like something from a dream. Rook and the others were so excited that they all packed themselves along the wagon’s railing, peering out in awe at the sights and smells. They had seen people walking about and they were all well-dressed. Some had swords hanging from scabbards at their sides. A few had bows over their backs. The people actually had weapons. They wore shirts and pants of warm homespun and they all had leather shoes or boots. Nobody was dressed in rags. Nobody was thin or starving. The thatched roof houses of timber and plaster were all in good condition, all of them with smoking chimneys and all of them with pens for chickens or pigs and even cows. Many of them even had small gardens of their own. And Aeoria bless it, the smell of food was everywhere. It was almost more than any of them could believe. 
The one peculiar thing was the veils all the women wore. Some wore long veils that draped to their chest, others wore short veils that hung no lower than their chin. They wore blue or red or black or any number of color veils. But the one thing all the women shared in common was a veil that covered them from the eyes down. 
But all the grandeur of that tiny little hamlet paled in comparison to what they saw when they entered the gates of the city of Rothara. According to Rathaniel, Rothara was the largest city this far east of Narberia, the kingdom’s capital where King Dahnzeg ruled. And apparently, as far as Narberethan cities went, even this was rather small. Beyond the gates of the city’s high, stone walls, a whole new world of sights and sounds and smells opened up to them. Men, women and children packed the streets. People drove their horse-drawn carts along the roads. Everything was busy and bustling. Everything was loud. There were children laughing and running. People were conversing in the streets. There were houses made of stone and brick and they lined the roads in tight clusters. The pleasing scent of woodsmoke filled the air and mingled with the savory aromas of cooking food. The major streets had tall lampposts to light them with gaslight at night and at the city’s center was a magnificent fountain that actually worked. In the center of the fountain was a pair of solid gold statues of beautiful women in flowing gowns. Their forms were slender and lithe; their faces soft and beautiful and neither had a veil. There were taverns and stores and they had even passed a market where vendors lined the streets with carts of fruits and vegetables, fish and meats. There were breads and pastries and candies and anything they could imagine. It was unbelievable. It was like something out of a dream. Rook’s young mind struggled with the notion that there could be so much food in abundance that it was just heaped in carts waiting for people to buy it. 
But the grandeur of Rothara quickly faded. Past the nice roads and tall buildings, beyond the food markets and friendly taverns and inns, down streets that began to look more familiar to Rook, they were taken to a foreboding place. Here, the taverns were not so friendly. Here, the people on the streets lurked in the shadows of alleys and watched them pass with wary eyes. Here, the smell of food was replaced by the stench of sewage and garbage. Here, the streets of brick became muddy dirt and haggard women with veils upon their faces and boys in tattered rags ran up to the wagon, begging, but were swiftly sent away by Rathaniel’s and Garrot’s boots. 
Then they had come upon a high wall of weathered timbers. It was a place that reeked of sweat, old liquor, sewage and blood. Beyond the wall they could all hear the roar of a rough-and-tumble crowd. They could hear the chime of steel upon steel. And they could hear the horrible screams of death being drowned out by cheers and jeers. There was a rusty portcullis guarded by some brutes in leather armor. After Garrot tossed them a small sack of coins they were let in. 
Bound in chains, Rook and the others found themselves led across a dusty yard where men, women and children sat locked in shackles, lorded over by cruel looking masters. There was a man tied to a post and Rook had to turn away. His back was torn and bloody, and he wailed in pain with every lash of the whip he received. There were a number of women across the yard, all of them conspicuously absent of veils. Many of them pleaded on their hands and knees to their captors who stood over them with cold indifference. There was some sort of crudely constructed booth they were lined up before, and from it there were terrible screams. 
And then they had been taken here, to these dank cells. Here, in this underground dungeon, they had been kept for days with little to eat or drink. But now something was going to happen to them all, and Garrot made it clear that he expected nothing but complete silence and obedience from them. His dark, droopy eyes stared hatefully down at Rook. “Come on brat, undress.”
Rook threw off his dingy shirt. He paused when it came to his pants. He still had the Golothic hidden in his pocket, and wrapped up in the waist was hidden the dagger. He breathed deep and slowly, then took down his pants, careful not to allow the dagger to show or fall free. 
“Come here.” demanded Garrot.
Rook looked to the side where all the other children huddled naked, far away from him. Suddenly he was grabbed by his hair. Rook yelped and reached up, clutching at Garrot’s fat wrists as he was dragged painfully across the floor. 
“Wash up!” growled the fat man, slamming Rook’s face into the bucket. 
The world dissolved into murky, muffled wetness as Rook felt ice-cold water engulf his head. His own hands found the edges of the bucket and he tried to push up, but Garrot clutched his hair painfully in his hand and kept him under. He felt his heart start to race. He could hear the water bubble and splash around his ears as he struggled. Time seemed to tick by and still his head was submerged in dark water. His lungs began to burn. His mind began to struggle against his body’s desire to gulp for breath. He could feel his strength fading. He could no longer be certain that the darkness that filled his vision was simply that of his head being in the bucket. And then his head was torn out of the water and he was thrown to the ground.
Rook’s naked body slapped upon the stone. He lay on his belly, gasping for breath. He looked up and saw Garrot standing over him, dark eyes scowling. 
“Get up!” Garrot kicked him in the side.
Still gasping, the kick caused Rook’s lungs to lock up painfully and his breath stuck in his throat. His eyes went wide from the pain. More than ever, Rook was certain that one of those ribs was cracked. He curled up into a ball on the floor. His eyes watering from the pain. He caught a glimpse of his ribs; a black and blue splotch the size of Garrot’s fist encompassed them. 
“Get up, brat!” Rook felt Garrot’s big hand grab a wad of his hair. He was pulled painfully to his feet. “Get up!” Rook braced himself as he saw the man’s fat hand draw backward to strike him.
“Garrot, did I not make myself clear?” intoned the voice of Saint Rathaniel.
Rook felt the man’s hand release his hair. His naked body collapsed with a slap upon the cold, stone floor. He looked over and saw Saint Rathaniel in his Star-Armor standing outside the cell. His one and only arm rested on the hilt of his sword at his side. His white eyes looked blankly upon Garrot.
“Sorry, Saint Rathaniel.” said Garrot, lowering his head like a dog who had just been scolded. 
“The glorious and exalted Behemoth Kraken has sent me to oversee the sale of these slaves.” intoned the Saint. “I shall see his will fulfilled. Next time I shall not stay my sword.”
“Yes, Saint Rathaniel.” mumbled Garrot.
Rathaniel stood there looking blankly upon Garrot for a moment before turning and disappearing down the hall. Once gone, Garrot looked down at Rook. “Wash up.” he said. He looked at the other kids. “All you, wash up. Wash your clothes. Wash your bodies.” He looked back at Rook. “No dirt, no grime. I see dirt and I wash you myself.” He scowled one last time down at Rook, spit on him, and then fumbled with his keys and disappeared out of the cell.
Rook and the others washed themselves in silence using the buckets of cold water. One of the buckets contained a couple of rags and even a bar of soap that smelled of lavender. Rook helped wash some of the younger ones, making sure they were completely clean before turning the soap and rag upon his own body and hair. Then, in similar fashion, he helped the others get their clothes clean before starting on his own. Luckily, by that point, the water in the buckets was black with dirt and he was able to hide his secret possessions in the bottom as he washed and rang out his clothes. By the time he had them back on and the Golothic and dagger hidden in his pocket and waistband, Garrot and Rathaniel had returned. 
Garrot unlocked the cell but this time opened the door wide. “Come. Time for the sale.”
Rook exchanged a quick look with the others. He swallowed hard and exited the cell. 
“All of you, come on.” barked Garrot, and the others all filed out slowly, gathering in the dank hall. “Look at me,” he said. “When you’re out there, you all be quiet. No talking. You answer only what you are asked. You better sell yourselves.” Here Garrot turned his dark eyes on Rook. “If you don’t sell, you come back here with me. Then you wait a month until the next sale and work in the pleasure houses to earn your keep.”
All the kids began anxiously looking at each other. 
Garrot was still eying Rook. He grabbed him by the chin and lifted his head up, forcing Rook to look him in the eyes. “Maybe you sell to a noble. They pay good for young boys like you with no hair and smooth skin. They have their way with you in the backside, and then take you in the mouth.”
Rook tore his head away and swallowed hard. 
“Come.” said Garrot. “It is time.”
Outside, the Spring sun was blinding. Rook and the others had to raise their hands to their eyes. The sky was pale blue and the clouds were stretched by the warm winds. Rook’s nose was expecting the pleasing scents of Spring but was instead assaulted by the stench of sour beer, mingled with filth. From beyond the timber walls that surrounded them Rook could hear shouts and the clang of steel. It was not battle, but rather combat training. Out in the yard were a few whipping posts blessedly empty of people, but Rook could see that they were all stained crimson. There were some callous looking men milling about with whips and they eyed Rook and the other children as they passed. One of them pointed their direction and smiled wickedly as he unfurled his whip and gave it a good crack. There were a few yelps from the children, and the guards all chuckled cruelly. 
They were led across a dirt yard where sullen men and women sat along the wooden walls, bound in iron shackles. Few of the men wore shirts and Rook could see that they all bore numerous scars from lashings, both ancient and new. The women were mostly dressed in dirty rags, and all of them had those veils upon their faces. Their heads were down and they were all silent, hardly even peeking up at them, except for one. She was a black-haired lady; slender and dressed in dingy brown pants and a matching shirt. A black veil hung upon her face and her dark eyes met Rook’s. Rook stared at her, wondering how long she might have been here; how long she might have been a slave and what terrible fortune brought her to this fate. Her eyes followed Rook and he was about to look away when she lifted her veil to him. 
He gasped. Where her nose should have been was nothing but thin, pink skin covering the flat, white bone of the skull’s nasal cavities. She smiled, but it was not a kind smile. And it was unsettling, not because of the gruesome way in which the mangled wound twisted, but because it was a knowing smile. It was a smile that told him that no matter how much he held onto hope that things would turn out ok, they wouldn’t. She was proof that they wouldn’t. It was a crushing, devastating, cruel, mocking smile. 
With her veil still up she turned her head, baring the side of her neck to him where a circular scar of raised, pink skin lay. She lowered her veil, and Rook turned away. A sense of dread washed over him. From the corner of his eye he began to notice that all the men bore the same scar upon the side of their necks and he thought likely the women did too, though their veils did a good job of concealing them. 
They were led out through a gate of iron bars and into a circular court enclosed by more timber walls. Here there was a wooden stage of sorts, and upon it stood twenty boys and girls ranging in age from about thirteen to five. There was a fat man dressed in a fine tunic and pants on the stage directing a couple of rougher looking men on where to have the kids all stand, and in what order. The children cast glances Rook’s way as Garrot and Rathaniel led them all up the steps and onto the stage with the others. 
The wood was old and weathered and in many locations Rook saw what looked like old bloodstains upon the graying planks. On the floor were many iron shackles, and they were each in turn bound in a line from oldest to youngest at Rathaniel’s discretion. Being almost eleven, Rook was one of the oldest and tallest of his group. He was placed toward the far end with only two other boys from his group before him. In all, with his group and the others, Rook guessed there were about thirty of them. 
At the opposite end of the yard Rook could see another gate of iron bars guarded by a number of men in ragged leather armor. Each of them had swords upon their backs and whips at their sides. Outside the gate Rook could see a crowd of people waiting. Rook watched as one of the guards unlocked the gate and swung the door open. A large number of finely dressed men and women began to file in. The men wore nice tunics and shirts; some more grim and gruff looking than others. The women wore dresses or fine gowns, some of them in simpler outfits. But all the women had those veils upon their faces. 
Rook cringed. He wondered if they all shared the same disfigurement as the lady who had lifted her veil to him, or if maybe she had just suffered a terrible punishment for some crime. Certainly all these women were wealthy nobles or city officials, would they really be subject to the same torture? Rook couldn’t help but wonder if perhaps the glories he had seen in Narbereth—the food, freedom and wealth of the people—was nothing but a veil hiding secrets as dark and unforgiving as the torment the people of Jerusa lived in. 
Rook held his head low as the crowds gathered before the stage. He could see people pointing his direction and whispering in each others’ ears. Though fully dressed, he felt completely naked. He could feel eyes raking over him, appraising him. He looked up and saw a slender man in glittering silver pants and shirt pointing at him and speaking excitedly to the Saint at his side. The man wore a large, powdered wig and his face was stark white with powder. He leaned into a Saint with hair and eyes like brilliant blue sapphire, whispering into the Saint’s ear. The Saint stood with his arms folded over his black, star-metal breastplate, nodding with disinterest. 
Rook looked away. There was a short, stocky man dressed in all black and upon his back Rook could see the handles of four swords poking up. He had greasy black hair and a long beard plaited with silver beads. He stood with his arms akimbo, his eyes brushing back and forth across the stage, briefly locking on Rook. His shirt was unbuttoned partway, exposing thick chest hair. There was a teenaged boy dressed in scuffed leather armor with him. The man would point a giant finger and grumble something and the boy would nod his head. Then Rook saw the man point directly at him and say something to the boy. 
Rook squirmed on his feet and looked the other way. There was a fat man garbed in fine clothing that seemed to have an exotic flare. Hanging on his arms were a pair of scantily dressed women in blue silk with matching veils upon their faces. He stood eyeing them all, sometimes twisting his lips in contemplation or bobbing his head with casual indifference. 
Then, out of the corner of his eye, Rook noticed that some of the armed guards were busy setting up some sort of stall at one end of the court. He saw them setting up the wooden walls. Another brought some pails of water and another pair were dragging over a scary looking chair with iron clasps on the arms and legs. Rook watched as the men erected something of a booth around the chair, cloaking it from view. 
At the opposite end of the court he saw them setting something else up. Some men were placing a wooden post in the ground and others were piling up logs in an iron ring nearby. They set the logs ablaze, and in a moment there was a large, roaring fire. Rook watched them as they placed a number of long, iron bars tipped with circular emblems into the flames. Something occurred to Rook, and he shuddered. He began to feel nauseous. Those were branding irons. 
Rook couldn’t take it anymore. He turned his head down and just looked at the shackles binding his ankles. He tried not to listen to the murmurs from the crowd. He tried to drown out the whimpers and sobs from the other children around him. Most of all, he tried not to think. He focused on not thinking, for any time his mind wandered, it was to that first meeting with Garrot and Karver. To that time when Garrot had undressed him. As much as he tried to forget, the terror, shame, humiliation and anger of that night haunted him as if it had just happened. He couldn’t endure a lifetime of that. He didn’t know what he would do if it came to that. And then his mind flashed the image of the noseless woman, and he wondered if maybe it could even be worse than his fears. 
Rook bit his cheeks. His thoughts came back around to Ursula. They were the same thoughts that had haunted him for the last five weeks since losing her. He wondered where she might be, and in whose arms she might be held right now. A grim part of his mind always reminded him that she might not be in anybody’s arms. She could very well be in a cold, dark crib or left in some more terrible place. He wished he could know what had become of her. He wanted to know if she was warm and happy, or if maybe she was hungry and crying. He wondered if she was still alive, or if perhaps death would be a less cruel fate for her. He couldn’t dwell long on those thoughts. They were too painful. If it came to it, he’d rather dwell on that night with Garrot.
Rook was shaken from his reverie. One of the guards shouted something about opening the stage for inspections. Rook looked on as the crowd all made their way toward the stage. He could feel the floor beneath his feet shake as the men and women came up. He saw some approach Garrot, pointing at specific children and asking questions. He could see Garrot nodding his fat head or answering their questions. 
“Ooooo, this one is nice.” drawled the lanky man in the silver outfit and powder wig. Rook cringed as the man placed a pale, delicate, long-fingered hand on his cheek. “Saint Ioniel, what do you think?”
Rook looked up and saw the sapphire eyes of the Saint briefly brush over him. “Yeah, sure. It’s up to you, Lord Bartholomew.”
The man took both of Rook’s cheeks in his hands. “Oh, you are soft. I like that. I could just rest my head on your chest right now.” 
Rook flinched and tried to step backward as he felt the man’s hands creep up his shirt, but the shackles prevented him from moving and he almost fell over. The man lifted Rook’s shirt up, exposing his belly and chest, but then his face twisted in disgust at the giant bruise on his ribs. His lips furled. “Well, I suppose that will heal. What are you like down there?” The man grabbed the waist of Rook’s pants, narrowly avoiding the dagger hidden in it, and pulled out. He peered down into Rook’s trousers. “Let’s put him on the maybe list, Ioniel.”
“You,” said a gruff voice. Rook looked over. It was the short, stocky man dressed in black with all the swords on his back. The teenaged boy in the scruffy leather armor was with him. The boy looked to be in his early teens. “Lift your shirt.” said the man.
Rook licked his lips and looked away. He was suddenly aware of the Golothic in his pocket. It was radiating a strong heat.
He felt the man’s rough hands grab him. He tore his shirt up, almost taking it off his body. “You get this from fighting? Are you a fighter?” The man poked a wide, calloused finger into Rook’s bruised ribs. The pain made his breath stick in his throat and his eyes water. 
“He don’t look like no fighter.” said the boy.
Without even looking, the stocky man swatted the boy across the face, nearly knocking him over. “I didn’t ask your opinion. Is your money buying me a slave?”
“N-No, sir.” said the boy, holding his face, cringing. 
“He’d make a good fighter,” said Garrot. Rook’s head turned and saw the fat man standing there. “He could train. This one’s kind of tough.”
“Did he get this in a fight?” asked the burly man. 
“Yes,” said Garrot.
Rook was about to say something but Garrot kicked his legs. “He fights, but needs to learn to shut up. He could use good discipline. He could train for fights. Make you lots of money.”
The short man looked down at Rook, his dark eyes appraising him as his large hands stroked at his plaited beard contemplatively. “Discipline I can teach.” He turned his head and cast a dark gaze at the boy, causing him to cringe away and take some steps back. The man looked back at Rook. “Stoking the fires of my forge and pounding out steel will discipline. But the will to fight and survive in the arena has to have been bred in.”
The burly man grabbed Rook and began squeezing his arms. Rook was jostled as the man lifted his shirt and pressed on his belly and then felt his chest. His hands moved down, squeezing his thighs, then moved up and squeezed painfully at his testicles. “He’s got his balls, but he’s a little scrawny. I suppose working the hammer will put some muscle on that frame.” The man flicked a large finger at Rook’s arm.
“Came from Jerusa.” said Garrot. “You know how it is there. But he’ll fatten up. Jerusans work hard just for promise of food.”
The man stared down at Rook, stroking his beard. “What about it, kid? I’ll strengthen you with the hammer. When you’re ready, you’ll make your own sword. And then I’ll put you in the arena.” 
The Golothic in Rook’s pocket had been growing steadily hotter, as if it was prodding him to do something, to say something. A strange inkling came over him and he suddenly felt he should mention that his father had been a blacksmith. Perhaps even mention that his whole family line had been smiths. Rook’s eyes flicked to the side, at the boy so cowed by this man that he dare not even stand in his shadow, and suddenly an anger washed over him. Rook bit his lip and looked down. 
No. he thought.  I’m done with doing things Bulifer’s way. The demon had taken enough from him. It had promised him that he and his sister would be taken care of, yet his sister Ursula had been taken from him. He’d give the demon no more. As far as he was concerned, the deal was off. Bulifer had promised to come to him one day for a weapon. Rook swore he would give him a weapon, right through the chest. 
“How much?” asked the man.
“Hundred crowns.” said Garrot. “I’ll give you a good deal.”
The man stood over Rook, rubbing at his beard, contemplating.
There was a terrible scream. Rook looked over and saw that there were a couple of boys being dragged over to where the post and firepit were set up. A pair of guards held a boy upon the post while a third brought a red-hot iron from the wood fire. The boy screamed again. A guard twisted his head, baring the side of his neck. The boy wailed horrifically as the red-hot iron was pressed onto his flesh. Rook saw a couple wisps of smoke come off the boy’s skin before the iron was removed, leaving a disgusting, red scar. The guards threw him from the post and dragged the next boy over.
“You take fifty?” asked the burly man.
Garrot grunted. “Seventy-five.”
“I’m afraid of fighting.” said Rook, not really looking up at the man. “I have no idea how to use a hammer, and I don’t work good around fires.”
The man looked down at Rook, his brow furling. “Let me think on it,” he said, and roughly grabbed the arm of the boy he was with and walked off.
Garrot scowled down at Rook. “Stupid brat! You cost me money!” he began to raise his hand when another man called out.
“Seventy-five, you said?” asked a man. 
Rook turned his head to see a balding man in a red gown standing there. 
“Oh, Mister Arnos,” said Garrot. “Not seen you in a while.”
“Yes, well, I’ve had all the staff I’ve needed but I just opened another pleasure house.” said the man as he inspected Rook. “He’s quite fair.” The man knelt down. Rook cringed as the man’s hands caressed up and down his body. The hand slipped down his pants and Rook flinched back. “Hmm, he flinches.” said the man with disappointment. He stood back up. 
“I had him before,” said Garrot. “He works well. Nice and quiet about it. Few times and he’ll be ok. He’s smooth. No Hair. He can make you lots of money.”
Bloodcurdling screams erupted from the court. Rook looked to the opposite side of the yard where the crude booth with the terrifying chair had been set up. There were a number of girls down there crying, and from within the shrouded booth the screams continued. Rook watched in horror as Fawn, a seven-year old girl he had come here with and shared the cell with, ran out of the booth. She had a veil over her face but was clutching at her nose. Her hands were soaked in crimson blood, and the black veil that hung on her face was wet and heavy with it. She screamed again, falling to her knees. It was a nasally, bubbling, ghastly scream. 
“Don’t worry,” said Arnos, looking down at Rook with cold detachment. “Only women and girls lose their noses. Count yourself lucky, you just get a slave’s brand. Girls have to endure both.” He turned to Garrot. “I’ll take him. Have him branded and sent to me. But make sure they use my brand. I don’t want the generic brand on him. I’ll lose my reputation if my clients think my boys and girls have been passed on from house to house.”
“Very good.” said Garrot. “Thank you, Mister Arnos.”
Rook’s heart raced. Fear boiled in his stomach. The Golothic in his pocket felt almost cold now, like it was mocking him. Garrot’s fat hand patted him on the shoulder. He was vaguely aware of him laughing. Garrot said something derisive and cruel, but Rook’s mind couldn’t focus. He felt dizzy. All he could hear was his own heart throbbing in his chest. He was going to be sold as a sex slave. The first night with Garrot played out in his mind. It would be played out nightly now, for the rest of his life, the only thing changing would be the face. It wouldn’t just be Garrot’s anymore. 
Rook turned his head, his eyes scanning for the short man with the plaited beard, and the Golothic in his pocket warmed up again. Rook saw him, catching fleeting glimpses of him between the milling crowd that packed the stage. The man was inspecting another boy. Rook was about to call out to him; to yell out that he could fight, that he would fight, and that his father had been a blacksmith. The Golothic burned in his pocket, prodding him, as Rook’s mouth opened.
And then a warm hand fell on Rook’s shoulder. The touch was soft and made his entire arm tingle and buzz. He felt a breath as comforting as summer wind in his ear, and it smelled of forest, sea and sky. “Never blink,” said an ancient, rich, voice. 
Rook’s head turned behind him. An old man in an opalescent white gown, walking with a cane sprouted with green buds, hobbled away and was lost into the crowd. “Wait!” cried Rook. “Wait!”
But then Rook felt the cold shackles come off his ankles. “No waiting.” Garrot pushed Rook’s shoulder. “Come on. Time for your burn. It’s going to hurt a lot, but when you get to Arnos’s pleasure house, that’s when your real pain will start. Serves you right, brat.”
Rook tried to struggle free, but Garrot had him by the wrist and his grip was like a vice. He kept looking over his shoulder, trying to find the old man in the white gown, but he was gone. Rook was hardly aware of being marched across the stage and down the steps. The world was spinning, and it wasn’t until the pained scream of one of the boys shook him that Rook realized he was standing near the firepit. There was one little boy and an older girl in the line ahead of him, both trembling on their feet. The girl had a blood-soaked veil on her face and clutched at her nose, bawling as heavy patters of blood fell. Rook could hear a ghastly wheezing and bubbling from beneath her veil with every breath she took. Ahead of them the guards held an older boy upon the post and he wailed as the hot iron scorched the side of his neck. The guards threw him off the post and brought the girl over. They slammed her against the post.
“Standard slave brand?” asked one of the guards as he loomed over Rook, speaking with Garrot. 
“Arnos’s brand.” said Garrot. 
The guard nodded just as the girl screamed out. Rook could hear flesh sizzle.
“Almost your turn, brat.” said Garrot, pushing Rook’s shoulder.
“Next!” yelled the guard as he threw the girl off the post. 
Rook heard the patter of water and looked up. Urine rained down from the little boy’s pants. He couldn’t be more than five years old.
“Come on!” growled the guard and he stormed over and grabbed the little boy by the arm. The boy started crying but nobody cared. They pushed him up against the post.
Then a voice from the stage called out, causing all heads to turn that direction. “Excuse me, sir! Is this one yours?” cried a voice. “Yoo-hoo! Is this one yours?”
Rook turned around. The noble named Bartholomew and his Saint were on the stage next to one of the younger boys. He was waving at Garrot. 
“Is he yours?” cried the noble again.
“He’s mine.” said Garrot. He walked over to the stage, leaving Rook in the care of the guards.
Rook turned back around. The little boy started writhing and kicking and screaming. Despite his small size, he was giving the guards quite a problem. Finally one of them slapped the boy across the face and then slammed his cheek against the post. “Come on, hurry!” yelled the guard, gripping the boy’s face so tightly that his lips were turning purple.
Rook looked over to the firepit. There were a number of different branding irons sticking out of it. He looked up as he heard the boy scream. Flesh seared. They tossed him away. “Next!”
Rook was pushed on his shoulder. “Your turn.” said the guard.
“What brand does—“
A wailing girl came running across the yard toward them, being chased by another guard. The guard next to Rook—the one who had asked Garrot what brand to give him—took off toward her. Rook looked over at the post, his heart racing as he strode over to it. 
“What brand does he get?” asked the guard tending the firepit.
The other guard walked Rook over to the post and put him up against it. He shrugged. “I don’t know? Didn’t they tell you?”
“J-J-Just the standard.” said Rook. He pointed over toward the stage at Garrot, who was talking to the noble. Rook’s finger was trembling. “I heard him say I get the standard one.”
“Thanks, kid.” said one of the guards.
Rook felt their hands tighten around his arms and one of them held his cheek firmly against the post. His eyes pinched shut and his teeth gritted against a pain like his body had never felt before. He could hear the flesh of his neck crackling, his nose was assaulted by a terrible odor. Tears began to fall from his eyes. And then release. 
He stumbled forward, his hand reflexively going to the right side of his neck. He felt hot skin, and the mere touch of his hand made it scream with unbearable pain. Rook stumbled a few more feet and then fell to his knees. He choked in a few breaths. His neck throbbed with unrelenting agony. He kept wanting to hold it, but each time his hand touched it the pain intensified a hundred times over.
Then Rook felt a rough hand grab his arm and pull him to his feet. “Time to go now.” said Garrot. “You—” Garrot stopped and clenched Rook’s cheeks in his hand, forcing his head to the side. “What’s this?! What is this!” he growled and threw Rook away. He stormed over and grabbed one of the guards by the arm and spun him around. “I told you Arnos’s brand! You ruined him!”
The guard pushed Garrot away. “Then you shouldn’t have taken off!” shot the guard. “You get what you got. Nothing I can do about it. I can brand the other side if you want.”
Garrot stomped and cursed. “It won’t do! It won’t do! Arnos won’t pay now!” He stopped and fixed his hateful eyes on Rook. He stormed over to him and Rook fell to the ground and curled into a ball. Garrot grabbed his hair and pulled him to his feet, practically tossing him across the yard. “Back for sale! Back for sale, you brat!”
Rook scrambled up onto the platform and bumped head first into what he at first thought was a solid object. He bounced off it and fell backwards onto his butt. Rook looked up. Standing before him was a mountain of a man. He was tall and imposing with sinewy arms covered with coarse hair. He had a head full of thick, brown hair streaked with soot, and a light coating of beard covered his face. He wore a red flannel shirt from which his chest hair sprouted at the top where it couldn’t quite stretch across his chest or thick neck. His blue pants were streaked with soot and his shirt bore handprints of black grime. He smelled of oil, coal smoke and burnt metal. 
“Ho! What’s this now?” he said in a voice as big and rich as a forest. He extended a meaty hand down to Rook.
Rook took the man’s hand, his own feeling quite small and weak within it. It was rough and calloused and looked permanently stained with soot and the silvery dust of metal. The man lifted him up to his feet and Rook got another whiff of that wonderful coal smoke and metal. His young mind flopped, and then he placed it. The man smelled like the tools and anvil that his mother had shown him before she died.
At the burly man’s side was a lithe woman with a tawny complexion and long, black hair. She wore a dress of emerald green with golden edges. She looked out from behind her veil with large, almond eyes of fiery brown. She was shorter than the man by a great many inches and she stood up on her tiptoes as he bent down so that she could lean into his ear. Rook saw her lift her veil slightly as she whispered to him, and he caught a brief but awful glimpse of her noseless face. 
The large man kept his dark eyes on Rook as she whispered to him. He stood back to his full height then smiled and nodded. The woman also turned her almond eyes back to Rook. “Lad, what’s your name?” he asked.
“Sorry if he caused you problems,” said Garrot, lumbering up the steps of the platform. “This one, he is trouble.” He grabbed Rook’s shoulders and pushed him forward. “Back in line, brat. I oughta buy you myself. Keep you for my entertainment.” He pushed Rook forward again. 
“My name is Rook,” he said loudly. He turned and pushed past Garrot. “Rook.”
The man tilted his head and looked down at him. “How old are you, Rook?”
“Ten…almost eleven.” he said. “Are…are you a blacksmith?”
A fat hand gripped Rook’s shoulder painfully. “Stupid brat!” growled Garrot. “I told you back in line!” He spun Rook around and raised his hand in a fist. Rook cringed, but the burly man grabbed Garrot’s wrist. 
“That’ll do.” said the man. “How much for the boy?”
Garrot’s face jiggled as he looked at the man in disbelief. “For him?” Then Garrot’s face darkened and he looked at Rook. “He’s not for sale no more.”
“I’m a blacksmith too,” said Rook quickly. “My father was one and his father before him. My whole family were blacksmiths.”
The man looked down at Rook skeptically. “Is that so?”
“Not for sale.” Garrot grabbed Rook’s arm. “You come. I’m buying you myself, brat. You cause me too much trouble, and I’ll show you what for.”
“I’ll pay double.” said the large man. Rook couldn’t help but notice that the woman’s eyes were plastered on him. She looked at him with this strange, dreamy fondness; the way Rook’s own mother used to look at him sometimes. 
Garrot stopped and looked at the man. “Three-hundred crowns.” said Garrot.
The man started. “Three-hundred crowns?”
“I’ll work,” shot Rook. “I want to learn. I want to learn how to make weapons. I’ll do whatever you want. I’ll stoke fire. I’ll hammer metal.”
“Three-hundred gold crowns.” said Garrot. “Not a copper less.”
The woman leaned up into the burly man’s ear again and whispered, all the while keeping those large, almond eyes on Rook. The man folded his arms over his barrel-chest and cast Garrot a hard look. “Sold.” said the man.
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SANCTUARY 


The road that meandered its way up Mount Empyrean was made of slabs of black star-metal and Nuriel’s boots made a satisfying chime upon it with every step. Though Nuriel was higher up now than she had been back in Duroton when she had gone to the Stellarium, there was no snow and the air was thick, rich, clean and held an enigmatic essence. There was a mild breeze and it was nothing but cool and pleasing. She made her way up a steep incline that wrapped around a huge outcropping of stone and paused on the road. She closed her eyes and breathed in through her nose. The air was like incense of the very earth, full of forest and mountain, ocean and soil. She stood there a few more moments with her eyes closed, breathing deeply and fully. She couldn’t help but smile. 
Above her, thick, gray clouds lingered and a wide staircase of star-metal that had been carved right into the mountain ascended up into them. To either side of her were the Watchers in Stone, a pair of massive statues carved from the granite. They each stood more than a hundred feet tall, and the gray mist of clouds trapped upon the side of the mountain swirled above their heads. Their lifeless eyes forever looked out upon the vast world, far below. The statue on the right was Saint Rimnon of the Watchmen and the one on the left was Saint Chronobus of the Clocks. They were Saints of an ancient age when Aeoria still walked the earth. Though they were long dead, for a thousand years their stone likenesses had stood watch upon the Angel’s Walk, the only road up Mount Empyrean. 
Nuriel placed a hand upon the stone foot of Saint Rimnon and closed her eyes. She had to stifle a tear. She was home. She was back at Sanctuary. And she felt better than she had in a long time. She even noticed that her nose was no longer running. She took another deep breath of the delightful air. She looked backward, down the Angel’s Walk she had come up. It wound its way down the steep slopes like a shimmering black serpent, often becoming lost amongst the jagged, gray stones of the mountain. Thousands of feet beneath her—beyond the Watchtower of Saint Gabriel and the Citadels of Aeoria’s Guard—the Rock Barrens spread out like a sea, their desolate hills like waves upon an ocean of stone. Nuriel turned around and took one more look up at the Watchers in Stone. Then, with another deep breath, she made her way up the stairs.
Just above the very heads of the statues the stairs came to an end and a wide plateau spread out, revealing a city amongst the clouds. Ahead of her were the Holy Gates, and beyond them, Sanctuary. It was a city of lofty towers and magnificent structures, all made from a strange, ivory stone only found here on Mount Empyrean. The buildings were all works of art unto themselves with high pillars, sharp spires and domed roofs. They were all tightly lined along a gridwork of star-metal roads. In the distance, set against the very peak of the mountain, Nuriel could see the Holy Palace, its stained glass windows sparkling in the sunlight. 
The Holy Gates were the name given to the entire wall that circled Sanctuary. It was a high fence made of elegant star-metal bars spaced a couple feet apart, each topped with a decorative spear point. The gates themselves were about twenty-feet high, made of thicker bars spaced more closely together. Nuriel followed the road right up to them where two heavily armored Saints stood. Like all Saints of Aeoria’s Guard, they both wore full suits of armor and they looked like living walls of star-metal in them. 
Nuriel knew the two imposing sentries. They were the twin Saints, Jeduthon and Seraphiel, the Keepers of the Holy Gates. They each held a tall spear of star-metal at their side. In all her years, Nuriel had never known either one to leave their post. It was said that the pair had stood watch at the gates ever since Holy Father Admael was first placed in charge of Sanctuary, shortly after Aeoria’s fall. It was also said that they knew the names and stellaglyphs of every Saint that is or ever was. Both watched Nuriel approach, their onyx eyes tracking her from beyond their star-metal great helms.
As Nuriel came upon the high gates, the twin Saints both clapped their spears upon the ground before them. “Nuriel of the Saints Caliber,” they said in eerie unison. Nuriel could see that each of them had a star-metal key hanging upon their necks. They turned together as one, and each placed their key into their respective gate, then swung them open in perfect unison. They bowed slightly as Nuriel walked past them, and they closed and locked the gates behind her.
Nuriel hadn’t noticed before, but as she entered the gates of Sanctuary there was a smiling, happy face waiting for her. It was a face she had dearly missed. Those large, gem-like eyes of deepest amber and long, curly hair of that same honey-brown brilliance caused Nuriel to stop in her tracks. Nuriel’s hand went to her eyes and tears began to fall. 
Karinael ran up and wrapped her arms around Nuriel, her steel breastplate clapping against Nuriel’s star-metal armor. She squeezed, enveloping Nuriel in her warm, loving arms. “I heard you were coming back!” she said, her voice like a rich, autumn birdsong. “As soon as I heard you had passed the Watchtower of Saint Gabriel I came out here to meet you!”
Nuriel buried her head into the crook of Karinael’s neck, laughing against her tears. “Oh Karinael, I’ve missed you so much!” Nuriel pulled back to look into those crystalline, amber eyes again. She wiped the tears from her eyes and laughed, squeezing Karinael’s hands in her own. Karinael had been her only real friend growing up here at Sanctuary. She looked just as Nuriel remembered her on that day she left to apprentice with Isley, but for what she wore. And it was a profound change. Karinael was not wearing the flowing white gowns and simple sandals of the Ecclesiastics. She still wore the same old steel breastplate she had always worn, but beneath it, she was wearing a white, leather bodysuit and had a steel broadsword at her side in a white scabbard. Nuriel also noticed that her friend was wearing steel bracers on her arms, as well as steel boots. Karinael was dressed like a Saints Templar.
Though the unremovable steel breastplate was standard fare for all the Saints at Sanctuary, only the more respected members of the Saints Templar got to wear the leather bodysuit and carry weapons. Everybody else at Sanctuary had to wear the white robes of the Ecclesiastics over their breastplates. Ecclesiastics were the stock and store of Sanctuary and included everybody from the maidservants, cooks and Mothers who worked in the nursery, to the artisans who crafted stained glass and the architects and engineers who built the buildings and roads. All Saints grew up as Ecclesiastics, but only a select few would ever move beyond that to Saints Templar, and fewer still ever moved beyond that to Saints Caliber. Above Caliber stood only Aeoria’s Guard, though not even Nuriel thought to dream of achieving such elite status as that. 
Nuriel herself had been appointed a Templar Novitiate when she turned twelve, a common age for the promotion and for combat training to start. That was the age when the instructors had a good handle on who would make Templars and possible future Saints Caliber, and who would not be moving on. It was kind of a big deal for the children at Sanctuary. For those like Nuriel who had spent their lives dreaming of becoming one of the elite Saints Caliber, getting appointed to the Templar Order was the first step. However, for those like Karinael who wanted to become a Saints Caliber but just didn’t have a strong enough Caliber, being kept as one of the Ecclesiastics could be something of a death sentence. The Ecclesiastics didn’t even typically get honored with being called a Saint. Unless they had achieved something special or were honored for some deed, most of the Ecclesiastics were referred to only as Brothers and Sisters or Mothers and Fathers, as age dictated. Nuriel still remembered the day she was promoted to Templar Novitiate, and how crushed Karinael had been when she was held back as an Ecclesiastic.
Nuriel looked Karinael up and down. “Stars above, Karinael, you’ve been made a Templar?” she asked, equal parts joy for her friend and disbelief. “When did this happen?”
Karinael was beaming and hopped on her feet. “Just a few days ago! They said I had been showing a remarkable improvement in my Caliber. They’ve made me a Templar Novitiate and I’ve been training with the rest of the Templars. Can you believe it? Who knows, maybe in a couple years I could even make Saints Caliber?”
Nuriel tried not to sound too disbelieving. “That’s…great.” she said, smiling, still looking Karinael over. Upon the fingerless gloves of Karinael’s hands were painted her stellaglyph in red; that familiar, fragmented eight-pointed star of hers. Karinael was not as thin and lithe as Nuriel, but she certainly looked made to wear armor. Deep down, however, Nuriel was thinking that there was no way Karinael could have made the Order of Templars. She loved Karinael as a true sister, but there was just no way she could have been promoted. It was not even a year ago when Nuriel had left Sanctuary to apprentice with Isley. Karinael was working the stables and caring for the animals while trying to get into engineering or one of the other trades. Nuriel didn’t want to ask for a demonstration, but when last they were together, Karinael could barely shine her Caliber to a visible glow. Apollyon below, how did she ever make Templar?
Nuriel looked Karinael in the eyes again and smiled. She leaned in and hugged her one more time. As she did, Nuriel couldn’t help but notice a pair of red figures in the distance, standing in the shadows of a tower. There were a number of other Ecclesiastics walking the streets, going about their business, but the red robes and imposing stature of those two Bishops was unmistakable. 
The Bishops were unnaturally tall men, dressed in flowing red gowns, trimmed in gold. They wore black boots and gloves. Upon their heads they wore tall, crimson mitre hats with the golden star of Aeoria upon them. Concealing their faces were black masks with no discernible holes for their eyes or mouths. Just a smooth, obsidian-black mask without expression or features.
Nuriel looked at them, and through those black masks she could feel their eyes upon her. It was not a comfortable feeling. It was intrusive and condemning. She saw them nod slightly at her, and then they turned in unison and seemed to float away down the road, their red robes billowing and waving until they were gone from view. 
“Do you have time?” asked Karinael, pulling away but still holding Nuriel’s hands. “Can you talk a while?”
Nuriel looked at Karinael, trying to forget the eerie sight of the Bishops. “Yes,” she said, smiling faintly. “I don’t meet with Holy Father until tomorrow.”
Karinael’s eyes went wide. “You’re meeting with Holy Father Admael?” 
Nuriel’s smile widened. 
“You have to tell me!” exclaimed Karinael. “Come on, we’ll go back to my dorm! I want to hear all about what it’s like out there as one of the Saints Caliber!”
Nuriel and Karinael walked side by side down the wide avenues of Sanctuary. Karinael went on and on about what she had been doing in the months since Nuriel had left, but Nuriel found her own mind wandering as she looked up at the old, familiar buildings or saw a familiar face on the road. Before long, the towers of a castle-like structure of ivory stone came into view above the surrounding buildings. It was a building that Nuriel was well acquainted with. It was one of the three main dormitories for Saints, and she had called this one her home her entire youth. 
“Brother Malikiel took your old room,” said Karinael as they rounded the street corner, bringing the massive facade of the building into full view. It was something between a castle and an old gothic church, all constructed from that special ivory stone found only here in Sanctuary. There were a number of Brothers and Sisters milling about the avenue or standing around talking upon the ivory steps leading up to the massive front doors.
As they approached, a few heads turned their way. A pair of ruby eyes and a pair of golden eyes locked on them. It was Brother Geil and Brother Chaniel. They were leaning against one of the pillars leading up to the doors of the building. Their lips turned up in malicious smirks. Both of them were Saints Templar and wore something very similar to Karinael’s outfit. Nuriel had trained with the two bullies and was certain they’d make Saints Caliber in a couple years when they turned twenty-five or twenty-six. Nuriel could sense Karinael cringe as they came down the steps toward them. 
“Look what we have here,” said Chaniel, raking his hand through his long, golden hair. “Couldn’t hack it out in the field, Nuriel? No surprise, really.”
Nuriel sighed and rolled her eyes. They were the same idiots as they ever were.
Geil grinned coarsely at Karinael, his crimson eyes gleaming like gemstones. “Or maybe she couldn’t believe how low the Saints Templar have lowered the bar and came to see it for herself.”
“Shut up, Geil.” said Karinael. 
“No, for real, Nuriel. Look how low the bar’s been set.” said Geil. He pushed Karinael on the shoulder. “Go on, shine that Caliber of yours. If you can.”
“She already knows how low the bar is,” said Chaniel. “Look how low she set it for the Saints Caliber.”
They both laughed. 
Nuriel’s eyes narrowed. “Both of you, get lost.”
“Oh ho!” laughed Geil. “Time out in the fields must of hardened her nipples.”
Karinael rolled her eyes and shook her head. “Come on, Nuriel.” She started to push her way past the two but Geil grabbed her right shoulder and Chaniel grabbed her left.
“Not so fast,” said Geil. “Come on, we just want to see if you’ve been practicing your proper combat stances like Saint Galizur showed you.”
“Enough,” groaned Karinael. “Let me go.”
Like a flash of lightning, Geil hooked his foot behind Karinael’s left leg and with his hand pushed her right shoulder. With a yelp Karinael’s legs flew up from under her and she fell with a clatter upon the star-metal street.
Chaniel laughed. “Yep. You need more practice.”
Nuriel helped Karinael back to her feet. 
“Thanks,” said Karinael, brushing off her outfit. “Come on, Nuriel, let’s go.”
“Not so fast.” said Nuriel. She got in front of Karinael and stepped right up into Geil’s face.
“Sorry, Nuriel,” said Geil with a smug little smirk. He rolled his shoulders in a shrug. “As you can see, your friend’s just not cut out for the Templars.”
“There’s always a reason for promotion.” said Nuriel. She grabbed Geil by the collar of his steel breastplate and pulled him into her. “Just like there is a reason I made Saints Caliber and you haven’t.” Nuriel’s Caliber flared a brilliant yellow as she threw Geil into Chaniel with such force that the two went tumbling across the street, their steel armor sparking on the star-metal slabs that made up the road.
The two used the momentum and rolled back up onto their feet. Geil snarled some sort of obscenity and charged toward Nuriel, his own Caliber flaring around him. Geil’s gauntleted fist swung out but Nuriel caught it in her hand. She drew him into her just as she brought her knee up into his chest so hard that it dented his breastplate. She tossed him aside as Chaniel now came at her, throwing a rapid succession of punches that Nuriel easily ducked and dodged before grabbing him by the arm and flipping him over her shoulder.
Chaniel landed hard on the star-metal road but got right back to his feet and dashed in at her, drawing the sword from his scabbard as he came. His golden eyes flashed with the steel of his sword, but Nuriel side-stepped the strike and locked her arm around his neck. He began to choke as she brought him down to her knee. Then she grabbed his wrist with her free hand, and to the crunch of breaking wrist-bones, twisted the sword from his grip. Chaniel snarled in pain as she tossed him aside and then snapped his sword in two over the star-metal armor of her leg, the fragments of shattered steel tinkling on the road.
She turned just as Geil leapt at her with his sword coming down in an arc toward her face. With a flare of her Caliber she tumbled beneath him before he could land, and then coming up behind him, kicked her foot between his legs and brought him down hard upon the street, face-first. Nuriel got on top of him, her star-metal boot crunching down on his sword hand, crushing it. He growled in pain as he released the blade. Nuriel picked up the sword and bent it into worthlessness over her leg. Then she grabbed him by his crimson hair and smashed his face into the unforgiving star-metal street a couple times before getting off him. 
Nuriel looked around her. All the Brothers and Sisters were standing in stunned silence, watching. A few were smirking and giggling. She saw a couple old faces that she might like to teach a lesson to as well. “Anybody else want to learn why I made Saints Caliber?”
There were some murmurs and grumblings as the crowd dispersed. 
Nuriel looked back down at Geil and Chaniel. Geil was on his back, holding his crushed hand in his other and trying to heal it. Blood as red as his hair and eyes trickled down his forehead and onto the street. Chaniel sat on the road holding his broken wrist, glowering up at Nuriel with his golden eyes. She rolled her shoulders in a shrug. “Look’s like you two aren’t cut out for the Saints Caliber.” She kicked Geil’s foot. “Now get out of my sight before I tell Saint Galizur you raised your sword to a superior. And if you two ever try anything like this again, I’ll make sure you’ll both need more than just your own Caliber to heal your wounds.”
Chaniel got back to his feet and helped Geil to his and the two slunk off down the road.
Nuriel turned her head and saw Karinael’s amber eyes looking at her with equal parts shock and disapproval. “A little heavy-handed, don’t you think?”
Nuriel hiked her shoulder and looked away. “They had it coming.”
Karinael frowned. “I know they’re jerks, but breaking their bones? Smashing his face into the street? I mean…that’s not like you, Nuriel. They only pushed me down. What happened to turning the other cheek?”
Nuriel frowned and shrugged her shoulders. 
Coming down the road was a group in red robes. Nuriel felt her stomach twist a little. It was the Holy Few. Nuriel bit her lip. These were the personal Oracle and Sin Eaters to the Bishops and Holy Father. She wondered why they were coming to meet her, and she feared being taken away for questioning by them. She had had a hard enough time convincing the Oracle back in Gatimaria of her story. She wondered if she’d be able to fool the Holy Few. Nuriel breathed deeply, trying to clear her mind and steel her nerves. 
“That was quite the show, Saint Nuriel.” said the Oracle as his group approached. Like other Oracles, it wore the same type of silver mirror mask and was followed by a group of Sin Eaters in black, beaked masks with round, green-lensed goggles. But unlike other Oracles and Sin Eaters, the Holy Few all wore crimson gowns. 
Nuriel bowed slightly and from the corner of her eye she caught Karinael bowing rather more deeply. She could see the look of concern on Karinael’s face, and could even feel Karinael’s anxiety in her Caliber. The Holy Fews’ presence out in the streets was not common here in Sanctuary. The group rarely left the Holy Palace and almost never spoke to any but Holy Father and the Bishops. When they did, it was only for something incredibly important or incredibly dire. Nuriel couldn’t help but think both situations might fit with her and she wondered which had brought them all the way from the Holy Palace. 
“Good afternoon, Sister Karinael.” said the Oracle, giving a slight bow of his head. Behind him, the flock of Sin Eaters crouched and bobbed, their beaked faces casting unnerving glances upon Karinael and Nuriel, but mostly Nuriel. 
“Good afternoon,” said Karinael, meekly.
“I trust your training with the Templars is going well?” asked the Oracle. 
“Yes, very well.” said Karinael. 
At her words the Sin Eaters seemed to become agitated and more animated, bobbing up and down and even slinking past the Oracle slightly. 
“W-Well… er… it… it could be going better, I suppose.” corrected Karinael.
“I understand.” said the Oracle. “I am certain you will make a fine Templar. Would you agree, Saint Nuriel?”
Nuriel’s eyes flicked to Karinael and then back to the Oracle. She tucked her golden hair behind her ear and looked down, nodding her head. “Yes.” 
All the Sin Eaters turned and focused their round, emerald lenses on Nuriel. 
“Sister Karinael, if you would forgive our intrusion, we would like to speak with Nuriel regarding a private matter.”
“Yes, certainly,” said Karinael, bowing. She looked over at Nuriel and took her hand. “Come see me when you’re done, ok?”
Nuriel nodded her head. She felt Karinael’s grip slip from hers and watched as Karinael hopped up the steps to the castle-like dormitory. She opened the giant, wooden doors and disappeared beyond them.
“Saint Nuriel, it is good to have you back.” said the Oracle, its mirror mask focused directly on her. She could see herself reflecting back in it. “If you would please come with us?”
 ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦
Very few Brothers and Sisters ever saw the interior of the Holy Palace. It sat at the far edge of Sanctuary, against the very peak of the mountain. It was a sprawling, beautiful, but looming presence amongst the clouds. Its highest towers were even lost beyond them. The only time Nuriel had ever been within its confines was during the Call to Guard Ceremony when she was accepted into the Order of the Saints Caliber. That day had not even been a year ago, but it felt so distant, as if it had been in a different life. Even still, Nuriel could remember it well. It had just rained and the Saints Garden smelled so pleasantly of wet soil and the perfume of its many flowers. The silver bark of the Stellabratus trees—trees that grew no other place in the world—sparkled like polished steel as the sun emerged from the passing storm clouds, revealing the azure skies above. Their shiny white leaves twinkled as the wind swept through their branches. The Holy Fountain flowed with rushing water and the Bishops and the Holy Few were lined up down the Grand Walk that led from the garden to the Holy Atrium outside the palace walls. It was all such a beautiful sight—breathtaking, really—and Nuriel hadn’t felt so happy and proud in as long as she could remember. 
And then she had seen Holy Father Admael walking down the path toward her, and her heart fluttered and her knees almost gave out. 
Before that day, Nuriel had never laid eyes upon him. Like most at Sanctuary, she had only seen the oil paintings of him upon the walls and seen the statues and busts of him. Yet, despite that, there was something so familiar and dear about him. There was something Nuriel couldn’t quite put her finger on. It was like she knew him and he knew her, and Nuriel had longed to meet him her whole life. 
Nuriel could still remember how he had come down the Grand Walk wearing the familiar white and gold gown he was so often depicted in. Upon his head was the tall mitre crown of white gold that symbolized the throne of Sanctuary. The crown had four sharp spires, one for each point of Aeoria’s star, and they stood tall and straight and sparkled like icicles in the sun. Emblazoned upon the front was Aeoria’s star inset with sparkling rubies. Nuriel could remember how slowly he walked, using his golden staff to help support him. Nuriel remembered the kindly smile that stretched the wrinkles of his face and even made those tender, silver eyes of his smile. But most of all, Nuriel remembered his hand. It was old and frail, spotted and boney, but when he placed it on her shoulder she had felt a warmth and love she had never known before. It was something tangible that coursed through her, and it was more pleasing and comforting than even a hug from Karinael. 
It had taken Nuriel many days to sort out what she had felt from him, and she never really understood it until she had gone to Jerusa with Isley. There, in the cities and caers, she had seen parents with their children for the first time. And then she knew what it was she had felt from Holy Father. What she had felt from him was real love. She had felt the love of a parent. She had felt love that was unconditional and unwavering. She felt love like she had seen when a father held his daughter close, or like a mother protecting her baby. That was what Holy Father Admael was. Nuriel knew it. He was her father, and he loved her despite anything and everything. It was the one constant she could hold on to; the one constant she had held on to. Holy Father was love. And even now, despite everything she had gone through, everything she had seen, Nuriel knew that tomorrow, when she talked to Holy Father, all would be forgiven.
Nuriel exhaled deeply, shaking herself from those pleasant memories. That day, nearly a year ago, she had been excited and scared in the most wonderful of ways. Today, however, she was also scared, but it was not in a wonderful way. She was not outside in the garden where the pleasing scent of rain and flowers filled the air. She was in a dimly lit hall of the palace, being led down narrow corridors of pale, arched stone. At the end was a door that seemed all the more imposing for its plain simplicity. 
The Oracle opened the door. There was a windowless, circular chamber beyond, occupied by an ornate, round table with decorative high-backed chairs. Seated around the table like motionless statues were the six Bishops. They sat still and rigid, their slender, robed forms spooky in how tall they were, and made taller still by the mitre hats upon their heads. They looked upon her with those black, featureless masks. Nuriel could feel her stomach flutter and her heart quicken.
“Please, come in,” said the Oracle, extending an arm into the room.
Despite the masks and their stillness, the Bishops cast a palpable gaze upon Nuriel that made her feel uneasy; terrified even. Behind her, Nuriel could hear the raspy breaths of the Sin Eaters. She breathed deep and steeled herself. Then she entered into the chamber, lit only by a few low-burning gaslamps upon the wall.
“Please, take a seat, Saint Nuriel.” said the Oracle.
There was but one chair open, and it was directly opposite the six seated Bishops. Their heads all nodded ever so subtly. Nuriel bit her lip and looked at the chair. She went over to it and sat down. From across the table she could smell a strange incense that seemed to perfume the Bishops. She could feel the flock of Sin Eaters gathering behind her. The Oracle stood to her left. Nuriel felt a shiver run down her spine.
“Thank you for joining us, Nuriel.” said the Oracle as the Bishops sat silent and motionless, their masks all looking blankly out into nothingness. Somehow, Nuriel knew eyes were upon her. She heard the door shut behind her and it had a terrible finality about it, like when the door to the Chamber of the Unwitnessed had closed on her.
“Please, make yourself comfortable.” said the Oracle.
Nuriel wasn’t sure how that would be possible. She cleared her throat and asked, “W-Why am I here?” And she really had no idea. The Oracles back in Gatimaria had promised her an audience with Holy Father, but that wasn’t until tomorrow. She even had the document guaranteeing her the audience in her hip-sack.
“Upon arriving in Gatopolis you mentioned to the Oracle there that you had encountered a strange Saint named Celacia.” said the Oracle. “Tell us more.”
Nuriel looked up at the six tall Bishops seated before her. If she didn’t know better, she would have thought they were nothing but statues. She licked her lips. She felt her stomach burn with anxiety. “I…I have an audience with Holy Father to discuss that tomorrow.” said Nuriel. She fumbled in the leather purse at her waist and pulled out a rolled parchment. She unfurled it and handed it to the Oracle. There was writing scrawled upon it, but Nuriel couldn’t read any of it. It bore the signature of the Oracle in Gatimaria, and Nuriel had signed it with her own stellaglyph. 
“I see,” said the Oracle, taking the paper from her. He rolled it up and slipped it into his robes. “Now please, continue with your encounter of Celacia.”
Nuriel’s eyes glanced over the seated Bishops and then back up at the Oracle at her side. “But…I… I thought I was to speak with Holy Father directly about this?”
“I know,” said the Oracle. “But you must understand, Nuriel, that Holy Father is very busy. As you know, we must all sometimes put aside our wants and needs for the greater good. The information you have cannot wait.” The Oracle placed a red, gloved hand on Nuriel’s shoulder and she felt herself shudder. His touch held no warmth, no comfort. “Lives depend on what you know, Nuriel. Perhaps even the lives of those you hold dear.”
Nuriel felt a crushing despair beginning to consume her. They weren’t going to let her speak with Holy Father. The chance to see him again was the one thing that had kept her going; the one thing that had made all the troubles and turmoils she had endured in Jerusa and Duroton bearable. She needed to see him again. She had to see him again. She had to know if his love was real, or if it had been a figment born of the excitement of that day, nearly a year ago. If his love was real, then everything she had endured was worthwhile; everything more she would endure would be worthwhile. But if his love was not, she didn’t know what that meant, but she knew it meant she couldn’t be a part of Sanctuary any longer. 
“But…I was promised an audience with Holy Father,” said Nuriel.
“I am sorry, Nuriel.” said the Oracle. “But I do not think you understand the gravity of the situation you have become involved in. The Oracles in Gatimaria expressed to us some doubts about your story. With such impurities lingering upon you, we cannot grant you an audience with Holy Father.”
Nuriel shook her head. “No…you don’t understand. I need to speak with him…I have to speak with him. Please. If I could just see him for a moment…”
“I am sorry, Nuriel.” said the Oracle. “Now, let us go back to the day in question. Tell us how you came to meet this Saint you called Celacia.”
Nuriel held her head in her hands. She felt a tear run down her cheek. Her thoughts felt cloudy and muddled by the despair building within her. She felt cheated. She had been promised an audience with Admael, and now that was being taken away from her. She felt crushed, confused. 
“Confess your sins, Nuriel.” said the Oracle. “Recount your story and your actions completely, and all will be forgiven and you shall be allowed your audience with Holy Father.”
Nuriel sat there for a moment, her head in her hands. She could feel the probing eyes of the Bishops. She could feel the cold, calculating presence of the Oracle at her side. Behind her the Sin Eaters rasped and whispered amongst themselves. This room and its inhabitants were cold. There was no love here, and despite the Oracle’s promise, there was no forgiveness. She knew that, and she could accept that. But if they would not keep their word and grant her that audience, then they’d get nothing from her.
Nuriel wiped a tear from her eye and looked up, staring as blankly into the room as the Bishops. “There’s nothing to tell.”
“Sinner! Sinner!” she could hear the Sin Eaters hissing behind her. 
“Please, Nuriel,” said the Oracle. “It is imperative that you tell us everything you know. Lives are at stake.”
Nuriel just stared down at the table. “I…I already told the Oracles in Gatimaria everything I know.”
“Yes, we are aware of that.” said the Oracle. “But the Bishops would like to hear it directly from you.”
Nuriel wiped her hands down her face. They were never going to let any of this go. She felt trapped, angry. 
“The life of a Saint out in the field can be very tough.” said the Oracle. “Your friend Karinael is now part of the Order of the Saints Templar. What if she were to become one of the Saints Caliber and be assigned to Jerusa like you? You know the dangers out there, Nuriel. You know the things that can shake a Saint’s resolve. What you know is very important to us. What you tell us could help save the life of a Saint like Karinael one day.”
Nuriel looked up at the Oracle. It was staring at her through that silver mirror, she knew it. She also felt something besides its eyes. There was a growing anger in it, a growing threat. 
Nuriel steeled herself. She would simply recount the same story as she had told the Oracles in Gatimaria. She closed her eyes and breathed deep. Then she looked at the Oracle and said, “Me and Isley were in the wilderness. We thought we had seen an Unbound and were tracking it. That’s when we met up with Saints Umbrial, Gamalael, Arric and Tia. They had seen it too and were also tracking it. It wasn’t long before we found it. It’s name was Yig.” Nuriel could hear the Sin Eaters hissing the word “Sinner!” but she tried to block it out.
“Go on,” said the Oracle.
“We fought…” said Nuriel, stumbling over her words. The Sin Eaters and their rasping accusations were making it harder and harder for her to focus. “Umbrial and Isley struck down Yig, but that’s… That’s when Saint Celacia showed up. She… I…we thought she was working with Yig. She attacked us. I… We tried to fight, but she had this power. Anything she touched just died. All the others were killed by her. I…I fought her… I…I remember striking her… But then she shined her Caliber and all I remember is falling down. And then I woke up a few days later.”
Nuriel could see the unflinching, unmoving forms of the Bishops. Like that strange incense, a terrible dread seemed to encompass them. Behind her she heard the Sin Eaters rasping in hushed voices, “Sinner! Sinner! Sinner!”
“I see,” said the Oracle. “And after waking up, that’s when you came upon Gatopolis?”
“Yes,” said Nuriel. “I met the Oracle there and told him what happened. Then he had me meet with Saints Hadraniel, Adonael and Ovid.”
“Yes,” said the Oracle. “And you went with them to Caer Gatima and ran into the two Infernals.”
“Yes.” said Nuriel. “After taking care of the uprising, Behemoth Kraken and Saint Rathaniel showed up. Adonael and Ovid had both been injured, and he sent them back to Gatimaria to report to King Gatima. He sent Saint Rathaniel away to go after some escapees.”
“I see.” said the Oracle. “And that’s when the Infernals showed up?”
“Yes.” said Nuriel. The Sin Eaters began whispering their accusations again. “He… It… There were the two of them, just like I told the Oracles back in Gatimaria. He… Behemoth Kraken died in the battle, and me and Hadraniel narrowly escaped.”
“Yes,” said the Oracle. “This is the same story you told back in Gatimaria before King Gatima. The Oracle questioned Hadraniel in private as well and his story matches yours. Despite Gatima’s anger over losing his Exalted Behemoth Kraken to an Infernal, there is little troubling us about this encounter. In fact, we’re inclined to believe you. However, let’s go back to Yig and Celacia, shall we?”
“But…there’s nothing else to tell.” protested Nuriel, feeling quite tired of it all. She just wanted to leave. The Sin Eaters became more animated and agitated behind her.
“So Isley and all the others are dead?” asked the Oracle. 
“Y-Yes.” said Nuriel. 
“Sinner! Sinner! Sinner!” hissed the Sin Eaters from behind her chair.
“And you never left Jerusa?” pressed the Oracle.
“N-No.”
“Sinner! Sinner! Sinner!”
The Oracle sighed and looked at the Bishops. Nuriel saw them all nod in unison, ever so slightly.
“The world grows more dangerous by the day, Nuriel.” said the Oracle. It placed a hand on her shoulder, and despite her star-metal pauldron, she swore she could feel its cold hand on her flesh. It seemed to radiate some type of terrible anger, thinly shrouded by its calm, calculating voice. “Unbounds and Infernals have become increasingly bold. Strange, unknown Saints like this Celacia of yours run about. Each day we lose more and more Saints in the field. You alone have witnessed the deaths of five of our Brothers and Sisters. Increasingly, we must turn to the lower rungs of the Templars to find Saints to put out in the field.” It took its hand off her shoulder and walked around to her other side and placed a hand on her other shoulder. She shuddered at the touch.
“You’re a powerful Saint, Nuriel.” it continued. “It’s a blessing from the Goddess that you have survived where so many of your peers have fallen. Imagine how dangerous it will be out there for Saints like Karinael. Jerusa seems in desperate need of cleaning up, and in desperate need of more Saints.” The Oracle paused. 
Nuriel bit her lip. She could feel the cold, black eyes of the Bishops on her. She felt as if the Sin Eaters were converging on her from behind. 
“Then again,” continued the Oracle. “If there are revisions to your story, perhaps we can find that Jerusa is not in quite so bad of shape that we need to justify an emergency Call to Guard for new Saints.”
A sense of dread washed over Nuriel. “W-What are you saying?”
“Tell me, Nuriel,” said the Oracle. “Would Sister Karinael make it in the Order of the Saints Caliber?”
Nuriel licked her lips. “I… I don’t know…”
There was some hushed rasping and hissing from the Sin Eaters behind her.
“Are you certain you remember nothing else?” pressed the Oracle. “We’ve scoured the area you said you encountered Yig and Celacia, but strangely, we cannot seem to locate the fallen armor of Isley or any of the others. We would really like to recover the armor. Without the Goddess around, Star-Armor is in short supply, after all. Perhaps you should take a moment to recollect your memories? We can sympathize with you on how dangerous the field can be. And sometimes, the job of the Saints Caliber can be so demanding that we find it hard to face certain things.”
The Oracle placed something on the table in front of Nuriel and then walked around to her back. Nuriel looked down. It was a small vial of Ev and an injector. She licked her lips. 
“Please, feel free.” said the Oracle. “Sometimes our memories slip us and we need a moment to recollect our thoughts.”
Nuriel’s hand went for it, but stopped just short. She looked up at the Bishops. They just sat there, featureless masks staring at nothing, yet Nuriel felt as if they were seeing everything. Behind her, she could hear the Sin Eaters whispering amongst themselves. She looked back down at the Ev. She bit her lip. “No… No, thanks.”
From behind her, the Oracle placed both hands on her shoulders. Though it still spoke in the same calm voice, there was something terrible within it. “I will ask you one last time, Saint Nuriel: are there any other details about Celacia, or perhaps Isley, that you would like us to know?”
Nuriel mentally calculated how quickly she might be able to jump from her chair and draw her sword. She looked at the rigid Bishops and said,“I’ll speak with Holy Father about it tomorrow as I was promised.”
Though the Bishops did not move, and though their black masks betrayed no emotion, Nuriel knew she felt rage flash in those hollow, black eyes of theirs.
“I see,” said the Oracle. It looked at the Bishops and nodded. The six tall Bishops stood up in unison, staring at her. For the first time, Nuriel noticed that each had a long, red scabbard at their side, the black handle of a sword sticking out. Nuriel swallowed hard. Like silent phantoms, the six Bishops floated out of the room, making Nuriel wonder if they even had legs beneath those flowing gowns. That strange odor of incense trailed after them.
After the Bishops were gone the door closed again.
The Oracle pulled a parchment from its pocket and set it in front of Nuriel. There were words in black ink scrawled down the length of it, confusing patterns of loops and flourishes that meant nothing to her. 
“Previously you answered me ‘yes’ when I asked you if you thought Karinael would make a fine Templar.” said the Oracle. “I trust you said that because you feel her Caliber is powerful enough?”
“I…I don’t understand.” said Nuriel.
“She’s your friend.” said the Oracle. “You know her better than anyone. As you are so powerful, we had her promoted to the Templars Novitiate hoping that perhaps she had learned a few tricks from you. Do you recommend her for the Saints Caliber? Or would you recommend she be sent back to the Ecclesiastics? Demotions are quite rare here in Sanctuary. I imagine your recommendation to demote her would be crushing.”
Nuriel looked up at the Oracle. “But… I…I don’t know…”
“Saint Nuriel,” said the Oracle. “We are living in difficult times. Your very story indicates to us that Jerusa is simply overrun with the minions of Apollyon. And whoever this rogue Saint named Celacia is, clearly she must be dealt with swiftly. Gatima is now short on Saints, and we are already spread thin.”
Nuriel looked down at the paper. The Oracle laid a quill pen and a jar of black ink before her. “As Holy Father Admael thinks so highly of you, your signature here will help expedite Karinael’s dream of becoming one of the Saints Caliber.”
“But…” Nuriel shook her head. “Holy Father thinks highly of me?”
“Indeed,” said the Oracle. “Against our advice, he had you given your Call to Guard. You see, Saints with your psychological profile often fall. It is the job of the Holy Few to select only the most worthy candidates. But Holy Father is quite fond of playing with fire, it seems. The power of your Caliber was always something of interest to him. And of course, he saw something special in you. It was by his own hand that you were given your Call to Guard. Seems you are quite lucky, Nuriel.”
Nuriel sat there quietly, her mind flooded by thoughts both proud and humbled, looking down at the paper before her.
“Please, sign your stellaglyph to this.” urged the Oracle.
Nuriel looked up at the Oracle. “But… What is this for?”
“It’s for Karinael.” said the Oracle. “You would like to see her fulfill her dream of becoming one of the Saints Caliber, wouldn’t you?”
“But…” Nuriel knew there was no way Karinael would last out in the field. In fact, Nuriel was certain that Karinael’s Caliber wasn’t even strong enough to don the Star-Armor. It was a rare event, but it had happened before during Call to Guard Ceremonies that a Saint was consumed and killed upon donning the armor.
“Of course, you could sign the other paper here, stating that you believe she should be demoted permanently back to the Ecclesiastics.” said the Oracle. “I assume that would be a crushing blow to your friend.”
Nuriel bit her lip. “But… You… She won’t be initiated into the Saints Caliber until she is ready, right?”
“Not until she herself feels ready,” assured the Oracle.
 Nuriel looked into the thing’s mirror mask. She looked back at the table. 
“Go on,” said the Oracle. “How many nights did you and Karinael sit up dreaming of making the Saints Caliber? How crushed was she that day you moved on and she was left behind? Do you remember your guilt, Nuriel? Do you remember going to knock on her door that night, but hearing her sobs, you turned and left? Do you remember those nights afterward, how you wondered if there had been more you could have done to help her? More you could have done to help her strengthen her Caliber so that she too could have moved on? This is your chance to make all that right. Let’s just say that signing this will help you atone for your sins.”
Nuriel looked at the paper. She bit her lip. Hesitantly, she drew out her stellaglyph at the bottom of the paper.
“Very good,” said the Oracle, taking the paper. Then it handed Nuriel back the one she had given it earlier. “You’re all set to meet with Holy Father tomorrow morning.”
“R-Really?”
“Yes,” said the Oracle. “As we understand it, you would like to be made an Eremitic Saint.”
“But, how…” How did it know that?
“Being how Holy Father regards you so highly, perhaps he will grant you your wish.” said the Oracle. “Seems fitting since you have all but granted Karinael her’s. She’ll be very excited to receive her Call to Guard tomorrow.”
Nuriel looked at the Oracle. “But.. You said not until she was ready.”
“I said ‘Not until she herself feels ready’,” said the Oracle. “And she has stated many times that she feels she is ready. And after all, you have attested to it.” It waved the paper she had signed. “Let’s not forget how dangerously low on Saints Jerusa has become. Your own story tells us as much. Perhaps tonight you can tell Karinael all about Jerusa. She’ll be assigned to King Gatima. Perhaps even his new Exalted, Leviathan Hydra.”
Nuriel felt as if she couldn’t breathe. What had she done? 
The Oracle opened the door of the room. “Holy Father will see you tomorrow morning, Nuriel.”
Nuriel stood up, her mind tumbling. She walked out of the room. She walked down the hall, not really paying attention to where she was going. She wasn’t being followed or escorted by the Holy Few, and so her feet took her down whatever hallway they fancied as her mind wandered off in its own random directions. In her hand she clutched the parchment she had been given back, the one that guaranteed her an audience with Holy Father, but that was not the parchment her mind was focused on. Right now she wondered what fate she may have just consigned her one and only true friend to.
Nuriel’s head spun. Everything was too much, everything felt like a mess. The more she wondered how much the Holy Few knew, or what was going to happen to Karinael, or what had become of Isley, or even what Celacia was up to right now, the more she felt the whole situation was unbearable. The only thought that could bring her comfort was Holy Father himself.
She was tired. Just tired. She wanted to be done with secrets. She wanted to be done with sneaking around. She wanted her life as a Saints Caliber like it was in her childhood dreams. She stopped in her tracks and took in a deep breath. She looked around and found that she was in an enormous corridor at least twenty-feet wide with a high, sharply arched ceiling where giant chandeliers cast their gaslight upon the wooden rafters high above. The length of the right wall was adorned with massive stained glass windows depicting various scenes of the Goddess or her Saints of yore. One of them was of Holy Father Admael in his youth.
Nuriel walked up to the giant window and found herself cast in a rainbow of light. She looked up at the depiction of Admael. He was young and in black Star-Armor, though his face was still tender and sincere, and those silver eyes of his could not be mistaken. He was on his knees, looking down into the face of Aeoria who he held in his arms. Her eyes were closed and her body was limp. She was in a flowing white gown and her amethyst hair cascaded over Admael’s arms. In the background were ivory towers in flames. There was a sadness and somnolence captured in the picture that Nuriel couldn’t quite put her finger on. Perhaps it was how Admael’s eyes frowned instead of smiled, or the way he held the Goddess in his arms, as if mourning her? Perhaps it was the peaceful look upon the Goddess’s face? 
Nuriel reached up, her hand touching one of the facets of glass that made up Admael’s star-metal boot. 
“Are you a Saints Caliber?” asked a small voice.
Nuriel jumped at the sound. She wasn’t certain she was supposed to be wandering the palace and probably had been expected to leave right away. She looked down. There was a young girl standing beside her. She had hair like crystalline blood, cropped short, that framed her round face. She looked up at Nuriel with large, ruby-red eyes that sparkled in the light of the stained glass. Upon her chest was a small breastplate of steel, and beneath it she wore white robes that were dirty on the knees and elbows. In her hands she clutched something to her chest. Nuriel thought she couldn’t be older than four or five.
“Are you a Saints Caliber?” asked the little girl again.
Nuriel smiled softly. “I am.”
“Which one?” asked the little girl.
“Saint Nuriel.”
The little girl tilted her head and looked quizzically upon her. “I haven’t seen you before. Where do you live?”
Nuriel crouched on her knees and looked at the little girl. “I live out there, beyond the mountain.”
“Are you just visiting?”
“Yes. Something like that.” said Nuriel.
“I’m going to be a Saints Caliber one day too.”
Nuriel couldn’t help but smile. “Is that so? What’s your name, little girl?”
“Eulalee.”
Nuriel’s smile brightened. “Saint Eulalee, huh?” Nuriel looked at the collar of the little girl’s robe where a small, red stellaglyph was embroidered. It was a thin, sharply tipped four-pointed star, very similar to the Star of Aeoria. “I’ll keep an eye out for you in a few years. Maybe we’ll meet one day.”
“You mean out there, beyond the mountain?”
Nuriel nodded. She looked at the girl’s cupped hands. “What do you have there?”
The little girl looked up and down the hall, making sure nobody else was there. Then, she leaned in closer to Nuriel and opened her hands just a crack. Within her tiny grasp Nuriel could see a little, gray, fuzzy creature. Nuriel spread her hands just a little wider and a tiny, pink nose with long whiskers poked out, followed by a pointy head with black eyes. 
“Is that a mouse?” asked Nuriel.
“Shh,” said Eulalee, closing her hands back around it. She looked up and down the corridor again. “He was hurt.”
“Can I see him?” asked Nuriel.
Eulalee looked at Nuriel doubtfully and then slowly placed the creature into her hands. 
Nuriel watched as the little mouse crawled in her hand, sniffing her fingers and palm. “Where’s he hurt? Maybe I can heal him for you.”
“I already healed him.” said the little girl.
Now it was Nuriel’s turn to look at the girl doubtfully. Most Saints did not develop any Caliber capable of anything but a faint glow until they were at least seven, but more typically eight or nine. Healing was rather difficult, especially upon other people or creatures. Nuriel herself wasn’t able to heal herself until she was eight and couldn’t heal others until she was ten. This little girl was no more than five. 
“Oh really.” said Nuriel playfully. “Were you pretending to be a Saints Caliber?”
“No.” said Eulalee. “I really healed him. Like this.”
The girl put her hands over Nuriel’s and a bright, white glow encompassed them. Nuriel felt a powerful warmth and tingling. She looked at the girl with awe as she took back her mouse. 
“That’s the right way, right?” asked Eulalee, holding the mouse close to her chest again.
“Yes…” said Nuriel. “That… That was impressive.”
“Stars above, girl! There you are!” cried a woman, her voice echoing in the empty hall.
Nuriel turned. Striding down the hall came one of the Mothers. She had hair and eyes of brilliant aquamarine and wore the standard steel breastplate beneath a white and black gown. Like all Saints, she didn’t look more than twenty-five years old, though Nuriel could guess she was probably in her forties or fifties. The white and black gown was only worn by the Mothers who worked in the nursery and kept the dormitories for the very young children, and they were always older Saints.
“Stars above! Stars above!” muttered the women as she hurried over to them, looking anxiously down the corridor. Nuriel heard Eulalee sigh.
The woman stopped right before the little girl. “Thank the Goddess you’re ok!” She bent down and grabbed the girl around the shoulders. “How did you get in here?”
“I jumped up the cliffs.” said Eulalee.
“Stars above, little Eulalee!”
The Holy Palace was not easily accessible unless you were invited. Built upon the side of the peak, only the main path led to the gates and those were heavily guarded. The only other way in would be to sneak up the side of the sheer cliffs. That wouldn’t be an issue for a Saints Caliber or even a Templar, but for a little girl it would be impossible. Especially impossible to do it without getting caught.
“Aeoria, what do we do with her?” pleaded the woman, throwing up her arms. “And what do you have in your hands, little girl?”
Eulalee frowned and turned away.
“Come on, let me see.” said the Mother.
“She’s got a mouse.” whispered Nuriel with a smile.
The Mother’s eyes went wide. “Stars above, Eulalee!” She grabbed the little girl and turned her around. She looked both ways down the corridor and then forced Eulalee’s hands open despite her protests. “Where did you come by such a creature?!”
“I found him in the palace.” said Eulalee. “He was hurt and I fixed him. Can I keep him?”
“You know pets are forbidden!” said the Mother, looking around the corridor again. “Now go on, let it go!”
The girl moaned. 
“Come on! Be about it, now!”
The girl sighed and placed it on the floor and the thing scurried off, shooting down the edge of the wall.
“I’m so sorry,” said the Mother, looking up at Nuriel. “I hope she has not caused you any problems. I know she’s not supposed to be here.”
Nuriel smiled. “Don’t worry about it. I don’t think I’m supposed to be here either.”
“Oh thank the Goddess,” said the Mother with some relief. “This one keeps our hands full.” She took Eulalee’s hand. “Now come on you, back with the others you go!”
“Ohhhh!” moaned the girl, stomping her foot in protest. “But I don’t like them! They’re always mean to me!”
“Now, now, we’ll all get along just fine.” said the Mother as she led her away. “And you need to get washed up again. Aeoria’s my witness, there’s not so much soot in Hell as you get into.” 
The Mother dragged the little girl off down the hall by the hand. Eulalee looked back over her shoulder at Nuriel with those large, ruby eyes and smiled. Nuriel smiled back and waved at her.
Once the two were out of sight Nuriel found herself alone in the quiet corridor. Troubled thoughts once again flooded her mind. What would she tell Karinael? What would she tell Holy Father tomorrow? Nuriel looked back at the depiction of Admael in his youth. She lowered her head and rubbed her temples. It was all just too much to deal with right now. 
She sat down beneath the window and pulled her legs up to her chest. She opened up the leather hip-sack at her waist and pulled out her folio. She took off her star-metal bracer and rolled the sleeve up on her left arm just enough to expose the flesh of her forearm. She took up just a little Ev into her injector and slowly pressed it into her flesh. She breathed deeply. Comforting warmth washed over her. She hugged herself and smiled. Tomorrow she’d meet Holy Father Admael. Tomorrow everything would be ok. 
 ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦
The halls of the dormitory were blessedly empty by the time Nuriel returned. It was dinner time and most of the Brothers and Sisters would be at the cafeteria. The narrow, arched hallway of the tower was dimly lit by gaslamps along the wall, and toward the end Nuriel stopped in front of a familiar, old door. Like all the many others in this hall, it was just a plain door, made of darkly stained wood. But there was something special about this door. Upon it hung the silver stellaglyph of Karinael. 
Nuriel stood there in the hall for a few silent minutes. She hadn’t taken very much Ev, and during the hours she sat alone in that hall she had felt its warm embrace letting her go. Now it was all but gone. She traced her finger over Karinael’s stellaglyph as she contemplated taking just one more small hit. But she couldn’t do that. Somehow, taking Ev before seeing Karinael just didn’t seem right. Karinael was part of her old life. In many ways, a life that was happier. It was a life where she was ignorant of the outside world. It was a life where she thought training against wood and straw mock-ups of villagers was just boring and routine and held no emotional consequences. It was a life where she had sat with Karinael in this very room, dreaming of what the outside world was like; dreaming and laughing about all the new sights they would see when they made the Saints Caliber. So many dreams she had shared with Karinael; so many ideas of the adventures they would have as they set off to slay the Unbound and hunt down Infernals.
Nuriel sighed. They had just been dreams. They had been pleasant dreams, but dreams nonetheless. Nuriel bit her lip and closed her eyes, her hand still on Karinael’s stellaglyph. If she took more Ev now, she’d be bringing the real world into those pleasant dreams, and that was something she dared not do. Dreaming with Karinael in this room had been a past life, and that past life was consigned to pleasant memory. She dared not contaminate it.
Nuriel breathed deeply and knocked upon the door. She heard footsteps rush over and the steel bolt slide and then the door swung in. Karinael stood there, her deep, amber eyes and hair sparkling like gemstones in the gaslight of the hall. She smiled brightly and threw her arms around Nuriel. “It’s about time!”
Nuriel returned the hug. “Sorry. It was a long meeting. I got held up.”
“Come in!” said Karinael excitedly. “You have to tell me what’s going on!” She took Nuriel by the hand and more or less pulled her into the room, shutting and locking the door behind them. Karinael was out of all her armor, save for the unremovable breastplate around her chest and back. She had also taken the leather bodysuit off and changed it out for her more comfortable white robe. 
Karinael’s room was much how Nuriel remembered it. Like all the dorm rooms, it was a small, simple chamber with a single, narrow window and a couple gaslamps on the wall. There was a bed and a dresser to keep clothes and personal artifacts, a mirror on one wall with a sink and running water, and a tiny closet and storage area. Karinael was something of an artist and her walls were adorned with some of the paintings and drawings she had made. Most were nature scenes: forests and mountains or vast meadows with blue skies. They were things never seen here in Sanctuary upon Mount Empyrean, yet somehow Karinael had captured it all spot-on. Above Karinael’s bed was one of her earliest works. It had hung there ever since Nuriel could remember. It was a painting of her and Karinael upon a rocky, mountainous cliff overlooking vast wilderness. They stared out at Mount Empyrean, far off into the horizon. They both wore white, leather bodysuits, and they both wore Star-Armor and had swords upon their backs. 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. Nuriel closed her eyes and looked away.
“So, what’s going on?” asked Karinael. She took Nuriel’s hand and led her over to her bed. She plopped down on the edge of it and patted the sheets next to her. “Come, sit and tell me all about it!”
Nuriel looked at Karinael and forced a little smile. She sat down next to her. 
“Uh-oh, what’s wrong?” asked Karinael. 
Nuriel sighed. Karinael always could pick up when she was feeling down. Nuriel shook her head and looked down at the floor. “It’s nothing. Just a long day.”
Nuriel felt Karinael’s hand rub the back of her breastplate. “Come on, out with it.”
Nuriel breathed deep and looked at Karinael. Part of her wanted to just break down and tell Karinael that they had wasted their youths dreaming of a life that never existed. She wanted to tell Karinael about the burning villagers, about the arrogance and maliciousness of the Exalteds, and about the corruption and depravity. She wanted to tell Karinael that the biggest threat was not Unbounds and Infernals, but they themselves and the Exalteds and Kings they were forced to serve. And then, another part of her wanted to tell her about Celacia and Duroton. She wanted to tell her that she had her own Sanguinastrum; That she had come close to abandoning Aeoria, Sanctuary and even Holy Father. There was just too much. Too many things she couldn’t tell her; couldn’t ever tell her. Nuriel rubbed her face into her hands, reconsidering her choice not to take anymore Ev.
“Is something wrong?” asked Karinael, her voice now taking on an edge of deep concern. She turned on the bed and placed her hands on Nuriel’s shoulders. “What’s wrong, Nuriel? Are… Are you in trouble?”
Nuriel sighed and looked at Karinael. “No… It’s just…” Nuriel sighed. “I don’t know.”
Karinael rubbed Nuriel’s back. “You know,” said Karinael playfully. “There’s rumors you killed two Infernals all by yourself.”
Nuriel looked up. Karinael was smiling at her.
“Rumors that you totally kick the butt out of Apollyon out there…”
Nuriel couldn’t help but smile herself now. “What other rumors?”
“Well, let’s see,” said Karinael. “There’s the rumors that you and a bunch of other Saints fought against an Unbound.” Karinael paused. Then she said more softly, “And that your mentor, Isley, died in the fight.”
Nuriel bit her lip and looked down. She tucked her hair behind her ear. She really wanted to tell Karinael everything, but she knew there was no way she could. She hated lying to her friend, even more than she hated lying to the Oracles and Sin Eaters. Unfortunately, Nuriel knew these were things she could never tell Karinael. Not only would it put herself into danger, but it would put Karinael into danger as well. Her actions might have already put Karinael into danger. Nuriel rubbed her arm. Already those pleasant dreams were beginning to mix with the bitter poison of reality.
“Is it true?” asked Karinael.
Nuriel didn’t look at her. She just nodded her head. She felt Karinael’s arms wrap around her and her body press against her’s.
“I’m so sorry,” said Karinael. She kissed Nuriel on the head and held her close. “I heard Isley was very kind. Do you want to talk about it?”
Nuriel shook her head.
“Is…Is that what the Holy Few wanted to speak with you about?” asked Karinael.
“More or less.” said Nuriel. 
“So, did they just drill you about it this whole time?” asked Karinael. “I’ve heard the Oracles can be kind of a bother about things.”
Nuriel really didn’t want to discuss it anymore. Already she felt dangerously close to spilling everything to her friend, and she just couldn’t do that to Karinael. Not only that, but part of Nuriel wanted Karinael to be able to hold on to those dreams they had once shared; those pleasant dreams of how they thought life in the Saints Caliber would be. 
Nuriel shook her head. “No.” she said. “After the meeting I just needed some time so I found this empty hall with a stained glass window of Holy Father, and I stayed there a while.”
Karinael rubbed Nuriel’s back. “I understand. I heard that Isley was kind and patient.”
“I met a little girl.” said Nuriel, hoping Karinael wouldn’t mind the change of subject. “A little girl with the brightest, deepest red hair and eyes I’ve ever seen on a Saint. She couldn’t have been more than five.”
Karinael smiled. “She was in the Holy Palace?”
“Yeah.” said Nuriel, smiling herself as she remembered the girl’s round face and beaming eyes. “She was cute. Said her name was Eulalee. She had caught a little mouse. Said it was hurt but that she healed it.”
Karinael laughed. “Remember when we used to pretend we had Caliber powers and we’d go around pretending to save people?”
Nuriel nodded. “Only this little girl really did.”
“No way!” said Karinael, her mouth spreading into a wide smile. 
Nuriel looked at Karinael. “For real. I didn’t believe it either. She put the mouse in my hand and showed me how she did it. She shined her Caliber as white and bright as I can shine mine. I felt it. She really did heal it.”
“For real?” asked Karinael. “Wow! Looks like you might have some competition in a few years!”
“Yeah, tell me about it.” said Nuriel. “And then one of the Mothers came running up and scolded her. It was funny, the Mother asked her how she had gotten into the palace. The little girl just looked up at her and said, as if it were no big deal, ‘I jumped up the cliffs’.”
Karinael laughed. “For real?!”
Nuriel smiled and nodded. “And then the Mother dragged her off and she was moaning about how she didn’t want to go back and play with the others because they’re all mean.”
“What a cutie!” said Karinael. “I remember two other little girls with that same attitude.”
Nuriel looked at Karinael and smiled. “Do you remember Mother Margret?”
Karinael laughed. “You mean the baths she’d give us?”
Nuriel laughed. “Yeah. She had big, ruby eyes too. I was thinking about her not too long ago. Remember how we’d pull her hair and she’d pretend not to know which one of us did it?”
“She’d always get the bath water just right for us.” said Karinael fondly.
“And remember Mother Brendaline’s berry tarts?”
“Oh, those were the best!” said Karinael. “Remember that time you got us in trouble by sneaking an entire plate of them into your room?”
Nuriel laughed. “Yeah. We had berry all over our faces and stood there denying we ever took them.”
“We?!” shot Karinael with a chuckle. “You’re the one who denied it! You blamed me!”
Nuriel breathed deep, smiling at the flood of memories of all the Mothers that had looked after them. She knew that many of them were probably still working in the youth dorms. “Do you think it’s true?”
“What? That you stole the tarts and then tried blaming it on me?”
“No.” said Nuriel. “About where we come from. Where Saints are born.”
A puzzled look came over Karinael. “You mean in the Stellanatarium?” She shrugged her shoulders. “Yeah. I mean, where else would we come from? We’re not humans. It’s not like we have parents.”
Nuriel twisted her lips, thinking to herself. Within the Holy Palace, beyond the tops of the clouds, the highest tower was known as the Stellanatarium. Only on the most cloudless of days could it be seen from the streets of Sanctuary. It was domed by pure crystal and it was said that the moon’s silver rays always shined upon it by night. Within its confines was a golden statue of the Goddess, Aeoria, with her arms held out, holding a bassinet. Within the nightly heavens the stars recorded the deeds of Saints, and whenever a great deed had been accomplished they would send down their blessings to Sanctuary in the form of a baby Saint. The moon’s rays would shine upon the golden bassinet in Aeoria’s arms and a child would be born within it, steel breastplate upon it already.
Of course, only the six Holy Mothers were ever allowed within the Stellanatarium. They looked much like the Bishops, tall and in red with black masks. Nuriel had never seen them in person. She remembered a picture of them when she was a child. It was hung upon one of the walls in the youth dorms. There was also a fountain there that surrounded golden statues of them. The six Holy Mothers were said to be the sole care providers for the baby Saints until they were three-years old. At the age of three, young Saints were moved to the youth dorms to be looked after and cared for by the Mothers there. 
Periodically, as they outgrew their steel breastplates, they’d be taken to be fitted with new ones. It was always something of a traumatic event that no child Saint ever looked forward to. They’d be taken by the Oracles and Sin Eaters to a special chamber. There they’d be made to kneel upon their hands and knees on the stone floor. The Sin Eaters would drape them in black shrouds and they’d be blindfolded as they cut the old breastplate from their back and fitted and welded a new one in place. All the while the Oracles would be chanting strange prayers in the ancient language. 
The silver, steel breastplates were supposedly a symbol of their origins as a blessing from the stars. Saints were born with a breastplate and died with one. Removing it was forbidden and punishable by death. As far as Nuriel knew, there was never an instance of a Saint removing their breastplate on their own. Only the Saints Caliber ever received star-metal breastplates. Those were given during the Call to Guard Ceremony. Once on, the star-metal breastplate was permanent. Nuriel knew she would die with it on. Karinael would die in her steel one, unless she was made a Saints Caliber and given Star-Armor. 
“Why do you ask?” said Karinael.
Nuriel shrugged. “It’s just, there’s not many stars left. Not as many blessings.”
Karinael nodded solemnly. “They say that all the stars will be gone in less than twenty years. Once that happens, there won’t be any more Saints born.”
Nuriel bit her lip and looked down at the floor. “We’re living in the end times, Karinael. We are Saints of the final age.”
Karinael pushed Nuriel on the shoulder playfully. “Well that’s why you need to be out there figuring out how to awaken the Goddess!” 
Nuriel looked up at Karinael. She was smiling at her. Nuriel smiled too and tapped Karinael’s breastplate. “You’re a Templar now. You’re going to be out there helping me soon.”
Karinael’s smile failed her and she looked down. “I doubt it.”
“Don’t say that.” said Nuriel. “They made you a Templar Novitiate for a reason.”
“Yeah, for the reason you just mentioned.” said Karinael. “You said it yourself, there’s not too many of us left. Geil and Chaniel are jerks, but they were right. Sanctuary is desperate. We both know I could never make Saints Caliber.”
Nuriel frowned. She didn’t want to crush Karinael and say she was right. But at the same time, she really didn’t want Karinael to make Saints Caliber. Nuriel knew it was selfish, but she liked Karinael the way she was. She couldn’t bear the thought of her having to go through everything she had. There was a good reason Saints like her and Karinael never made Saints Caliber. She knew that now. It was the Saints like Ovid, Umbrial, Tia, Gamalael and Arric that made Saints Caliber, and for good reason. The world beyond Mount Empyrean was cruel. Perhaps Holy Father had his reasons for subjecting Nuriel to it. Nuriel thought that maybe she would even find out what that reason was tomorrow. In her mind, Nuriel thought that maybe, just maybe, it was Holy Father’s love that made him stay Saints like Karinael from the Saints Caliber. Perhaps there were good reasons that jerks like Geil and Chaniel moved on while the kind and caring like Karinael stayed here. 
“See,” said Karinael. “Even you know it’s true.”
Nuriel put her arm around Karinael. “It’s not like that.”
“Then what is it like?”
Nuriel stood up and walked over to the window. Warm evening sunlight filtered through the red curtain and Nuriel drew it aside. About twenty stories below she could see the training yard where the more experienced Templars trained. This was the view that she and Karinael had looked out upon their entire youths. It was the view that made them wish they were down there training to fight the Unbounds, training to become Saints Caliber and awaken the sleeping Goddess. Nobody was out there in the yard now, but the straw dummies were all set up and she could see the racks of gleaming weapons against the walls. Nuriel could remember her and Karinael watching the older boys and girls learning how to hold their weapons, drilling in different combat stances. She remembered how they ‘oohed’ and ‘ahhed’ as the instructors shouted at the trainees and they whirled into the masses of training dummies, wood and straw flying as they tore through them like a hurricane through a field of reeds. Nuriel thought how naïve they had been to think that they were training to fight demons. Once again Saint Ramiel’s words echoed in her mind, “…do you think we Saints are the heroes the little children all pretend to be, or are we the monsters they set off to slay with their wooden swords?”
Nuriel stood there, looking out the window. She thought she caught the whiff of burning flesh. She closed her eyes. She could see the child burning in the flames, his hand reaching out to her. She could hear the mother’s screams as flames engulfed her and her baby. 
“Admit it, Nuriel.” said Karinael from the bed. “I’m not cut out for the Saints Caliber.”
“You don’t want it anyway.” said Nuriel. “You’re better off here.”
Karinael huffed. “Easy for you to say,” she said, her voice taking on a slightly venomous edge. “You get to be out there. You get to see the world. I stay here and hear about how you single-handedly killed two Infernals and took out an Unbound.”
Nuriel turned and looked at Karinael. She shook her head. “It’s not like that.”
“No?” said Karinael with an upset chirp. She stood up and slapped her hands on her thighs. “So, you think I could make Saints Caliber? You think I could be out there with you, fighting Unbounds?”
Nuriel looked down and shook her head. “You don’t understand.”
“No, I suppose I wouldn’t.” said Karinael. “My ideas of the Saints Caliber end with our dreams. We used to sit right there by that window, laughing and talking for hours about what it would be like to go out into the world. We’d talk about how nice it would be to get away from Sanctuary and all the jerks and bullies like Geil we’re forced to live with. Do you know how many times you’d be down there, in that very court, and I’d watch you training to fight as I sat in here washing manure from the stables off my gown? So yeah, I guess I don’t understand what it’s like to live a dream. You’ve been out there less than a year, and already I hear the stories of how you’ve killed Infernals and Unbounds. Do you know how many Saints are out there their entire lives and don’t accomplish that much? We used to sit here talking about the old tales and legends, and you’re out there doing it, Nuriel, while I’m still here, hoping and dreaming that I can join you, but knowing deep down that I never will.” 
Karinael turned her head and Nuriel could hear her sniffle. “But thanks for telling me that I’m ‘better off here’. It makes it so much easier, you know?”
Nuriel turned and looked out the window again, leaning on the sill. She wanted to tell Karinael what being a Saints Caliber was really about, how they weren’t out there looking for demons, but were instead fulfilling the wishes of arrogant, malicious Kings and nobles. Nuriel rubbed her face. It was a world she’d be going right back into, unless of course Holy Father would grant her Eremiticy. But that was a long shot, and Nuriel didn’t dare dream it. No, after tomorrow she’d be right back out there. Back to slaughtering helpless villagers because they needed food and tried to fight back. She’d be back to fulfilling the wishes of kings and nobles; back to dealing with bitches like Tia and assholes like Gamalael. Well, at least she’d learned how to deal with the bitches and assholes. They had to be dealt with like she had done to Geil and Chaniel. But the burning of people? The burning of children? She’d have to deal with all that again.
Nuriel held her head in her hands. She just couldn’t deal with it right now.
Nuriel opened up her leather hip-sack and pulled out her folio. She set it on the windowsill and took out the vial of Ev and injector.
“W-What is that?” asked Karinael.
Nuriel was startled. She hadn’t even realized what she had been doing. She bit her lip, and without turning around, went back to what she was doing. She picked up the injector. “It’s Evanescence,” she said. “We just call it Ev out in the field. It helps take the edge off.”
Nuriel could feel her friend’s disapproving eyes on her back as she dipped the injector into the clear liquid and took some up. A full dose this time. She set it down and took off her bracer and began rolling up her sleeve.
“What are you doing?” snapped Karinael with some disgust. She ran over and put her hand on Nuriel’s arm. “Don’t do that!”
Nuriel scowled at her. “You want to be Saints Caliber, right? Well, this is what we do.” Nuriel tore her arm away from Karinael and placed the needle to her flesh.
“What’s wrong with you?!” Karinael knocked the injector out of Nuriel’s hand and it went flying across the room. She looked at Nuriel, her brow furled. 
“As a Saints Caliber we see things.” said Nuriel. She stormed across the room and picked up her injector. “We have to do things.”
“Do things like break the arms of fellow Saints?” asked Karinael with revulsion. “Do things like take drugs?” 
“Like I said,” said Nuriel, turning away from her. “You wouldn’t understand.”
Karinael grabbed Nuriel and turned her around. “Tell me what’s wrong. Don’t shut me out. We’re friends.”
Nuriel shook her head. “No. No. I…I can’t.”
“Nuriel, please,” said Karinael. Nuriel felt Karinael’s warm hand touch her cheek. “Please, tell me what’s going on. We’re friends, right? We’re like sisters. You can tell me anything. Whatever you’re going through, I’m here for you, but you have to tell me.”
Nuriel looked at Karinael. Her lips began trembling and she felt hot tears welling in her eyes. “I’ve…I’ve done so many bad things…” Nuriel stopped herself. The pleasant memories of Karinael were mingling with the terrible realities of today. She couldn’t let that happen. She couldn’t tell Karinael any more. Nuriel buried her head in her hands. She couldn’t help it, tears flowed through her fingers and her body was wracked with sobs. 
“Come on, tell me about it.” said Karinael, taking her by the arm. “Sit down and tell me what’s going on.”
Nuriel tore herself from Karinael’s grip. Her face was red and streaming with tears. She tried to fix her eyes on Karinael and shook her head. “You don’t understand. I…I can’t. It’s…It’s not safe. I’ve already said too much.” Nuriel packed up her Ev folio and shoved it back in her purse. “I have to go.”
“What?! No!” said Karinael, grabbing Nuriel by the arm. “Talk to me. Please.” 
“I’ll come see you tomorrow.” said Nuriel, steeling herself and forcing her tears away. “I’ll come by before I leave to see Holy Father.”
“Please,” begged Karinael. “Don’t do this. Don’t shut me out.”
Nuriel turned and looked at Karinael. She touched her cheek. “I…I just need some time. I’ll come by tomorrow morning. First thing. I promise.”
“Are…Are you sure?”
Nuriel nodded but said nothing. She wiped at her eyes and walked over to the door.
“You can stay here,” said Karinael, practically pleading. “Just stay the night here.”
“I can’t.” said Nuriel. She wiped at her eyes and sniffled. “I’ll come by tomorrow. I promise.”
“Well, at least tell me where you’re going.” said Karinael.
“I’ll sleep at the barracks.” said Nuriel, sniffing. “The one where visiting Saints Caliber stay. I just need some time.”
Karinael frowned. Her eyes glanced at Nuriel’s hip-sack. “Well…ok. Promise you’ll come here first thing in the morning?”
“I swear on Aeoria’s star.” said Nuriel, forcing a smile. She leaned in and gave Karinael a brief hug. Then she turned and left.
 ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦
Nuriel hadn’t slept but maybe an hour. It wasn’t that the barracks were uncomfortable. To the contrary, the bed was nicer than Nuriel had slept in since she left Sanctuary and the entire building was absolutely silent in its desolation. Typically there would be a handful of visiting Saints back from the field at any given time, but at least on that night, Nuriel was the sole occupant. Perhaps it was all for the best anyway. Nuriel hadn’t been in the mood for idle chat, and most of the night had been spent in tears, so much that by dawn’s first light, she was certain she had no more to give. 
She sat up in bed. She had an audience with Admael in just a few hours and she had promised to meet Karinael first. Her mind was once again racing with thoughts and fears. She had been determined not to take any more Ev after midnight so that she could be clean and completely herself when she met Admael. But now, with everything lurking just hours away, it all seemed too much. She sniffed and looked at her folio. She took out her injector and loaded it with a full dose. 
The barracks provided nice, warm showers and Nuriel took her time enjoying their pleasant solitude. Like rain, she let the steaming water caress her face and it pattered on her breastplate. Her mind, at least for now, was as empty and as silent as the barracks. She let the Ev wash her mind of care as thoroughly as the waters washed her body. By the time she had gotten back into her outfit and her armor, the morning sun was streaming through the windows of the barracks. After taking one last deep breath in the desolate stillness of her room, she headed out the door.
Sunlight hit her hard and she had to take a moment to raise her hand to her eyes. It was a cloudless morning and the sky was an endless expanse of blue in all directions. The sun was a blazing sphere of yellow and cast the ivory buildings and towers in its drowsy light. To her surprise, Karinael was running down the street toward her. At first Nuriel wasn’t sure it was her, but as she neared and passed into the shadow of a tower where the sunlight could not overpower Nuriel’s vision, those sparkling amber eyes and hair became unmistakable. She was in her white bodysuit and steel breastplate with bracers on her arms and legs. Her steel boots chimed on the star-metal road as she came running, and Nuriel noticed that she gripped a document in her hand. 
“Nuriel!” she yelled as she came sprinting up. Nuriel braced herself as her friend bowled into her, throwing her arms around her. “Nuriel!” she exclaimed again, her voice quavering. She pulled back and Nuriel could see tears streaming down her face. “Nuriel! I…I don’t know what to say!”
Nuriel’s mind flopped over a few times. There was a part of her that was screaming at her that something was wrong. Nuriel rubbed her eyes, focusing on the warmth of the Ev. Her eyes went to the paper that Karinael clutched in her hand. “What’s going on?”
Karinael’s hands trembled as she unfurled the document and held it up to Nuriel. She could hardly get her eyes focused on it, Karinael’s hands were shaking so badly. Still, the document was unmistakable. Nuriel herself had received the same thing less than a year ago. Amidst the unintelligible scrawls of writing, two things were quite clear. At the bottom of the page was the unmistakable signature of Holy Father followed by his own stellaglyph that looked like a crowned star. And at the center of the page, drawn large and bold, was Karinael’s stellaglyph in blood-red ink with a halo above it. There was only one time in a Saint’s life when they received a document with their stellaglyph in red with a halo drawn above it. Karinael had received her Call to Guard. She was being made a Saints Caliber. 
Karinael threw her arms around Nuriel again. “Stars above, Nuriel, how can I ever thank you?”
Nuriel placed her arms around her friend, not quite able to wrap her mind around anything yet.
“I’m so sorry about last night.” said Karinael, burying her head into Nuriel’s neck. Nuriel could feel her warm tears. “I hadn’t realized what you had done for me. I’m sorry, and I don’t know how to thank you.”
Nuriel just stood there in her friend’s embrace, not saying anything. Her mind flopped for answers.
Karinael pulled back and wiped at her eyes and sniffled. She looked Nuriel in the eyes. “I…I don’t know how to thank you. They delivered my Call to Guard to me this morning. They said that yesterday you recommended me to Holy Father. Nuriel… I…I don’t know what to say to you…” She laughed despite her tears.
Nuriel forced a faint smile. She was legitimately happy to see her friend this overcome with joy, but even through the Ev, guilt and fear stripped any pleasure from this that Nuriel might feel. Deep down, Nuriel knew she had signed her friend over to death. Karinael didn’t have a strong enough Caliber to last a year out in the field. She likely didn’t even have the Caliber to don the Star-Armor. She’d put it on and immediately be consumed by it. Nuriel knew from her own experience the toll taken from donning Star-Armor for the first time. Nothing can prepare a Saint for it, and very few realize exactly how strong they have to shine their Caliber just to withstand it those first few days. It was one of the reasons only the most powerful of Templars ever moved on to Saints Caliber. Karinael’s Call to Guard was meant to be a death sentence. And Nuriel herself had given it. 
“Say something…” said Karinael, sniffing.
But Nuriel couldn’t. She leaned in and embraced Karinael, hugging her tight.
“Nuriel,” whispered Karinael softly. “You’re scaring me. Please say something.”
Nuriel felt her heart drop into her stomach. She bit her lip and her hands balled into fists on Karinael’s back. She closed her eyes and felt some tears fall. She wanted to say something of comfort to her friend, but she couldn’t. Everything she wanted to say—it’ll be ok; I’ll be here for you; don’t worry; you’ll do fine—it all sounded fake. It all was fake, and she knew it. And if she said it aloud, Karinael would know it too.
“Nuriel,” whispered Karinael, still in Nuriel’s arms, resting her cheek on Nuriel’s shoulder. Her fingers traced over Nuriel’s black breastplate. “I won’t be able to wear the Star-Armor, will I?” 
Nuriel bit her lip. She couldn’t open her eyes. She felt another tear fall off her cheek, but this one was not for Karinael, it was for herself. There might be a way for Karinael to survive the armor, but Nuriel would have to sacrifice everything she wanted.
“Please say something to me.” whispered Karinael.
Nuriel put her hand on the back of Karinael’s head. Then she said softly, “You’re going to put it on, and you’re going to be fine.”
Karinael sniffled and pulled back from Nuriel. Her amber eyes glistened with tears. “I want you to know, that even if I can’t wear the armor, you’ve made me happy. Even if it kills me, you’ve made me happy. You’ve made my dream come true. Even if my Caliber isn’t strong enough for the armor, at least I’ll die knowing that we both saw our dream, even if mine was just for a moment.”
Nuriel put her hands over her face. She tried not to cry, but tears fell anyway.
Karinael moved Nuriel’s hands down. “Hey,” she said, looking at her, but all Nuriel could see was a blur of amber eyes and hair through her tears. “I mean it. No matter what, you’ve made me happier than I’ve been since you left. I…I don’t want to be here without you anymore. There’s nothing left for me here, just a lifetime of dealing with people like Geil. No matter what, I’ll be happy now.”
Nuriel closed her eyes, squeezing the last tears from them. She sniffed and looked at Karinael. “You’re going to do fine, I promise you.”
Karinael looked at the paper she gripped in her hand. “They said I’m going to be assigned to Jerusa. When I’m done apprenticing, they said I’ll be given to an Exalted named Leviathan Hydra. Jerusa…That’s where you were, right?”
Nuriel felt sick to her stomach. She closed her eyes again, desperately willing herself not to break down. She nodded.
“But…” said Karinael. “You’re moving on to Valdasia, right? They said that Holy Father was going to grant you Eremiticy.”
Nuriel cupped her hands over her face. Eremiticy. That had become her new dream, and the Holy Few were going to destroy it, strip all her joy from it. 
There was a long pause and when Nuriel finally looked back at Karinael, Karinael said, “I’m going to apprentice with Saint Ovid of the Nine Days. They… They said you worked with him. Is…Is he nice?”
Nuriel placed her hand on Karinael’s shoulder and forced a little smile. “I have to go talk to Holy Father now. But I promise you, it’s all going to be ok.”
Karinael smiled softly at Nuriel. “I…I really don’t know how to thank you.”
The words stung and Nuriel closed her eyes for a moment. Then she looked at Karinael and said, “I’ll be back. I’ll come see you when I’m done. I’m going to train you, and I’m going to make sure your Caliber is strong enough for the armor.”
Karinael nodded. “Thank you, Nuriel. I… I love you, you know that, right?”
Nuriel smiled genuinely. “I love you too, Karinael.” She leaned in and gave her one last hug. Part of Nuriel was aware that this hug held a certain finality to it. It was the last hug they would share that would still bear the love, dreams, hopes and friendship of the previous life. This would be the last of Nuriel’s pleasant memories with Karinael. No more would be forged with her. When next she would see Karinael, everything would be different. Everything would mix into this new life, into this terrible world that Nuriel had been living in. 
 ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ 
Nuriel didn’t know when she had started trembling, but she guessed it was shortly after being let into the Holy Sanctum of the palace, the area where Holy Father resided. Though she could still feel the Ev warm within her body, she was nervous. She even contemplated taking more, but decided against it. She breathed deep and looked back at the windows. The view was tremendous, with hundred-foot tall windows overlooking all of Sanctuary, far below. The sunlight cascaded through them, throwing the shadows of the massive pillars between each window in diagonal lines across the great, cavernous hall she was waiting in. A red carpet ran the length of the hall and ended before a pair of sharply arched wooden doors that stood as high as the windows. Everything about this hall made Nuriel feel small and insignificant. But looking out the window to the city of Sanctuary spread out upon the mountaintop, with the vast tracks of the Rock Barrens and the woods and plains far beyond, made Nuriel wonder if everything was small and insignificant in the grand scheme of things. Perhaps it was the world that mattered, and not her or Holy Father or even Sanctuary.
Nuriel placed her hand on the window and admired the view for several long minutes. Then a mild breeze swept through the hall and Nuriel turned her head. The pair of giant doors swung open just a crack, and a number of fluttering red robes appeared. Nuriel’s heart raced. She ran to the center of the carpet and stood there, her eyes looking intently. The six eerily tall, rigid Bishops floated out of the door in a spear-point formation. The enormity of the doors and hall and everything in it made them seem to move very slowly. Nuriel could hear her own heart beating and could hear her own breaths. Her eyes focused beyond them, and amongst the red robes and black masks of the Bishops Nuriel caught the sight of white gowns and an old face. 
All at once Nuriel felt weak in the legs. She knelt down and stood on her knees, her hands clasped over her chest. As the group came closer, Nuriel could see Holy Father coming behind the Bishops. He walked slowly, using a golden scepter crowned with a crystalline star of Aeoria. He was in a gown of white and gold and he wore the mitre crown of white gold on his head. 
As the Bishops approached Nuriel they broke off to her left, standing in a line along the length of the red carpet. She could now see Holy Father clearly; see his face clearly. It was wrinkled with age, yet did not sag like those who carry great burdens. Despite his age, his face seemed to hold a youthful light, and his smile was intoxicating as he looked out with those stunning, silver eyes of his. They were more silver and vibrant than any Saint’s; more warm and sincere than even Isley’s. They peered out at the world from beneath great, bushy, white eyebrows, and then his smile brightened even more as they found her. 
Nuriel felt her heart race and her stomach burn, her hand went to her mouth. He looked the same as he had that day she received her Call to Guard. He felt the same, even from this distance. She didn’t know why, but tears welled in her eyes.
“Nuriel,” he said brightly as he came. His pace quickened, his feet shuffling beneath his long gowns. He looked upon her, smiling with his entire face as he came. He extended his hand toward her. “Nuriel, it’s so good to see you again. Come…come here my darling.”
Nuriel bolted to her feet and raced to him. She threw her arms around him, and she could feel an armored breastplate beneath his robes, but despite that, his body felt small and frail. Yet somehow, he still held a powerful presence that was comforting and pleasing. 
Nuriel felt his arms wrap around her and embrace her. She was expecting to feel the warm compassion she had remembered, but something wasn’t right. Nuriel’s Ev-clouded mind flopped, and she felt herself suddenly growing very cold.
“Nuriel my love,” he said quietly into her ear. “You won’t need that here.”
At first Nuriel was confused, and she shuddered in his arms as warmth left her body. But then she realized what was happening. Her mind was suddenly flooded with fear and shame and regret as the Ev vanished from her system. She started to panic and wanted to rip herself from Holy Father’s arms, but then his embrace strengthened and his soft voice whispered into her ear, “Don’t be afraid, child. I know what happened in the long, dark hours of your Guard. All is forgiven.”
And then Nuriel found herself consumed only by his embrace, only by his touch. And it was real. More real than anything she had felt in a long, long time. Within his arms she was consumed by a sense of being loved and she felt a warmth more fulfilling than Ev could ever provide. In this whole world where things were terrible and cruel, where Nuriel had been lost in and devoured by, where she had no parents to seek comfort from, she finally felt home. She finally felt truly loved. She finally felt like her old self. Admael’s arms rubbed up and down her back, and Nuriel felt as if all the burdens and sins she carried were being washed from her body. Nuriel didn’t know why, and she couldn’t help it, but tears rained off her cheeks.
“Come, my precious darling, don’t be sad. You’re home now, and you are loved despite anything and everything.” said Holy Father. “My love, like Aeoria’s, is eternal and does not waver.”
Nuriel fell to her knees, resting her cheek on Admael’s stomach, unable to contain her tears. She closed her eyes, her entire body drinking in his presence. “I missed you so much.”
She felt his soothing hand gently embrace the back of her head. “It’s ok, child. You’re safe and you’re loved.”
Nuriel’s hands tightened around his gown. She looked up at him, and he was just a blur beyond the edge of her tears. “I’ve done so many bad things,” she croaked. 
“Shh,” said Admael, drawing Nuriel to her feet and hugging her head to his chest. “I know. I know. But love is patient and forgives all.” He looked down at her, his face holding a smile that was tender and warm. Nuriel felt his hands slip into hers. They felt so fragile, but yet seemed to contain a power—a Caliber—like nothing she had ever felt before. He helped her to her feet.
Nuriel sniffed and wiped at her eyes. Despite his age, Holy Father was still just slightly taller than Nuriel. She looked up at him. “I’m so sorry,” she said, her voice sharp from trying to contain her emotions. “There’s so much I need to tell you.”
He hugged her to his chest. “Shh,” he said quietly, his warm breath in her ear. “It’s not safe to talk here.” he whispered.
Nuriel’s eyes flicked to the side. She had forgotten about the Bishops. They stood tall and rigid, their featureless black masks unmoving, looking coldly out into the hall. Upon their waists she saw those swords again. They were sheathed in leather as red as fresh blood, their handles and hilts made of metal blacker than Star-Armor. 
“Leave us,” said Admael. 
All six heads turned to him in unison. 
“Leave us,” he said again, this time more loudly, flicking his hand as if shooing away some pests. 
All six heads tilted ever so subtly. The six Bishops turned and seemed to float away down the hall, disappearing one by one through those enormous doors.
After they had gone, Admael looked down at Nuriel and smiled softly. “Nuriel, my sweet little bird,” he said warmly. “You flew away and I thought I might never see you again. I have missed you so much.”
Nuriel sniffled even as she smiled. “Thank you for seeing me.”
“No, Nuriel,” said Holy Father, his eyes scanning her face. The thin wrinkles of skin at the corners of his silver eyes were turned up in a smile. Even those thick eyebrows of his seemed to beam at her. “Thank you for coming home to me. It’s so rare my children come home.”
Nuriel forced a smile. She steeled herself to confess everything to him in this moment, and her stomach burned as she willed herself to speak. “I… I’ve done bad things, Father. I… I need to tell you—”
Admael placed an ancient finger to his lips. “Shh.” He smiled at her. “Let us enjoy our time together.” He took her hand and led her over to one of the tall windows. They stood there in silence for a short while, looking out over Sanctuary, her hand in his. Nuriel simply enjoyed the sensation of his hand. It was like holding the hand of a father she never had. It was comforting, and in this moment she felt no obligations to anybody or anything. She was simply enjoying the moment, and she never wanted it to end.
“It’s a beautiful sight, isn’t it. Up here, on top of the world, where nothing seems to matter.” said Holy Father at last. His voice was soft and seemed subdued by a sort of sadness. “I’ve been here so long. I forget how much time has passed. It feels like forever.”
Nuriel squeezed his hand, still wanting nothing more than to enjoy her hand in his, but there was something somber in his voice that threatened their solitude together.
“From these windows I have watched the stars blink out, one by one.” he said, almost as if speaking to himself. His voice was quiet, pained. “One by one. One by one. Like old friends stepping out of my life. Like my own children being let go.”
Nuriel looked up at him and touched his cheek. “Father?”
“I’m so tired,” he whispered, still looking out the window, but his silver eyes didn’t seem to be seeing anything at all. “I’ve been here for such a long age. Only a little more to go, for better or for worse.”
“Father?”
Admael turned his head and looked softly down upon Nuriel. He forced a tender little smile. “I’ve seen everyone go, Nuriel. I’ve seen the Goddess fall. I’ve seen Saints fall. I’ve seen my children leave and never return.”
Nuriel looked into his eyes. “Father, I’m so sorry…”
“You came back to me, Nuriel.” he said. “You have no idea what that means to me.”
“Of course I came back,” said Nuriel. “I could never leave you.”
He smiled at her. “I know, Nuriel. I’ve always known that about you.” He turned and looked back out the window. “But out there, beyond the vast horizon, things are different, aren’t they?”
Nuriel nodded silently.
“Tell me, Nuriel,” said Holy Father, still gazing out into the world beyond. “Has everyone out there forgotten me? Have all my children forgotten my love?”
Nuriel looked up at Holy Father. He seemed to despair as he stared out at the horizon. For the first time in her life, Nuriel became aware that Holy Father was one of them. Just one of the Saints. He was not the Goddess. He was not an all-powerful God. He was just a Saint like she was, subject to the same hopes, doubts, fears and regrets. He suddenly seemed more frail and vulnerable to Nuriel. His shoulders seemed weighted. “Not all of us.” said Nuriel softly, setting her hand upon the back of his shoulder.
He turned to her, looking down upon her with those brilliant, silver eyes and that tender face of his. “You’ve seen the shadows growing, haven’t you? You’ve heard the dark whispers of failure and betrayal, haven’t you?”
Nuriel reached up and placed her hand upon his chest. “I have. I…I wasn’t honest with the Oracles. I… I need to tell you something.”
“Shh,” Holy Father hugged her head to his chest. “Let me not hear such dark things from you, for you are my only sunshine in this world.”
“But…”
“You have held the hand of corruption and walked its path, yet you have returned to me. That is all that matters. All is forgiven.” said Holy Father, gently patting the back of her head as she rested her cheek upon his chest. She could hear his heartbeat even through his armor. It was soft and rhythmic and soothing. She closed her eyes. She wanted to fall asleep, like a babe in a father’s arms.
“They said you’d betray me, you know.” said Holy Father. 
At that Nuriel lifted her head and looked up at him.
“But I proved them wrong, didn’t I?” He smiled softly upon her, and his whole face seemed to light up again. 
“I would never betray you.” said Nuriel. And in that she hadn’t lied. Through everything, Holy Father’s love was the one thing she was certain of. It was the one thing that had let her carry on and persevere. The way she felt here in this chamber alone with him was proof of that. Holy Father was love. He loved her unconditionally. 
He smiled warmly upon her. “I knew you were special, Nuriel. I’ve always known it.”
“Is… Is it true that you made them give me my Call to Guard?” asked Nuriel. 
“Nuriel,” Holy Father turned back to the window, taking her hand back into his. The shadow from one of the great pillars fell half over his form as he stood there. Nuriel could see his face reflecting back in the window. “I am surrounded by dark whispers. At night, in the starless skies, I can see the coils of a black serpent unwind. Shadows move on me from all angles and omens of deceit and betrayal converge upon my very throne.” He turned to face her. “But light shines all the brighter in darkness. And upon a day the stars saw fit to send a little blessing down to me. I shall never forget that day the six Holy Mothers brought you to me. You were just a babe wrapped in white sheets and you looked up to me with those same eyes as you have now, golden yellow as the very sun. As golden as a new dawn.”
Admael smiled at Nuriel and put a warm, tender hand upon her cheek. “You smiled at me, and I smiled back. Do you remember that day? The day of your blessing to me?”
Nuriel held Admael’s hand on her cheek. She never wanted him to take it off. She closed her eyes. From the farthest corners of her mind a memory stirred. It was a strange memory. She had had it all her life, but could never be sure if it was real or imagined. She just remembered silver eyes like the moon upon her, and a bright smile. She remembered a warm touch that was so brief, so fleeting. It was a touch she had sought every day since. She thought she had felt it again that day she received her Call to Guard and Admael had hugged her. She had felt it again today, right now, with him. And now she knew that memory was real. That touch had existed. It had been the hand of Admael. 
“I knew you were special the moment I saw you.” said Admael. “You were powerful. I could feel your Caliber even upon that day. But there was something else. It was the way you looked at me. You were different than the others. There was something special in you then. And it’s still in you now. You’re powerful and special and you’re loyal to me. Even now, as shadows draw in upon me, you shine like a star. You shine for me like you’re the last star in the sky. Nuriel, even I need a beacon.”
Nuriel drew herself into Admael, pressing herself against him, her head resting upon his chest. Her eyes were closed against the tears that fell from them. “They tried to lead me astray,” she sobbed. “They tried to turn me against you. I’m so sorry.”
“No,” said Admael. “You have nothing to be sorry about. You’ve come back to me. You see, you’re my blessing. I’ve spent a tireless age watching and waiting, and now, in our final hours, the Goddess has sent me my own blessing.”
Nuriel buried her face in her hands. “Please don’t say that,” said Nuriel through her tears. “I’ve done so many bad things. I… There’s so much I want to tell you.”
“Shh,” said Admael. “Don’t say anything. You are forgiven in all that you do.”
“But… I…”
Admael held Nuriel’s face in his soft, warm hands. He looked upon her with a tender smile. “This world grows darker by the day, Nuriel. I am surrounded by treachery. My own children plot and scheme against me. But you, Nuriel, you’ve come back to me. You’re all I have. Tell me that you will never walk astray from me, and all my love is yours for the taking.”
Nuriel’s hand went to her eyes. Tears rained down. “I would never.” she croaked.
“Oh Nuriel, my blessed little star, you are so brave and strong.” said Admael. He hugged her head back to his chest, and Nuriel found it so comforting to just rest her head there. “Do you understand why the Saints Caliber do what they do?”
Nuriel sniffed. “You mean, why we have to serve the Kings?”
Admael nodded. “We are Aeoria’s will, and it was her will that we serve the children of the earth. From that we cannot stray, not ever. This world was given to them by the Great Gods who fathered both Aeoria and her brother, Apollyon. Our charge was to keep it for them.”
“But…everything out there… It’s just so…wrong.”
“No,” said Holy Father. “It is as the children of this world will it. Only Aeoria can change their will, not us. To try and do otherwise is a sin of the highest caliber. We must serve the will of the children of this earth. If we want their will to change, then we must awaken the Goddess.”
“But, how do we do that?” asked Nuriel softly, her head still resting contently upon Admael’s chest. “We’re running out of time. What if the Age of Destruction comes to pass?”
“Then that will be the will of the children of this earth.” said Admael. “All we can do as Saints is fulfill their will, for that was our charge. If the Age of Destruction falls upon this earth, it will not be by our hand. We are only keepers of this world and the will of the people. But Sanctuary, this is ours, Nuriel. Look out there, at our city here in the clouds. Look at the beauty we have. This is ours, and it’s all we have. The rest of the world belongs to the children of the earth, but this is all for us. That is why it is important that we, as Saints, keep together. We are all we have. No matter what happens out there beyond our mountain, you will have Sanctuary and my love to return to, for it is my love that is upon you, not that of the Kings or their nobles or even their subjects. Remember that, Nuriel.”
Nuriel sniffled. She closed her eyes as she leaned against Holy Father, her head resting upon his chest. Nuriel liked that. She liked that Sanctuary was hers. It made sense, somehow. All the evil out in that world, it was not by their hands. That was the will of the Kings and their people. Sanctuary was beautiful. Holy Father’s love was real. And it was all hers. Nuriel knew that now. Her hands tightened around Admael’s robe as she lay upon him. They stood there like that for a time.
“I am told you wish to become one of the Eremitic Saints,” said Admael at last, still holding Nuriel’s head in his hands. 
Nuriel stood up and looked upon Holy Father. “I… I do…”
“What’s the matter?” asked Holy Father. “You don’t sound so certain.”
“It’s…” began Nuriel. She looked down and bit her lip. She wanted to be an Eremitic Saint more than anything. But Karinael…
“I think I know.” said Holy Father. He placed a hand upon Nuriel’s shoulder. She looked up at him and he smiled faintly. “I saw your recommendation for Karinael.”
Nuriel exhaled and her eyes turned down.
“The Holy Few say she will betray me, you know.” said Holy Father.
Nuriel’s heart jumped and her stomach burned. She looked up at Admael.
He smiled brightly at her. “But I know better.” He patted her shoulder. “I think you already know this, but I accepted your recommendation and she was given her Call to Guard this morning.”
Nuriel looked down again. “She’s been assigned to Jerusa.”
Holy Father sighed and stroked a warm hand through Nuriel’s hair, brushing it from her eyes. “We are going to hold a special Call to Guard in two weeks.” he said. “For her and a couple others going to Jerusa. They are in great need of Saints there, I am told.”
Nuriel looked up at Admael. She wanted to say something—anything—but just couldn’t. 
“Do not fear, Nuriel.” said Holy Father. He smiled faintly. “I do not believe Karinael will betray me. I have faith in your recommendation.” His smile brightened. “They said you would betray me too, but just look at you now.”
“Holy Father…” began Nuriel. She closed her eyes and squeezed a lone tear out. “I… I don’t think…”
Nuriel felt something slip into her hand. She looked at Holy Father.
“For all you’ve done for me, Nuriel, I have honored your wish.” He smiled warmly.
Nuriel looked down at the scroll he had slipped into her hand. She bit her lip. She couldn’t bring herself to open it.
“Go on,” he said brightly, with a smile. “Open it.”
Slowly, Nuriel unfurled it. Amidst the unintelligible scribbles she saw her stellaglyph drawn in red within a crimson triangle, the symbol of Eremiticy that so few ever received. Beneath it, she could see Admael’s signature. Her eyes closed and tears fell.
“I know it is what you’ve wanted.” he said. He wiped a tear from her cheek. “I’ve always wanted you to be happy, Nuriel. I want you to go out there and do what you must.”
Nuriel gripped the paper in her fist and it made an unpleasant crumpling sound. Her hand went to her eyes and tears fell. “I… I can’t take this.” she sobbed.
“My child,” said Holy Father, wrapping his arms around her. “I thought this is what you wanted?”
Nuriel shook her head, burying her face into Admael’s chest. “I can’t take this, not after what I’ve done.”
“Please, Nuriel, all is forgiven.”
“No… I…” began Nuriel. She looked up at Holy Father. “I… Let me apprentice Karinael.”
Admael’s face seemed to wither at that. “My child,” he said. “No. No. Please, Nuriel, I do not fear she will betray me. You have done quite enough. I want you to be happy now.”
Nuriel buried her head in her hands and wept.
“There, there, now.” he said, patting her back. 
“Please,” she said at length. She sniffled and wiped at her cheeks and looked up at Admael. “I should be the one to apprentice her.”
“Are you certain you want this?” asked Admael. “Are you certain you wish to go back to Jerusa?”
Nuriel nodded but did not look at him. Nuriel wasn’t at all certain. She just knew she couldn’t leave Karinael alone in that kingdom. But there was something else, something more than that now. Could it be true that Karinael would betray Holy Father? Could her friend really betray Sanctuary? The Holy Few had told Admael the same about her and had been wrong. No, said a voice in her head. They were very nearly right.
“Nuriel,” said Admael. “If that is your wish, then I grant it to you.”
Nuriel sniffed and nodded her head softly. “Thank you.” She felt his hand upon her shoulder. She looked up at him.
“Nuriel,” he said. “You’ll be here for me, won’t you?”
Nuriel sniffled and tucked her hair behind her ear. She looked at him. She didn’t quite know what he meant.
“When the shadows come for me.” he said. “I want you to be with me.”
Nuriel took his hand. “Father…”
“We both know the stars are few.” he said. “Omens of betrayal and treachery linger over my throne. Promise you’ll be with me at the end, Nuriel. Promise you won’t leave my side.”
“I would never let any harm come to you.” said Nuriel.
He smiled faintly. “I knew I could count on you, Nuriel.” He brushed her cheek with his hand. “You’re going to apprentice Karinael in Jerusa, but you’re going to be my personal Saint.”
Nuriel started. “W-What?”
He smiled at her. “You report to me and me only.” he said. “Once you have apprenticed Karinael, you’ll be mine directly. It will be our secret.”
Nuriel’s heart pounded in her chest. She wrapped her arms around him. “Thank you so much, Father. I’ll protect you, I swear.”
 ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦
After meeting with Holy Father, Nuriel found both her body and mind aimlessly wandering the Holy Palace. There was an elation she felt now that she was certain where her loyalties laid. There was something soothing in knowing that her status in the Saints Caliber—her very status with Sanctuary—was no longer in doubt. But all that was but a momentary reprieve from the doubts and uncertainties that lingered upon the edges of her thoughts. A new fog threatened to envelop her road. It made the future obscure and shrouded in unnerving, gray bleakness. That bleakness was Karinael. 
Nuriel exhaled and rubbed her hip-sack, feeling the small marble that was her Sanguinastrum through the soft leather. She had to go see Erygion. She knew he’d be in the Hall of Saints, for that was where the Sanguinastrums of all the Saints Caliber were kept, and as he was their guardian, that’s where he’d be. 
It took Nuriel a while, but she finally found the section of the palace she was looking for. She was in a round atrium of ivory stone and massive pillars. Through the faceted ceiling of crystalline glass a hundred feet above, Nuriel could see a soaring and magnificent tower that disappeared into the cloud tops. Ahead of her were a set of massive star-metal doors, guarded by a pair of Holy Sentries in red, lacquered armor and crimson gowns. They wore bell-shaped helmets with black glass encompassing the entire front, hiding their faces. In their hands they held golden halberds. Based upon the stellaglyph of gold above the doors, Nuriel found herself before the gates leading to Erygion’s tower. 
Nuriel approached, and to her surprise, the Holy Sentries moved aside from the doors and fell to a knee with their heads down and their halberds held at an angle before them. The doors swung outward and the heavily armored form of Saint Erygion the Standard Bearer came into view. He stood tall and straight with his arms crossed over his chest. His white cape draped over the shoulders of his black Star-Armor and he wore a bell-shaped helmet very similar to the ones the sentries wore, only his was star-metal and had no visor. He looked upon her with his blue, sapphire eyes. 
“Saint Nuriel,” he said in his powerful, baritone voice. “I heard you were in town. Didn’t expect to see you in my neck of the woods.”
Nuriel bowed. She looked him in the eyes. “I need to speak with you.” She glanced at the kneeling sentries. “Privately.”
Erygion nodded his head. “Let her pass.”
The sentries stood up with a clap of their armor and stepped aside.
Nuriel walked past them and entered into the first floor of Erygion’s tower. It was a massive, circular room lined with tall, narrow stained glass windows of various Saints. Occupying the entire center of the chamber was a fifty-foot tall statue of Aeoria’s four-pointed star, cast in pure star-metal. The circular base of the statue was lined with a gridwork of silver stellaglyphs and Nuriel wondered if it might contain all of the Saints Caliber, both past and present. Erygion extended his hand, and using his Caliber alone, slowly made the giant doors swing closed behind them with a thunderous boom. 
Nuriel looked at Erygion. “We need to talk.”
Erygion eyed her for a moment. “Come with me.”
Across the chamber was an arched entryway that led to a flight of wide, ivory steps that spiraled upward to the tower’s peak. Around every twist was a giant stained glass window depicting some Saint. Through some of the lighter-toned glass Nuriel caught fleeting glimpses of empty sky or the sun. As they climbed ever higher she could see pieces of Sanctuary far below, the buildings like small blocks, neatly arranged upon a grid of star-metal streets. They passed at least a hundred of these stained glass windows, and Nuriel wondered if there was no end to this tower. 
At last they came upon a set of star-metal doors. Erygion flared his Caliber and flicked his hand and the black doors swung open to reveal a magnificent, circular chamber of glass. As Nuriel stepped out onto the polished, ivory floor, a sensation of dizziness overcame her. All the walls and the domed ceiling were made of glass—no, they were made of crystal, Nuriel realized—and she felt as if she were standing in the open, blue sky that surrounded them. She even swore she could feel the cold winds upon her. Above her, through the ceiling, nothing but azure; all around her, nothing but azure. Cautiously, she approached the wall and looked out. Nothing but sky all around, and far below, obscuring the city and palace beneath them, were clouds that swirled and moved. Nuriel felt slightly unsteady on her feet and took a step back from the windows. Across the chamber there was a stone wall and another set of star-metal doors. 
“Quite the view, isn’t it?” said Erygion. “At night there is nothing but blackness, and you feel as if you can reach up and touch the very moon.”
Nuriel nodded. She turned to face Erygion. She tucked her hair behind her ear and was about to speak when Erygion cut her off.
“Why’d you come back, Nuriel? Why didn’t you stay in Duroton with Isley?”
Nuriel looked Erygion in the eyes. “I am a Saint. I am loyal to Sanctuary. I swore an oath. As did you.”
 Erygion’s gaze never faltered. “It is an oath I uphold to this day.”
“By betraying Holy Father?” said Nuriel sharply. “By plotting and scheming with Celacia? By serving her will?”
“Aeoria’s Guard serve only Aeoria.” said Erygion. “Never forget that.”
“You told me that before. Seems to me you’re serving Celacia.” said Nuriel.
“May I tell you something?”
“No.” said Nuriel. “I don’t want to know anything else from you.” She stepped into Erygion’s space and grabbed his hand and placed something into it.
Erygion eyed her suspiciously and then opened his hand. It was Nuriel’s Sanguinastrum. He looked back at her with some disbelief. “Most Saints Caliber would do just about anything to get their hands on their own Sanguinastrum, and you’re giving yours back to me?”
 Nuriel fixed him with her eyes. “I’m loyal to Holy Father. I have no need for that.”
Erygion shook his head slowly. “Why, Nuriel? Why give this up? Why come back here?”
“I want to be a Saints Caliber, and that’s all I’ve ever wanted.” said Nuriel bitterly. “I wanted nothing to do with Duroton. I wanted nothing to do with that dragon skull. I wanted nothing to do with Celacia. I never wanted anything to do with any of that. And, truth be told, I want nothing more to do with you, either.”
“And yet here you are.” said Erygion. 
Nuriel fixed him with her stare and exhaled through her nose. She braced herself for the bitter taste of her own words. “I have a proposition.”
Erygion looked at the Sanguinastrum in his hand. He looked back at her, shaking his head. He crossed his arms over his giant chest. “What proposition.”
“When I helped you lift that dragon skull out of the lava, I touched you and our Calibers combined.” said Nuriel. “Can that be done from a distance?”
Erygion’s eyebrow raised. 
“Projecting Caliber is your specialty” said Nuriel. “Few can do it as well as you.”
“And fewer still can use their own Caliber to bolster another’s.” said Erygion. “But you did.”
Nuriel kept her eyes fixed on Erygion. “Tell me if it can be done from a distance.”
“Is that a question or a demand?” asked Erygion.
Nuriel wasn’t amused.
Erygion’s sapphire eyes regarded her steadily for a moment. He took off his helmet, letting his long, crystal-blue hair fall over his shoulders. He exhaled loudly as he nodded his head. “I’ve done it once or twice before.” he said. “I’ve helped to build many of these newer buildings here in Sanctuary. Saint Akriel is almost as powerful as I am when it comes to lifting with Caliber strength. Me and him have combined efforts to lift some of the slabs and pillars that make up these buildings.”
“Teach me how.” said Nuriel.
Erygion walked over to one of the crystal walls and stood before it, looking out into sky, gently rolling Nuriel’s Sanguinastrum between his fingers. “I already know they’ve given Karinael her Call to Guard. As keeper of the Sanguinastrums, I have to know about all new Calls to Guard. In two weeks, she’ll be undergoing the ceremony and her Sanguinastrum will be made and she’ll be bonded to Star-Armor. I hear she’s getting Saint Sariel’s old armor. She died in Penatallia four months ago. Report was that somebody sniped her. She took a bolt to the head.” 
Nuriel knew of Saint Sariel. Saint Sariel of the Sands. She always carried a minute glass with her. She had been made a Saints Caliber about a decade ago. Nuriel heard that she was rather unhinged. She’d always give herself until the sands of her minute glass ran out to finish a fight. The stories were that she said if she didn’t win before the time ran out, she’d perform Se Evicero, a forbidden form of suicide where a Saint uses his own weapon to disembowel himself. Nuriel was partly glad to hear she at least hadn’t died by her own hand. 
Erygion turned away from the window to face Nuriel again. “You’re planning to help her withstand the armor.”
Nuriel didn’t say anything.
“That’s forbidden.” said Erygion.
“No it’s not.” said Nuriel. “I’ve never heard it said that it cannot be done.”
“I think it’s silently implied that a Saint must withstand the Star-Armor on their own.”
Nuriel eyed the hand Erygion held her Sanguinastrum in. “It’s forbidden to give those out.”
Erygion looked at the fist he gripped it in and then returned his gaze to Nuriel. “I heard Saint Ovid of the Nine Days was to apprentice Karinael. Has that changed?”
Nuriel stepped over to Erygion. “Holy Father granted me Eremiticy, and I gave it up to apprentice her.”
Erygion handed the Sanguinastrum back to Nuriel. “This is better than Eremiticy. Take it back.”
Nuriel’s eyes narrowed. “No.” She shoved his hand away. “Teach me how to save Karinael.”
“So is that your proposition?” asked Erygion. “I show you how to bolster her Caliber from a distance, and you’re going to keep quiet about the Sanguinastrums?”
“Something like that.” said Nuriel. “You teach me, and you buy my silence regarding the past. I’ll forget everything. I’ll forget I ever saw you in the volcanic pit. I’ll forget I ever saw you with Celacia. I’ll forget you ever gave her all our Sanguinastrums and I’ll forget that you were a traitor to Sanctuary.”
“That I was a traitor?” Erygion raised his eyebrow and gave Nuriel a wicked little smile. 
“Yes.” said Nuriel. “That you were a traitor. Make no mistake, if I find out that you betray Sanctuary in the future, or that you are helping Celacia or Duroton or doing anything else you’re not supposed to be doing, our swords will meet.”
“And what if I tell you I have no plans to stop what I am doing?” asked Erygion. “What if I tell you that I plan to make sure the gears that have been put into motion, stay in motion?”
“Then never involve me.” said Nuriel. “Never let me find out. Do we have a deal?”
Erygion regarded Nuriel steadily for a moment. “You have the most remarkable ability to lie to yourself, you know that?”
Nuriel’s voice held an undertone of threat as she spoke, “Do we have a deal?”
“You’re pretty bold to speak like that to the one who holds your Sanguinastrum in their hand.” said Erygion. 
“Do we have a deal?” growled Nuriel. 
Erygion puffed out through his nose. He looked down at Nuriel with something like distaste. “You really have no idea, do you?”
Nuriel’s eyes narrowed. “About what?”
“Anything.” said Erygion. He turned his back to her. “Tell me, how many stars are left?”
“I don’t know.” said Nuriel. “A few dozen.”
Nuriel saw his head nod slightly. “A few dozen.” he said. “They say we have ten, maybe twenty years left. That’s it.” He turned back to face Nuriel. “Would you see the Goddess awakened?”
“Of course.” said Nuriel. “I’m a Saint.”
“If you thought you had a chance to do that, but it required betraying Sanctuary, wouldn’t you take it?”
“Never.” said Nuriel. 
“That’s where me and you differ.” said Erygion. 
“We both swore oaths to Sanctuary.” said Nuriel.
“No,” said Erygion. “Above all, we swore our oaths to the Goddess.”
Nuriel shook her head. “I’ll never betray Sanctuary. If the Goddess is to be awakened, it won’t be because we betrayed Holy Father. Sanctuary is ours. This is our world. Out there, that world, that belongs to the people, not us. It’s their will and their own actions that have made it what it is. I won’t betray Admael over a world that those people out there made for themselves. Like Holy Father told me, all we can do as Saints is fulfill their will. If the Age of Destruction falls upon this earth, it won’t be by our hands. We are only keepers of this world and the will of the people. But Sanctuary is ours and we have to stick together. No matter what happens out there in that world, we need to have Sanctuary to come back to.”
“Is that what you really believe?” asked Erygion. “Do you really believe we stand apart from what that world out there is? Do you really believe we had no part in it?”
“Yes.”
Erygion huffed a disgusted laugh. “Let me show you something.” 
He led her across the chamber to the other set of star-metal doors. He pushed them opened and they entered into an ivory chamber that was well lit by gaslamps upon all the pillars. Before them were shelves carved right out of the ivory stone. Lining them were small, crystalline orbs filled with blood. Sanguinastrums. There were hundreds of them. Here and there Nuriel couldn’t help but notice some where black. Many spots were missing orbs. At the center of the room was an ivory table, and set upon it in a neat row were a number of heavy tomes that appeared to be bound in star-metal.
“This is the Hall of Saints.” said Erygion, sweeping his hand around. “These Sanguinastrums represent all the current Saints Caliber, or any Saint given Star-Armor. As you can see, there are a couple black ones this morning.” He walked over to the table and picked up the first of the books bound in star-metal. He flipped some pages. “These books record the names and stellaglyphs of every Saint who is or ever was. This is the first of them, and its record began with Saint Yezriel the Standard Bearer who came twice before me, first of the Standard Bearers after the fall of Aeoria.” He set it down and walked down the length of the table and picked up the last book. He handed it to Nuriel. 
She took it and looked at Erygion.
“Look at the end.” he said.
Hesitantly, Nuriel opened the book. She flipped through some of the pages, her eyes scanning numerous stellaglyphs. She turned to the end. She saw her own stellaglyph, as well as those of the others who received their Call to Guard with her. There were a few others after that as well, and then the last few pages were all blank. 
“That is the last book. Those are the last few blank pages. We’re at the end of our time.” said Erygion. “When I record the last of the Saints Caliber, if the Goddess has not awakened, it will be as the legends say. A new age of destruction will be visited upon this world. It will all belong to Apollyon.”
Erygion took the book back and set it on the table. “We’re relics of a bygone age, Nuriel. Even you, as young as you are. We’re out of time.”
“I won’t believe that.” said Nuriel. “As long as there are stars in the sky, we still have a chance.”
Erygion gazed upon Nuriel. “Then reconsider. Go back to Duroton. Go back to Isley and Celacia. Work with them.”
“Never.” said Nuriel. “I believe in Holy Father.”
“You’ve been out there.” said Erygion. “You’ve seen what it’s like. You’ve seen the corruption, the depravity of the Kings and their Exalteds. How can you tell me you still believe in anything? Tell me Nuriel, the Infernals you killed, they weren’t just Infernals, were they? They were something else, weren’t they? Something on a frail leash held by King Gatima?”
“How did you…”
“You’re not the only one with secrets, Nuriel.” said Erygion. “So tell me, Sanctuary knew about it, didn’t they?”
“No.” said Nuriel. “They didn’t…they don’t.”
Erygion huffed. “You really don’t think they knew that Behemoth Kraken was an Infernal? And what about this new one I hear, Leviathan Hydra I believe they are calling her.”
“After I killed him, me and Hadraniel went back to Gatimaria to report.” said Nuriel. “We both made a pact to keep quiet about it, to pretend that Kraken was killed by the Infernals. Me and Hadraniel watched the reaction of King Gatima and the Oracle when we told them. Gatima knew. I could see it in his fat face. When we told him that Kraken had been killed by the Infernals, he knew we were lying, and he knew that we knew. But the Oracle, he didn’t. There was no way. Neither me nor Hadraniel believe that Sanctuary knew about it. When I’m back in Jerusa, I’ll be keeping a close eye on Gatima.”
Nuriel looked past Erygion, to the shelves of Sanguinastrums. “If Sanctuary knew, don’t you think they would have recalled Hadraniel? Wouldn’t they have tried to recall me?”
“Perhaps.” said Erygion. “Perhaps not, if it suits their need. Maybe they figure you and Hadraniel knowing about it helps keep Gatima in check. Maybe they figure—”
“I will keep him in check. And just because some are evil, does not mean all are.” said Nuriel. “And I’ll never believe that Holy Father could be a part of any of that.”
Erygion crossed his arms and stared at Nuriel for a moment. He held out her Sanguinastrum. “Take it back, Nuriel. Trust me on this.”
“No.” said Nuriel. “I’m done with all of that.” 
Erygion exhaled loudly and walked over to the shelf. He took down Nuriel’s fake Sanguinastrum and placed her real one back on the shelf. He held the fake between his fingers and looked at Nuriel as he dropped it.
It hit the floor with a tiny crash that made Nuriel cringe. For a moment she was certain she would be consumed by her armor. Nuriel looked back at Erygion. “How many of those are fakes? How many Saints know about this? About what you’re doing?”
“There are a few.” said Erygion. “A very few.” He walked back over to Nuriel.
“Do we have a deal?” asked Nuriel.
“You’re going to forget all this?” asked Erygion, doubtfully.
“I’m forgetting everything I know up to the point I leave this room.” said Nuriel. “Anything I find out after that, and me and you might have to have words.”
Erygion sighed. “I’ll teach you.” said Erygion. “For Karinael’s sake. She’s a good girl. I’ll be glad to see her out in the field.”
“That makes one of us.” said Nuriel. “So, it can be done? Will I be able to bolster her Caliber enough that she isn’t killed by the armor? Can I do it without her or anybody else knowing?”
“Probably.” said Erygion. “It’s never been done to help somebody wear Star-Armor, at least to my knowledge. If it works, it’s going to be tiring for you, and you’ll have to do it for a few days until she fully syncs with the armor. If you can give her enough to last two or three days, I imagine she’ll be fine.”
Nuriel puffed. More doubts to shadow her roads. “Understood.”
“Promise me something though.” said Erygion.
“What?” asked Nuriel.
“Watch out for her.” he said. “She’s a good girl. You know that. We need her out there. We need more like her out there. I once thought you were one of them.”
Nuriel frowned. “The Holy Few believe she will betray Sanctuary. That she will betray Admael. Believe me, I will be watching her.”
Erygion cast Nuriel a level look. “They said the same about you.”
Nuriel looked away.
“Do you believe she will?” asked Erygion.
Nuriel pursed her lips. “I don’t know.”
“You watch out for her.” said Erygion. 
Nuriel looked at him. “I’ll do what I can for her. But after this, I’m done with secrets. I’m done betraying Sanctuary.”
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A CHANGE OF HANDS 


The afternoon sun was subdued by gray clouds, casting the council room in dreary light. The gaslamps on the wall were all turned up, but Isley thought their yellow-green light only made the room seem even more gloomy. Isley had become accustomed to wearing a black shroud over his armor whenever he was away from the church, and he stood patiently beside Lord Egret in it now. It was a piece of wardrobe he found completely unnecessary, though he wore it without complaint only because Lord Egret asked him to. He supposed life in Duroton required him to observe certain customs, no matter how ridiculous they seemed. He also supposed it was a small price to pay, considering he was enjoying himself here. Well, except for the reading and writing. He still hated all that and found it even less necessary than the shroud. But Isley had come to respect Lord Egret and even considered him a friend at this point, so he endured the petty torments that observing Duroton’s customs and learning to read and write brought. Isley sighed. Council meetings were another one of those torments he hated. Possibly even more than reading and writing.
As they waited for Balin to bring the Council to order, Isley couldn’t help but notice the lack of idle chit-chat amongst the Councilmen. They were all present, save for King Dagrir, but not even Balin or Gefjon made any smalltalk. The old man, Rankin Parvailes, was in his red robes looking quite dour as he absently toyed with his abacus. Gefjon, Jord, Aldur and the others all sat around the table looking down at the papers and documents before them, though Isley could see that none of them were actually reading or doing anything other than just sitting there quietly. Even Balin just sat at the head of the table, lost in personal thoughts. Even though he and Egret were rarely invited, Isley had become accustomed to the mood and mannerisms of the Council, and he could feel a tension in the room. 
The door opened and Lord Tarquin entered, his black shroud flowing like shadows around him in the breeze of the door. He said nothing and didn’t even acknowledge Lord Egret or Balin with so much as a polite bow. Isley’s silver eyes tracked him as he made his way to the far end of the table, taking a place standing in a dimly lit corner of the room. There was nothing odd about his bitter expression, permanent scowl or piercing eyes. The man always looked put off and in the mood for a fight. But there was something about the way he stood away from the light and the way his black shroud hung over his body that was just not right. 
Balin stood up from his seat and began calling the Council to order, but Isley kept his gaze fixed on Tarquin. There was definitely something off about him; definitely something not quite right. Isley focused on the man’s stance and the way the shroud fell over his body. It was something about the way it draped over his shoulders…and hung differently on his left side. Isley’s eyes narrowed as he came to a sudden realization. 
Tarquin’s eyes shifted and locked with Isley’s. He nodded slightly to Isley, but Isley kept his eyes locked on him. He saw Tarquin shift on his feet, uncomfortable with the gaze. Isley gestured at Tarquin’s left side with a slight nod from his head. Tarquin simply broke his gaze. 
Balin brought the formalities of calling the Council to order to an end. With a sigh, he added, “So, with that out of the way, let’s get right down to business, shall we?”
“Where is Celacia?” asked Isley, his eyes still locked on Tarquin. He could feel all the Councilmen’s eyes turn to him, could feel the abrupt stop in Balin’s momentum. 
“I’m sorry?” asked Balin.
“Where is Celacia?” asked Isley again, his eyes still on Tarquin.
Tarquin scowled back and returned a hard gaze.
Balin turned his head and followed Isley’s line of sight to Lord Tarquin. He turned back around. “I’m sorry, Saint Isley, I was not aware you had been appointed Standing Speaker of today’s Council?”
Isley would never understand council room etiquette. It seemed so petty and trite. At that moment he decided once and for all that he really did hate council meetings even more than his language studies. “Forgive me.” said Isley. “I forget that this Council hears only answers to questions it asks.” 
A few of the Councilmen cleared their throats and shook their heads. From the corner of his eye Isley could see the smirk on Lord Egret’s face. Isley realized that he was something of an amusement to Lord Egret, even though he never meant to be. Isley just could not wrap his mind around some of these Durotonian ideas and customs, such as proper meeting etiquette. Seemed to Isley that more would be accomplished if everybody could just speak their mind and be done with it. 
 “I will have Saint Isley review council etiquette.” said Egret. “Again.”
Balin sighed, thoroughly unamused. “If it’s alright with Saint Isley, I would like to proceed?”
Isley tilted his head in a nod. “My apologies, sire.” Now he was just being surly. Isley knew that in Duroton the word ‘sire’ was only used for addressing royalty. Nobles, such as the Councilmen, were to be addressed as ‘lord’.
Balin puffed and pursed his lips up in a frown. His dark eyes fell on Isley. “Actually, Celacia is the topic of today’s meeting. We were hoping you might know her whereabouts?”
Isley regarded Balin for a moment. “No.” His eyes shifted to look past Balin to Lord Tarquin. The man seemed to be getting quite upset with his stares, but Isley really didn’t care. “But I am willing to bet Lord Tarquin knows a thing or two.”
Tarquin’s lips turned up in a snarl. He took a step forward out of his corner, growling a curse to Isley about how he wasn’t going to tolerate being stared at like some sort of abomination. 
“Your lieutenant is out of line,” said Balin, looking at Lord Egret. “Need I remind you that we are in Council?” 
Isley felt Egret’s hand fall upon his shoulder. “Saint Isley,” said Egret. “Fall to order, please.”
Isley’s eyes narrowed at Tarquin, but he nodded his consent. “Forgive me, Lord Egret.”
Balin blew out a breath and shook his head. He looked at Isley. “Lord Tarquin says you were the last to see her. We’re hoping you might shed some light on where she may have gone? As you know, she has not been seen in two-weeks.”
“She only told me she was going away for a while.” said Isley, looking at Balin. “She would not tell me where she was going, and she would not tell me for how long.” His eyes shifted back to Tarquin. “But I believe Lord Tarquin was actually the last person to see her.”
Balin turned and looked at Tarquin and the two seemed to exchange some unspoken words. Balin nodded at him and Tarquin scowled. Lord Tarquin stepped out from the corner, and with his right hand, through off his shroud. He was in his black armor with the gray spirals painted up his right arm. His entire left arm was missing at the shoulder. His blue eyes locked on Isley and seemed to smolder. 
“Lord Tarquin,” said Egret. “Were you attacked by Celacia? When did this happen?”
“Two weeks ago. The bitch took my arm,” he spat. “She grabbed me. Withered it. The Jinn had to amputate the entire thing.”
Balin looked at Isley and Egret. “As you can see, the subject of Celacia has become rather dire.”
“Why would Celacia attack you, Lord Tarquin?” asked Egret.
Tarquin’s stormy eyes shifted to Egret. “She demanded the Mard Grander. I told her where to stick it.”
Isley turned to Egret. “He’s lying.”
Tarquin snarled. “What did you say?” he spat, stepping closer. From the light of one of the gaslamps Isley could see that the skin on the left side of Tarquin’s face was yellowed and grayed in sickly looking patches.
“Order!” boomed Balin, holding up his hands. “Saint Isley, this Council will not endure another outburst from you.” He paused a minute to let Tarquin settle back down. He cast Isley a disapproving glance. Then he said, “Celacia attacked Lord Tarquin and he narrowly escaped. She has not been seen since.”
“Why was I not informed of this?” asked Lord Egret. “Tarquin, as there is no longer a Saints Alliance, you fall back under my command. This should have been reported to me immediately.”
“This Council felt the need to keep this matter secret.” said Balin. “King Dagrir approved. With Celacia seemingly having run off again, we did not want to start any kind of panic until we were sure what to do about it.”
“And what has this Council decided to do about it?” asked Egret.
Balin cast Egret an even gaze. “Lord Egret, as you are aware, the dragon skull has found its way to its new home in the Yotun Mountains. Already our best blacksmiths are on sight with the Jinn to figure out how they might go about reforging star-metal. This Council has sought and received approval from King Dagrir to appoint Lord Tarquin to oversee the operations there.” Balin grabbed a paper from the table and handed it to Egret. Egret took it and looked it over. “By order of King Dagrir, Lord Tarquin is now Commander of Operations of the Dragon Forge. His command no longer falls beneath you, but beneath the King and Council directly. Much like your own.”
Isley could see disapproval painting Egret’s face as he handed the document back to Balin. Egret looked at Tarquin. “Commander of Operations of the Dragon Forge? That’s quite the title. Congratulations are in order, it seems.”
Tarquin’s scowl never softened. “Thank you.”
“Lord Egret, Saint Isley,” Balin addressed them. “This Council, as well as Lord Tarquin, would like to thank you both for your service in protecting and guarding the Mard Grander. However, with the skull in place and Celacia seemingly disappeared, we are going to be seeking permission from the King to have the Mard Grander moved under the care of the Dragon Forge directly. As you know, it is the desire of King and Council to see it reforged, and there is no better person to see it done than the very Commander of Operations there. We trust you’ll be able to get us the hammer in a timely manner?”
“If King Dagrir asks me to retrieve it, I shall try my best.” Lord Egret regarded Balin for a moment. “But it could prove challenging to get.”
Tarquin pushed his way past Balin. “What do you mean, challenging? The Mard Grander was left to your care. Where is it!?”
Lord Egret stepped forward, chest to chest with Tarquin. He was slightly taller and looked down at him. “It’s in the most secure location me and Isley could find.”
“And where might that be?” growled Tarquin.
“Order!” yelled Balin, and he pushed the two apart. “Lord Tarquin, Lord Egret, need I remind yet again that we are in Council?”
The two took a step back from each other.
Balin let out a long breath and composed himself. “Lord Egret,” he said. “We understand that you were charged with keeping the Mard Grander safe and secure, and in doing so it may require some time to obtain it. However, this Council needs to fully understand what you mean when you say it will be ‘challenging’ to recover it?”
Egret glanced at Isley, and then looked at Balin. “If King Dagrir orders me to get it, then I shall let the King of the Grims know you have requested it.” said Egret.
“What?” Balin and Tarquin both spoke over each other. 
“What?” growled Tarquin again, pushing past Balin. 
“Fall to order,” said Egret, coolly, as Tarquin invaded his space.
“I am no longer under your command.” said Tarquin. He pushed Egret on the chest with his remaining hand. “You will get me the Mard Grander!”
Egret just stood there, looking down at Tarquin. “I take my commands from King Dagrir alone.”
Isley could see Tarquin’s blue eyes smolder with scarcely controlled anger. A darkness befell his face.
“Order!” boomed Balin. He grabbed Tarquin by the shoulder of his missing arm and pulled him back. “Please, Lord Tarquin. Fall to order.”
Tarquin tore his shoulder from Balin’s hand and cast Egret and Isley each a hard look in turn before walking back to his place in the far corner of the room.
Balin looked at Egret. He exhaled deeply. “Lord Egret, do you mean to tell this Council that you have given the Mard Grander to Brandrir Thorodin?”
Egret nodded. “There’s no place more secure than the Grimwatch, and Brandrir would see the Mard Grander in nobody else’s hands but Duroton’s.”
“Treason!” roared Gefjon from the table. He pushed himself up from the table and pointed at Egret and Isley. “This is treason!”
There were a number of mumblings of disapproval throughout the council table. 
Balin looked at Egret and Isley. His voice became dire, “Lord Egret, unless you can tell me that King Dagrir himself approved this, we have no choice but to arrest the both of you for high treason. Brandrir has proclaimed himself King of the Grims, which in this Council’s opinion, was no less than an act of war. Handing the Mard Grander over to the enemy is high treason.”
“In that case you’ll be happy to know that Dagrir knows about it.” said Egret. “And it is a good thing that the King does not share your opinion on what is an act of war.”
Balin held his forehead in his hand and looked away. Isley could see his face heating red with anger. The Councilmen all mumbled amongst themselves, equal parts confused and upset by this revelation.
“If there is nothing else?” asked Egret.
Balin looked at the Council. He looked at Tarquin. He looked back at Egret. “Do you mean to tell this Council that King Dagrir approved of you giving his brother the Mard Grander?”
“I thought I had made that clear,” said Egret. “But yes, he did. He is fully aware of it.”
Tarquin stepped from his corner, his face dark and threatening. He grabbed Balin by the shirt. “Brandrir will never give up the Mard Grander!”
“That was exactly our point in giving it to him.” said Lord Egret. “If there is nothing else?”
There was only stunned silence. Lord Tarquin released Balin and stormed over to the wall and punched it, his gauntlet chiming on the stone.
“Congratulations on your promotion, Lord Tarquin.” said Egret. 
He and Isley bowed and made their leave of the room.
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URSULA 


The baby Claudia wailed in Britina’s arms, its voice coming in those raw, pinched bursts that only newborns make. 
“Shh,” said Britina, looking down at her red, little face. “Mama’s here.” She smiled and exposed her milk-heavy breast from her blouse. It took the newborn a moment to find the nipple, but once she did, she fell into silent suckling. 
As baby Claudia drank her fill, Britina sat down upon the rocking chair, hoping the rhythmic motions would put both her and her baby at ease. Britina looked around the dimly lit cottage, trying to focus on the paintings hung on the cobblestone walls or take in the scents of the herbs drying from the rafters of the thatched roof. She gazed at the crackling fire in the fireplace. Nothing eased the burn her stomach felt. Anxiety was thick. It hung in a palpable cloud around her. It was a looming threat that could almost cast a tangible shadow over her. 
Britina got up, clutching baby Claudia to her bosom, and walked over to the window. A chill breeze that smelled of summer storms caressed her face and fluttered the curtains. Valdasia was a dark country. Clouds more black than gray dogged the afternoon sky. The sun tried to shine upon the deep greens of the blossoming fields, but could never sustain its light for more than a fleeting moment before another dark cloud rolled by. 
Britina looked down the cobblestone path that ran through their small garden and disappeared among the many cottages nearby. Far upon the stormy horizon, the deep gray stones of Castle Valdaria loomed upon a hill of dark greens and gnarly trees. Thunder rolled and fingers of lightning spread out, as if caressing the spires and towers of the castle.
Another chill wind swept the cottage, and upon it Britina heard something. A woman’s cries. A boy weeping. A baby’s screams. coming closer. Britina’s heart began to race. She drew the curtains and stepped back. Beyond her cottage’s walls she could hear the muted but unmistakable sounds of doors slamming and windows being shuttered. Britina raced back to the rocking chair and sat down. Her legs nervously bobbed as she rocked more forcefully than necessary and caused Claudia to start to fuss. She took the bonnet off her head and began twisting her hair up around her finger, a habit she had whenever she was nervous.
She tried to tell herself she had nothing to be worried about. Valdaria was a large city, after all. Many babies were born here every day. There was a good chance Saint Ophelia would not be making a call to this house. Still, Britina’s husband couldn’t get back home soon enough. 
Just then there was a fumbling at the door. The wrought iron knob twisted. Britina’s head snapped in its direction. The timber door swung open violently and slammed against the cobblestone wall. Britina shot up to her feet and Claudia began screaming in her arms. Her husband rushed in, his brown coat fluttering in the wind. In his arms he cradled a crying baby wrapped in dirty, white linens.
“Quickly!” he said over the wailing infant in his arms. He wiggled himself out of his coat with one arm as he held the baby in his other. “They’re coming!”
A painful lump instantly formed in Britina’s throat and her mouth went dry. “Here? Are they coming here?”
“I don’t know,” said her husband, but his eyes caught hers. She held his gaze. His brown eyes were wide. He was a strong man. He worked the fields. He had served time as a soldier. Britina had never seen his face so pale, or such dread painted on it. They were coming here. She knew it. He knew it. 
“Quickly,” he said again, rushing over to her. Britina could now see the baby he carried. She was older—not a newborn—but was frail and skinny enough to possibly pass. She had dark hair on her tiny little head, and her black-blue eyes were scrunched up as she wailed. 
Britina looked at the child he had brought home. Her mouth opened and closed. She wanted to tell her husband that she might not be able to do this. But she had to. She looked down at Claudia, the baby in her own arms. She had to do this.
“Quickly!” hissed her husband, shoving the new baby into her arms and taking Claudia from her. “She cost us a pretty penny. I know she’s a little older. Too old to pass as a newborn. She was the youngest one they had there, but she’s skinny enough. You know how the ones from Jerusa always are. The man said her name was Ursula.”
“No!” said Britina. “Don’t tell me her name. Don’t tell me any more! It’s unbearable enough!”
Just then there was some commotion outside. Shouts of men. The unmistakable voice of Saint Ophelia barking orders.
Britina looked upon her husband, her eyes growing wide. “They are coming here, aren’t they? They are!”
Her husband looked at her. He nodded once. He gripped Claudia tightly to his chest. He looked one last time at the baby he had just brought home as she wailed in Britina’s arms. He looked back at Britina. “It’s the only way.”
“But… I…”
He placed a finger to her mouth and gave her a peck on the cheek, and then hurried into the kitchen with Claudia. She heard the cellar door creak open and then fall shut, his footsteps disappearing into the darkness beneath their house.
Britina gripped the small, dark-haired babe to her chest. She was crying, but she dared not look upon it or coo to it. She dared not bond with it for even a moment. Britina paced back and forth a couple times, shaking her head, saying No, No, No to herself as the baby screamed in her arms. It was unbearable. She couldn’t do this. How could she hand this innocent baby over? 
There was a pounding on the door.
“Child Collection!” the voice of Saint Ophelia was well known in Valdaria. It was like a crow-song. “Open up!”
Britina froze. A whimper escaped her lips. Her arms squeezed the baby tighter.
“Child Collections!” More pounding. “Open up!”
Britina felt her breath stick in her throat. She couldn’t bring her legs to move toward the door.
There was a terrible crack and the door burst open and smacked so hard against the wall that it cracked and broke off its hinges. Britina fell down into the rocking chair, clutching the screaming babe to her chest. A tall, lithe figure in Star-Armor stepped through the door, star-metal boots clomping loudly—threateningly—upon the wooden floor.
Saint Ophelia of the Many Tears looked upon Britina with those large, round eyes of polished obsidian. Her hair of that same black gemstone was long and straight and draped down the sides of her face and to her shoulders, curling out at the ends. Her narrow face held a pallid cast against the blackness of her eyes and hair and armor. Her breastplate was narrow and round, upon her shoulders were pauldrons that swept up with wing-like flourishes. The armor upon her arms and legs were similarly smooth, but curled up with elegant, crested embellishments. At her side, in a scabbard of polished black leather, hung a sword of star-metal.
Those sparkling, black eyes of Saint Ophelia fell upon Britina. “Your name was drawn. Your duty to Valdasia comes due.”
“No… No… Please…” Britina pressed herself into the rocking chair, curling her legs up beneath herself. It wasn’t even her own baby, yet she could hardly give it up to such a cruel fate. The babies taken to Queen Loretta were never seen again. It wasn’t spoken about, but everybody knew what happened. Loretta was known in whispers as the Dire Mother. Her womb and breasts were as barren as her heart. 
Behind Saint Ophelia came a number of knights in black, lacquered armor. They wore red capes bearing the raven crest of Valdasia. In their arms they held bolt-thrower guns. Upon their sides hung swords. They took up positions around Saint Ophelia.
“Please,” pleaded Britina. She had no idea why she was crying. This wasn’t even her child. She tried to tell herself that it wasn’t even human, that she was just handing over somebody else’s unwanted doll. But her heart knew better. 
Ophelia walked over to her, letting each of her footfalls sound with heavy finality. She leaned into Britina and took her face in her gauntleted hand. Britina could feel the absolute cold of the armor upon her cheeks. “Give. Me. That. Baby.”
Britina closed her eyes, squeezing tears from them. She couldn’t look. She couldn’t give it up. She squeezed the screaming babe tightly to her chest. “No… No… Please…” she squeaked. 
Britina’s eyes went wide and she released a blood-curdling scream as a cold, piercing pain erupted in her crotch. Ophelia held the tip of her sword between Britina’s legs. The fabric of her blouse ripped as the star-metal eased its way in. Blood began to paint the blouse and the chair. 
“Give me the baby or you’ll never have another.” said the Saint as coldly as her star-metal sword felt forced inside her crotch. “I’ll even wait for your husband and see to it that you match down there.”
Britina wailed horrifically as she gave the child up. “Aeoria forgive me! Aeoria forgive me!”
“That’s better.” said Ophelia, taking the child into her own arms.
Britina wailed. “Aeoria have mercy on her! She’s just a helpless baby!”
Ophelia tossed a small coinpurse and it chimed heavily as it landed in Britina’s bloodied lap. “The King and Queen thank you for doing your duty. You’re a true patriot.” Ophelia huffed a laugh and walked out of the house with the baby in her arms. 
 ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ 
The dank chill of the castle room goose-pimpled Loretta’s breast as she exposed it from her black, silken gown. It was a large breast, full and firm and ample to please a man, but it was no more than an empty vessel. Her mangled nipple was red and raw, looked fiery to the touch, and blood formed a pink ooze upon it. Loretta adjusted the infant in her arms, hiked him back up to her breast. He wailed a deathly, feeble, fading sort of cry. She stroked his bald head. His sunken eyes were closed. His hands balled into tiny maces upon arms as emaciated as autumn twigs. 
“There, there, now,” whispered Loretta. She moved his head so that his mouth was upon her nipple. He began to suck and Loretta cringed from the burning pain it brought to her raw nipple. It was a short-lived pain. The child spat it out and made that same failing whimper. “Come, drink, child. Drink from mama.”
 The child flailed its arms angrily. Kicked with its withered legs, tearing off the linen it was wrapped in. Rows of ribs shown like sticks against thin, pale skin. Its belly button still looked fresh upon its sunken abdomen. 
“Drink, child. Drink from mama.” She smashed her breast into the babe’s face and its breath snorted and stuck. He flailed and fussed, chewing on the nipple before spitting it back out again. 
“Drink!” Loretta’s terrible shriek echoed off the dark, gray stones of the chamber and even caused the light from the gaslamps to waver. She smashed her breast into the babe’s face, forcing it into its mouth. Its wails became choked and in a moment the child fussed no more.
Loretta stood up from the padded chair she was seated in, letting the dead child fall to the floor. It had so little mass to it that it scarcely made a patter upon the cold stone. Her hands went up and gripped at the long black hair that fell from beneath her lithe, golden crown studded with rubies. “No!” she shrieked. “No!”
From behind her, a ragged breath drew in. “There, there, Loretta,” said a voice that sounded much older than the man it came from. He coughed a hoarse, sickly cough. “It’s alright, my dear sister. Ophelia is bringing you a new one.”
Loretta turned around. “It’s never all right!” she shrieked, pulling at her hair. Long strands of black came off between her fingers. Her eyes were like the storm clouds that circled the castle and they became tiny beads as they focused on the withered husk of a man who sat in the wheelchair before her. “I’m barren! I’m barren! It’s your fault! I’m barren because you can’t give me a child of our own!” She grabbed her exposed breast in her hand and squeezed so violently that the torn, raw flesh of her nipple blossomed outward and erupted into a giant ooze of blood.
Her brother, King Verami, drew in a ragged breath and coughed. The golden crown on his head shifted upon the sparse, black hair that was left. Despite the heavy black and red robes of his high station, he looked but a frail skeleton sitting in that cold, iron wheelchair. His pale face turned up to his sister, eyes as dark as her’s staring out from sunken pits. “Loretta,” he rasped. He sucked in another ghastly breath. “I am sorry.”
Loretta was young, full and pleasing to look upon, yet in that moment her face twisted into a cruel and terrible nightmare. “You,” her voice growled with such venom as to give even a mongoose pause. “You impotent, worthless, withering excuse of a man!” Her hand flew and slapped him hard across his black-bearded cheek, nearly toppling him off his wheelchair. From within his robes his boney legs curled up. 
Loretta grabbed his robes and tore them open, exposing the supple flesh of a man in his thirties, but the sunken chest and frail form of a skeleton. She reached down and tore at his pants, exposing his shriveled genitalia. “Give me my child! You disgusting, sickly, worthless man, give me my child!” She hiked up her silken gown and tore off her underpants and got on top of him. “Give me my child!” she shrieked.
Verami drew in a terrible breath and wheezed it back out. His boney hands went to her bleeding breast and squeezed. She began rocking on him, his wheelchair making rusty squeaks like cemetery gates. His hand went to her cheek and caressed its sharp angles, his breaths coming more frantic, more ragged. His eyes began to close and his head began to tilt to one side.
“Get it in me!” she shrieked.
Verami’s head fell limply on his shoulder. His chest was heaving with every rasping breath as he struggled to open his eyes. Loretta got off him and cast him a hateful look. She reached her fingers up into her crotch and tore them out. She looked at them as they glistened in the gaslight. She rubbed them together. “Your seed better take root this time.”
Loretta went over to the mirror and straightened up her gown and her crown. She brushed her raven-black hair down with her hand. Blood from her bleeding nipple oozed through her gown. She sniffed and turned and walked over to the floor where the dead baby lay. She picked the naked thing up and cradled it in her arms one last time, stroking her soft hand upon its bald head.
“I am sorry, dear sister,” croaked Verami from his wheelchair. “I’m sorry my seed is as rotten as the rest of me.”
Loretta sniffled. “It’s not your fault.” 
She took the dead babe and went to the wall where racks of large, glass masonry jars were lined by the dozens and many deep. Upon the highest shelves tiny, pale bones and skulls leaned upon the cloudy glass. Lower racks were heavy with jars containing boney protrusions from rotting flesh and sunken, milky eyes staring out. Loretta grabbed an empty jar and sniffled as she placed the dead babe within it. She held it up and looked upon him one last time. She kissed the jar and placed the lid on and secured it tight by latching the metal bar over the top.
She walked across the dark chamber to where a lone cradle sat upon the stone floor, next to an old, tattered stuffed bear. She reached in and grabbed out a baby. Its limp arms and legs—nothing but skin and bone—dangled over her arms. A tear ran down Loretta’s face as she stroked its sunken cheeks. She sniffled and walked over to the shelves and placed that one within a jar as well.
“Loretta,” croaked Verami again. “One day your love will find a child. I promise.”
Loretta walked over to her brother and sat upon her knees, hugging her face against his chest. She could hear his erratic heartbeat, hear the liquid bubble and spit within his chest and lungs. Tears fell from her eyes as he stroked her hair. “When will Ophelia be back?” she asked softly.
“Soon, my love. Soon.” rasped Verami.
They sat like that for a time until there was a soft knock upon the nursery door. From beyond could be heard the muffled cries of a baby. Loretta’s head shot up from her brother’s chest. She looked at him, a smile brightening her face. She ran to the thick, wooden door and swung it open. Saint Ophelia of the Many Tears was standing in the gaslight of the dank, dark hall beyond. In her arms she cradled a dark-haired baby that was red in the face, screaming and wailing.
Loretta’s hand went to her mouth and she gasped. “Oh… She’s… She’s beautiful!” She scooped the baby out of Saint Ophelia’s arms. “Thank you, thank you so much, Ophelia! I don’t know what I would do without you.”
Ophelia smiled. “You’ll take good care of this one. I know it.”
“Thank you, thank you so much.” said Loretta, and she dismissed Ophelia and shut the door. She ran over to her brother. “Oh brother, look! Look at our new child! Isn’t she perfect!”
“She has your hair and eyes even,” said Verami, smiling. His boney finger reached out and wiped the tears from the babe’s red cheeks. “I think she’s hungry.”
Loretta cooed to the child as she ran over to the padded chair and sat down. She fumbled with her gown and exposed her breast, still oozing blood. “Shh,” cooed Loretta. “Mama’s here now. Drink, my child. Drink from your mama.”
She brought the babe’s head to her breast. Its mouth immediately found the nipple and settled into sucking. Loretta watched for a moment. The child calmed down. It made smacking sounds as it sucked upon the oozing blood. Loretta gasped. “She’s… She’s drinking! Brother, she’s drinking!”
The wheels of Verami’s chair squeaked as he slowly rolled himself over to her. He looked down and watched for a moment. He looked his sister in the eyes and stroked her cheek. “She looks like you. She’s…she is really our baby.”
The baby sucked for a few long minutes before spitting out the nipple and starting to cry. Her face was smeared with blood.
“She’s still hungry,” said Loretta. Her nipple was no longer bleeding. She tried to place it back into the babe’s mouth, but it would just take a few sucks and then spit it out and cry. “She’s still hungry,” she said more frantically.
Loretta shot out of her seat, carrying the babe in her arms. She strode quickly over to the large dresser against the wall and opened one of the drawers. She pulled out a long, silver knife. She looked at her brother, then she looked down at the crying babe and her exposed breast. She ran back to her brother and handed him the child.
“My dear, what are you doing?” asked Verami, holding the child.
She looked at him, then she took the knife and sliced deeply into her nipple. Blood flowed forth in thick globs. She dropped the knife and it clanked upon the stone. She grabbed the child back from her brother and brought it to her breast. The baby began sucking, began drinking. 
“There, there,” cooed Loretta, stroking the child’s black hair. “Mama’s here. Mama will always be here. Drink my child. Drink from your mama.”
“It’s a miracle.” rasped Verami. “Aeoria has blessed us at last, my dear. We have a child.”
Loretta smiled softly down at the baby. Her eyes were closed as she suckled contentedly. Her little hand smeared at the blood around Loretta’s breast, playing with it. “She’s so precious. So peaceful.”
Verami wheezed a breath. “What shall you name this one, my dear?”
“Agana.” said Loretta. “I name her, Agana.”
After a while Agana stopped sucking and rested peacefully in Loretta’s arms. She looked up at Loretta with big, black-blue eyes and smiled through the blood that smeared her mouth and cheeks. Loretta smiled back. She stood up and brought Agana over to the shelves of mason jars. “Look Agana,” said Loretta, bouncing her in her arms. “Look at all your baby brothers and sisters. You’re going to have such a good life. You’re going to get so much love. Mama will take care of you. Mama will always take care of you, Agana.”
Agana’s eyes scanned over the shelves. She chirped a little laugh.
“You like them?” Loretta took down one of the jars and brought it close to Agana’s arms. “This one is your brother, Caleb. He died just before mama gave birth to you.”
 Agana’s bloody hand reached out toward the mason jar and she smiled. The glass smeared with blood from her hand.
“But not you,” whispered Loretta. “Not you, my little Agana. You’re never going to die. You’re going to live. You’re going to grow up and be my daughter.”
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KARINAEL 


The Rock Barrens were an expanse of desolate, wasted earth that spread out eastward from Mount Empyrean to the shores of the Great Narberethan Lakes. Closer to Mount Empyrean, the Rock Barrens were littered with fragments of strange, glassy earth and stone and tremendous boulders that looked as if they had been blasted and melted into eerie formations. Further out, past the Holy Walls and its towers that circled the mountain, the Rock Barrens became a sea of rocky earth strewn with megalithic boulders and creepy rock formations. Karinael had been out in the Rock Barrens that surrounded Sanctuary before, but never out of sight of the Holy Wall and its watchful towers. Being this far out left Karinael with an exhilaration and excitement she had never felt before. 
Karinael stopped and looked behind her. Mount Empyrean loomed far away in the distance. Not even the Holy Wall could be seen. She couldn’t help but smile. The sky, the earth, the air…everything was new. She had dreamed of going out into the world, and now here she was! And the best part was, she was even with Nuriel. She turned around to catch back up with her friend. She took a few clumsy steps in her new Star-Armor before something colorful amongst the dreary rocks caught her eye. She bent over, nearly toppling, and picked a frail green stem of small, yellow flowers that was poking out from beneath a stone. 
“Look, Nuriel,” said Karinael, marveling at the strange flowers. “What is this?” She held it to her nose and sniffed. It didn’t really have an odor.
“It’s a weed,” said Nuriel. She looked exhausted. Even her voice had an uncharacteristic croak to it. She stopped and placed her hands up against a towering boulder and leaned over, almost panting for breath.
Karinael made a stiff-legged walk over to Nuriel. It had been two days since she got her Star-Armor and she was still having trouble walking in it. She had gotten used to the coldness of it, but it was just so heavy. “Are you alright? You don’t look so good this morning.” 
Nuriel rubbed her face. She put her back against the boulder and slid down it until she was sitting upon the rocky earth. She looked up at Karinael. Her eyes had dark circles beneath them and she just looked exhausted, like somebody who hadn’t slept in a week. Karinael admitted that camping out overnight in the Rock Barrens left much to be desired, but Nuriel didn’t seem to be taking it so well.
“What’s wrong?” asked Karinael, coming up to her. She almost fell over and her hand shot out and grabbed the boulder to catch herself. “Whoa!”
“You need to hurry up and sync with your armor.” snapped Nuriel. She scowled and looked away.
Karinael frowned. Nuriel had been tired, snippy and irritable ever since the Call to Guard Ceremony. “I’m sorry. Geesh.”
“We left Sanctuary two days ago and we’ve barely gone twenty miles. This isn’t some game out here.” shot Nuriel. “We have to make it all the way to Jerusa. You need to get with it. You need to hurry up and sync with that armor.”
Karinael sighed and sat down next to Nuriel. She stroked her hand over the cool, smooth surface of her star-metal breastplate. It was slightly more ovular than Nuriel’s, and where Nuriel’s was rounded hers had interestingly angled facets. The matching pauldrons on her shoulders were similarly faceted, and the bracers upon her upper arms, forearms and elbows were also cut with diamond-like angles that made her Star-Armor catch the light in a pleasing way. Unlike Nuriel’s suit that had the skirt of feather-like plates all around her waist, Karinael’s had a pair of wider, heavier, faceted plates hanging off her hips, as well as a white, leather scabbard that held her star-metal broadsword. The upper and lower parts of her leg armor, as well as her boots, all matched the rest of her armor.
Karinael loved her new armor. She had inherited from Saint Sariel of the Sands, and she thought it was beautiful. Karinael was sorry that such a good Saint had died in the line of duty so that she could have it (and had been consumed into it, though that was a thought she tried not to dwell on), but she was determined to do Sariel justice and make the most out of being a Saints Caliber. She mused over her beautiful new armor for a moment more, and then looked at Nuriel with a sigh. Nuriel did not return the gaze, she just stared out ahead of her at nothing.
“Are you not feeling well?” asked Karinael.
“I’m fine.” grumbled Nuriel.
Karinael regarded her friend for a moment. “I’m glad you’re with me, you know.” she said. “But… I want you to be happy too. You didn’t have to give up being an Eremitic Saint to apprentice me.”
“Yes, I did, actually.” snapped Nuriel. She looked at Karinael with those darkly-circled eyes and an almost disgusted scowl. 
Karinael looked away and tossed the stem of yellow flowers she had plucked. “Sorry I’m such a burden.”
“If you want to do me a favor, get with the program and sync with your armor already.”
“I’m trying. It’s not easy.” said Karinael.
“I know!” barked Nuriel. “Nothing’s easy as a Saints Caliber! Get with it already!”
Karinael rolled her eyes. “You don’t look like you can take another step anyway.” she mumbled.
Nuriel turned and looked at her, eyes narrowed. “Let’s go.” She stood up.
Karinael stood up and wobbled on her feet, catching herself on the boulder. “Whoa!”
Nuriel rolled her eyes. “Move it.” she said. “Shine your Caliber, as bright as you can.”
Karinael took a deep breath and focused on her Caliber. A faint yellow glow, hardly visible against the light of day, encompassed her. 
Nuriel huffed and puffed, biting her lip and shaking her head angrily. “Is that it? Is that all you got?”
Karinael closed her eyes. She focused. Her Caliber’s shine increased slightly. “It… It hurts.”
“I know!” shot Nuriel. “But I need you to keep that up. All day. It’s the only way you’re going to sync with your armor.”
“I… I don’t know if I can…”
“You have to!” yelled Nuriel. She got in Karinael’s face. “You have to! Do you want to be consumed by your armor?! Do you want to die like that, not even in battle?! You have to keep it up, even if it hurts! I don’t know how much longer I can…”
Karinael looked at Nuriel. “How much longer you can what?”
Nuriel scowled and looked away. “Deal with your whining. Toughen up. Now come on, let’s go.” Nuriel began walking off.
Karinael breathed deep. Shining her Caliber this much was painful. She had been shining it as much as she could ever since she donned the armor. It was like holding a small weight in an outstretched arm. At first it was easy, but as time wore on it became more and more painful. Right now, her entire body burned and she wanted nothing more than to let it all go. But she knew Nuriel was right. She had to keep it up. The armor would kill her if she didn’t. It already almost had. 
Karinael thought back to the Ceremony. After the Oracles had marked her neck with her stellaglyph and taken her blood for the Sanguinastrum, they began chanting something in the ancient tongue. They placed a shroud over her. She clenched her eyes closed as they cut the steel breastplate from her body. She could feel the Sin Eaters frantically pulling at it, and then she felt the strange sensation of her naked chest and back. 
Then the frigid cold of the star-metal hit her. 
She felt it wash over her body, consuming her in its arctic embrace. It hadn’t been slipped over her head, but rather somehow slipped through her body. Once it was around her, a sensation other than coldness grabbed her. It was a pulling sensation. She could feel her body beginning to crawl into the metal. She remembered her heart racing. She shined her Caliber with all her might, but still that terrible tugging sensation consumed her. She felt her skin tearing. She felt her bones moving. She had yelped. And then, just like that, the pulling sensation eased. It hadn’t faded completely, but it had eased enough that she was no longer panicking. Over the last two days, that sensation of being pulled into the armor had faded, and although almost non-existent now, Karinael could still detect it. 
Karinael closed her eyes and rubbed the stellaglyph scarred upon the back of her neck. “Almost there.” she told herself. “Don’t stop now.” She focused on her Caliber. If she could just keep this up, by the end of the day—tomorrow at the latest—she’d be fully synced with her armor and she would no longer have to worry about it consuming her. Maybe then Nuriel would lighten up. 
Part of her wondered, though. Nuriel was not the same Nuriel she had known. She wondered if her friend might one day open up to her about the things she had seen, the things she had done. Last night she had seen Nuriel taking more of that drug she called Evanescence. She wondered what had transformed the timid but caring Nuriel she had known into this colder, angrier Nuriel. She wondered if she’d ever get the old Nuriel back. 
She looked ahead and made a clumsy jog to catch up with her friend. 
She wondered if she too might be changed one day.



— 27 —
STOKING FIRES 


Clink…clink…clink…clink…clink…clink…clink…
“Whoa, whoa, whoa! Ease up there, Rook.” said Callad Venzi. He stood up from polishing the sword he was working on and wiped his hands down his greasy, leather apron.
Rook brought the hammer down one more time, as hard as he could. Yellow sparks exploded from the glowing steel set upon his anvil, and bounced off his leather apron. He gripped the hot steel in a pair of rusty tongs and thrust it into the furnace by his side. With his free arm he pumped hard at the bellows and the coals roared to angry life. Even through the thick, leather gloves he wore Rook could feel the intense heat threatening to sear through to his flesh.
“Easy there, son.” said Callad, placing one of his giant, calloused, all-consuming paws upon Rook’s shoulder. “That steel isn’t going anywhere. Time and patience help forge good swords, not just strength.”
Rook tore the tongs from the furnace and twisted around, placing the glowing steel back on the anvil. Clink…clink…clink…
Callad grabbed the hammer from Rook’s hand in mid-stroke. 
Rook looked up at the giant, bearded man. Callad smiled down at him. “Easy, son.”
Rook used his free hand and wiped at his brow, smearing black coal dust and grease across his already grubby features. “But I need to get strong.”
Callad set the hammer down and took the tongs and glowing steel from Rook and set them aside. He knelt down and put his hands on Rook’s shoulders. “I know you want to find your sister, Rook. Strength will only get you so far in this world. Even skill can only take a man so far. The success of a journey depends on what you take with you.” Callad’s warm, brown eyes gazed into Rook’s. He tapped Rook on the chest with a meaty finger. “What’s in there is taken everywhere you go. Be mindful of what you pack.”
“But I hate them.” said Rook. “I hate them all.”
Callad nodded softly. “I know, son. I know. And that is why you’re not ready.”
Rook frowned. “I’ll never forgive them. I’ll never forgive any of the Saints.”
“You don’t need to forgive them, son.” said Callad. “They’ve done bad things. Nobody is entitled to forgiveness. But you can’t let it consume you, either. If you do, then you become the very thing you are fighting against.”
Rook frowned. 
Callad placed his hands on Rook’s arms and squeezed softly. “You’re already stronger than you were a month ago when we took you home. You’ll be stronger still in another month. When you’re grown, you’ll be as strapping as me.” Callad smiled and pounded his chest. 
That got a tiny smile and laugh out of Rook. 
Callad stood up and grabbed the tongs that held the quickly cooling steel. He set it on the anvil for Rook. “You have a gift with the fire and steel.” he said, handing Rook back the hammer. “I’ve no doubt you’ll make a name for yourself. But mom’s got a gift with the fire and beef, and if we’re not at the dinner table ready to compliment her cooking, we’ll both have an earful to deal with.” Callad took off his leather apron and tossed it over a nearby bench.
Rook looked up at Callad. “I’ll be there in a minute.”
Callad looked at him and nodded. “Me and Sierla, we love you, Rook. We might not be your parents by birthright, but we’re your parents here.” He tapped his barrel-chest.
“And you’re mine here too.” said Rook, patting his chest. “And that’s what we take with us on all our journeys.”
Callad smiled. “I’ll see you at the table.” He rubbed Rook’s shoulder and then walked across the workshop and disappeared out the door.
Rook grabbed the tongs and thrust the steel into the furnace. He pumped the bellows and stared into the roaring flames, watching as the coals became angry with heat. They throbbed bright yellows and intense white. He felt the Golothic in his pocket burning with the same fire, and a terrible rage, more red than the steel he held, began to well up within him. He turned and placed the glowing steel on the anvil, and with all his might brought the hammer down, over and over again. “I hate them.” he growled. “I hate them all.”
Clink…clink…clink…clink…clink…clink…clink…
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