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CHAPTER 1

Iskra
Starkadr impacted. The vast Portal chamber shattered. Iskra was slammed with punishing force down the few inches she had hovered above the obsidian floor. The sound was such a cataclysmic roar that the volume alone near drove her unconscious. The ground shook, heaved, and her vision blacked out. The world went away, then came thundering back. 
She tasted blood, hot and metallic, across her tongue. She should be dead. Lifting her head, dazed, she saw through the Ascendant’s golden glow that the chamber was still heaving, huge shards of black gleaming rock sliding down, thrusting up, all of it surrounded by plumes of acrid dust. The desiccated bodies that had lain on the ground for centuries slid and fell alongside the men and women who had been in the refugee camp, all of them tumbled and thrown. Chasms yawned. Walls parted. The huge Portal pillars themselves shivered apart, some toppling, others fragmenting where they stood, falling into themselves.
Sections of the huge chamber collapsed utterly, closing like malefic jaws, while others opened up, exposing jagged shafts that ascended into gloom. The area on which she was lying, bathed by the light of the Ascendant’s aureate sphere, had thrust up into the air like a pedestal, its surface now flat and no longer treacherous.
A hand gripped her beneath the arm and helped her rise. Tóki. She couldn’t catch her breath. Her throat had closed with horror. She staggered forward till she reached the limit of the golden sphere and peered into the chaos beyond. How many hundreds of Agerastians and Aletheians had just perished? Piteous cries wafted up to her from the jumbled depths, and she saw by the light of the green, ubiquitous mist that was manifesting once more a bedlam of torn tents, piles of camp goods that had tumbled into cracks, the broken figures of the newly dead, and the desperate struggles of those seeking to find purchase, to climb, to rescue each other.
“By the White Gate,” she whispered, covering her mouth with her hand. “We have to help them.” Empty words. But her heart went out to those she could see: the survivors, the wounded, the broken who yet had voice.
“Look,” said Tóki, pointing. A demon was flitting down from the heights, wings outstretched as it glided down to land amidst a knot of Aletheians. Their screams grew as more demons lowered like bats from above, dozens, then hundreds descending upon the wreckage of the camp.
Iskra wheeled and stared at the Ascendant, her demand dying on her lips. The youth was still hovering in mid-air, his legs crossed, his eyes closed. She could barely make out the waves of gold that emanated from him and washed over the few swaybacked tents that yet stood on their pedestal and the two dozen men who had survived the fall.
“Your Holiness?” She stepped forward. He didn’t answer. Tears filled her eyes. The screams from the darkness beyond continued, shot through with high-pitched, inhuman laughter. Iskra had never felt so helpless. She studied the Ascendant’s face. Should she touch his arm, seek to awake him? Could he help those who were being slaughtered all around them? 
Orishin was standing to one side, holding his wounded arm carefully across his chest. Audsley was holding his firecat with just as much care. Patash and some five remaining members of the Agerastian Hundred Serpents moved to her side, and two surviving Hrethings stepped up as well, weapons drawn. The five Cerulean Guards who had been posted at the Ascendant’s tent were helping each other up — all told, some fifteen or so men. All of them were pale, shaken to their cores, yet all of them gazed up on the Ascendant with awe.
Except Audsley. His eyes betrayed a wounded agony as his gaze skittered away from her own, and his lips curled into something akin to a sneer. Aedelbert looked up and licked the magister’s chin, letting out a soft chrrrip.
“There, there,” said Audsley, stroking the firecat’s head. “I won’t let — I won’t let anything happen to you, dear friend. I swear it.”
“Magister,” said Iskra, fighting for a commanding tone, shoving her own fear and horror to the back of her mind. “Can you help? Fly down and rescue anyone? Bring them back?”
Audsley ducked his head. “No. The demons are gone from me. I am nothing more than what you see, and perhaps even less than that.”
Her last hope for a weapon to use against the demons died with his words. Damn. 
“My lady?” Tóki’s gruff voice. 
“I’m fine.” A lie, but a necessary one. What tools, what resources were yet available to them? The Ascendant’s tent, the large companion tent that had housed the wounded Asho… With a soft cry, she ran forward to the tent and peered inside. Empty.
“Asho?” She turned to the others. “Where is he?”
Orishin looked pointedly at Audsley. “The magister saw him last.”
“I… Yes. That’s true.” Audsley bobbed his head again and pushed his spectacles up the bridge of his nose. “Ah, he should be in Ennoia. Where — where –” A realization seemed to hit him, and his eyes widened. “Oh, no. No no no.”
“Audsley?” Iskra took a deliberate step toward him. “What’s going on? What aren’t you telling us?”
“Down!” Tóki grabbed her shoulder and pushed her into a crouch as he raised his ax overhead as if to ward off a blow. Iskra let out a cry and covered her head with her arms, and the other soldiers all fell into crouches, but nothing happened.
Looking up, she saw a large figure swoop away, having veered aside at the last moment to avoid the golden sphere. There were more of them, she saw. Dozens of demons were flying just outside the Ascendant’s protection, their wings flapping erratically, their eyes gleaming, their bodies flitting amongst the shadows. Dozens? No, many more than that.
Iskra felt horror creep through her veins like ice water. 
“By the Ascendant,” whispered one of the Cerulean Guards. “There’s hundreds of them.”
“Like moths to a flame,” said Audsley, his voice rife with misery.
Iskra rose to her feet once more, ignoring her throbbing knee. Wherever she looked, she saw the enemy. Waiting. Wheeling. Watching them with hunger and hatred in their eyes.
“We can’t fight off that many,” Tóki said angrily. 
Orishin bowed to the floating form of the Ascendant. “We will not have to, it seems. Your Ascendant is proving his might. Never have I seen such a thing.”
“Of course you’ve never seen such a thing,” said Tóki. “Nobody’s ever been inside a fallen stonecloud filled with demons.”
“It was meant as a courtesy,” said Orishin.
“Enough,” said Iskra. “We need to stay focused. There was but the one exit from this chamber, correct, Audsley?”
“Yes,” the magister said nervously. “The hexagonal tunnel that led out into the central airshaft. But — looking around — I can’t pinpoint its location. And what are the odds that the tunnel maintained its structural integrity with all the damage that’s been done? And even if we were to reach the air shaft, what then? It descended hundreds of yards to where the demons were imprisoned.” He laughed, just shy of hysterical. “I advise us not to go there!”
“Audsley.” Iskra stepped up before him. The man was sweating profusely, his eyes wild as he avoided her gaze, his arms tight around Aedelbert. “What happened?”
A shower of golden sparks cascaded down upon them as a shriek sounded from above, heinous and wounded. Iskra saw a demon awkwardly flying away, its wing badly mangled. Its fellows set upon it, and in moments it was torn apart.
“That’ll teach them!” said one of the Cerulean Guards, his voice tight with false cheer. “Don’t touch the gold, or the Ascendant’ll burn your demonic arse!”
Iskra watched the wheeling shapes, then flinched as a second dove down and impacted the golden sphere. Again, a shower of sparks rained down upon them, and again the demon shrieked as it fought desperately to avert its course, only to fall through the sphere’s outer surface and crash to the ground at their feet, a smoking, charred wreck.
“They will learn fast,” said Orishin. “And then leave us alone.”
“You underestimate their perversity,” whispered Audsley.
A third struck a glancing blow across the apex of the sphere, and then they began to attack from all sides. Golden motes the size of coins fell everywhere, sparked by countless contacts. Shrieks of pain and gibbering laughter echoed all around them, and the stench of burning leather and burnt hair filled the air.
Tóki and Patash crowded in around Iskra, both gazing up and outward. The Cerulean Guards raised their monstrous spears, setting their butts on the ground in readiness for a charge.
Iskra looked to the Ascendant. A faint frown marred his face, and a single, short vertical line had appeared between his brows. 
“Do you think he can hold?” whispered Orishin by her side.
“He’s the Ascendant,” Iskra said, nearly laughing with a hysteria all her own. “If anybody in this world can, it’s him.”
The assault continued unabated. Demon corpses began to fall upon them, cadaverous and charred, some still stirring feebly even as they were immolated by the Ascendant’s golden aura. Over and over again, they hit the sphere, such that the rain of golden motes became a deluge, a magical cascade of holiness that rained down upon their upturned faces and shoulders.
“Steady,” Iskra heard herself say, and she was surprised by the calm authority in her voice. “Don’t protect me. Move to defend the Ascendant. If he falls, we all die.”
“But —” began Tóki. 
“Encircle him. Now. All of you!”
The Cerulean Guards took up positions around him, huge spears pointing obliquely up. Tóki and his Hrethings mingled with the Hundred Serpents in a tight circle. Orishin, Audsley, and Iskra moved to stand right beside the floating Ascendant, nearly touching his knees and thighs as they gathered in close.
“Is the sphere shrinking?” Orishin asked nervously.
Iskra bit her lower lip. She couldn’t be sure. It was hard to tell in the constant falling of golden light. A score of demon corpses lay about them now, but more kept coming. She glanced up the Ascendant once again. A bead of sweat was rolling down his temple, and his eyes were scrunched closed.
“We need a plan,” she said. “We can’t just sit here. We have to escape, somehow.”
“And move the Ascendant?” asked Orishin. “Might that not dispel his protective magic?”
“It’s not magic,” snapped one of the Cerulean guards. “It’s faith.”
“Whatever,” said Orishin. “Dare we move him?”
“And the alternative?” asked Iskra. “Wait till he collapses from exhaustion?”
The assault ended. Iskra saw the demons draw back, still flying in complex patterns overhead but no longer dive-bombing the sphere.
One of the Hundred Serpents muttered something in Agerastian: a question, to which Patash shrugged. 
“They done given up?” asked one of the Cerulean Guards.
“That is not their nature,” said Audsley.
“How do you know so much?” asked Tóki. He was lashing out, Iskra realized. The longer he was forced to stand there feeling helpless, the more volatile he’d become.
Audsley’s smile was terrible to behold. “Let’s just say I’ve become something of an unwilling expert.”
She had to remain in control. “Let’s use this opportunity to plan something out. Patash, send two men there and there to look beyond. Tóki, do the same over there. See if anybody can make out a way down, or better yet, a chasm or tear we can try to escape through.”
Patash gave the command in Agerastian, and four of the Hundred Serpents darted forth, showing no fear for the demons flying just overhead. The Hrethings moved to the other side, and all peered forth, craning their necks as they examined the gloom beyond.
“Back!” one of the Hrethings yelled suddenly. “Back!” 
The Agerastians might not have understood the word, but they got his tone clearly enough; all quickly converged on the Ascendant, facing the direction the Hrething had been examining.
“What is it?” demanded Tóki. “What did you see?”
The Hrething was pale and shaking. “Coming this way,” he whispered hoarsely. “Big. Really big.” He fumbled the sign of the triangle even as he held his ax.
“Steady,” said Iskra again. “Nobody move. Place your faith in the Ascendant. Stand steady!”
A great shape was floating forth out of the darkness. Darkness roiled behind it as if its passage was stirring up a tornado of black smoke, an absence of light so profound that it was blacker even than Starkadr’s ruined gloom. The demon was massive, easily ten yards tall, roped in muscle and with a horrendous head that was exceedingly foul to gaze upon; its visage was twisted, part bull, part boar, and its eyes burned with a fell crimson light. Bull horns emerged from its temples to curl forward.
Not black smoke, Iskra realized mutely. Black fire. It was flying on wings of jet flame.
Someone behind her tried to talk but only managed a croak. 
Tóki spat, hefted his ax, lifted it overhead with both hands, then took a half-dozen stuttering steps forward and hurled it with a coarse shout.
The ax spun through the air, punched out of the golden light into the dark, and hit the demon square in the chest, only to bounce away with a clang as if it had struck a granite wall. 
The demon didn’t so much as flinch. 
Tóki gaped, hunched over, arms still extended forward, and then he staggered back, shaking his head in horror.
“What can we do?” asked Patash. 
“Nothing,” said Audsley. “That’s a ysil-athamagr. We are, I’m afraid, quite genuinely fucked.”
Aedelbert let out a second worried chirp and climbed out of Audsley’s arms and around his shoulders, shaking out his iridescent wings and then pulling them in close.
Iskra’s mouth was completely dry. She stared up at the great demon as it came to a stop before the golden sphere. Its bestial features were softly lit by the yellow glow, and its piggish eyes glimmered as it studied them. It extended a taloned hand out to the left, and in its grip manifested a burning scimitar made of black flame.
“That’s not good,” whispered one of the Cerulean Guards.
The demon raised its blade overhead and then brought it down on the sphere. Golden fire cascaded down where the blade had struck, an endless torrent whose motes danced across the floor as the demon brought its weight to bear, forcing the blade deeper into the sphere.
“It’s cutting through!” someone yelled. 
And it was. The black flame blade was inching deeper into the sphere. The point of contact was so bright, was burning so white-hot, that Iskra had to shield her eyes to even gaze upon the assault. 
The demon let out a grinding roar, and its huge wings beat powerfully as it drove the blade ever deeper. 
“Nax,” moaned one of the Hundred Serpents. “Nax.”
Iskra’s hands were shaking so badly, she could barely control her fingers. But she raised them before her and forced them to take on the shape of the triangle. Raised it high. Did she believe? What was real? What was true? She didn’t know, but in that moment, all her faith and hope lay in the youth hovering by her side, and for that she was willing to believe anything.
“Please,” she whispered. “Please.”
The black blade inched deeper. Waves of black light were racing over the surface of the sphere now, and then with a cry the smaller demons renewed their attacks, swooping down and colliding with the light. Dozens at a time, attacking from every side.
The Cerulean spears were shaking in the guards’ grips. Tóki stood empty-handed before her, his back straight, gazing up with horror and wonder on his face. One of the Hundred Guards burst forward and slashed at the air, letting loose a howl of empty defiance.
And still the demon brought its blade down, cutting ever deeper. The whole of the black flame sword was now within the sphere, and it was cutting with the part just above the hilt, driving it down with both huge hands, cutting a huge gash open in the wall.
The Ascendant opened his eyes, and Iskra saw that they burned a pure and utter white, completely absent of iris and pupil. His face contorted into a sharp frown, and he lowered one leg until the ball of his slippered foot touched the ground, followed by the second. 
Iskra couldn’t move. She watched, spellbound, as the Ascendant stepped forward till he was almost directly beneath the blade. Shoulders back, his robe fluttering as if caught in a storm’s high wind, he stared up at the demon, raised both hands and then slammed them together in the form of a triangle.
The burst of power was immediate. The golden light that surrounded them everywhere burned like smelted gold, shot through with undulating smears of white, and a song rose up all around them, heartbreaking in its purity and beauty, ethereal and otherworldly, a thousand voices raised to hold a single, pure note.
The demon’s blade evanesced. 
With a roar, the demon reared back, arms flailing, wings beating powerfully. The gusts caused ripples to flicker across the sphere’s surface, but they disappeared as rapidly as they had come.
The Ascendant stood still, glaring up at the ysil-athamagr, and then slowly, deliberately, he turned his back on it and walked back to the center of the sphere.
Nobody moved. Iskra doubted that anyone so much as breathed.
Eyes still burning white, the Ascendant stopped, turned, and then rose back up so that he was hovering once more, cross-legged. Slowly, but with an air of finality, he closed his eyes again.
The sphere let out a low, resonant hum and then was still.
Iskra reached out and squeezed Orishin’s arm, and even Tóki let out a bark of laughter as he raked his fingers through his thick hair.
“And we opposed this man?” asked Patash, his voice quiet, almost stricken.
“No,” said Orishin, smiling widely. “We merely opposed the drunken, sadistic bastard who carried out his orders.” He froze, then looked aghast. “I cry your pardon, my empress. I did not mean —”
“It is nothing,” said Iskra. “I stopped defending my husband many years ago.” She gazed up at the Ascendant. The frown was gone from his face, and he now appeared, if not serene, then calmly focused.
“Your isil-atha-maga wasn’t quite up to the task, was he?” asked Tóki, turning to Audsley.
The magister scowled. “Are you asking me to defend the demon?”
“Don’t know,” said Tóki. “You feel like it? You haven’t told us yet what’s going on. Didn’t you have demons inside you not too long ago?”
“Tóki,” said Iskra, and the Hrething scowled but stepped back. Iskra smoothed down her skirt and faced the magister. “If you have anything of use to tell us, Audsley, now is the time.”
“I, ah…” Audsley raised both hands as if to clasp his head, and tears brimmed in his eyes. But he grinned, as scary a smile as Iskra had ever seen, and for the first time she questioned his sanity. “I, well, there’s much to share, oh, yes, and my place in history – it’s quite marked, for better or worse, though I suppose it depends on whom you ask. Where to begin? Oh, by the Black Gate, where to begin?”
“How about the beginning?” Orishin said with an almost unctuous civility.
“No,” said Iskra. “That can wait for when we escape. Tell us facts that can aid us now.”
“Facts, facts. What are facts but opinions backed by a majority opinion, hmm?” Audsley’s smile strained even wider, and he reached up to fondle Aedelbert’s ears. His gaze slid over to the Ascendant, but he quickly looked away as if the sight of the hovering youth had scalded his eyes. “Impertinent pertinencies, in order of priority, to distill, to distill —”
“Audsley,” said Iskra, keeping her voice low, doing her best to hide her concern. “Calm yourself. We need you. We all need your wisdom. Don’t fail me, my friend, in our time of greatest need.”
“Oh, Iskra,” said Audsley, and this time tears did run down his cheeks. “Fail you? If only you knew. But yes. Let us lend what little service we are capable of in this gloaming hour. Marshal yourselves, dissolute thoughts!” He pressed his knuckles against his temples and scrunched his eyes shut.
Iskra ignored Orishin’s querying glance, praying that Tóki would bite his tongue. They all waited, watching as the magister muttered to himself, until with a gasp he straightened and smiled at them once more.
“Very well,” he said. “Ennoia. Yes. That’s the truth of it, as best I can guess. Zephyr said she wished to bring Starkadr back onto the world stage; I assume she meant by her turn of phrase that she wished for an audience, and where is the greatest gathering but in Ennoia itself? Not Aletheia, no, a stonecloud falling onto a second? Haphazard, chaotic, undignified. Perhaps Zoe? But Zoe is too far down the chain, is it not? Sige and Nous are inconsequential in size, leaving Ennoia, the capital, home to two hundred thousand souls, all of whom could cast their gaze aloft and witness the miraculous appearance and subsequent fall of a legend long thought little more than myth...” 
He trailed off, his smile almost fatuous, as if he were mocking himself, but his eyes glimmered with a spiritual pain that defied Iskra’s comprehension. 
Nobody spoke. 
“Ennoia?” she whispered at last. “That — that is where Kethe was fighting. Where our army was massed. Are you sure?”
“Sure? No. Facts, as I said, are slippery things, defying even — but no, no, enough with the prolixity. Let us hew, let us hew — but perhaps…” He inhaled sharply and straightened as if presenting himself for inspection. “I believe we fell upon Ennoia. And being, what, almost a mile wide? We must have crushed half the city.” The corner of his eye began to twitch. “The center of which was most densely populated, so perhaps — consider the army, Tharok’s own kragh, oh, a rough tally, some hundred thousand souls just perished with our fall.” 
Iskra stared at him, horrified. Fascinated. Sickened.
Audsley lifted a shaking hand, then snapped his fingers. “Like that. Gone! Sent streaming — where? To him?” He pointed without looking at the Ascendant. “Does that mean, I ask you, that a hundred thousand Noussians are about to be born? Oh, but we shall have to build new towers, a dozen more, no, a hundred to accommodate such numbers! Unless they were bad, sinners all, in which case they shall flood the Zoeian hinterlands with the wailing cry of an army of babes, thrust out from between the legs of a hundred thousand unsuspecting mothers!” He tittered. “Or – or — perhaps they won’t be born, not here, not there, not anywhere. Gone. Like dust blown from a windowsill by a bored maid, a hundred thousand motes disappearing into the air and gone forever from all sight.”
“He’s mad,” said Tóki.
“I wish I were, my hirsute warrior! And where do you fall, hmm, being a Hrething, born outside the city states of Ascension? When you die, where shall you be reborn? As a beast? A Bythian? Perhaps we should ask the Ascendant. He is here, after all, the ultimate temporal authority, the light of the Empire, the greatest soul. We should ask him, yes, beseech that he clarify these questions now, before we are crushed and torn to shreds by a horde of demons that will surely fall upon us, to feast upon — upon —”
Audsley covered his face with his hands, turned, and fell into a crouch. His shoulders shivered with silent sobs. Aedelbert licked his cheek, but to no effect.
Nobody spoke. Eventually, everyone turned to Iskra as if they were waiting for her to pronounce judgement.
Her thoughts would not coalesce. Like an insufficiently trained falcon, they wheeled about and refused their summons. She stood, fighting not to sway. Ennoia. Kethe. Was the body of her daughter crushed beneath her, obliterated by thousands of tons of black rock? And the entirety of the imperial army? Agerastians and Ennoians both? If so, there was no point in escaping Starkadr; there was nothing to escape to.
“Your Imperial Highness?” Orishin asked softly. 
How could one be expected to command when dealt such blows? Her life had become a succession of tragedies. Persistence was simply asking for more pain. How could they ask her to respond in a meaningful manner at such a time? A wail built itself within her and sought release, to claw its way up her throat.
One hundred thousand. 
Kethe. 
She was saved from having to answer by a new voice, rich with amusement and careless in tone.
“Hello.”
Iskra turned, her body wooden, and gazed beyond the circumference of the sphere. A hauntingly beautiful young woman was floating in the dark. Her layered and fashionable robes billowed out about her, and her black hair rippled as if caught in an updraft, only pinned in place about her brow by a plain circlet of iron. Her eyes betrayed a fey, almost cruel amusement, and her sensual lips were curved into a smile.
“Who are you?” asked Iskra.
“Who was I, or who am I now? Or perhaps you meant to ask, what am I becoming? Never has my identity been in such flux. It makes answering your question a challenge.”
Tóki growled and flexed his hand by his hip, clearly missing his ax. “You’re floating out there with them,” he said. “That’s answer enough for me.”
“Crude, but accurate. If we are to draw lines in the sand, then I stand with ‘them’.” The woman smiled, completely unperturbed by her declaration of allegiance. “Now. Let us converse in a more dignified manner.”
And so saying, she reached out, and with but a touch caused the golden sphere to disappear.



CHAPTER 2

Tharok
Pain pulsed through Tharok, caused by the wounds dealt by the two humans before him, but already the deepest cuts were healing. If anything, the pain served to remind him of his own formidable strength. Not even the best the human Empire had to offer could slow him down for long. Even without the circlet, he was a force of nature.
The humans, on the other hand, could barely stand. The Bythian was gaunt, his skull prominent beneath his bone-white skin, and his eyes were unfocused. He swayed, and only the woman’s arm about his waist kept him from toppling over.
She had enough stamina yet to meet his gaze, though shock had addled her wits. Her ferocity and determination had been quenched by the impossibility falling from the sky above Ennoia, and now she seemed a child, her eyes wide and glimmering tears. They were encircled on all sides by kragh who waited, weapons drawn, for the slightest signal from him to cut them down.
“How are we to survive that?” Her voice shook with emotion. “There is no surviving that! Starkadr has fallen, and with it — with it —” She cut herself off before emotion got the better of her.
“Starkadr,” rumbled Tharok. “The name of the mountain. You know it.”
“I — yes.” She hitched the Bythian a little higher up her shoulder, examined him worriedly, but pressed on. “It is — was – our headquarters, where the Ascendant and our people fled after you — after you —” Fury, indignation, helplessness all arose within her voice.
Tharok lifted a hand to forestall her anger. “That is the past. We must put it behind us. What I saw befall your city is a graver threat than we can pose to each other. Tell me of this Starkadr.”
“How can you be so calm about this!” Tears sprang into her eyes, and the challenge in her voice caused the kragh around them to grunt and stir restlessly. “You’re our greatest enemy — you killed Henosis, murdered thousands. You — you sacked Aletheia, and you speak as if we can just put that behind us?”
“Yes,” he said.
She opened and closed her mouth several times but was diverted by the Bythian, who let out a low moan as his knees buckled and he slid to the ground.
“What is wrong with him?” asked Tharok, searching for a debilitating wound.
The woman crouched at the Bythian’s side, easing his head onto the rocks, biting her lower lip. She studied the man’s face and then sat back on her heels. “He pushed himself too hard. He cast too much magic. It’s just about killed him.”
“Hmm,” said Tharok, lowering himself into an easy squat beside her. “He is a shaman?”
“No,” she said. “A walker of fire.”
Tharok cocked his head to one side. “Are you saying he is that action?”
“No.” She looked at him strangely. “That is what his kind are called. Flame Walkers.”
The translation was off. Tharok paused, waiting, and then it made sense. “Flame Walker,” he said, emphasizing the title.
The woman nodded. “Not a shaman. He — he draws magic from — from —” Her expression crumpled, her chin shivering as she bit down on a sob. 
Tharok waited. She was feeling too much emotion. “Cry, if you must. But do not cry long. We have much to do.”
She dashed the tears from her eyes. “You speak as if we’re friends! You’re not my friend, and you’ll never be my ally! I hate you! I loathe you and all that you have done. Do you think I’ll forget your crimes at Abythos? I’ve sworn to kill you. How do you think I’ll fight at your side?”
Tharok shrugged. “Because you must. Just as I must put my dreams of conquest aside. I saw the spirits pour free from the falling mountain. Thousands of them. My shamans cannot handle such a number. We need to work together if we are to prevent them from destroying us all.”
“Not spirits,” the woman said quietly, staring down at her friend. “Demons.”
“Demons, spirits.” Tharok shrugged. “It is all the same. They are our enemy. Their appearance brought great destruction. We have gravely weakened each other. We must fight together if we are to survive.”
“Fight together,” said the woman. “What have my kind left to fight with? That was our last army. Gone, destroyed beneath the stonecloud.” She gave a bitter laugh. “You conquered too well, Tharok, if you wish to make allies of us now.”
Tharok rested his hands on his thighs and waited as emotion coursed through her like a flash flood down a canyon. “You fight with white fire. He fights with black. Both can be used to harm these demons. Your Ascendant is a great shaman, is he not? He can advise us how to fight them. You have brothers and sisters who also wield the white fire. They can fight alongside my kragh.”
“Had,” she whispered. “You turned Synesis, Mixis, and Akinetos to stone in Abythos. You tore Henosis apart at the Abythian gate. Ainos turned traitor and killed Theletos. They’re all gone. All dead. I’m the only one left.” 
“Hmm,” grunted Tharok. “Yet I saw others fighting alongside you with some measure of your power.”
“The Consecrated,” she said, still staring down at the man. “Some survive, I suppose. Sent by Lutherius to watch Zoe, Sige, Nous.”
Tharok felt a twinge of loss for the circlet. It would have guided him adroitly through this conversation. Helped him navigate this human’s overly complex emotions. “Have you nothing left to fight for?”
The woman stared at her palms. The lines there were engrained with black dirt and crimson blood. They shook. Slowly, she closed them into fists. “My mother and the Ascendant were inside Starkadr.”
“It was a big mountain,” Tharok said in what he hoped was a diplomatic tone. “They may have survived the fall.”
She went to snap a rejoinder at him and then paused. “Yes. Perhaps.”
Tharok rose to his feet and looked around. He was the tallest of the kragh, the largest, and the ground sloped down and away from the mound on which the great Solar Portals stood. From where he was standing, he could view the kragh who remained to him. A thousand, perhaps less. Similar numbers were no doubt positioned in the other cities. His force had been reduced at a guess to some four thousand kragh. Their morale would be dangerously low. It would be difficult to convince them to fight alongside the humans.
“Uniter.” It was a medusa-Kissed kragh, large and broad-shouldered. His thick braids roped with gold thread hung down over his shoulders, and his skin was matte black and glimmering with crimson undertones. Kraxor of the Burning Shields, one of his ten warlords.
“Kraxor,” said Tharok. “What is it?”
“The cavekillers are dead.”
“Yes,” said Tharok. “And if not dead, lost to us beneath the stonecloud.”
“No, Uniter.” Kraxor spoke with wary courtesy. “Those who were here in Bythos. They are destroyed.” 
“What are you talking about?”
“Dragons,” said a squat kragh in the second row.
“It is true,” said Kraxor, placing a fist over his heart. “We all saw them while you were fighting in Ennoia. Four dragons. They scoured the plain and burned the cavekillers where they coursed. Then they flew to the Blade Towers. We have not seen them since.”
Tharok rocked back on his heels as if he had been struck a blow. Dragons. His kind’s most ancient protectors. Creatures of myth. Their liberators, their greatest symbol of freedom.
Panic bubbled up within him. Dragons. How? Kyrra would have drawn their wrath. Was she dead even now? Would the dragons declare themselves content and return to their spirit home, or would they come for him?
“Send scouts!” he barked. “To the towers! Your fastest kragh! I must know where they are. Go!”
But Kraxor didn’t turn away to obey. Instead, he stared over Tharok’s shoulder, his eyes widening with something akin to joy and awe.
Tharok took a deep breath and then turned.
Four dragons were flying toward them, growing larger by the moment. The smallest was the size of Jormungdr’s corpse that he’d found in the Valley of the Dead. The largest was a black-winged monster out of his nightmares. Despite his fear, he felt his own sense of reverence envelop him. 
If he was to be stopped, if he was to be killed, then death by dragon was a fitting end to his legend. 
Peace descended on him. He spread open his arms as if to embrace the four and began walking toward them. A song arose within Tharok’s mind, the pure, achingly beautiful song of the White Gate. But, no. This was not the time for that mystery. This was the hour for something older, more hoary with the weight of tradition and doom. He took a deep breath and gave voice to his dirge, the final song that a kragh might sing as he walked to meet his fate. 
On all sides, the kragh knelt and pounded the rock with their fists. They approved of his facing his death. What other reason could there be for the dragons’ approach?
He could make out details now. The lead dragon was a bloody gold in color, the second largest of the four, and it bore a rider athwart its shoulders. 
Tharok’s song fell silent. A human?
A small, white dragon flew to the left, and, squinting, Tharok made out a second human rider with long white hair streaming in the wind. 
The third was a great crimson beast, and there at last Tharok saw a kragh rider, a female, her hair a muted crimson. Could it be?
Behind them all came the fell black dragon, largest by far of the four, its wings beating slowly in comparison. A human was riding it too.
“What is this?” Tharok croaked. “Have my actions so offended the Sky Father?”
Unable to sing, shocked to impiety, he walked to the edge of a short ridge and there stood, stunned, as the dragons alighted before him. The downdrafts of their great wings caused spinning cyclones of dust to race violently in all directions, forcing Tharok to narrow his eyes against the sting, but he refused to shield his face with his hands.
Oh, these were glorious creatures. Jormungdr had been a frozen corpse, much diminished and hidden within the banks of snow. Robbed of life, robbed of his fiery vitality, he bore as much resemblance to these godlike creatures as a crude sculpture of mud. 
The golden dragon landed on its rear legs, claws sinking deeply into the rock, beating its great wings a final time before it settled. To call it gold was to do it an injustice; its form was colored in such brilliant gradations of umber, marl and gold that it was impossible to settle on one color’s name for the whole. Its head was as large as a cart, and its eyes were alien in their lizardine wisdom. Its horns burst from its head in a violent and warlike crest that ran down the length of its neck in diminishing height right down to the nubs that terminated at the tail. 
The white dragon landed with greater ease, its smaller stature allowing it to descend neatly and without effort. Tharok’s heart leaped when he saw Shaya sitting athwart its shoulders, her eyes shining with emotion. 
But it was the third dragon that drew a cry from his lips, the crimson beast that seemed to have been fashioned from the glorious heart of an inferno. Almost as large as the gold, this third dragon dropped with sinuous grace and there was Maur, looking like nothing more than a savage queen of war. 
Tharok fell to his knees. His plans had borne fruit. How many long nights had passed since he’d given the Wise Woman permission to slip free of his chamber in Gold and liberate the shamans? He’d not imagined how ambitious their goals might prove to be, but now it was evident, as was their success. 
Dragons. They had awakened their kind’s greatest and most noble of protectors. 
Tharok felt tears prick his eyes. Without the circlet’s baneful influence, he realized that he didn’t mind having undone his own life’s greatest work. This was a good death. A pity that he would not be able to lead the kragh against the demons, but that responsibility would fall to another. Jojan, perhaps, or even Maur. 
Let this be his end. Let his deeds be carved into these rocks by a blast of purifying flame.
“Tharok!” Maur’s call carried easily as she slid down the crimson dragon’s wing and landed on the rocky ground. “Your medusa is dead.”
“Not mine, Wise Woman.” He smiled. “She was always first and foremost her own mistress.”
“Regardless. She is reduced to a stone spindle, her head buried eight feet in the rock.” Maur strode up the slope toward him. By the Sky Father, she looked good. Fierce, untamable, muscled and curved all at once. Yet there was something in her gaze, some undefinable quality that spoke of the paths she had walked since last they’d met, of the dangers she’d surmounted, of the legend she had become in her own right.
“Maur,” he said, and there was pride in it. “Dragon rider.”
The other riders were descending from their dragons. He vaguely remembered the older human male who had ridden the black. Where had he seen him? A recent combat, perhaps. He wanted to ask Shaya about Nok, wanted to know everything, but he was not in a position to make demands.
“Yes,” she said, and he realized that she was owning the title. “I am blessed with that privilege for now. But not for long. The dragons have agreed to one more deed, to ensure that our kind turn away from dissolution. That we return to our traditions. That we give up this war against the Ascendant Empire before it destroys us.”
“It is done,” he said. “I declared the war over but a few moments ago.” He couldn’t help but smile. “You achieve your goal with admirable ease.”
“Done?” She glowered at him, an expression so familiar, it made him ache with nostalgia. “Don’t trifle with me, Tharok. Where are our warriors? I see only a few thousand gathered here. You say the rest are not bent on conquest?”
“No longer. A greater threat has overthrown my ambitions.”
Shaya and the two other humans stepped up alongside Maur. The gold’s rider was a slender man, tall and graceful. He had presence to him, and Tharok could understand why he had ridden at the lead. The older man, the black rider, possessed a grim, forbidding hardness that spoke of bitter experience and skill. Dragon riders all.
“What are you talking about, Tharok?” Maur’s voice was a growl. “Spit it out.”
He blinked. “You wish to hear it from me? Very well. We can delay my death as long as you see fit. Demons, she called them. Demons by the thousands.” 
Shaya started, but the two human men remained impassive, not understanding a word.
“She?” asked Maur. “Who called them that?”
Tharok turned, and the kragh parted once more, revealing Kethe as she stepped forward, Asho in her arms. At the sight of the dragons, she came to an abrupt stop, swaying where she stood.
“Kethe!” called the grizzled older warrior, and he bound up the last of the incline and clawed his way over the ridge. He ran up to her, his arms outstretched as if he was unsure whether to embrace her or take the Bythian.
“Tiron?” Her voice came as if from a distant place. “What’s going on?”
“Kethe.” The older man’s voice was choked with emotion. “So much has happened. But Asho – how badly is he hurt?”
“Not hurt,” she said, her voice still faint. “Drained. He used too much magic. Are those... are those dragons?”
The old warrior grinned wolfishly. “That’s what they call them. The one I ride goes by the name of Draumronin. He’s as ornery a bastard as I am.” He stopped as if taking stock. “But what’s happened? Why are you here with the kragh? Iskra?”
“Oh, Tiron,” said Kethe, and she leaned forward to rest her head on his shoulder, Asho cradled between them. Sobs finally broke free and wracked her frame, and he clumsily wrapped his arms around her and Asho both. 
He turned and glared at Tharok. “Whatever you’ve done to them, I’ll make you pay a hundred times over.”
“Just war,” Tharok said in the human language. “Just war and nothing more, Tiron.” The name was strange on his lips. 
“Where is the circlet?” asked Maur. She was standing on the slope below. “Where have you placed it?”
“It was taken from me. Stolen by a dark-skinned human, a companion of the Bythian in Kethe’s arms. I don’t know where it is now.”
“Taken?” Maur searched him, her gaze piercing. “When was this?”
“During the battle. It’s gone, and with it my control over the monsters of this world and its control over me.”
The golden dragon lowered its head, its eyes swirling as if with their own inner flames. THE CIRCLET MUST BE DESTROYED. 
Despite himself, Tharok took a step back. There were in the dragon’s voice such shuddering undertones of menace and majesty that he felt his knees grow weak. 
“Agreed,” said Tharok. “But I don’t know where the human took it.”
Maur looked past him at where Kethe was yet crying on Tiron’s shoulder. “You say it was the Bythian’s companion who took it? Perhaps she knows. She seems to care for the man.”
“Let me ask,” said Shaya, scrambling up the scree. 
Tharok leaned down and extended his hand to her. She hesitated for but a moment before taking his hand and allowing him to draw her up. 
“Nok?” His only question.
Pain clouded her eyes, and she shook her head.
Something went cold within Tharok, and he grunted as if he had been struck in the gut. Nok had been his clanmate. That bond, short as it had been, had transcended even the circlet’s hold over his soul. 
Shaya couldn’t hold his gaze. She stepped past him and then stumbled to a stop. “Asho?” 
Tharok didn’t turn, staring instead at the rocks at his feet. Nok. The kragh had been formidable, a monster of a mountain kragh. What force could have cut him down? No matter how he had died, Tharok knew it would have been a glorious end. An end worthy of song. He’d hear it, if Maur allowed, before he died.
“What’s happened?” he heard Shaya demand, panic growing in her voice. “Is he dead? No — hurt — did he sin cast?”
“Yes,” Kethe said numbly. “Too much. Again and again and again.”
“Oh, Asho.” Shaya’s voice was bleak. “You stupid —”
“Watch yourself,” said Kethe, her voice hard.
“I’m his sister,” said Shaya.
“So? I doubt you love him like I do. Watch yourself.”
Maur climbed over the ridge, and Tharok turned with her to watch the exchange. Kethe and Shaya were glaring at each other, Asho resting in Tiron’s arms.
“Regardless,” said Shaya. “Tharok said a dark-skinned friend of Asho’s stole the circlet. Any idea who he’s talking about? “
“Why do you care about a crown?” Kethe looked from Shaya to Tiron, then over to Maur. “Is it that important who wears it next?”
YES, said the gold dragon, briefly rearing back onto its hindquarters, wings flaring out for balance. Tharok saw the anger drain from Kethe’s face as she gazed upon the legend. IT IS OF THE UTMOST IMPORTANCE.
“Oh,” Kethe said in a very little voice. She blinked rapidly, and Tiron put out his hand to steady her as she swayed. “Dark-skinned friend of Asho’s. That would be Audsley. Asho confirmed it before he fell. He said the magister gave him enough power to fight Tharok, but then abandoned him once he had the circlet in hand.”
“And?” asked Tharok, reining in his impatience. “Where would this man have gone?”
“I don’t know,” Kethe said almost apologetically. She looked past them all to the dragon. “I swear to you, I don’t. He’s been missing these past few weeks. The last time I saw him, he was escorting my aunt out of Aletheia to my mother’s side in Agerastos. I think he was investigating corruption at the Aletheian court. Perhaps he returned to my mother in Starkadr? But — but Starkadr’s fallen...”
Shaya translated for the benefit of Maur, whose scowl only served to cause Kethe to recover her glower.
“Fallen?” asked Tiron. “What are you talking about?”
Kethe recounted what she’d seen at the end of the battle. Tiron, the gold rider and Shaya pressed in close, their eyes widening in horror. Tharok took the opportunity to recount the same tale for Maur’s benefit. The closest of the kragh leaned in and listened, only to turn and pass the tale back amongst those assembled behind him.
“Starkadr. Fell. On Ennoia,” Tiron said, testing each word as he spoke it. “And demons spewed out of its cracks by the thousands.”
Kethe nodded.
Tiron shook his head and looked back at the dragons. At his black dragon in particular. “Do you four know anything about this?”
IT HAS BEEN MANY YEARS SINCE I FOUGHT DEMONS, rumbled the great black from the rear. THEIR SCARS YET ADORN MY HIDE. BUT DEMONS WERE FEW IN THE LAND OF THE KRAGH. THE SHAMANS KEPT THEM AT BAY.
Though the circlet was gone, some of its approach remained imprinted on Tharok’s mind, like cartwheel ruts on a dirt road. A desire for logic. For sequences. For establishing the first fact and moving from there. 
First things first.
“Kraxor.” The medusa-Kissed warlord was standing in the front rank of the watching kragh, surrounded by a score of his commanders. “Move our kragh back into position. Line them up in preparation to march. Send word through the other Gates for the other captains to ensure order, and tell them that soon all will be summoned for a council of war.”
His words brooked no dissent. The large, black-skinned kragh nodded, shoved a commander to his left, turned and began to bark his orders to the others. Within moments, the kragh massed all around them began to melt back, tearing themselves reluctantly from the proceedings to return to their columns before the Solar Portals.
“Now,” said Tharok, turning back to the others. “We must plan quickly for what is to come. Humans, kragh, dragons — we cannot wait for the demons to take the initiative. We must decide on a course of action and strike.”
Maur nodded grudgingly. “Agreed. Let us form our own council of war. We’ve enough important people from both sides here that we can make decisions for the whole.”
Shaya whispered her translation to Tiron and the second male dragon rider, both of whom nodded their accord.
Kethe moved up to Tiron and studied the fallen Bythian in his arms. Curled a strand of pale hair from his waxen brow. “Oh, Asho,” she whispered. “Where are you? Come back to us. We’ve never needed you more.”



CHAPTER 3

Audsley
Audsley stared in mute horror at Zephyr, and when she dismissed the Ascendant’s sphere of protective light, he felt it as a palpable blow. Gasping, clutching Aedelbert to his chest, he rose shakily to his feet. He stood at the back of the group, though he took no comfort from the armed men between him and Zephyr. They were as solid and dependable in the face of what was to come as reeds before a storm.
“There,” said Zephyr, stepping down out of the air onto the black ground. “Now, we can converse at our leisure.”
Once more the Ascendant stirred, lowering his feet to the ground as if descending from an invisible ledge. Audsley couldn’t put a name to the emotions that warred within him as he saw the young man step to the front of their group. All deferred to him. Zephyr didn’t lose her amused smile, though her eyes narrowed a fraction.
Heart racing, breath coming in shallow gasps, he held tight to Aedelbert’s bony frame and resisted the urge to bury his face in the firecat’s tattered wings. He had to watch. The ultimate confrontation between Ascension and the nihilistic worldview of the Minister of Perfection was about to take place — and Audsley didn’t know which side he wished would prevail.
“Your Holiness,” said Zephyr, mimicking a curtsy. “Though I don’t recall your ever having your own name. Are you merely your title?”
“You are subject to great evil,” the Ascendant said quietly. “I can feel it burning upon your brow. You are not yourself. Remove it while there is yet hope for your soul.”
“Hope for my soul?” Zephyr let loose a shrill laugh. “Oh, my dear boy, I lost that hope long ago. Do you know nothing about my family, my clan? What was done to me when I was but a child? The filthy presence of a Flame Walker demon, left as little more than a beast by my family’s tender ministrations – ministrations, incidentally, whose goal was to do nothing more than supply your precious Virtues with that black elixir that extended their lives?”
Each of her statements was like a stone hurled at Audsley’s frame. He flinched over and over again. He wanted to tear his eyes away but couldn’t. He was terrified that she’d see him back here, and yet found himself desiring it as well.
“While you yet draw breath, you can change the fortune of your soul,” said the Ascendant, his voice tight. “Nobody is damned to descend the chain of Ascension while they may yet repent. Even you, after all you have done, may cast aside that crown of despair and turn to the light of the White Gate.”
“And what if I don’t want to bathe in the light of the White Gate, hmm?” Zephyr took a sly step forward. “What if I delight in my fallen state? What if I exult in the power that dances through me like the most exquisite fever?”
“Then you damn yourself after all,” said the Ascendant. “And your soul shall be reborn farther down the chain. Perhaps to be hurled through the Black Gate itself into eternal perdition.”
“Hmm, yes. That is, of course, if I die.” Zephyr cocked her head to one side. “What if I were to become immortal? What if the power that suffuses me were to grant me life unending, dominion eternal?”
“Nothing and nobody lives forever,” said the Ascendant. “Even the sun itself is doomed to be quenched after the last soul ascends, leaving the world bereft of all light.”
“Not so,” said Zephyr. “Demons will persist. Oh, you may banish them, but they have always returned. Do you know how old the being that resides within my circlet is? How many strange eons he has seen pass? To him, your life, your Empire, your entire religion is but a flickerflash, a bout of arrogance and delusion. Do you really seek to impress me while I stand before you, draped in his power?”
“I don’t seek to impress you at all,” said the Ascendant. “I merely warn. And you say it yourself. His power – why do you think he lends it to you? Why do you think it yours? You are the tool, not he. You are the one who must prove your utility. Do you truly think to hold his attention in the centuries to come?”
Zephyr’s eyes narrowed. “You don’t know what you’re talking about. I wear him upon my brow. He does as I command. Were I to snap my fingers, I could summon such powers and principalities to fall upon your head that you wouldn’t even have time to beg. Mal’orem now dance to my tune. Even the ur-destraas that rests beneath us is mine to command. You think to intimidate me with your words? You have no idea with whom you deal.”
“Your mistake,” said the Ascendant, and Audsley could hear the smile in his voice, “is that you think I am bargaining with you. I’m not. I am simply informing you. And if you were to murder us all? We would die. But death is not so terrible a thing. We will be reborn endlessly until we Ascend, whereas you can only fall, forever fall, and when you do, this memory, this moment of arrogance and spite, will haunt you and torment you more than the worst that the Black Gate has to offer. Why? Because you’ll remember that this was your last chance to turn away from perdition. And you spurned it, lured by a fell and temporal power that will do nothing to ameliorate your agonies while you burn for eternity for your sins.”
Nobody spoke. Nobody moved. The Ascendant’s words hung in the air, seeming to resonate even after they had faded away, made terrible by how kindly he had spoken them.
Zephyr stared at him, gone fully pale. For a moment, Audsley saw her as the slender girl he had thought he knew. The wicked, vulnerable, terrified, jaded, terribly lonely young woman who’d dared to dream of a fisherwoman’s life so as to escape the clutches of her family.
“Zephyr,” he said, startling himself. Before he could repent, he pushed his way through the Hrethings and stepped out alongside Iskra. He felt as solid as the last autumn leaf on a bare tree’s bough, pulled by a cruel wind that could pluck him free without notice. “Zephyr. Please. This isn’t you.”
She stared at Audsley blankly, as if not recognizing him, not understanding the words he spoke. Then, as scorn began to curl her lip, he pushed on, desperate.
“I don’t claim to know you, but I did catch glimpses, did I not, of some side of you? The young woman who wished to escape? To be free of these horrible manipulations? To put aside the control of others to live a self-determined life, no matter how poor, no matter how meager?”
“The difference between you and me, Audsley,” said Zephyr, her tone bitingly bitter, “is that I am not afraid to take control of my own life.”
“No, you think you have control. But you don’t. I thought I did for a while there, and, oh, how I was deceived!” He laughed weakly. “I thought I could manipulate my demons. Ride them, give them only as much access to my soul as they needed to accomplish my goals. But I was wrong. I was wrong from the very start. I should have died, Zephyr, when they first offered to save my life, to heal me so I could persist, could continue trying to do good. But look what I’ve brought to pass! Had I died then, the world would be an infinitely better place. My death would have been a blessing to — to hundreds of thousands of lives. Instead? I have brought ruin. They brought ruin through me.”
Zephyr shook her head. “I’ve always thought you were pathetic.”
Oh, how those words stung. How aware Audsley was of the Ascendant’s gaze, of Iskra watching and listening, of all the others. Had he ever thought he might garner even a modicum of Zephyr’s affections? Had he desired that she might one day smile at him in genuine warmth? 
“You’re right,” he said tremulously. “I am pathetic. I am only now realizing just how pathetic I am. But you? You are more pathetic still, my dear. I thought I could wrangle three demons in my soul. Oh, the pride I felt when you were impressed by my feats! Three free-willed demons. I felt myself a master, mysterious and capable of great deeds. In truth, I was pathetic, and I danced to their tunes all along. And if that was me, what of you, wearing that — that thing upon your brow? You think yourself its master? If so, I may have been pathetic, but you are willfully mad.”
Zephyr’s hands curled into claws. “I stand here steeped in a power that none of you could ever understand, and you insult me? I came to make an offer, to allow you to serve me as slaves, but now? Now, I shall take pleasure in breaking you. In making you scream. And there will be nothing you can say or do that will change my mind. I want nothing more than your pain —”
“Enough,” said the Ascendant, and Zephyr fell silent. “If you will not listen to reason, we will not listen to your ranting. Be gone.”
“Be gone?” She grinned. “And what if I say no?”
“Then I shall make you leave,” said the Ascendant.
“Oh, I see,” said Zephyr. “I like empty boasts. Have you already forgotten how easily I dispelled your protective sphere?”
“You didn’t dispel it,” said the Ascendant. “I let it drop when I sensed you. I wished to speak with you. I wished to try reason. I failed, and now I see no more reason to tolerate your presence.”
“You do have nerve,” hissed Zephyr. “But I am glad of it. You give me reason to exercise my full power. What a waste it would be to have so much at my command and nothing to direct it at! Yes. Oh, yes. Breaking you will be my first and greatest deed.”
The Ascendant extended his palm, bent his knees slightly, and then willed a small sphere of golden light to well out of his palm. Audsley watched, mesmerized, as the sphere expanded, encompassing them all. 
Zephyr flew up of her own accord and moved back before the sphere could touch her, her hair rippling once more, her eyes glittering with inhuman ferocity. “Enjoy your respite, my precious Ascendant. I summon one who will answer your words with unstoppable violence. Even now, I feel him stirring.” She flashed them a smile and pressed a hand to her stomach. “I must admit, I’m excited to see him at last. And when he’s finished with you, I’ll have him drag your corpse to Aletheia and hang you from the highest spire so the entire Empire can look up and see how weak you truly were. Your sightless eyes will gaze down as we work our final and greatest deed there —”
The Ascendant closed his hand into a fist, and the sphere’s surface pulsed brightly, cutting off the sound of Zephyr’s voice. She spoke on for a spell, but when she realized her voice had been blocked, a look of utter fury flashed across her face, and she flew into the darkness and disappeared.
“What —” Orishin asked in a dry croak. He stopped and coughed. “What was she talking about? Whom is she summoning?”
“The ur-destraas,” said Audsley. “The greatest demon of all. I saw its cube below. There’s a huge chamber, bigger than even this one was. A mile long, cavernous, a cathedral of darkness. That’s where the demons were trapped. In big cubes, in the buttresses that propped up the walls. And at the very back, a single cube, bigger than all the rest. The size of a castle. It held the most powerful demon of all.” Audsley smiled weakly. “Something beyond our comprehension.”
Iskra rubbed at her face. “We have to move, then. We can’t just sit here and wait for it.”
One of the Cerulean Guards lowered himself to his knees in front of the Ascendant and placed his forehead on the ground. “We have nothing to fear,” he said. “The Ascendant watches over us.”
The Ascendant looked grave. 
“Right?” The Cerulean Guard looked up. “You can defend us?”
“I am not a god,” said the young man. “I am blessed with some measure of power, but it is only a fraction of a fraction of that which I wield in the greater spiritual realm. Here, in this body, I am... limited. I don’t know if I can repulse what is coming for us.”
“Oh,” said the guard, hope dying in his eyes. “Then, are we doomed?”
“We’re not doomed,” Iskra said with conviction. “While we yet breathe, we can decide our own fate. It’s what we must do now. We knew we had to make a break for it. That moment has been forced upon us, is all.”
“Yes,” said the Ascendant. “My Grace speaks true. Let us make our escape. And if we are forced to stand and fight this greater demon? Then we shall fight. But first, Audsley, what can you tell us of this Zephyr?”
Audsley felt his whole body grow cold, as if he had suddenly stepped off a ledge into icy water. The Ascendant’s gaze fell upon him, deliberate and peaceful and demanding, and Audsley felt his throat close.
Aedelbert, however, pawed at his shoulder, and then reached up to lick his chin. The warm, abrasive rasp brought Audsley back to himself, and he coughed, then bent down to give his firecat a quick kiss on the head and inhale shakily.
“She is — was — the granddaughter of the Minister of Perfection. She enlisted my help in escaping from the clan, in trying to — it sounds foolish, I know, but she wished to escape her fate, the noose that her family had about her neck, and live a simple, free life of her own choosing.”
Tóki pointed his thumb back over his shoulder. “Are we talking about the same terrifying demon bitch here?”
“Tóki,” murmured Iskra, but it was enough. The Hrething scowled but stepped back.
“Yes, quite. She was my, ah, guide through the world of corruption that had saturated the Empire, and I in turn helped her attain her goals. Which did not, I must say, involve any of this. She seized the opportunity to gain this power.” Audsley looked around the small crowd, daring any of them to contradict him. “I would never have dreamed —”
“Audsley, nobody is accusing you of anything,” said Iskra. “Can you tell us anything that can help us in dealing with her?”
Audsley nodded, forcing himself to relax. “Something of practical value. She is mercurial. Duplicitous. At war with herself. She... I don’t think she really knows what she wants. She sees opportunities and snatches at them, more because they are there than because she has a guiding strategy. Many of the, ah, ‘resources’, shall we say, that she drew on while I was with her had been acquired over the course of the years and then held in abeyance in case of a future need. Instinctual, you could say. But with an eye for weakness and how best to exploit it.”
The Ascendant frowned. “The worst sort of enemy, I believe. At best, we can seek to influence her into reacting in a manner favorable to us, but there is not much for us to work with now.”
“No,” said Audsley, and his shoulders sagged. “I’m sorry. I was barely able to keep up with her myself. My best advice is for us to get away, and fast.”
Tóki grunted as he bent down to pick up a hand-ax. “All right. But we’re not exactly alone out here. Those smaller demons haven’t left, have they? And we don’t have much in the way of rope. How are we going to navigate these broken slopes? Even if we were all equipped with climbing harnesses, we’d be hard-pressed to make much progress —”
Tóki cut off as they all lifted off the ground. Audsley felt a spasm of panic, kicked his legs, then stilled. The air beneath his feet was as solid as stone. Several of the Hundred Serpents fell into crouches, crying out in alarm, while Orishin clutched at Iskra’s arm and Patash stumbled. Only the Ascendant remained completely at ease.
“Just as I protected you during Starkadr’s fall, so can I protect you now,” he said. “It takes great effort, but I believe I can manage to transport us in this manner for a while yet.”
“By the White Gate,” breathed Iskra, and a tremulous smile broke out across her face. “Have you always been able to do this?”
“No,” said the Ascendant, matching her smile. “Necessity is proving to be a great stimulant for my powers.”
“But,” said Audsley, holding Aedelbert tight, “there’s almost no mention of previous Ascendants being able to... well. I suppose the earliest of them — but I thought that was apocrypha?”
“Ever since my line was cloistered by the Fujiwara, the Ascendants have had no need to exert themselves,” said the Ascendant. “Perhaps that is why we were forced to live short, pampered lives in which our every need was met immediately, so that we would not manifest these powers as of old. So that we would not assert ourselves as the first Ascendants once did.”
The sphere floated off the top of the pedestal and over the void. One of the Hrethings staggered with a curse, while several of the Cerulean Guards gulped audibly. Iskra planted her hands on her hips and stood still, her feet shoulder-width apart. Audsley felt a surge of admiration for her. She’d changed since last he saw her. Grown more solid, more poised, more determined. Helpless admiration washed through him, leaving only bitter self-loathing in its wake.
Still, his time spent flying under the aegis of the demons had served some purpose; he felt no unease as they began to float down into the darkness. Stroking Aedelbert’s neck, he stared down, trying to make out their intended path. 
The pedestal had thrust itself up out of the shattered ground to a height of some twenty yards; they soon descended amongst the rubble, huge blocks of stone the size of cottages that lay tumbled over each other. Audsley caught glimpses of the ruined camp amidst these huge rocks: flaps of tent fabric, broken carts, out-flung limbs and splashes of blood. 
The sphere flew gently over the broken floor, rising occasionally over a particularly large chunk or easing around upflung plinths. They passed over several rents in the ground, dark chasms that speared into the depths, but none were large enough to accommodate them.
“Over there!” said Patash. “People!”
Audsley squinted and saw a large tent that sagged ominously, its fabric bright purple and yellow. A dozen men and women were standing in a tight ring just outside it, waving frantically in their direction.
“The Vothaks!” said Iskra. “Oh, the Ascendant be praised!”
Their golden sphere drifted toward the Agerastians, who threw a few final bolts of black fire into the sky, driving away a number of demons, and then nearly collapsed to their knees as the sphere enveloped them.
Their purple and yellow robes were torn, and many of them were sporting wounds and slashes across their forearms and shoulders. They were ashen-faced, their eyes ringed with purple. It was clear that they’d been ingesting gatestone at a furious rate in their bid to keep the demons away.
“Ilina,” said Iskra, kneeling beside the al-Vothak. The old woman looked to have aged a decade since Audsley had last seen her, with deep lines carved around her mouth and her eyes sunken in her skull. Her hair had grown wispy, and she looked to have lost so much weight that she was almost lost within her voluminous robes.
“Curse your Ascendant,” rasped the old woman. “Curse his religion and all who follow him. But this one time, I admit to being pleased to see him.”
Audsley moved to crouch where the other Vothaks were sitting or lying down. He knew little of field medicine, but already the soldiers were doing their best to bind wounds and stem bleeding.
“We must escape, and soon,” said Iskra. “The Ascendant is guiding us through his wisdom and power, but we can’t stay. A demon of unimaginable power is coming for us.”
“I do not think my Vothaks can withstand much more excitement,” said Ilina. “Or move. If we must, we can seek to delay that which comes for you.”
“That will not be necessary,” said the Ascendant, moving forward to stand before the old woman. “You believe yourself descended from medusas?”
“Yes,” the old woman said stiffly. It was clear she wished she could rise to face him directly. “It is what gifts us with the ability to cast magic.”
“The result is similar to Sin Casters,” said the Ascendant. “I recently helped cleanse one such who had been laid low by his abuse of his powers. With your permission, I would offer you the same cleansing so that you may better assist us all in escaping.”
Audsley barely restrained a snort. What a world, that the Ascendant himself should be shriving Agerastian Vothaks of their taint — but in the end, what difference did it make? The Vothaks were assuredly not descended from the medusas, as they claimed, nor was the Ascendant a holy man. They were just Flame Walkers and White Adepts, acting out an eternal dance that had existed long before Ascendancy.
And yet…
Audsley watched from the far edge of the sphere as the Ascendant knelt beside Ilina, who sat up stiffly, propped by one of the younger Vothaks. He fought to feel nothing when he closed his eyes and formed the triangle with his hands. Fought to repress a shiver as Ilina let out a sigh of relief and color flooded back into her cheeks. Then she inhaled deeply and managed to sit of her own accord.
Was that a miracle? Or was it merely a channeling of the White Gate’s power, draining the Vothak of her pollution?
A life spent in devotion urged Audsley to give thanks for witnessing such a divine act. Bitterness held those words at bay.
One by one, the Vothaks came to the Ascendant and were shrived. Their ashen pallor receded, their eyes grew bright, and while none of them were healed of their wounds, all of them managed to rise and stand firmly on their feet. All of them also displayed to some extent a sense of conflict over having been blessed by such a contentious figure as the Ascendant.
“I can’t sense anything mystical out there,” said Tóki. “But even so, the space between my shoulder blades is itching. We’d best move on, and hurry.”
“Yes,” said Iskra, helping Ilina to her feet with a smile. “Yet this was a worthy reason to stop.”
“Why?” asked Audsley, unable to control himself. “Do you think a dozen or so Vothaks will be able to stop the ur-destraas?”
“No,” said Iskra. “But we affirm our own humanity by helping others. That is reason enough.”
Audsley forced a smile, though he railed at the words. Affirm our own humanity. Luxury! Would Iskra say the same thing when the demon took her up in its hand? 
The Ascendant rose to hover cross-legged once more, and the sphere moved on, leaving the Vothaks’ ruined tent behind. The Vothaks gaped as they were carried along by the golden light, staring down around their feet as if seeking the secret behind the miracle, and then gazed with awe at the Ascendant. 
Starkadr shook and groaned once more as violence was done to its structure. Soldiers cursed and ducked beneath upflung arms, and the Vothaks raised their hands as if they could ward off thousands of rocks with black fire. Audsley clutched Aedelbert tight. 
Dust sifted down from above, and a deep and dolorous groan sounded from the walls and floor.
“There,” whispered Patash, pointing. “A new opening.”
Indeed it was. A crack had formed not far from where they were hovering. Some thirty yards high, it was becoming more visible by the second as the dust that had billowed forth settled.
“There’s something in there,” said one of the Cerulean Guards.
“Hurry,” said Iskra, stepping up alongside the Ascendant. “Please, hurry.”
It’s no use! Audsley clamped his hand over his mouth, so eager was he to mock their pretensions. No use, no use. We’re doomed and damned, and fleeing before it will only entice it further!
But he bit his tongue and instead hid his face against Aedelbert’s skinny flank, pressed his nose and brow into the cat’s fur. His mind was coming apart at the seams. He wanted to laugh, to sob, to step out of the golden light and fall into the darkness. He didn’t deserve to be here. He didn’t deserve to drain the Ascendant of his power, no matter where it came from.
“By the Serpent Mother,” Ilina whispered in a tone of horror and awe. 
One of the Hundred Serpents was murmuring to himself what sounded like a prayer, and he was soon joined by his companions. Audsley had never seen them so unnerved.
The Ascendant remained still, and their sphere flowed faster over the cracked and shattered ground, weaving around raised stone and floating over cracks. 
Audsley kept his face buried in Aedelbert’s side. He wanted desperately to turn around and gaze upon what was following them. But something told him that doing so would unhinge him completely, would cut the last ropes that moored his sanity. So, instead, he breathed in Aedelbert’s scent, took comfort from the rapid heartbeat he felt through the firecat’s side, and waited. 
“Hold on, Aedelbert,” he whispered as tears ran from his eyes and mingled with the fur. “I’ll protect you. I swear it.”



CHAPTER 4

Tiron
Only a lifetime of experience allowed Tiron to maintain a collected facade as he stood amongst the others, to project a demeanor of calm control and not allow his emotions to break free. Iskra had fallen — perhaps to her death — within the bowels of Starkadr. Tharok the Uniter was standing before him, within reach of Tiron’s blade. Demons by the thousands had been released into the world, making the kragh invasion seem a negligible threat in comparison.
Fear and hatred bubbled up within him, shot through with a terrible frustration and a borderline sense of panic. Had he but half an hour ago thought the war all but won, the Empire saved, and only a few details left to take care of?
Now Asho lay as if dead, Kethe was reeling on the verge of collapsing, and they had all listened to the Uniter’s opinion as if he were a trusted ally and not their greatest foe. Only the dragons at their back gave Tiron the presence of mind to remain still, to not act rashly and wait till he was his own master once more. To listen, to process, and when ready, to contribute.
Shaya was translating Tharok’s words. “He says he has some four thousand warriors left to him, but he cannot guarantee their loyalty when he declares their invasion over and orders them instead to fight demons. Without the guidance of their traditional shamans, many kragh will refuse to enter the field of battle against what they will believe are evil spirits. His forces are scattered across the cities of Nous, Sige, Aletheia, and Zoe. When we alert them to the dangers we now face, we will have to present them with an immediate plan so as not to give them time to panic or revolt.”
Ramswold had remained mostly quiet, arms crossed, but now he spoke up. “We have lost access to Ennoia. If our remaining forces were indeed gathered beneath Starkadr when it fell, then the Empire has no more soldiers to contribute. With every Ennoian Solar Portal destroyed, we can’t reach the city. We can’t reach Starkadr. We can’t attack the demons. We can only anticipate their attack and resist them.” He was clearly struggling no to give in to despair. “Resist them with unwilling kragh.”
“Not completely true,” said Kethe. She struggled to focus, frowning as she spoke. “We were recalling some forces from the field who had yet to arrive. The largest was some kind of expeditionary force sent into the Zoeian hinterlands under the command of a Lord Melchior. He had about five hundred soldiers. And a Lord Mathewelin was ordered to bring back a thousand light cavalry from his mission in northern Ennoia.”
“Listen,” said Tiron. “We’re not going to win this fight with soldiers on the field. One thousand, ten thousand, it doesn’t matter. These are demons we’re facing. They can fly. Throw fire. Who knows what else. We march a regiment of men into battle, and they’ll be destroyed.”
Everyone was staring at him, somber, attentive. 
“You fight fire with fire,” he continued. “What do we have that’s magical? Mythical? On their level? We have four dragons that can teleport us across the Empire. That’s good, but not enough. What else? We have Tharok’s evil fucking shamans, right? I saw them summon real evil spirits. Throw green flame, fly up into the air. We gather them up and use them. We have Kethe and whatever other Consecrated and Virtues we can round up. We have Asho and the Agerastian Vothaks.”
People were nodding. Shaya was translating for Maur.
“Last, we have the Ascendant. Our own god-figure. If anybody can go toe to toe with a mass of demons, it’s an incarnation of the divine. Not only that, but his presence on the field will keep the rest of the Empire from entering a suicidal frenzy of despair and self-destruction. We make collecting these forces our priority, and we start by rescuing the Ascendant if we can.”
And Iskra, he thought, but that need not be said.
“Yes,” said Kethe, her voice louder, more confident. “We need the Ascendant. And the Vothaks were with him, running the Portals from within Starkadr. There are no more Virtues left, though. I’m the last one.” She smiled brokenly at him then, and Tiron sensed how fragile she was. How much pressure she was under. Before he could try to reassure her, she soldiered on. “But there were some Consecrated sent to the other cities to watch the kragh forces. We can try to gather them.”
“Good,” said Tiron. Should he compliment her? No. She’d been through too much. She’d see that as being condescended to. He needed to treat her like the warrior she was and let her gather herself on her own terms. “Good. Now, ask Tharok” – he tried not to spit the name –”about his evil fucking sorcerers.”
The huge kragh warlord looked amused as he rumbled his response. “There are fewer than a dozen left, but with the medusa’s defeat, I do not know how they will act. I will order them brought here and will see if they will serve.”
Tiron paused. “Ah. You speak common.”
“Yes,” said Tharok. “But I prefer to speak my language so that Maur can understand.”
“Great,” said Tiron, kicking himself mentally. “So. Our first order of business is getting inside Starkadr and rescuing the Ascendant, the Vothaks, and whomever else we find.”
He felt Kethe’s gaze upon him but refused to meet it. She knew what he was getting at.
“The dragons can take us to Ennoia,” said Ramswold. 
Tharok turned to regard the four dragons, rumbling a question as he did so.
YES, said Skandengraur. WE CAN BEAR THOSE WHO ARE NEEDED INTO BATTLE.
Tiron was about to continue outlining his plan, but Tharok resumed speaking in kragh. He’d not been joking about prioritizing Maur’s comprehension. Tiron went to interrupt, but Ramswold squeezed his arm.
“Remember,” whispered the young lord. “Tharok’s a military genius. Let’s hear him out.”
Tiron grunted sourly and relented.
“He says we should plan a diversion,” said Shaya. “The dragons could transport a rescue group to the outskirts of Ennoia, and then time an attack on Starkadr to draw out the demons. The rescue group infiltrates Starkadr, finds the Ascendant, and then escapes back outside where the dragons will be watching for them and transport everyone away.”
“Rescue group,” said Kethe. “Myself, then. Tharok? Who else? We don’t have time to search for the Consecrated.”
“I will come,” said Tharok. “I will bring my best warriors and shamans.”
“If we’re fighting demons,” Shaya said a little faintly, “how are we going to spot the rescue group when they emerge, and then have enough time to disengage and transport them out?”
“We’ll have to figure that out on the fly,” said Tiron. “It’s a bad answer, but it’s the only one we have.”
“Where do we flee to once we’re done?” asked Ramswold. 
“Back here,” said Tiron. “Let’s keep it simple.”
“Are we going now?” asked Shaya.
Tiron looked around at the others, then nodded. “The longer we wait, the worse their odds of surviving become. We need to move fast.”
Tharok barked out a command, its volume sudden and shocking. Tiron’s hand fell to the hilt of his blade. 
Tharok saw that and grinned. “I summon my shamans, knight. You have nothing to fear.”
“Tiron,” said Ramswold.
Tiron bit back his rejoinder and relaxed. “Very well. Just hurry the hell up.”
The group fell apart. Tiron moved over to where Kethe was standing over Asho. Shaya was kneeling beside the Bythian’s supine form. There was so much he wanted to say. To ask. Instead, he met her haunted eyes and fought the desire to give her a hug. 
“What?” asked Kethe.
“I was just thinking. Not too long ago, you tried to kill me on that beach outside Mythgræfen Hold. Now look at us. You a Virtue. Me riding a dragon.”
“I notice you picked the black one.”
“He picked me,” said Tiron, turning to eye Draumronin. “But, yes. We see eye to eye. I get the impression he’s as much of a bastard as I am.”
“Well, that hasn’t changed, then.”
Tiron could sense her pain. Her fear. It was like a great black void beneath her words. Simmering. Waiting to consume her. How much had she gone through these past few weeks? How much had she lost? 
“So.” He felt almost helpless before the scope of what had transpired. “You’re a Virtue now?”
“Makaria. Yes. Somehow. I still don’t know... Actually, no. That’s not true anymore.” She rubbed the heel of her palm against her eye. “I’ve accepted it. I’ve been through too much to be pretend to still be naïve and surprised about it. So, yes. Makaria, the Virtue of Happiness. That’s me.”
“I know it doesn’t mean shite,” said Tiron. “But I’m damn proud of you. I saw fire in you when we first met, and I wasn’t wrong. You’ve done an amazing job, Kethe. If we make it through this mess, folk will be singing about you, just like they do Lady Otheria.”
Kethe’s eyes glimmered with tears, and she laughed brokenly. “By the Seven Virtues. She’s who inspired me to pick up a sword in the first place.”
Tiron smiled right back. “Sorry, Kethe. You’re a Virtue now. You can’t swear by yourself. Not allowed.”
She went to respond but stopped when a Portal of green flame appeared midair in front of Tharok. 
Tiron cursed and drew his blade in a fluid motion. Ramswold, Shaya, and Maur did the same. Tharok raised a hand and gave a warning growl. There was such authority in the kragh that Tiron actually paused. Heart pounding, remembering Death’s Raven, he watched as a dozen shamans came stumbling out through the Portal, their cowls awry, their eyes wild. When the last had emerged, the Portal closed with a snap, and Tiron shuddered, recalling a severed arm.
“Can we trust them?” he asked Kethe, watching as the shamans lined up before Tharok.
“We have no choice.” 
Tharok was lecturing them. His voice was inexorable, laying down the law. He gestured at the dragons. One of the shamans spoke in complaint, but he was silenced when Skandengraur rumbled menacingly. The hairs on the nape of Tiron’s neck and down his arms prickled. The shaman subsided.
“They will serve,” said Tharok. “They are not pleased, but they wish to live.”
Ramswold stepped forward. “Then, let us be on our way. Our cause is righteous. Never was there anything more foul than what we face, and never was any cause more holy. We go to save the Ascendant, and with him the soul of the Empire.” He looked around the group, meeting everyone’s eyes. “I’m proud to fly and fight with you. And if needs be, to die with you too.”
Kethe arched an eyebrow. “He’s... very earnest,” she said quietly.
“You have no idea,” said Tiron. “But don’t underestimate him. That boy’s going to leave his mark on the world.” He eyed her empty scabbard. “Where’s your blade?”
She nodded at Tharok. “He broke it.”
“You’re going to need something to hack your way into Starkadr.”
“I know. I thought I’d find something here. I just haven’t had a chance to look.”
“Here.” He unbuckled his scabbard. “Use this.”
Kethe’s eyebrows rose. “Your family blade?”
“Yes. I’m going to be on top of some five hundred tons of fire-breathing dragon. I can afford to settle for a regular weapon. This, however – I’ve seen this blade do some wondrous things. If it can help you find the Ascendant, then you should have it.”
Kethe took the sword gingerly by the handle, then exhaled. “Oh.”
“Yes,” said Tiron with a grin. “’Oh’ is right.”
“No,” she said. “For a second there, when I held the sword — I heard the White Song louder than I ever have before.”
“The White Song?”
“It doesn’t matter. But this — this is a special blade.”
“It is. So, don’t fucking lose it. Now…” He strode forward and clapped Ramswold on the shoulder. “Everyone! Mount up. Tharok, split your shamans between each dragon —”
But Tharok was already giving his commands, and the shamans were moving in groups of three to stand before the dragons, waiting in obvious fear and misery. Another three mountain kragh joined each group, some of them with the same matte black skin as Tharok, all of them with the look of veterans to them. 
The dragons fanned their wings, stirring up dust, and then moved closer so that everyone could mount. Tiron felt a jagged jolt of excitement course through him. Hold on, Iskra. I’m coming. Nothing’s going to keep me from your side.
Within moments, the war party was mounted. Tiron grasped Draumronin’s great spine and leaned forward.
“You ever visit Ennoia?”
IT WAS A VILLAGE WHEN I LAST FLEW OVER IT.
“That works. Can you transport us just outside it?”
LET US SEE.
The world fell away, and Tiron clutched at the horn, squeezing his thighs around the black dragon’s neck. This was not the sickening passage through a demon Portal, but rather an instantaneous movement between far-flung locations.
The great cavern of Bythos was gone, and in its place was the midday sun in the midst of the great and illimitable blue sky of early spring in Ennoia. Draumronin hadn’t leaped into the air, hadn’t sought to fly; his weight settled on new footing, and moments later, the other dragons appeared around them.
Nobody spoke.
All eyes were turned toward the center of Ennoia, where a great and shattered mountain listed, gleaming blackly in the sunlight like a shard of absolute night torn from the space between the stars. There were no human carvings on its exterior, no towers or ramps as there were in Aletheia or on the towers of Nous; Tiron saw only great jagged cliffs, explosions of sharp rock like waves that had petrified the moment they collapsed upon the shore. Parts were glassine and smooth, others fractured and ruined, but it was the scale that beggared the mind. The sheer colossal size of it robbed Tiron of words.
What manner of men had crafted that stonecloud, torn it free of the earth and set it to flying for centuries in the sky, powered by the caged might of countless demons?
As large as it was, Starkadr did not completely cover Ennoia. It was ringed by the remains of the city, a sprawl of two and three-story buildings from amongst which arose countless plumes of dark smoke. The smell of burning wood mingled with the common scents of the city, and here and there Tiron saw winged forms flitting over the rooftops only to dive down and elicit screams. 
They’d appeared in a marshy field just outside a sprawl of shacks and rough houses clustered around the base of a great city wall. A large gate stood perhaps three or four hundred yards to their left, and countless families were streaming out through its open doors, cluttering the highway with what goods they could clutch to their chests, hauling children by the hand, whipping at mules that pulled carts laden with sacks and aged family members.
The people of Ennoia were fleeing in terror.
Even at this distance, the dragons were impossible to miss.
Shouts turned into screams, and Tiron watched in frustration as the people pointed at them then turned to flee off the road along the far city wall, abandoning sacks and carts to get away.
“Well, shit,” he said. Not that he could blame them. “Let’s go. The last thing I want to do is cause an old woman to break her ankle running away from me.”
The shamans and kragh warriors slipped down from his dragon’s back, falling the last few yards to land in the wet dirt. Tharok and Kethe descended as well, and soon a group some two dozen strong stood ready.
“Give us as close to half an hour as you can estimate for us to get through the city,” said Kethe. “Then launch your attack. That should be all we need to get to Starkadr’s base.”
“Very well,” said Ramswold. “The Ascendant be with you.”
“And the White Gate light your way,” said Kethe. She looked to Tharok, who grunted, and together they led the shamans and warriors into the shanty town, jogging between the swaybacked and leaning buildings until they reached a crack in the wall and disappeared inside.
“Let’s wait back in Bythos,” said Tiron. “No sense in risking being spotted out here.”
Shaya translated for Maur, who nodded her affirmation. One by one, the others departed, till Tiron was left atop his black dragon, watching the crack through which Kethe had gone.
“Find your mother,” he whispered. “Please, Kethe. Find her.”
Then he patted Draumronin’s neck, and they too disappeared.



CHAPTER 5

Kethe
Kethe ran alongside Tharok, Tiron’s blade in hand. Her fear and exhaustion fell away as the White Song lifted its voice of sublime perfection from the depths of her soul. She felt fleet of foot, light and lethal. The pain of old wounds, abrasions, contusions, sprains and tears faded. She had to consciously restrain herself from pulling ahead of the group, from lengthening her stride into an all-out sprint. Her blade flickered up and down at her side, and she was sure that her newfound strength was due in part to its hallowed powers. 
Tharok pounded alongside her like a charging bull. Such was his strength, his profound stamina, that he didn’t seem to mind her punishing pace in the least. He wielded his huge scimitar with the same impossible ease she’d seen before, whipping it up and down as he charged down the street, head thrust forward, boots thudding on the packed dirt. She saw him glance at her out of the corner of her eye, and then saw his scimitar erupt in black fire.
“Why not white?” she asked, feeling so dire and reckless that she wanted to laugh.
“World Breaker burns black,” he replied. “Always and forever.”
“Always and forever,” she repeated, and then gave Tiron’s longsword a flick. Its peerless length flowed with a white fire so fierce that it was almost invisible, a great shimmering of heated air that coated its silvered blade. “You visited the White Gate when you stole Aletheia?”
“Conquered,” he said, his deep voice pitched to carry. “And, yes.”
“And you went up to it?”
The street widened ahead. They’d been running down something akin to a tunnel, with the second stories leaning out so far over the street that the houses looked like they were conspiring together, whispering secrets. Now, the street turned into something wide enough to drive a cart down, and sunlight flooded the mud- and sewage-streaked cobbles, heating them so that a sweltering stink rose in a humid haze.
“I did,” he said.
A demon flew up over the roofs to their right, its wings extended to their full expanse. It was genderless, its skin a smooth and polished black, its frame slight, almost slender. But its eyes were overlarge, as black as Starkadr, and its mouth opened impossibly wide at the sight of them.
Kethe grunted as she leaped up onto a large barrel set against a wall, then shoved off to hurl herself up at the demon as it descended. Tharok simply leaped straight up with a roar, bringing his scimitar slashing across with both hands. Kethe heard a crackling tear, and several bolts of lurid green light burst forth from the shamans behind them.
The demon never had a chance.
Kethe severed its head clean from its neck in one slice, while Tharok cut straight through its torso, blasting out black ichor across the cobbled street. Four bolts of green lightning slammed into the demon’s carcass as it fell, knocking the pieces flying so that they hit the ground all over the street, sizzling and burning.
Kethe fell into a crouch and then straightened slowly, staring at the pieces that lay before her. She turned and saw Tharok grin. Acrid smoke rose from his scimitar as the flames burned the ichor away.
“All right,” she said. “I think we might be ready for more.”
“Much more,” said Tharok. “Come!”
They ran on. 
They’d only progressed three more blocks before they were set upon in earnest. Entering a small square dominated by a covered well, they slowed at the sight of a score of corpses strewn about the cobblestones. The bodies jerked and spasmed as demons tore at their flesh, reaching down with claws and fangs to rend and consume raw chunks from thighs, stomachs, arms and faces. 
Kethe came to a stop, blade out to the side. Tharok hunched his shoulders in preparation, and the kragh spread out into a line behind them. There had to be a dozen smaller demons crouched over the bodies, with one particularly large demon standing at the back.
It must have been nearly five yards tall, and was intimidatingly muscled, with shoulders like boulders. Huge wings of black flame draped behind its shoulders like waterfalls of midnight. It was slowly tearing a woman’s corpse in half and gnawing where the abdomen was splitting in twain. Its canine snout was smeared in offal and blood, and the fur of its face was plastered down by the gore. It didn’t set down its meal, but rather gazed over the gleaming ruin of a corpse with glittering eyes and snarled something curt to the demons.
“That’s... That’s a pretty big demon,” Kethe said as its dozen smaller kin leaped up into the air in a flurry of wings, sending gusts of wind shooting across the square. 
“Yes,” said Tharok.
“You don’t sound concerned.” 
Tharok chuckled, the sound akin to rocks being ground against each other in the palm of a giant’s hand. “I like good fights. For the kragh!”
With that yell, he bounded straight up into the flock of demons, crashing into their center with his scimitar scything from left to right and disappearing into the frenzy of leather wings.
“Damn it,” Kethe said, sheathing her blade in flame and darting forward. 
The dozen demons were focused completely on Tharok, who had dragged two of them down from the sky and was busy eviscerating them as the others sought to pierce a shield of white light hovering a foot above his shoulders. 
“How...?” She’d never seen the like. But then she was running beneath the cloud of demons, and the beauty of the White Song was coursing through her, and there was only battle.
Her blade slipped out and severed a taloned foot, then she whirled as a second demon dove down, snatching at her with a scream. Spinning away, she whipped her blade across its face and then backflipped as a third and then a fourth came after her. Their claws swiped at empty air, but she was forced to keep retreating, flipping effortlessly back as they shrieked their frustration and hurled bolts of crimson flame at where she’d been, shattering the cobbles with the intensity of their heat.
Kethe flipped one last time and then fell into a crouch from which she exploded out to one side, curving around the demons as they charged at her, carving off sections of their wings, lopping off an elbow, slicing deeply through a thigh. 
The three demons flickered out of sight and appeared directly before her. Kethe didn’t have time to change her trajectory; confounded, she crashed into them, turning her shoulder so that her stumble turned into a charge. Claws raked at her chain, and a hand sought to clutch at her hair. Talons scored her scalp before tugging her bun free. 
Braid unspooling down her shoulder, she tripped, fell to one knee, backpedaled and fell onto her rear, then scooted back. Claws threshed the air where she’d been but seconds before. With a cry, she rolled back over a shoulder and came up into a crouch just as a bolt of green flame took the closest demon square in the face, charred the flesh right off its skull and dropped it.
The other two demons vanished only for one to appear directly behind her, the other above. Before the flying one could blast her with flame, Tharok smashed into it with such furious power that the demon’s spine snapped, unable to bend back with sufficient flexibility over the kragh’s broad shoulder. 
Kethe dropped and swung her blade through the demon’s knees. Tiron’s sword cut so cleanly, so deeply, that the demon didn’t realize that its legs had been completely truncated until it fell over screeching.
Rising to her feet, panting, she saw Tharok pin the demon under his knee and pound his fist into its face — only for it to disappear at the last second. His fist shattered a cobblestone, and he grunted in pain, leapt to his feet with surprising agility and stuck his hand in his armpit.
Turning, Kethe saw that the shamans were hurling green flame left and right, missing the demons as much as they were hitting them. The warriors protected their backs as the demons sought to appear behind them. She was about to charge in to help when Tharok called out, “He comes!”
Turning, heart thudding, Kethe saw the monstrous demon cast aside his meal, spread his wings, and leap with terrible grace into the air. He sailed up and over the covered well with effortless ease, seeming to drift despite his massive bulk, and a blade of flame appeared in his right hand.
Mesmerized, Kethe simply stood gaping as it loomed over her, blotting out the sky, only to snap out of her trance at the last moment and run aside so as to not be crushed by its landing.
It didn’t land, but disappeared instead. Kethe stumbled to a stop, casting around everywhere for some sign of it. Tharok was on the far side of the square, having backed away to flank it, and he too was looking about, World Breaker held in both fists.
“There!” she cried out, and pointed at where the demon had appeared, standing on the roof three stories up, holding a huge chunk of Starkadrian rock over its head. With punishing strength, it hurled the cart-sized boulder down at Tharok and then appeared beside him, swinging his blade before the rock had a chance to travel more than a few yards.
Kethe bit back a curse and charged around the well. She ducked an errant demon’s attack just as Tharok took an uppercut straight in the chest that lifted him off the ground, hurling him up right into the falling boulder.
“No!” Kethe leaped and reversed Tiron’s blade so that she fell upon the demon’s back, aiming to bury the sword’s tip between its wings. 
The demon disappeared. 
Tharok slammed into the boulder and ricocheted off, spinning in the air, World Breaker flying from his grasp, to hit the ground and bounce, roll, and come to a stop against a wall.
Kethe landed, and instinct told her to keep moving. She ran forward, and a swoosh of superheated air behind her betrayed the demon’s attack.
He’s too fast! Too strong! Panic clawed at her mind. Tharok was down. The shamans were busy fighting off the remaining five demons, who had proved to be cannier than their brothers. Kethe sprinted at the closest wall, then leaped, slammed her foot against the stone two yards up, and pushed back, cartwheeled off and landed in a crouch as the wall behind her was demolished by another unseen blow.
Too fast! I can’t do this!
A memory came to her of when she’d faced Mixis, when she’d stood, nearly consumed by pain, and trusted in the White Song. She’d waited, at peace, knowing she had to trust in the White Gate, to let its power guide her, direct her. 
Save her.
Kethe slowed her headlong flight and came to a stop. Heart pounding, her breath coming in fast pants, she closed her eyes. 
No, run. Run, you idiot. Don’t close your eyes. You’re going to die, you’re going to die, you’re going to…
Kethe forced herself to ignore that voice – the voice of reason, perhaps, that wanted nothing more than her survival. She pushed her focus deeper, into the upspring of the song, into the clarity and power of the White Gate.
Trust. Peace. Calm.
Her arm moved as if of its own accord. Instinct kicked in so powerfully that she wasn’t even aware of the incoming attack before she moved to block it. Tiron’s blade snapped up, faster than thought, and cleaved the demon’s hand in two as it descended to claw her head off.
The demon roared in pain and yanked its fist back. The sword had cut straight through to the wrist between the second and third fingers. Black blood spattered on the cobbles, causing them to hiss and sizzle. Not wasting a moment, the demon drew its wounded arm back as it swung the burning blade down upon Kethe. Instead of ducking or trying to flee, she moved Tiron’s blade into a block that was more of an attack. She swung two-handed and cleaved straight through the fiery sword.
So finely did Tiron’s blade cut that Kethe was thrown off-balance; she’d expected more resistance, and staggered as she came through the other side of the attack. The demon flickered, appeared a yard to her left, and brought its wounded fist down to pummel her head from above. Still off-balance, Kethe tried to throw herself aside but knew it was too late. Clenching her eyes shut, she turned her face away, only to hear a bestial shout erupt above her.
No blow fell. Recovering, she looked up and caught a glimpse of Tharok clinging to the demon’s shoulder, legs wrapped around its muscled arm, World Breaker raised to cleave at its head.
The demon disappeared, taking Tharok with it.
How the hell was he up there? wondered Kethe, looking around the square. 
The demon appeared on the rooftop above, Tharok still holding on, hacking at its neck as if he were hewing at a tree.
The demon disappeared again and manifested on the far side of the square. It raised its palm and engulfed Tharok in flame, but the attack was rebuffed by Tharok’s white, pearlescent shield. Again, Tharok struck, his blade sinking deep, and the demon keened. Reaching out, it took hold of Tharok’s arm and hurled him away.
The Uniter sailed through the air, clipped the well’s cope, shattering the thatched wooden structure as he passed through it, and fell heavily on blood-smeared cobbles to fetch up against a corpse.
The demon disappeared, hand clamped to its egregious neck wound.
Kethe ran over and knelt alongside Tharok, who was cursing and picking himself up. He was in bad shape. Something was off with the architecture of his skull; it looked lopsided, the upper curvature on the left side strangely flattened. His right eye was bloodshot, and he couldn’t put his weight on his left leg.
“Are you... How the hell are you still alive?”
“When I was little...” He gasped and hopped forward a step, testing his left leg. “I drank a lot of mother’s milk. Very good. Fortifying.”
Kethe shook her head, bewildered, and then laughed helplessly. 
The shamans together had put down the last of the demons, and even though they were sagging from exhaustion and two of their number had fallen, they were obviously proud of their accomplishment, grinning wolfishly at each other.
“Do you need to go back?” asked Kethe.
“Back?” Tharok took a second step, winced, and turned it into another hop. “No. Why?”
“You can’t walk. Your head looks flat. You’re... How are you going to fight?”
“I have almost died many times. But one time, I was very, very close to death.” Tharok grimaced and tried putting weight on his leg once more. It barely held. “I found the medusa’s cave. I woke it up by burning its dead mate. Then I challenged it to follow me. Kyrra blessed — or cursed — me with her Kiss. My skin turned black, and her fire entered my blood.”
Hissing slowly, he eased his weight onto his leg. “Since then, I heal fast. I have grown very, very strong.”
Kethe tried to process that. “You awoke... all right. But your head?” 
Tharok touched it gingerly. “It will heal. World Breaker also gives me strength.” He grinned at her, baring his tusks. “I am not so easy to keep down.”
“Being punched into a falling boulder doesn’t count as easy,” said Kethe, but then she raised her hands, forestalling his response. “Fine. Good. I’m glad. How much time do you need?”
“We don’t have time,” he said. “The demon escaped. It will no doubt tell the others. Return. We have to keep moving.” He began to hobble forward, and as Kethe watched, his stride grew more firm.
She moved to keep up with him, the other kragh falling in behind. “How do you do that white shield thing? That you use to block the demon’s flame attacks?”
“This?” He raised his hand, and once more that misty white hemisphere appeared, translucent and swirling like dawn fog. 
“Yes,” said Kethe. “That.”
“I don’t know,” said Tharok. He grimaced and forced himself into an awkward jog. “You cannot do it?”
“No, Tharok.” Kethe ran alongside him. “Obviously, I can’t, or I wouldn’t ask.”
“Oh,” said Tharok, and she got the sense for the first time that he was mocking her. “But it is so easy to do. Maybe your Ascendant loves me more.”
“Watch yourself, kragh,” she said. “Don’t think I’ve forgotten what you did in Aletheia.”
Tharok’s shuffle sped up into a ragged run. “No one will forget. Not for a thousand years. It is my legacy. But tell me, Virtue: why do I, your greatest enemy, wield your white fire?”
Kethe ran in silence, scowling, scanning the rooftops and alleys as they went deeper into the city. She didn’t know. It made no sense. Why had the Ascendant gifted him with the powers of a Virtue?
“I’m sure there’s a reason,” she said at last. It sounded weak even to her.
He grunted, shook his head, and then banged the base of his palm against his temple. “There. Vision is better. Let’s move faster.”
Somehow, he began to pull ahead of her. Kethe let him do so for a moment so she could watch his massive back. What was he? An amalgam of Virtue, medusa-Kissed aberration and genius? In her mind’s eye, she saw him tearing Henosis apart, and even though her horror and disgust returned, it was mingled now with a growing sense of awe. He was more like a force of nature than an enemy, and they’d had the misfortune of being in his path.
Starkadr was looming ever more imposingly ahead and above them. Great clouds of demons were drifting about its peak, looking like swarms of midges from this distance. The early afternoon sunlight glinted off the stonecloud’s many facets, and the smell of smoke and blood grew ever stronger as they ran deeper into the city. She’d visited Ennoia five times in her youth as part of her father’s entourage, but her memories were of manors, ballrooms, stables and feasts. She didn’t know where in the city she was now, or what lay ahead. Starkadr was her only marker.
They didn’t encounter any more demons en route. Corpses were littered here and there, some in pieces, others hanging over the edges of eaves, some piled, others lying alone. Kethe realized that the sight no longer shocked her when she found herself leaping over the body of a young woman and worrying only about slipping on her blood. The thought gave her pause; had she become that callous, that inured to atrocity?
“There’s a problem,” said Tharok, coming to a stop.
Kethe looked around. “What? The street’s empty.”
“That’s the problem.” 
He sniffed audibly and scanned the rooftops. Starkadr rose almost vertically before them a few blocks away, like an obsidian castle wall. Demons were flying far overhead, but nothing stood between them and the stonecloud itself.
One of the shamans stepped up and spoke in a low tone with Tharok, who responded with curt dismissal.
“What was that?” she asked.
“Bad spirits are in the area,” said Tharok. “The shaman said we are all going to die very badly within the next few minutes.”
“Oh,” Kethe said weakly, looking at the wizened old kragh, who glared at her with impotent fury. “He wants to flee?”
“No. He said it’s too late. He just hopes you and I die first so he can watch.”
“Oh,” Kethe said again. “What do we do?”
“Do?” Tharok rose to his full height, towering some two or three feet over her. She heard sinews creak and heard joints pop as he stretched his arms out wide as if to embrace death. “We go, we fight, we kill. What else?”
“Fair enough.” Kethe took a deep breath, closed her eyes, and fought for calm. It took a moment, but she found it, deep within her being: found the White Song and wrapped its essence around her. For a few seconds she hung suspended in its beauty, and then she opened her eyes and nodded. “Then, let’s go.”
They didn’t run the last block. The buildings along the curving street had grown larger and more important-looking. They’d drawn close to the center of the city, where the river would have passed the old fortress and Empire Square. Their footsteps echoed off the walls. Blazing sword in hand, Kethe led the way, and after she finally reached the bend and rounded it, she came to a stop.
Starkadr’s base lay before her. The ground had been shockingly buckled and shattered by its impact, and a towering berm of dirt and rock had risen around where the black stone had punched into the earth. Buildings had been demolished all around it, and were partially collapsed even a block away. The detritus of destruction lay strewn around the disaster site: a medley of broken beams, shattered clay tiles, dust and blocks, the innumerable dead, and fallen walls. 
But Kethe’s gaze was fixed on the demons that awaited them. They stood arrayed before a great crack in Starkadr’s gleaming side. Too many small demons to count — a hundred, perhaps more? A dozen of the larger, dog-headed demons. And in the center, looming high even over those, was a hog-headed demon with wings of ebon fire. The very sight of it caused Kethe’s throat to close up.
The shamans behind them began to wail. Kethe could feel the kragh warriors hesitate, ready to break and run.
Tharok raised his scimitar, and it incandesced in black fire. He swiped it viciously on the down diagonal, then held it before him with both hands, the muscles of his massive forearms writhing like snakes beneath his black skin.
Demonic eyes flickered in anticipation. Maws opened, revealing rows of spiny teeth. Taloned hands flexed, and Kethe knew they wouldn’t charge her. The fell creatures would simply appear all around them, any moment now, and envelop them in attacks from all sides. 
Staying still was suicide. Taking a deep breath, she raised Tiron’s blade. “My soul to the White Gate!” she screamed, and then charged.
Only to falter and come to a stop as a massive trumpeting roar sounded from high above her. 
The demons all froze and as one turned to look up. 
In the cerulean sky a dragon was flying, black wings extended, tail undulating behind it like a snake swimming through water. It was the most glorious, awesome, and overwhelmingly welcome sight Kethe had ever seen.
Kethe tensed, ready for an attack, but none came. The ranks of smaller demons before her disappeared. The dog-headed demons went next, leaving only the massive, hog-headed aberration. 
Kethe bit her lower lip, ready for anything, but then it grunted, a low sound of pleasure and disgust, and smote the ground with its fiery blade. The earth parted before its blow, the force of which left a furrow laminated in a rough sheen of glass, and then it, too, disappeared.
“Come!” said Tharok. “There is no time!” He ran forward, pounding his way toward the crack into Starkadr. 
“No time,” said Kethe, heart in her throat. “Yes.” 
She ran after him, the other kragh at her heels. 
The sound of battle began to filter down from above. Kethe wanted to do nothing more than to stop and watch. Instead, she raced up to Starkadr’s wounded flank and, taking a deep breath, sprinted into the riven crack and darkness. 



CHAPTER 6

Tiron
With a snap, Tiron appeared several hundred feet above Ennoia. The vast bulk of Starkadr dominated the sky before him like a wall of night. Draumronin floated on thermals, its huge wings extended, gleaming with the same lethal darkness as the stonecloud, its scales picked out by the brilliant sunshine, its huge shoulder muscles shifting beneath Tiron as the dragon made minute adjustments to its flight.
Tiron bit down a defiant roar of exaltation. Riding a horse into battle would never thrill him again. This was the only way to enter combat, atop several hundred tons of impossible glory, high above the world. 
As if sensing his emotion, Draumronin churned the air so as to stop and hover, and then opened its jaws and emitted a thunderous roar that challenged the very heavens to combat. Tiron cried out; the crude leather harness he’d fashioned was creaking alarmingly as it held him lashed to the great spinal horn and the dragon’s neck. 
The dragon’s roar echoed faintly back from the grim face of the stonecloud, and everywhere demons froze in flight, turning as one to orient on them.
Tiron’s jaw tightened as he took in the sheer number of their foes. Not hundreds. Thousands. Most of them had been spiraling slowly around Starkadr, drifting in a holding pattern like a great swarm of gnats, seemingly content to soak in the sun and their dominion of the city below. Many of them were but specks as they flew around the far curves of Starkadr or floated far above. Those close by were the stuff of nightmares. 
Genderless, lithe, bat-winged and sporting horrific gashes for mouths filled with needle teeth, they looked like twisted children, impossible and cruel. They had floated in swarms some fifty strong, but now they all hovered, wings beating slowly, staring at Tiron and Draumronin with wide, startled eyes.
“That’s right, you Black-Gated fucks,” said Tiron, his voice rough with fear. “Time to die.”
Skandengraur appeared off to his left, and then together Rauda and Flamska appeared to his right. 
A ripple went through the assembled ranks of demons, a shockwave of fear just as they were coming to terms with the appearance of Draumronin. 
Ramswold raised his blade, which caught the sun and gleamed brilliantly as if imbued with its own inner fire. “For the Red Keep! For the honor of the Order of the Star! For the Ascendant, the White Gate, and the Empire!”
Maur roared her own battle cry, while Shaya elected to remain quiet, saying something to Rauda that caused the little white dragon to roll to the left and drop away, gliding down at a diagonal toward the lower quarters of the sky.
Tiron had a great spear in one hand, a borrowed blade in the other. He lifted both into the air, thighs clutching tightly at Draumronin’s neck, and bellowed, “For Iskra Kyferin! For the Black Wolves! For wrack and ruin!”
Draumronin roared again, and the world blinked away, slipped by, and they appeared high above Starkadr, where the air was perilously thin and cuttingly cold. The stonecloud was a mountain beneath them, and the highest of the demons was now a hundred yards below.
HOLD, SER TIRON, rumbled Draumronin. HOLD TIGHT.
So saying, the dragon furled its wings and dove. Tiron screamed, part savage yell of terror, part raw defiance at the world. Down they plummeted, the wind whipping tears away from his eyes and causing his stomach to plaster itself against his spine, down, faster, faster, a black thunderbolt cast by the Ascendant himself.
Just before they hit the first cloud of demons, Tiron felt Draumronin heat up beneath him, a sudden flush that nearly burned his thighs, and then the black dragon opened its maw and unleashed a broad blast of flame as it punched into their midst.
Tiron didn’t have time to react. They flew through the demonic ranks swiftly, crashing through in a blaze of fire that saw them emerge on the other side before Tiron could even swing his blade. Draumronin continued its dive, tossing its head to one side to throw a mangled demon into the air, releasing corpses that it had clutched in its talons as it did so. 
Down they fell, Starkadr rising to greet them, and now Draumronin angled to the left, spearing into the heart of another swarm. Tiron saw Skandengraur cutting its way around the far curve of the stonecloud, a huge billowing cloud of flame presaging its attack. 
This time, Tiron was ready. They smashed into the demons, who looked up at the last second and shrieked their dismay. Leaning out, he cut at a demon as it sought to fly right up over Draumronin’s back, nearly losing his blade as it chopped into the demon’s shoulder and sent it spinning.
They emerged through the other side of the demon swarm, but this time the next group was ready for them and disappeared seconds before they could dive into their midst. 
Tiron twisted about in his harness, seeking out where they’d gone, only for some twenty more demons to suddenly materialize around Draumronin, diving at the same speed. As one, they unleashed black flame, a sudden explosive crackling that was cut short as Draumronin slipped through space and appeared alongside the face of Starkadr, diving still, right into a new cloud of demons who were flying straight at Rauda.
Down they sped and smashed into the demons, who flickered out of existence before they could do more than kill a half-dozen. Starkadr’s flank was speeding past them, a mere five yards away, and Draumronin slowly spun as it dove, the world revolving around them, the ground rushing up with terrifying speed, a chaotic wasteland of ruined buildings and shattered streets.
Tiron snarled in primitive terror as they fell faster and faster, speeding like an arrow at the rocks and the earth. He wanted to scream a warning but knew it madness to warn Draumronin of the impending impact — the dragon knew, had to know, had to be doing this on purpose.
A split second before they would have hit, the world slipped away and they emerged into the sky, flying at that same terminal speed so that they tore right into the side of a swarm of demons that was dropping upon Skandengraur. In seconds, Draumronin had slammed its way through, killing a dozen in that single pass, and as it did so, it threw its head back and let loose another earth-shaking roar.
“Yes!” screamed Tiron, though he still felt as if his heart was about to give out on him. All around him, demons were falling from the sky, charred and rent asunder. He saw Rauda flicker into existence, torch a tight knot of demons and then disappear only for Flamska to dive straight down from above through the survivors and disappear in turn.
“We’re winning!” Tiron cried, clapping Draumronin’s horn before him. “If we keep this up, we’ll have them slaughtered before they know what’s going on!”
NO, said Draumronin. WE BUT CALL OUT OUR TRUE PREY.
Tiron’s grin died on his face. They were gliding forward, but the swarms of smaller demons were hanging back, flitting back and forth as they sought to avoid being in any one place for longer than a few seconds. 
“True prey?”
YES, Draumronin rumbled. HERE COMES ONE NOW.
Tiron leaned over and peered down Starkadr’s slope at a monstrously large entity that was making its way up toward them. It flew with wings of burning darkness, its hideous, porcine face raised to watch them, its maw split open to reveal its fangs in a nightmarish grin. It was gigantic, some five times the size of a normal man, and its burning blade wept tears of flame into the air as it worked its way ever closer.
IT HAS BEEN LONG SINCE I FOUGHT ONE SUCH AS THIS, said Draumronin. The dragon seemed content to continue gliding, watching as the demon approached. IT SEEKS TO TRICK US. PREPARE YOURSELF. ITS ATTACK COMES NOW.
Tiron shifted in his harness, tightening his grip on his spear as he raised it to shoulder height. The boar demon was still some two hundred yards below, but then it vanished only to descend upon them with a scream.
Draumronin’s reaction was instantaneous. It rolled over hard so that the horizon was suddenly directly beneath Tiron and fell away with a roar of its own, blasting flame back at where the demon had appeared, its blade passing through where the dragon’s neck had been a second ago.
Tiron grunted, holding on tight, and then flinched as the demon opened its maw and spewed forth a deluge of crimson flames. A moment before they would have hit, Draumronin slipped away and appeared ten yards above the ground as it sped with curtailed wings around Starkadr’s base. The boar demon appeared a second later, right before them, and Draumronin opened its maw, unleashing a torrent of fire to match the boar’s.
Where the flames collided, they exploded in spectacular fashion, shooting out in a plane as if each utterly repelled the other. Draumronin slipped away just before it would have hit this point of impact, and then they were high above Starkadr once more.
This time, a dozen smaller demons materialized around them and latched on immediately to the dragon’s sides as the boar demon hurtled headlong into Draumronin’s flank. 
The impact was tremendous, and Draumronin was wrenched out of its flight path, slammed sideways so that Tiron jerked in his harness and nearly dropped his sword.
The boar demon clutched the dragon by the neck and raised its flame blade high overhead. Shrieking, the small demons began to tear into Draumronin’s hide, gouging at the dragon’s flesh, splitting scales and drawing blood.
Draumronin beat its wings furiously, fighting for height as it wove its head aside and dodged the downward blow. Turning in place, it brought all four legs to bear, slashing and tearing at the boar demon, who took horrific wounds but didn’t seem to care. 
The smaller demons continued to tear open their wounds, and watching them shriek their laughter and stuff gobbets of Draumronin’s flesh into their mouths caused something in Tiron to snap.
Not thinking, he hacked at his harness, working the sharpest length of his blade along the thick leather, severing straps until it tore free. He sheathed his blade and got his legs up underneath him so that he was crouching. Draumronin jerked to the right, and Tiron’s legs flew out from under him. He clutched madly at the spinal horn, managed to hold on as the world spun around, and then Draumronin leveled and he got his feet back on the dragon’s hide.
The incline was perfect. Suicidally so. 
Tiron clutched the huge spear with both hands, timed it just right, hiked his feet up against the great horn and then shoved off, executing his own dive down the length of Draumronin’s spine, small horns whipping past him as he sliced through the air.
The first demon in his path looked up just in time to take the spear head in the eye. The spear punched clean through, snapped, and then Tiron was past it. The second demon was off below on the dragon’s ribs. Tiron allowed the spear to yawn out wide, caught the mangled tip in the demon’s throat, then released it altogether and went for his blade.
Draumronin pulled away, and suddenly the space between Tiron and the dragon grew to five yards. Not caring, roaring his fury, Tiron arched his back, fighting to control his spin, and tore his blade free just in time to hack off a demon’s upflung arm below him.
Then he was past, out into the sky, falling into the blue. Tiron cried out a curse and looked back up at where Draumronin was fighting the boar demon, its jaws clamped around the demon’s head.
A demon appeared to Tiron’s side, claws rising to take a swipe, but Tiron laughed maniacally and lashed out with his blade, cutting an inch-deep furrow through the demon’s chest so that it flickered and disappeared. 
Another appeared behind him, but Tiron was spinning now, his swipe having knocked him off-balance, and more by accident than design, he slammed his blade straight down on the demon’s clavicle, shattered it and lost his blade as the demon vanished with it.
Starkadr was rushing up to meet him with terrifying speed, but Tiron found that he didn’t care. He drew his dagger from his boot and opened his arms, embracing the wind, the fall, the impending impact with the stonecloud’s apex. He could make out human architecture at the very top, a mottling of glass like dragonfly wings, an out-flung turret encased all in glass. As the sunlight gleamed off, it he thought he could make out a person within, seated on a throne, staring up at him in surprise, but then Rauda was there, alabaster bright and plummeting alongside, and Shaya was reaching out to him, a scream torn by the wind from her lips.
Tiron latched his hand onto her wrist, and she hauled him in with surprising strength, pulling him through the air to settle on Rauda’s neck behind her as the white dragon flared its wings, caught the updrafts and lifted up mere seconds before colliding with Starkadr’s peak.
“What are you doing?” Shaya screamed over her shoulder. “Have you gone mad?”
“Possible,” said Tiron, liquid fire and terror still flooding him along with disbelief over having survived. “We’re fighting on dragonback, girl! Are you going to stay seated the whole time?”
Shaya twisted around to stare at him in a disbelief that his manic grin no doubt only exacerbated, but then Rauda slipped away and appeared just above Draumronin, who was now clawing the remains of the demon asunder, yanking huge chunks of flesh from its gutted frame.
“Thanks for the catch,” Tiron said, and hopped up into a crouch.
“What are you doing?” Shaya yelled, but Tiron didn’t wait. He leaped out into the buffeting wind and dropped toward Draumronin, who bathed the demon in a sheet of flame and cast the corpse aside so that it fell, unrecognizable.
“Draumronin!” Tiron screamed into the wind. “Here I come!”
The black dragon’s sinuous neck curved around just as Tiron flew over it, coming so close he could have reached out and shattered his hand and wrist on its scales. Instead, he plummeted head-first into open sky once more, but a moment later, Draumronin was there, flying down, wings furled, revolving and easing closer so Tiron could reach out and grasp one of its horns and pull himself in.
Draumronin eased its fall and pulled up into a glide. Tiron felt gravity take hold of him, pull him down solidly onto the dragon’s neck, and with a gasp he clutched the horn with both hands.
I HAVE ALWAYS LIKED THE MAD ONES, said Draumronin. THOSE WHO BY COURTING DEATH DRIVE IT BEFORE THEM.
Tiron grinned and scanned the skies. “Was that the worst of them?”
THAT WAS AN YSIL-ATHAMGR, rumbled Draumronin. NO. IT WAS NOT THE WORST.
More demons were emerging from the cracks that had shivered Starkadr open. Endless clouds of the smaller demons, burly wolf-headed monsters, a dozen boar demons, and more. Tiron bit his lower lip and tried to get a sense of how brutal the odds were becoming. For every demon they’d killed, it looked like a hundred had flown out to replace them.
“You all right?” He glanced down Draumronin’s sides. “It hurt you much?”
NEGLIGIBLE, said the dragon. 
“I’ve lost my spear and sword,” said Tiron. “I’m not going to be of much use.”
WE SHALL SEE, said Draumronin.
“What are we going to do? How do we handle this?”
The demons were rising ever upward, eschewing teleportation in order to simply swamp the skies in every direction. Tiron caught a glimpse of Flamska shearing its way through a mass of them, its flame nearly blindingly bright, and then it disappeared.
WE NO LONGER ATTACK, rumbled Draumronin. NOW WE SEEK ONLY TO SURVIVE. HOLD TIGHT. HERE THEY COME.



CHAPTER 7

Iskra
Dread suffused the ruined chamber, and a cold hand clutched Iskra’s heart, clamping down on its hectic beating and reducing it to a terrified trembling. The aureate glow of the Ascendant’s power seemed suddenly insubstantial, gilded and not gold, and the darkness all around them seemed to hunger, to press in on them, deeper and more velvet than before. Sweat pricked her brow, the hairs along the backs of her arms stood, and her stomach clenched, filled with a sour sensation that she’d only ever felt one night months ago when she was tortured near to death.
“By the Serpent Mother,” whispered Ilina, looking behind them. The old woman’s face drained of what little vitality the Ascendant had gifted her, and a fellow Vothak reached out to take her arm, to steady her as she stumbled and nearly fell.
Iskra wanted nothing more than the plunge forward into the dark, to sprint heedlessly into the gloom and put as much distance between herself and whatever was manifesting at their backs as she could – but she forced herself to stand straight. As she stared at the wheeling demons, at the shattered cyclopean blocks that arose prodigiously all around them, she thought instead of her fallen son. She saw Roddick as he lay with his throat slit, his sweet face waxen, life flooding away with the blood that drenched his front. 
For the first time, she dove into that anguish and used it as a source of desperate resolve. She dressed herself in that pain, breathed it in, and allowed everything that had driven her to that moment, that had caused his death and had forced her on ever since, to give her strength.
Strength to turn.
Strength to gaze upon the worst the Black Gate had to offer. The fell executor of Zephyr’s perverted will.
The ur-destraas.
It was forced to bend down to fit through the monstrous crack in the rear of the huge chamber. Then it towered, exuding a vermillion glow from the center of its exposed ribcage, a fire that pulsed and was breathed forth so that it wreathed the great ribs that clustered around its fiery core. 
Iskra’s throat clamped shut, and her nails scored wounds in her palms. It was so much more than its malefic appearance. Its presence was a thing unto itself, a hand smothering her, clamping down over her mouth and nose, pushing down on her shoulders as if to force her to kneel, demanding obeisance and acknowledgment that she was before something that could only be worshipped. Demanding that she weep even as she gave herself unto it to be consumed.
It had to be nearly twenty yards tall, yet it was slender and muscled like a dancer. Its head was an inverted triangle affixed with twin burning holes and spiraling horns that arose from its temples. Flutes of black bone emerged from its shoulders and back, burning as they plunged into the center of the conflagration that coruscated in its chest cavity.
No wings. Its enormous hands were tipped with modest talons. It had no maw with which to rend. No weapon in hand. No obvious means of inflicting destruction. Yet, as it cleared the crack’s overhang and finally straightened, extending itself to its full height, Iskra intuited that it didn’t need such base means of slaughter. She didn’t know how it would kill, but she had no doubt it could, and with sublime efficacy if it so desired.
“Run,” croaked Tóki, and Iskra felt a surge of pride and tenderness for him as he stepped between her and the distant demon. “Run. Now.”
“There is no running from this being,” said the Ascendant. His voice shook as he moved to the fore. “It can cross distances in the blink of an eye. We must face it.”
“You speak madness,” rasped Ilina. “How can we fight such a demon?”
The Ascendant looked back at her and smiled. “We must have faith.”
“It comes!” said one of the Vothaks.
It strode toward them. Lithe and almost languorous in its power, it crossed the great broken floor with ease. It didn’t hurry. The inferno within its hollow chest raged like a bonfire with unlimited fuel. 
The Ascendant took a deep breath and made the sign of the triangle with his hands. “Life obeys no dictum,” he said. “Life defies. It spites. It glorifies and rewards. It is our privilege to live, and beyond that we can expect no more. Of all the dross matter in the world, we are gifted with life, and for that, we must be eternally grateful – even as we are crushed, as we are broken, as we are maimed and hurt and felled by old age.”
“Yet we Ascend,” murmured one of the guards.
“It is folly to strive, to seek dominion over ourselves and the world, yet life compels us to do so even as it mocks our efforts. It is madness to expect justice in a world this cruel, yet always, we seek balance. At best, we may hope for love, yet too often we pass it by, distracted as we are by the vagaries of life.”
“Yet we Ascend.” The first guard was joined now by the others.
“Hope for a better tomorrow. Aspirations beyond our station. Grief for our misfortunes. Anger at our weaknesses. Hatred for the shortsightedness and pettiness of others. Greed for more. Hunger for touch. Yearning for love. Never content. Always failing.”
“Yet we Ascend,” said Iskra, taking strength from the oldest mantra. 
The ur-destraas was coming ever closer. If it could truly cross space as it willed, then this slow approach was a purposeful torment, a drawing out of their fear. She wouldn’t give it that. It was petty defiance, but she would face this creature with her chin raised.
“In failure, may we find dignity. In loss, may we find wisdom. In pain, may we find growth. May our souls rise. Ever rise. May our weakness —”
The ur-destraas appeared only a dozen yards before them, its body hunched over, its hands closed into fists, and with a shuddering roar the conflagration in its chest expanded. It billowed out of the front of its chest, a turbulent conglomeration of molten golds, visceral crimsons, searing yellows and oranges. The demon’s upper body was hidden within this raging ball of flame, which in a flash grew to envelop them, smearing out over the curvature of the Ascendant’s sphere, surrounding them as it sent a wave of searing air past them.
Iskra cried out, threw an arm before her face, and fell to one knee. Other cries sounded around them. They were in the heart of the sun. Everywhere she glanced was fiery doom, whorls of immolating heat that shrank their sphere ever tighter, ever closer.
One of the Hundred Serpents had but a fraction of a second to shriek as the sphere shrank past him, and then he was burned away. Everyone pressed in together, tripping over each other, falling and scrabbling to get close to the Ascendant. 
The flames receded. The ur-destraas gazed upon them with its inscrutable visage, its flames once more caged within its chest. 
“It toys with us,” gasped the Ascendant, fighting to his feet. Hands shaking, he placed them in the form of the triangle again.
Embers were floating in the air about them, drifting motes of incarnadine light akin to a fiery snowfall. It was eerily beautiful, and for that Iskra felt only greater horror. 
“May our weakness succor us,” said the Ascendant, his voice growing stronger. “May it remind us of the vanity of our aspirations, for only in humility, only in our devotion to that which is greater than us, only in our love for the Ascendant may we be succored, lifted from the cycle unending of punishment in this life.”
Iskra spoke the words with wild defiance, taking comfort from them even as she wanted to weep. “For only then shall we Ascend.”
Starkadr shuddered. 
A new attack? Was it going to bring the mountain down upon them? 
No. The ur-destraas was gazing upward, and for the first time Iskra thought she saw something akin to tension in its frame. 
“What was that?” asked Audsley.
Before anyone could answer, the ur-destraas lifted off the ground. Still gazing up, it flew toward the roof, extending one hand toward the cavernous ceiling. To Iskra’s amazement, a tunnel opened in the rock above it — no, melted — in such a way that huge, glowing dollops of molten stone fell about it, and then it was gone, flying up and out of sight.
“Where did it go?” she asked, as breathless as if she had raced for miles.
“Something drew it away,” said the Ascendant, lowering his hands. “It and all the other demons. Look. We are alone.”
And, indeed, they were. For the first time, the air about their golden sphere was still. The floating motes of fire faded away and disappeared. 
“A miracle,” whispered Ilina.
“For us,” said the Ascendant. “Perhaps. Pity whatever drew the ur-destraas to themselves. But come! We must make good our escape.”
The sphere of light swelled in size, and they lifted off the ground once more. The Ascendant crossed his legs and rose to float in the sphere’s center with his eyes closed, and together they all began to drift over the broken floor till at last they found a chasm wide enough for them to enter.



CHAPTER 8

Tiron
Draumronin fell sideways through the air, lashing its head around to leave a trail of flame behind them, incinerating the demons in pursuit. 
The wind screamed through Tiron’s hair, and he felt delirious. Life had become swoops and dives, barrel rolls and sickening drops. Nothing in his entire life had prepared him for this, but instead of it being overwhelming, he found it exhilarating. The experience reached down to tap the mad core that had helped him survive one battlefield after another while friends had fallen and brought it to screaming life.
Down they hurtled, and faster than Tiron could keep track of, they slipped through three different locations: Starkadr flickering to their right, then directly below them, then far in the distance as the great black dragon finally unfurled its wings and arrested its fall, its shadow skimming over the rooftops as it pulled up with powerful beats that sent dust storms scything through the streets below.
The demons hadn’t followed. Gasping, hanging on to Draumronin’s spine, Tiron wiped the sweat from his brow and cast around, searching for the next attack. The assaults had been relentless these past few minutes, a frenzy of talons, hellfire and shrieks, but now, out here on the rim of the city, they found a moment’s peace.
“You think they gave up?” Tiron said in little more than a rasp. Continuous screaming in freefall had taken its toll. 
NO, said Draumronin. THEY STEP ASIDE FOR THEIR MASTER.
“That doesn’t sound good,” said Tiron. “You can sense it coming?”
Rauda appeared fifty yards off to their left, its white flanks scored with shallow gashes, the membranes of its wing torn. Shaya looked unhurt. Skandengraur and Flamska also appeared, and a moment later they were flying abreast, wing tips nearly touching.
THE ENEMY TAKES TO THE SKIES, said Skandengraur with the noble gravitas that made it the perfect ride for Ramswold. 
“I thought it had already taken to the skies,” said Tiron.
NO. WHAT COMES HAS NEVER BEEN DEFEATED IN COMBAT. Draumronin’s rumble was pensive. ONLY THRICE HAS SUCH AS IT BEEN TRICKED INTO SLAVERY.
“Tricked?” asked Shaya, her voice thin in the rushing wind. “By the Sin Casters?”
YES, said Draumronin. AND THEY ARE LONG GONE.
Maur spoke harshly, and her dragon, Flamska, let forth a bugling cry that sounded defiant to Tiron.
YES, said Skandengraur. WELL SAID.
“What can you tell us about this enemy?” asked Ramswold. “And Tiron. Catch.” The young lord unbuckled a second blade that he had at his hip and tossed it underhand at Tiron. His aim was off, but Draumronin dipped down so Tiron could snatch the scabbard out of the sky.
WE SHALL SEEK TO SURVIVE, said Skandengraur. AND HOPE THAT YOUR FRIENDS EMERGE SOON.
THERE, said Rauda, its head craning forward. HE EMERGES. ONCE MORE TO BATTLE?
ONCE MORE, said Draumronin. AS ONE. 
Only years of experience allowed Tiron to buckle the blade about his waist, his fingers clumsy with tension. A moment later, Draumronin slipped through the sky, and they emerged before Starkadr, which thrust itself up to block Tiron’s view, obscuring half of the sky. The demons had pulled back, ceding the skies, and moments later the other dragons appeared at Tiron’s sides.
Midway up Starkadr’s flank, the stone trembled, fissured, then glowed white-hot and evaporated, leaving a broad hole from which an inhuman figure emerged, floating without wings, its chest cavity a burning nest of ribs and fire. Horns skewered the air, and its eyes wept tears of flame as it rose, arms spread as if to greet them, embrace them, showing no fear at confronting four dragons by itself.
Tiron drew his blade. Never had a gesture felt more futile. 
The thing was horrific. Its very appearance caused Tiron’s throat to clamp shut, his stomach to flutter, his palms to sweat. Tiron responded in the only way he knew. He rose up, blade raised to catch the midday sun, and roared his defiance. 
“For the Order of the Star!”
The dragons responded with shattering roars of their own, and as one they broke formation, falling away and veering around to come hard and fast at the rising demon.
Tiron leaned forward, shoulder to horn, squinting into the wind, sword held back behind him. The demon rapidly grew in size as they closed in on one side, and Tiron could make out the throbbing pulses of its heartfire. No swords, no whips, no claws or fangs. Then how...?
Rauda appeared directly above the demon, curved like a bow, maw open. Shaya’s hair whipped in the wind. Skandengraur and Flamska flickered into view as they sliced in toward the demon from different angles.
And in that moment, the demon exploded. 
It hunched its back, and the flames in its core burst free of their prison of ribs. In a flash, the demon was obscured by a ball of flame that expanded outward at a tremendous rate, scorching the air and stealing the breath from Tiron’s lungs. 
A bolt of its raging flames rose up from the expanding sphere and slammed into Rauda’s own descending fiery breath. For a moment, each stopped the other, but then the demon’s fire overwhelmed the dragon’s attack and shot up, encircling the dragon’s white body, charring its wings, causing it to spasm and let loose a clarion call of such agony that Tiron’s skin crawled. 
Shaya fell from the dragon’s back, cindered, her eyes guttered in her skull, and a moment later Rauda herself dropped, trailing black smoke, to careen toward the earth.
Draumronin slipped through the air and appeared under the demon, blasting it with an exhalation of its own dread flame, spearing through the sphere of fire only to reveal that the demon was gone. The roiling and expanding flames collapsed upon themselves, betraying a hollow center.
IT COMES! Draumronin coursed through the air, and then again, and then again. Tiron cried out and held on, unable to get his bearings. Faster and faster Draumronin flew, thrusting itself mightily through the air, and when Tiron looked behind them, he saw why.
A river of fire was following in their wake, hungering for them, gaining on them.
No matter how many times Draumronin slipped away, on it came. 
Tiron looked around and saw that the other two were in the same predicament. Skandengraur and Flamska were flickering through the sky, appearing and disappearing as quickly as they could, and wherever they appeared, a river of flame followed. 
Yet the fiery trails did not disappear like the dragons did; rather, segments remained hanging in the air, beginning where the dragons had appeared and ending where they’d disappeared. The blue sky was rapidly filling with a skein of molten fire, and the faster Draumronin flew and slipped, the more it laced the skies with the burning contrails.
Tiron bit his lip and stared down at his blade. What could he do? He wasn’t armed for this. Even the dragons weren’t prepared. Draumronin had to desperately drop, diving under a river of flame that filled the sky, only to pull up before another. It was too hard an ascent; the dragon was forced to slip once more, appearing farther out over the city.
Tiron went to yell, to ask why they didn’t teleport far away, but the answer was obvious: how would they know when to rescue Iskra if they were flying miles out over the countryside? They had to remain close, within sight of Starkadr’s base. 
But the sky was only growing more tangled with incandescent sections of the demon’s fire. Terror and frustration waged war in Tiron’s heart, and, leaning out, he saw the demon itself, hovering closer to Starkadr’s side, emanating an endless flow of liquid flames that disappeared a few dozen yards from it to follow the dragons wherever they flew.
“We can’t keep this up!” shouted Tiron as they banked around a vertical column of flame, then veered down and to the left to avoid Skandengraur as it slid into existence and nearly crashed into them. Doing so caused Draumronin to brush against a river of flame; immediately, the air was filled with the stench of burning flesh and a strange mineral tang. 
Draumronin roared and teleported straight up. A second later, they were a thousand yards above Starkadr, wispy clouds around them, the sun blazing brilliantly overhead. Starkadr was the size of a shield below, spread out like a rumpled blanket, too far away for details to be made out. The river had dammed at Starkadr’s base and flooded into the south half, where it gleamed metallically in the avenues and streets. 
Their reprieve was brief. Out of nowhere, a flood of flames tore into the world, sundering the silence with an all-consuming roar, heading right for them.
“We have to attack!” yelled Tiron. “Now! Before it’s too late!”
VERY WELL, said Draumronin. The dragon furled its wings, dipped its head, and fell into a plummet. Tiron became weightless, then floated up. He grabbed the dragon’s horn to anchor himself, and in a matter of moments his feet were above his head.
“For Iskra!” he yelled, his words stolen by the wind an instant after they left his mouth. “For Iskra, for Shaya, for the Order of the Star!”



CHAPTER 9

Tharok
There was no time. Tharok could feel urgency crushing down upon him, the need to find this damned Ascendant and get out of this human-wrought mountain, but the way was perilous. Following the crack up into the heart of Starkadr, he was forced to leap and scramble as he’d not done since he was a child, climbing the impossible faces of the Five Peaks back home. 
This rock glistened even in the dark and was treacherously smooth. Grunting, he warmed to his task, his muscles growing limber, his legs powering up steep inclines or throwing him up in impossible jumps to scale cracks, chasms, and rents in the rocks. 
It was an oblique shaft they were climbing. It had started wide enough to march an army into, but the higher they climbed, the narrower it became. Staring up ahead, Tharok wondered if they’d be able to squeeze all the way up. If they were entering a maze within the broken heart of this stonecloud. If there was any chance of finding a dozen humans in the center of this nightmarish morass of cracks and caverns.
Kethe was fighting to keep up. The shamans and warriors had managed to remain with him by stepping through the green Portals that the shamans carved into the air to traverse every few hundred yards of ascent.
Tharok knew he should pace himself. If he’d been wearing the circlet, perhaps he would have. But the desire to climb, to push himself to the utmost, had him riled up, and he only threw himself harder and faster at the slopes. His talons scored thin scratches into the edges of ledges, and his muscles burned as he hauled himself up. The demons could return at any moment. 
There was no time to waste. 
“There!” Kethe cried out from behind in little more than a gasp. “I sense them coming!”
Tharok paused, standing on the very edge of a ledge, swaying as he caught his breath, his great chest swelling and falling as he breathed in tremendous gasps of air. He stared up and saw nothing. Just more impenetrable darkness.
Then, slowly, like the hint of dawn behind the mountains an hour before the sun was actually due to rise, he saw it: a faint golden glow that appeared indirectly, reflected on the rocks, heralding something’s approach.
“Yes!” Kethe cried, and with a grunt she leaped and landed next to him, nearly stumbling on the rough footing of the ledge. Tharok shot out a hand and closed it around her shoulder, steadying her. She didn’t flinch at his touch, but looked up, nearly rapturous. “It’s them!”
Green flame hissed into being at their side, and a Portal cut itself into existence, spilling forth shamans and warriors who crowded alongside Tharok. Everyone stilled and stared up.
The glow grew ever brighter, and then a sphere of soft, refulgent light came into view, some twenty or thirty people hovering in its center as if within a dream: a number of warriors, blades drawn; a dozen priests in flowing robes; and a young male floating, cross-legged, eyes closed.
“Mother!” Kethe’s voice rang and echoed up the shaft. “Mother!”
“Kethe?” The older woman was startled, and Tharok heard a gasp, almost a sob of relief. “Kethe, is that you?”
“Hurry! We can’t keep the demons distracted for much longer!”
“We’re coming!” called Kethe’s mother, moving to the fore of the group, staring down at where they were standing. “Do you know the way out? This place is a labyrinth!”
“Yes, follow us! Hurry!”
The globe descended ever quicker, and in moments slowed and stopped a few yards overhead. It was strange, Tharok thought, to gaze up at the soles of people’s boots, to see them peering down between their legs at him. Was this what water spirits saw when they looked up from the depths of lakes at the living?
“Kragh?” The man who spoke was large for a human. He was burly and bearded, as if he’d come down from the wilderness and had not bothered with the soft ways of the Empire. If the humans had mountain kragh, he would have been one such.
“Kragh,” said Tharok, baring his tusks. He’d relish a fight with this man. “I am Tharok, known as the Uniter, leader of the kragh horde.” His words rang off the rocks much as Kethe’s earlier yell had done. “I’ve come with Kethe to guide you out. We have greater evils to fight. Come!”
Not waiting for their outrage, their cries of protest, he turned and leaped. Down he fell, the wind tearing at his thick ropes of hair, and landed some twenty yards below on a new outcrop of stone. He sank into a crouch with a grunt, one hand splayed on the rock before him, then rose. The pain that had flared in his knees and ankles faded away. He stepped to the edge and leaped down once more.
In such manner he led them down, and in doing so saw the passageways and tunnels that led off the shaft they had climbed. It would have been easy to become lost. Instinct cultivated from a life spent amongst the peaks guided him, however, and he led them ever faster down to the entrance. Kethe leaped lithely down alongside him, a faint corona of white fire limning her frame as she fell through the air. 
Down, down, until the gloom grew lighter and he saw the mouth of the shaft below, sunlight almost painfully bright illuminating the wrecked base of Starkadr. Tharok drew World Breaker and leaped out to fall a good sixty yards right down to the ground. The rocks shattered beneath his weight. Silently, he rose to his feet, and without looking up to check on the progress of the others, he marched out into the sunshine.
It took a few moments for his eyes to adjust, and then he stopped. Had he stepped out into the spirit world? The sky was cut by myriad roads of flame, crisscrossing with ever greater complexity. The air was baking hot, bruised by fire to a pale orange, and everywhere demons of every description were hovering, watching as dragons dove and darted beneath the skein of fire.
Tharok inhaled till he felt his ribs creak, his chest expanding to its maximum, and then bellowed in his avalanche of a voice, cupping one hand to his mouth: “MAUR! COME!”
Kethe stumbled out beside him and froze as she took in the impossible sight above them. Moments later, a green Portal cut open beside them, and his kragh spilled forth.
His yell had drawn attention. Demons seemed to stir to life, orienting on him, great and small. Tharok held World Breaker before him with both hands, ready to withstand the first attack, and then golden light flowed past him and he was enveloped by the sphere.
Grunting in surprise, he turned and saw that the young man had opened his eyes – eyes that burned with white fire. “Greetings, Tharok. I am the Ascendant. Blessed be this meeting.”
The golden light overhead burst into a profusion of sparks as something ricocheted off. Most of the humans flinched. There was barely enough room within the sphere for Tharok’s kragh and the humans. They were pressed in tightly, struggling to keep as much space between them as possible.
“Who rescues us?” asked Kethe’s mother. She had Kethe’s auburn hair and an air of crisp command that allowed her to be heard without raising her voice. 
“Ser Tiron,” said Kethe. She moved up alongside her mother and hugged her fiercely before drawing back. “You won’t believe what has come to pass, Mother. You’ll have to see it.”
Another impact, then a dozen all at once. Demons were crowding all around them, lashing out at the sphere.
“How long can we hold?” asked Tharok.
“I don’t know,” said the Ascendant, eerily calm. “I am at the very limits of my strength. Not long.”
Tharok nodded and then glimpsed the dark-skinned human who had stolen his circlet hiding at the far side of the group. “You,” he said, and something in his tone wrested people’s attention from the impossible battle taking place above them. “You stole my circlet. Where is it?”
The man opened his mouth in dismay and shrank back, but there was nowhere to go. He was saved from having to answer by the explosive appearance of a dragon. One moment demons were swarming all around them, and the next, half of them were swept away by a crimson wing as Skandengraur teleported into existence only yards away. 
“Hurry!” cried Ramswold, looking down at them. “Touch Skandengraur!”
“Go,” said the Ascendant, and everyone’s hesitation came to an end. The humans rushed forward to crowd around the dragon’s forelimbs, and then they and the dragon simply vanished.
Kethe, her mother, the Ascendant and the bear warrior remained behind, along with Tharok’s kragh. 
Kethe’s mother had taken hold of Kethe’s arm. Her eyes were glassy. “Was that — was that –?”
“Yes, Mother,” Kethe said with a fierce grin. “Wait till you see who’s riding the next one.”
With a convulsive roar, Tiron’s black dragon appeared, blotting out the skies with its outspread wings. The downdraft knocked some of Tharok’s shamans over. With powerful beats it landed, and Tiron gazed down over the dragon’s shoulder at them, his eyes going wide.
“Iskra!” It was a cry torn from his heart. “Thank the Ascendant! Touch the dragon — go!”
Kethe had to drag her mother forward, her bearded guardian moving with her, and at a nod from Tharok his warriors did the same, crowding around each leg and touching it only to disappear a moment before a huge river of fire rushed by, one so bright that Tharok had to shield his eyes. For several seconds, the flames continued to blast on, seeking their prey, and then faded away as if they were spent.
Leaving only Tharok and the Ascendant in place. 
A demon appeared in the air above them, like none Tharok had ever seen. Gigantic in stature and lean in body, it seemed to be have been pulled from the heart of Starkadr. Its flesh gleamed like black stone, and its chest was hollow but for raging flame which coursed out only to disappear, truncated a few dozen yards from its source. 
“I see you and declare you evil,” said the Ascendant. “I am but a poor vessel for the White Gate’s grace, but in me perhaps you will find your undoing.”
“What are you saying?” asked Tharok, switching World Breaker from one hand to the next.
“Not saying,” said the Ascendant. “Doing. It has been a good life. If this be its end, so be it.”
And with that he began to rise into the air, moving toward the demon, whose flames flared out from its chest.
“No, you don’t,” said Tharok. He leaped up, grabbed the Ascendant by the ankle, and hauled him back down.
The youth appeared genuinely shocked. He kicked his foot, but Tharok refused to let go. “Unhand me!” he insisted.
“No.” Tharok grinned up at him. “We came to rescue you. The Sky Father damn me if I let you kill yourself now.”
The demon screamed. It was the sound of a conflagration being whipped into a fury by hurricane winds. It threw its arms open wide, then brought them around in a thunderous clap, causing a cavalcade of flame to descend in a mad torrent toward Tharok and the Ascendant.
Tharok bellowed his defiance right back, one hand still clutching the writhing Ascendant’s ankle, and raised World Breaker with the other so as to parry hell.
The air before them was torn asunder as Flamska burst into existence, moving at incredible speed. Only Tharok’s enhanced reflexes allowed him to make the leap. Dragging the Ascendant, he threw himself into Flamska’s path, glimpsing the demon’s fires only a few yards behind her tail. Massive talons closed around him and the Ascendant, and then they were gone. 



CHAPTER 10

Iskra
The dragon scales were each the size of an ebon coin and supple like a coat of mail. The cacophony of Ennoia was replaced by the gloom of Bythos, and only Kethe’s hand on Iskra’s arm kept her from stumbling, overwhelmed by what had just transpired. 
They’re warm, she thought, the words floating through her mind as she gazed up at Tiron, into his blazing eyes – Tiron, who was riding a dragon and had just saved her from death. They’re warm, like sunbaked stones.
Shouts erupted from the kragh army as Tharok appeared, clutched in the talons of another dragon. She knew she should be imposing order on the situation, should be asserting herself — she was the Ascendant’s Grace — but Tiron was sliding down the dragon’s wing, his eyes never leaving her own. His boots hit the broken shale with a crunch, then he strode over to her swept his hands into her hair, and pulled her away from Kethe. His lips locked onto her own and oh by the White Gate, yes.
Iskra closed her eyes and returned his fervent kiss, as hungry for his touch as he clearly was for hers. Her hands cupped his head to find his hair spiky with sweat, and his armor cut into her flesh, but she didn’t care. His stubble rasped against her cheeks, his hands were strong as he pressed her against him, and even the shouting and chaos and the madness that the world had descended into seemed to recede as everything narrowed down to this one perfect moment.
All too soon, Tiron broke the kiss and pulled back just enough that he could look deep into her eyes. There was anger there, passion, a smoldering desire that lit a fire within her core. 
“I am never,” he said hoarsely, “ever leaving your side again.”
“Good,” she managed. 
It was almost too much. His gaze was so intense. Yet she was the equal of it, had passed through her own transformative fires. Reaching up, she traced the length of his jaw, feeling a sense of wonder that he had exploded back into her life after she had given him up for lost. 
“I love you,” he said, and he was shaking, she realized. His arms around her were trembling, strong as they might be. “I love you, Iskra Kyferin, and I don’t care what you do or whom you marry. As long as I draw breath, my soul and sword are yours.”
Her eyes flooded with tears, and she kissed him again. A different kiss, not the ravaging hunger of a forest fire, but a deeper, harder kiss of longing and need.
THIS IS YOUR WOMAN?

Iskra’s eyes snapped open to see a dragon peering at her over Tiron’s shoulder. It was as large as a haycart, magnificently adorned with curving horns that flared back from its skull, and with eyes as depthless and wise as the darkest night sky. The sight filled her with awe and panic, and brought home again the multiplicity of impossibilities that had somehow become their shared reality over the span of the past hour.
“Yes,” said Tiron, holding her close and half-turning. “At least, I wish she was. Draumronin, may I present you to the Empress of Agerastos, Iskra Kyferin.”
“He’s dead,” she blurted. “The Emperor. I killed him.” 
Tiron stilled. “You killed him?”
“He was torturing me with his magic. I provoked him so that he cast too much. It drained him, killed him. He’s gone.”
Tiron’s arm tensed around her, and a murderous gleam entered his eye. “He tortured you?”
Something of herself came back to her, and she took a half-step back. Not leaving his embrace entirely, but regaining some measure of her poise, her own innate strength. “Yes. But that was his undoing. It allowed me to take control of his army and with it liberate the Ascendant.”
Tiron’s expression darkened. “I should never have left your side. If he weren’t dead, I’d –” 
“Hush, Tiron.” She reached up and touched his cheek. “Thank you, but it’s done. If anything, feel pity for him. I do. In the end, Enderl got him too. Twisted him into a broken reflection of himself. He’s gone. Let him be.”
Tiron looked down for a moment, then nodded. “Very well. You’re the strongest woman I’ve ever met, Iskra. No – what am I saying? The strongest person.”
She laughed. “Hardly, but thank you.” She glanced up as Draumronin moved with surprising grace to join the other two dragons. They seemed to communicate in silence, and then, as one, disappeared. “Where did they go?”
Tiron blanched. “I don’t — Ramswold! What just happened?”
Before the young knight could respond, the three dragons re-appeared. A charred mass lay before them. 
It was a dragon. The few places where its hide was not blackened shone white. 
“Rauda,” said Tiron, his voice little more than a pained croak. “Shaya. They died on their first assault on the great demon.”
“The ur-destraas?” Iskra whispered. “You attacked it?”
“We tried. We didn’t get very far, even with four dragons.”
Draumronin took Rauda’s corpse in its front claws and then beat its wings powerfully, sending stinging winds through the crowd. It lurched off the ground and climbed higher into the air, and the other two dragons followed. Silence fell throughout the kragh and the humans. Everyone watched as the three dragons flew higher, spiraling around each other until, just before they reached the aurora
infernalis, Draumronin let loose a bugling cry of loss and released Rauda’s corpse.
It fell, and the three dragons dove after it, strafing it with dragon flame as they swooped by. In moments, it was reduced to little more than ash, which the wind diffused so that her remains disappeared into the Bythian sky.
The three dragons voiced their grief once more, their cry echoing out across the badlands, and remained aloft, slowly flying past each other in a series of mournful loops.
“Shaya,” said Ramswold, moving to the small bundle of burnt rags and bones that had remained on the ground. “Oh, Shaya.”
Tiron led Iskra with him, and others gathered to form a circle around the pitifully small corpse. The demon’s flame had reduced her to the size of a child, erasing any distinguishing features, causing her to shrivel up and curl into herself.
Tharok pushed his way through the crowd, his expression forbidding. He stood over her, glaring down at her body, and then looked over to Maur and spoke in kragh. She nodded, and then he turned to Ramswold.
“She was of my clan.” 
Iskra had not expected to hear such emotion from a kragh. 
“She has earned the greatest honors,” Tharok said. “She is a hero of the kragh. Dragon rider. Liberator. She deserved better.”
Nobody spoke.
“There are some amongst you humans who might have claim to her. Her brother lies dying on those rocks. Some of you might have been her friends. But I claim her as clanmate. If we had the time, I would give her a fitting burial. But we do not. So, I will place her under an honor cairn, and later, if we survive, I will carry her remains myself to the Dragon’s Tear so her spirit will have the greatest chance of rising to the Valley of the Dead.”
Ramswold nodded stiffly. Tharok lifted Shaya’s cindered body with the utmost care and turned to depart.
“Stay, Tharok,” Iskra called out. 
The massive kragh paused and looked over his shoulder, his brows lowering. 
Iskra looked around the gathered crowd. The Ascendant was standing beside Kethe, a hand on her shoulder, Ramswold beside a large kragh woman. With them were Tóki, Orishin, and Ilina, along with the surviving Vothaks, Hundred Serpents, Hrethings, and Cerulean Guard, the kragh shamans and black-skinned warriors. She espied Audsley standing at the back of the crowd, wearing a haunted expression. 
“I am Iskra Kyferin, Empress of Agerastos, Lady of Ennoia, and the Ascendant’s Grace. We do not have time to grieve. We must hold a council of war — now — if we are to have any hope of stopping Zephyr and her demons. Kragh and human must work together, or we will all perish. Will you join us and share your wisdom?”
“Wisdom?” Tharok tested the word, then nodded to the kragh woman. “She is the wise one. But... yes. You are right.” Tenderly, he handed Shaya’s corpse to another kragh, to whom he growled a curt command. The kragh bowed and backed away. “I shall tend to my dead when this is done. We must talk. The end times are upon us.”
Iskra nodded. “That we yet live to fight back is a miracle. That we have.... dragons... on our side is our greatest hope. But there is much I don’t know about what has come to pass. We must share our knowledge, and then decide upon a plan.”
“Yes,” said Kethe. “Asho said Audsley abandoned him after stealing Tharok’s crown. Shortly thereafter, Starkadr fell from the skies.”
People turned and looked about until they located Audsley, then parted so he could no longer hide. The magister was ashen-faced, holding his firecat tightly to his chest. 
“Yes, Audsley,” said Iskra. “It is time you came clean.” Each of her words felt like a hammer blow upon an anvil. “What have you done?”



CHAPTER 11

Audsley
Reflexively, Audsley reached for his demons, an instinct born of terror as all eyes turned toward him. With a pang, he realized they were gone, and with them the ability to escape, to teleport to a safe locale – his empty tower room back in Kyferin Castle, perhaps, or any hidden corner of the Empire where he could avoid what was to come. 
Aedelbert climbed up out of his arms and onto his shoulder, where he draped his wings protectively about Audsley, claws digging through the fabric of Audsley’s robe. Awkwardly, Audsley reached up to reassure him, scratching him behind one ear, but Aedelbert was right. He was under attack here, and rightly so.
“Audsley?” Iskra’s voice had grown hard, and she looked once more the distant and regal figure he had met when he’d first arrived in her husband’s service. 
“Yes, I — yes. Ahem. Where to begin?” He looked around nervously, but nowhere was there a safe harbor; he was sweating profusely, he realized, and his robe suddenly clung to him like a nightmare, thick and scratchy and tight at the throat. 
There was one figure he could not bring himself to look at. One who had not yet spoken, whose very presence grounded the proceedings and defined their struggles. The Ascendant. Did he dare a glance? No, no, that would have been the height of folly.
“Know that everything I did, I did with the purest of intentions.” His words were overloud, and to himself it sounded like he had bleated. 
He paused. Was what he had said true? He’d told himself that repeatedly, but to the end, had his intentions been pure? 
“I was tasked by Lady Iskra to divine the depths of corruption in Aletheia, as hinted at by the dead Grace’s use of a black potion to avoid death when first the Empire fought the Agerastians, and by the subsequent deployment of the previous Makaria to aid in our destruction. Further, when I delivered Kethe to the Virtues, I noticed that the Minister of the Moon — a very highly ranked individual at court — was possessed by demons. With Lady Iskra’s blessings, I vowed to root out this evil and help save the Empire by allowing it to be changed and not destroyed.”
That sounded fine, a good way to open the proceedings. He went to continue, taking a deep breath, but Tóki cut in.
“How come you could tell there were demons in his soul, Magister?”
Nods and raised eyebrows echoed the question. He’d have to answer. 
“Ah, it’s a long story. We’re pressed for time, the end of the world and all, but — in short — during my stay in Starkadr, my group was assaulted by demons. Ser Tiron, here, can attest to how precarious our situation was. We were trying to keep the Lunar Portal open so that Lady Iskra could effect diplomatic overtures with the Agerastian Empire, and I was the only one who could open the Portals outside of their normal lunar cycle.”
Ilina, the head Vothak, was watching him closely. Did she suspect him of lying already? Was she jealous of his abilities? 
“A demon was loose in Starkadr. It killed several of our guards, and when I was abandoned by the last man — I won’t speak his name — I was left alone to kill it. I armed myself with weapons with which the old Sin Casters had bound demons, and hunted the demon before it could kill me.”
Suitably brave, and perhaps unexpected. The Hrething was nodding, and even Tharok looked impressed by his valor, though it was hard to be sure. “I found the demon, and we did battle! I swooped down, unleashing flame from my demon gauntlet, and — it gutted me. I was dying. My death would have doomed Iskra, trapping her in Agerastos, so I accepted the bargain offered to me by the demons in my artifacts and allowed them to heal me in exchange for taking them into my body.”
His face flushed. To speak of that moment so baldly made his heart race. 
The nods were more tentative now. 
Orishin spoke up, his words smooth and practically apologetic. “You accused the former Grace of being corrupt for evading death. Yet you did the same thing?”
Audsley’s smile became tight. “Yes. I don’t claim to be pure, and in that moment, I gave up my hopes for rebirth as a Sigean. I did it out of necessity. Regardless, I defeated the demon. Iskra joined forces with Agerastos, and my newfound powers allowed me to aid Kethe and Asho in rebuffing the Black Shriving from Mythgræfen only a day later.”
Kethe nodded somberly. “It’s true. Without Audsley’s help, I don’t think we would have survived.”
“Thank you, my dear.” Audsley wanted to hug her. “The demons could speak to me. A most... unsettling condition, to be sure, but when I saw the Minister of the Moon, they told me he was possessed. I endeavored to uncover more, and with their help, I did so. I realized that the black potions the Virtues drank were the source of the Fujiwara clan’s power, and I met Little Zephyr — a granddaughter of the former Minister of Perfection – during my investigations.”
“Former?” asked Iskra.
“Yes. Ah. I killed him?” 
Eyebrows shot up. 
“But quickly, I’ll finish. Zephyr took me into her confidence, and when Iskra led the Agerastian invasion of Aletheia, she took me to a secret Fujiwara stonecloud. There, I discovered that the black potions were drawn from the suffering of captive Sin Casters. It was ghastly.”
Kethe’s face grew pale, and mutters rose around the group.
“Worse,” Audsley pressed on, “these Sin Casters were then somehow transformed into demons when they were... used up... and these demons were implanted in young Fujiwara souls.”
Tiron swore. Tharok turned to translate to Maur. Kethe’s head rocked back, and Iskra raised her hand to cover her mouth.
“Yes. It is awful. Zephyr promised to reveal these secrets if I helped her kill her grandfather so she could escape her clan’s clutches. We tried to do so and failed. He had the Virtue Ainos by his side, and with her help, he defeated us.”
The muttering ceased, and all eyes turned to the Ascendant. At last, Audsley glanced his way, looking at the young man out of the corner of his eye. A band of muscle was flickering into view over the Ascendant’s jaw, but otherwise he stood still. 
“I... Ainos was sent to kill the Ascendant, and I couldn’t stop her.” Pressure was building up within Audsley’s chest, a terrible weight that made him want to run away, to escape before he could blurt out what was to come.
“She killed Theletos,” whispered Kethe. “And the previous Grace. Asho nearly killed himself stopping her.”
“Yes, but she is dead, is she not? That’s what matters. And — and —”
“And what, Audsley?” Iskra was watching him closely. Clearly, she knew he was hiding something. “And what?”
“And — I spoke with the Minister of Perfection. He told me, well — he challenged my very understanding of the world!” His hands were clenched into fists, and now he was staring directly at the Ascendant. “He proved to me that Ascendancy is a lie! Yes, a lie, inflicted upon the world by the first Ascendant, who wished for nothing more than power and revenge!”
His heart was thumping wildly in his chest. To speak such words to the Ascendant himself!
“The Minister of Perfection,” the Ascendant said quietly, “was a master of lies.”
“Yes, perhaps. Undoubtedly. But! He put certain facts before me that I could not dispute. The Portals!” Audsley turned to the rest of the group as if they were his jurors. “How could the Empire be built on such a demonic foundation? And — and why do the Virtues die so young? Why do the black potions sustain them? Once, in ages past, Sin Caster and Virtue would bond, oh yes, just like Kethe and Asho, and in doing so, they would sustain each other. They would empower each other! It was a harmony of creation and death that balanced out their ills! Now, with the Black Gate closed, the powers of creation no longer flow into the world. Sin Casters are unable to work their magic, and Virtues wither away and die!”
The Ascendant was gazing at him with something akin to sadness. This spurred Audsley into a fury. He turned to Ilina and Orishin. 
“Why were the Agerastians punished? Because they started the great war that sundered the old republic during the Age of Wonders. Why were the Bythians cast into the roles of slaves? Because they dared laugh at the first Ascendant, spurning his ‘wisdom’! Do you know from whom the great Aletheian families are descended? The men who helped the first Ascendant slaughter all opposition!”
His chest was heaving. “It’s a lie! A great con, perpetrated by a man who wished for nothing more than revenge and power. Oh, and to think of the millions who follow this creed! Blind! Abused! With all wealth flowing to Aletheia so that those pampered, corrupt nobles could live indolently even as they failed in every respect to adhere to the very tenets of their reason for being!”
Audsley stopped. Everyone was staring at him. He was failing to persuade them of anything but his madness.
“I was convinced,” he said. “Convinced that the only way to reveal these truths and free the people of the Empire was to give the circlet to the Minister so he could open the Black Gate, once more allowing creative energy to flow back into the Empire, and in doing so usher in a new Age of Wonders.”
“Madness,” croaked Ramswold. “Heresy.”
“Open the Black Gate, Audsley?” Iskra whispered. “Are you listening to yourself?”
“You betrayed us?” asked Tiron. He looked wounded, confused. “You did this? You brought Starkadr down and freed the demons?”
Tharok rested his hand on the hilt of his great sword. “The kragh kill traitors.”
“Wait,” said the Ascendant. He stepped forward, and everyone grew still. “Magister Audsley, you have painted an alarming if erratic portrait of the world.” 
There was no anger in his voice. Audsley hated that. Hatred, fury, resentment, disgust — all of these, he could have understood. But pity? 
“You say that the Minister of Perfection convinced you that the Empire was founded on lies. That the original Ascendant created our religion as a means of controlling others and gaining revenge. Am I right?”
Audsley nodded.
“And that the proper state of being is for the Black Gate to be open, so that... creative energy can flow through and allow Sin Casters and Virtues to work miracles together.”
“Yes,” said Audsley, raising his chin. “Precisely.”
“Yet you don’t mention how he explained the existence of demons. What role do they play in this teleology?”
“Demons?” Audsley blinked. “They — they’re obviously evil, and —” Audsley stopped. The Minister hadn’t mentioned them. At all. Nor had Audsley thought fit to ask. 
Why not? 
“Demons come through the Black Gate, do they not?” asked the Ascendant.
Kethe stepped forward. “I’ve seen them do it with my own eyes. In the mountains above Mythgræfen. Asho and I saw them come through a second, smaller gate.”
“Yes,” said Audsley. “That’s true.”
“So?” the Ascendant pressed. “If the Black Gate is meant to be open to bring balance, how do you account for the demons that would come through it? Further, how do you explain these ‘creative powers’, the magics of the Sin Casters, being so tainted that they drive their practitioners mad? Why is this creative energy so corrupt?”
Audsley stammered, but nothing came to mind. Why hadn’t he asked himself these questions before? What role did demons play in this world of the Minister’s?
“We inherited an age of miracles,” said the Ascendant. “Yes, our ancestors used their powers to bind demons and create the Portals. Yes, they lifted Nous from the waters and allowed Sige to flourish on the peaks. But one cannot judge Ascendancy by their actions.”
“Yet you use those miracles to run your Empire!” cried Audsley. “You use demons to float Aletheia and make your Empire possible!”
“Evil is expressed through action,” said the Ascendant. “The demons are bound. They cannot harm others. They are no longer evil, but tools toward the greater good.”
Tharok snorted. “But they are no longer bound.”
“No,” said the Ascendant. “And whose fault is that?”
“Zephyr’s,” whispered Audsley. 
“You helped her,” said Ramswold, his face deeply flushed. 
“I did,” said Audsley. “But not at the end. I killed the Minister when he sought to take Tharok’s circlet from my hand. I changed my mind!” He looked around the group, pleading. “I didn’t trust him, so I struck him down. A final pang of my conscience! But in doing so, I was also wounded. Zephyr stole the circlet while I lay fallen, and she placed it on Starkadr’s guiding plinth. The demons within me refused me their power when I sought to strike her down. I was helpless without their aid.”
“What did she do, Audsley?” Tiron’s voice was harsh. 
Audsley gazed sadly at him. Friends no longer. “She used the circlet’s power to release the demons of Starkadr after transporting it over Ennoia.”
Kethe fell into a crouch, cupping her head, her face scrunched up in anger and confusion. “But why? Why did she want to kill so many people?”
“I... I think she is mad,” said Audsley. “She has been abused since she was born. They forced a demon into her soul when she was only a child.” 
He felt as if he were floating. He didn’t know what was true any longer. The Minister’s tale still haunted him, but he couldn’t summon the energy to press his attack. He felt enervated. Half-mad himself.
“We have to focus,” said Tiron. “What is she going to do next?”
“We cannot let her open the Black Gate,” said Ramswold.
“No,” said Iskra. “Wait. She said something when she visited us in Starkadr.” She looked to the Ascendant. “Do you recall...?” 
“She was going to drag my corpse to Aletheia,” the Ascendant said blandly. “So that I could witness her final and greatest deed.”
“Aletheia?” asked Kethe. “That’s not where the Black Gate is. Do you think she’s going to destroy the White... Oh.”
“No,” said Audsley. “She won’t try to do that.” He flinched at the looks people gave him. “That doesn’t align with her view of the world. No, if she’s going to go to Aletheia, it’s because she wants to release the demons that power its flight.”
“By the Ascendant,” whispered Ramswold. “There are already far too many of them for us to fight. We cannot let that happen.”
“Yes,” Tiron said with some measure of impatience. “But how are we to stop them? We’ve already lost Rauda and Shaya fighting that one big demon. How can we stop them from taking what they want?”
The crowd lapsed into silence. 
“The circlet,” said Tharok at last. “We must take it back from her.”
“And if we do?” snapped Tiron. “Assuming we even can? What then? Can we use it to put the demons back?”
“No,” said Audsley. “No, I don’t think so. I mean, it might theoretically be possible, but who would know how to do such a thing? The demons were bound during the height of the Age of Wonders. They undoubtedly knew their names and used them to subjugate the demons. Who here could match the ur-destraas’ will and force it to be bound once more without that invaluable tool?”
“But the circlet can be used to compel the demons, can it not?” asked Iskra.
“Yes... I believe so,” said Audsley. “At least, those who were bound in Starkadr. But even so, there are thousands of demons loose. It would be impossible to hold them in perpetual captivity. If they can’t be placed back in their prisons, what would we do with them? Would they hold still while we asked our dragons to incinerate them one by one?”
“And the circlet itself corrupts,” said Tharok darkly. “Nobody could be trusted to execute our plan once they had put it on.”
“Still,” said Tiron. “If we take the circlet from Zephyr, we can foil her plans. We can try to control them. We sure as hell can’t defeat the demons in pitched combat.”
“We must defend Aletheia,” said Iskra decisively. “We cannot allow it to fall into Zephyr’s hands.”
“But to defend it requires an army,” Tiron said in exasperation. “Something we don’t have. And even if we did, that ur-destraas would destroy it in minutes.”
Tharok hunkered down, arms wrapped around his knees, his lower lip stuck out in thought. “We do have an army,” he said. “My kragh are strong. But they may not fight the demons. They would see them as evil spirits.”
“We had an army too,” Tiron said bitterly. “But you turned them all into stone.”
“Not me. The Tharok who wore the circlet.”
“The circlet allows its bearer to petrify opponents?” asked Audsley. “That shouldn’t be.”
“No,” said Tharok. “I meant at my command. Kyrrasthasa, my medusa ally. She was the one who turned your human army into stone.”
“What?” Ilina’s voice carried in it such shaking passion that everyone turned to her. “What did you say?”
Tharok scowled and rose to his feet. “I don’t repeat myself.”
“You said — a medusa?”
“Shit,” said Tiron quietly.
“Ilina,” said Iskra, “this isn’t the time —”
“No! This is the time! A medusa? You have seen such a goddess? You have worshipped before her?” Ilina’s voice was a whiplash, and faint black sparks of lightning flickered around her fingers. “Speak, kragh! Do not play with me! Is she here? Does she wander amongst your number, imbuing them with her grace?”
“No,” Tharok said coldly. “She was attacked by the dragons. She turned herself into stone to sleep away the eons in safety.”
“Where?” Ilina’s voice was a ragged cry. “I must see her! We can awaken her, bring her divinity back to the world. She must come with me back to Agerastos, visit the faithful —”
Tharok’s snarl was ugly, and it silenced her. “No. She is evil. She warps all that she touches. I would not have her return for all the world.”
Ilina faced him, chin raised, clearly not caring how massive and proudly he stood. The faint flickers of lightning grew thicker around her fingers. 
Tharok bared his tusks, raised a hand, and a hint of a white shield of fire appeared before him. “Cast your magics at me, human, and I will punch your face into the back of your skull.”
“Enough,” said the Ascendant, and to Audsley’s amazement, both Tharok and Ilina turned to him. The Ascendant stepped forth, as unassuming as any man, his white robes darkened with dust and dirt, his expression severe. “We are allies, no matter what our creeds. We must all make sacrifices if we are to survive. Ilina, you say you know how to awaken the medusa?”
“There is an ancient ritual for doing precisely that,” Ilina said stiffly. “Taught to each al-Vothak in turn.” She turned to stare at Iskra with glittering eyes. “I know you think me and mine mad. The Emperor himself thought us fools, and our religion little more than a tool to bend us to his will. But ours is a true religion, a repository of faith and knowledge. A holdover from an era when medusas ruled the world and Vothaks were their handmaidens and high priests.”
Tharok drew his massive blade. Black fire dripped from its curved edge. “I would rather die than see her brought back.”
“Ilina,” said the Ascendant. “Can medusas restore life to those they turned to stone?”
Audsley’s breath caught in his throat. 
“Yes,” Ilina said proudly, pushing her shoulders back. 
“Never,” Tharok said again. “You lose me, my shamans, the dragons, and my kragh. Worse, you gain us as enemies. It will not happen.”
“Why do you protest so strongly?” Ilina asked with a smirk. “I recognize it now. I’ve never seen it before, but you are burned by her inner sun, are you not? You bear the mark of her blessing. You once kissed her yourself. Your blackened skin betrays you.”
Tharok roared in anger and charged forward — only to halt as a wall of golden light shot up between him and the Vothak. It shimmered and undulated like the aurora above, and Audsley fancied he could hear a faint sound coming from somewhere – a singing, perhaps, that awoke a deep longing in his soul.
“Akinetos, Synesis, and Mixis stand frozen with that army,” said the Ascendant. “Along with dozens of Consecrated. Thousands of knights and soldiers. We need them if we are to resist the demons.”
“She is a demon,” said Tharok. “She cannot be trusted. And with these fools to worship her? Madness!”
“We must revive her,” said Ilina, turning to the Ascendant. “She is ancient beyond belief. Wise to the world and its mysteries. We need her counsel. We need her wisdom. She can guide us in this coming war. Tell us how to handle the demons.”
“Five thousand men,” said Tiron. “That’s how many we’d stand to gain. Plus the Virtues and the Consecrated.”
“No,” Tharok said again.
“Uniter,” said Iskra, and there was such compassion and pain in her voice that Audsley wasn’t surprised when Tharok turned to her, his brow lowered, unable to resist listening. “I understand. I promise you that I do. None of us wishes to repeat past mistakes, to bring fresh suffering to our people. But we are all going to die. Humans and kragh alike — those demons will destroy us. They will destroy this world. We must stop them, even if it means sacrificing ourselves and our convictions. Even if it means breaking oaths or becoming allies with our greatest enemies.”
Tharok stared at her in mute fury, then gave a sharp shake of his head. “I will speak with my kragh on this issue. I will ask Maur to speak with her dragon. I will not decide this on my own.”
The wall of golden fire shimmered and faded. “Do so,” said the Ascendant. “And thank you. But we are short on time. Please hurry.”
Tharok grunted, spoke to Maur, and the pair of them strode off toward the other kragh chieftains and shamans.
“There... there is someone else who might be able to help,” said Audsley. He felt miserable. The more he revealed, the more complicit he felt. “The Minister of Perfection. He told me that his grandfather was yet alive. Erenthil the Artificer, who was at Starkadr when it fell to the Order of Purity. He still leads the Fujiwaras from his place in hiding.”
Kethe shook her head. “That’s not possible. He’d be... how many centuries old?”
“And why would he help us?” asked Iskra.
“The Minister of Perfection didn’t want to release the demons,” said Audsley. “He wanted to open the Black Gate to bring balance to the world, to return us to the Age of Wonders. I believe Erenthil would have the same goals. I believe he’d be opposed to Zephyr.”
“He’s the grandfather of the Minister of Perfection, whose sole goal was to bring down the Empire,” said Ramswold. He looked to the others. “Am I the only one who balks at turning to this man for help? What can he offer us but corruption and lies?”
“Just as we asked Tharok to put aside his convictions,” said Iskra wearily, “so must we put aside our own.” Her voice was haunted, hollow. Yet, for all that, Audsley thought she was still managing to hold on to her dignity, to a sense of wounded gravitas that drew the eye and made him want to help her in whatever way he could.
“We have no time,” she said. “We have no strategy, much less tactics to enact it. Our resources are virtually none. Our allies are depleted, exhausted – most of them are dead. Ennoia is gone. Starkadr is fallen. We no longer fight to protect the Ascendant, because His Holiness himself fights at our side.”
She looked about the small circle, meeting eyes, her own expression troubled, stern, compassionate. “This is our greatest test. Our final crucible. How far are we willing to go to survive? To protect the lives of the innocents who yet look to us for succor? What are we willing to sacrifice? Our lives, assuredly. But what more? Our morals? Our compunctions? Our souls?”
Nobody spoke. 
The dragons, heeding Maur’s call, descended in great swoops to alight beside the conferring kragh. But such was Iskra’s magnetism that Audsley didn’t even look their way.
“I will speak with this Erenthil,” said Iskra. “I will speak with the medusa. I will gather any and all strength that remains to us and use it to rebuff the demons that seek to destroy our world. Even if it damns me. Even if it leaves me a pariah in the eyes of those I hope to save.”
Her smile was small and bitter, but it included them, shared what little warmth she had left amongst their number. “Will you stand and fight with me, Lord Ramswold? Will all of you swear to do whatever is necessary to defeat this evil?”
“I — yes,” said Ramswold, lowering himself to one knee. “You humble me, my lady. The Order of the Star is yours to command, as it always was.”
“Yes,” said Tiron, his voice still little more than a rasp. He moved to kneel beside Ramswold. “As you command, my lady, so I obey.”
Tóki and the Hrethings also knelt, and the Cerulean Guard followed suit. The Vothaks bowed stiffly, followed by Orishin, Patash, and the Agerastian guards. 
Finally, Iskra looked to Audsley. “And you, Magister? Once, you were my most faithful and trusted ally. Once, we swore to serve the Empire, no matter how poor our qualifications. Will you hold to that vow, even now?”
Audsley’s jaw trembled. He didn’t know what to believe. What was real, what was false. Did he have a soul? Was he doomed to the Black Gate, or would he pass into mindless oblivion?
“But after what I have done,” he whispered. “How could I...?”
“Atonement,” Iskra said heavily. “We have all failed, in one manner or another. You, perhaps, most of all. But you said that at the last, you rebelled. You resisted the Minister and slew him.”
“I did,” said Audsley, wringing his hands. “But it wasn’t enough.”
“No,” said Iskra. “It wasn’t. But, all the more reason to seek redemption. If you want it.”
Did he? 
Of course he did. He wanted the guilt to fall from him, the shame and horror. But could it? Could he redress the evil he had done? From the stony way Ramswold was staring at him, from the cold expression in Tiron’s eyes, he knew they didn’t think so. But could he prove them wrong? 
In the end, did it matter to him what the great and ethereal truths were? No; they were beyond him. Perhaps one day he could tease fact from fiction, could debate the Ascendant, could figure out what he believed. 
For now, what mattered most were his friendships. The people who needed him. For them, he would give his last living breath, even if they in turn failed to find it in their hearts to forgive him.
“Yes,” he croaked. “Yes. More than anything.” 
With a groan, he lowered himself to one knee and bowed his head.



CHAPTER 12

Tharok
Fury curdled his innards. The shamans and warlords were assembling before him, forming a rough circle before the rock on which he was standing. Maur was standing to one side, and Flamska’s great head was lowered so the Wise Woman could drape an arm over the dragon’s neck with unnerving familiarity. From where he was standing, Tharok could see his thousands, a fraction of the horde he’d led into battle but days ago. 
All of them looking to him for guidance. For leadership. For wisdom and control.
“Attend me!” 
His roar silenced what chatter was drifting through the ranks. Warlords lowered themselves into squats, lower jaws jutting out, while shamans folded their hands into their sleeves, all of them huddled together like malignant goats awaiting slaughter.
“The world has changed! Where once the frail resistance of the humans was all we had to contend with, now the very darkness has turned into our enemy and seeks to blot out the skies with their wings and flame. The dragons have returned to us, led by Maur, Wise Woman of the Red River, and the medusa has been forced into a form of stone, her influence over our kind shattered!”
He could feel their response. There was a texture to the air, a density that pressed against him. Only hours ago, they had been rebuffed and slaughtered trying to take Ennoia. Only hours ago, they had been whipped into a fervor directed against humanity — and then crushed. And now? He could sense their confusion, their dangerous frustration. Only Flamska’s presence kept them in line — along with the shock of having lost Kyrra. But how much longer would that awe hold?
“We no longer wage war on the humans,” said Tharok. “You can see their leader there. The Ascendant himself! The man whose head I swore to cut from his shoulders. Look at him! He now stands at his ease. Why do we not crush him, end the humans once and for all, as we have fought to do since I first came down from the mountains? Because a greater enemy has shown itself. A true evil. We fight it, or we die!”
The kragh stirred, muttering, alarmed. 
“We cannot win!” His own frustration bled into his roar, and the nearest kragh flinched back. “We cannot win, and we will die, all of us, even if we flee back to our land, even if we hide in the deepest cracks like vermin! We will die, torn apart and screaming, our blood forming a great, foaming river, drowning the world, our meat growing rancid beneath the sun. Our bones will bleach where this enemy leaves them strewn, and our kind will be no more!”
Such was his mounting ferocity that the kragh stared back at him, frozen and bewitched; they were shocked into silence. 
“But we have dragons, you say.” He pointed at Flamska. “Our greatest myth come back to life, unstoppable, wise and mystical, our most primal defenders. You take comfort in them, don’t you? Idiots! Even our dragons will die when they face this threat. I saw one burned to ashes with my own eyes. You saw its corpse lifted into this very sky and burned by the surviving three! They cannot save you!”
Many of the kragh rose to their feet, uncertain and alarmed, and grunted their anger at him, frightened into belligerence. Tharok bared his tusks at them and opened his arms wide as if to welcome them into a killing embrace. 
“Our only hope for survival is to band with the humans, call them clanmates – and even then, that will not be enough. Their strongest castle has fallen, shattered upon their army, and killed them all in one go! Ennoia is no more. It is gone, and our mutual enemy now sets its sights on Aletheia, their floating island, where they seek to double their number. Dragons are not enough! Humans and their greatest knights are not enough!”
The kragh were appalled. Such was the virulence of his words that they felt assaulted; more rose to their feet, giving up the pretense of listening. They barked questions at him, and he saw disorder working its way through the ranks like ripples on a pond. Any moment now, they would break out into violence. Would riot.
“There is only one way!” This, he roared in his avalanche voice, that deep and carrying bellow that only the mightiest of mountain kragh could use. “One! And it sickens me to my soul!” 
And in that moment, he realized what he’d been doing all along. What he’d been driving at. What he’d already decided.
“It makes me want to tear at my own face, break my tusks, shatter my blade and weep for our kind! We need the Sky Father-forsaken medusa back amongst our number!”
The kragh froze. Many of them had become her adherents, and he saw shock and glee on the faces of the shamans. They stared at him, wide-eyed. Flamska reared up, its wings beating twice as it gazed down at him with a draconian fury that would have quelled him were he not so disgusted himself.
YOU WOULD AWAKEN YOUR GREATEST FOE?
“Yes!” Tharok drew World Breaker, needing the flood of strength it gave him, the steadying effect of its power. “Yes, damn it all! She can return to the humans the army they lost at Abythos, five thousand strong. Their Virtues, their Consecrated. We need them if we are to fight this enemy. Worse, we need her guidance. None here can deny that she is old and wise to the ways of the world. She may know how to fight. How to defeat this enemy. We need her, though it makes me sick, makes me want to cut my own throat. Yes!”
Maur’s eyes glittered as perilously as Flamska’s. “You used such language once before, when you wore that circlet. Always, the ends justified the means. You would damn us once more?”
“Do you want to die, Maur?” Tharok’s fury was choking him. “You saw what we face. You think we can handle it without Kyrra’s help? Without the human army? Convince me. Please, I beg you. Tell me how we can fight this war without her.” 
Maur stared helplessly at him, her hands opening and closing. 
Tharok turned back to the horde. “Any of you! Tell me why we should not do this thing.”
One of the shamans stepped forth. He was a cadaverous kragh, lean and wasted both by old age and some spiritual malady that had bleached half of his body, leaving the right side of his face and form wasted and pale, the skin like old porridge, the eye milky white. 
“I am Blood Fire, devotee of Kyrrasthasa and leader of the remaining shamans. How do you plan to awaken her? She has fallen into a deep slumber and is beyond your reach.”
“The humans have a tribe called Vothaks amongst them.” The words felt like rocks, like he had to heave each one out of his mouth. “They claim to have worshipped the medusa in ages past. They claim to know a ritual that will awaken her.”
Blood Fire licked his lower lip, but his eyes remained narrowed. “Our loyalty and love for our mistress is well-known. But we are not fools.” He raised a trembling hand and pointed at Flamska. “You seek to awaken our mistress to use her. Are we to believe you will not kill her the moment her utility has ended? No, she is no mere tool to be used and then discarded. She is a goddess!”
He paused and glanced at the others, then continued. “Vow to us, Uniter. Vow to us, Wise Woman, that if our mistress proves herself instrumental in the defeat of this new enemy, you will spare her when all is said and done. You will allow her to depart and go where she wills, and will not seek to slay her anew.”
Tharok tongued the inside of his cheek. “Nerve. You’ve got plenty, to bargain when the fate of our kind lies in the balance.”
Blood Fire sketched a mocking bow in the manner of the humans. “Is there a better time to bargain?”
THE UR-DESTRAAS WILL DESTROY THIS WORLD AND TURN IT INTO A BLACK MIRROR OF ITS HOME BEYOND THE GATE. SMOKE WILL RISE TO CHOKE THE SKY AND OBSCURE THE SUN. LIFE WILL GUTTER AND FAIL, AND OVER THIS LAND OF RUIN WILL IT FLY, LOOKING UPON ITS FOUL WORKS AND FINDING THEM PLEASING. 
There was such grave sorrow in the dragon’s voice that even the fury in Tharok’s chest stilled, and he lowered his blade.
TO PREVENT SUCH A FATE, I WOULD COUNTENANCE THE FREEDOM OF ONE MEDUSA. HER EVIL PALES BESIDES THE TERROR THAT IS THE UR-DESTRAAS.
Blood Fire hissed his pleasure and turned to Tharok. “And you, Uniter? Do we have your word?”
Tharok felt ashen and worn. “Yes, shaman. You have my word.”
“Very well,” said the shaman. “Then, let us hasten to her side. Come!” 
Without waiting, he drew a curved dagger and began to carve a line of green fire into the air. The other shamans gathered behind him. 
“My chieftains,” said Tharok, unable to muster the energy to shout. “Jojan. We are moving our forces into Aletheia. Everyone. Send word to Nous, Sige, and Zoe. Our warriors are to gather in the Portal chamber and await my word. There, I will tell them about our new enemy. Go. See to it.”
The chieftains arose, Jojan at their lead. Though there was no eagerness in them, neither did they seem loath to obey. They bowed their heads and turned to order their tribes, marshal the milling ranks and herd them through the massive Portal into Aletheia.
Maur approached. “I would weep if I were not so terrified.”
Tharok hung his head. His shoulders felt bowed down despite World Breaker’s might, despite the unnatural vigor imparted by the medusa’s Kiss. “It’s weak of me, and I am ashamed, but I miss the circlet. I miss its surety. Its clarity. When I wore it, the world was simple: a chess board where every winning move was plain. Our foe now wears it, Maur. She has its powers at her command. How can we hope to outwit her?”
“I don’t know,” said Maur. “But remember, the circlet never served you. It bent you to its purpose. It will now do the same with our enemy. Whatever her goals, she will find herself moving to accomplish its purpose. So, think, Tharok. What was its ultimate goal?”
Tharok sheathed World Breaker and dug his thumbs into his eyes, ground them deep, seeing exploding stars of crimson and white against the velvety darkness behind his eyelids. “Its ultimate goal. I don’t know.” 
He wanted to rest. To stop. To let slip the burdens of being the Uniter if only for a little while.
Maur waited patiently. Finally, Tharok dropped his hands with a sigh. “I felt its will most strongly when I was standing before the Black Gate. It wanted me to go down to it. To open it.”
“To open the Black Gate,” said Maur. “And what would that do?”
“I don’t know,” said Tharok. “Kyrra said the humans believe hell lies on the other side. That magister, the one who stole the circlet – he said others believe it is the source of creative magic.”
“If the circlet wants it, then it must be bad,” said Maur. “Why, then, do the demons attack Aletheia and not come directly here?”
“Because... the circlet never compelled. It never forced me to act. Instead, it showed me how to accomplish my own dreams, but in such a manner that its goals became inevitable. It won’t force this Zephyr to come here, but it will arrange matters so that someday soon, she will believe doing so to be in her own best interests.”
“But she is mad,” said Maur. “She annihilated one of the cities of her own kind and liberated thousands of demons. Who is to say what her goals are?”
Tharok shrugged. “I don’t know. But she seems to desire Aletheia. So, now, we must defend that which we sought to destroy. Oh, Maur.” He covered his face with one hand. “Curse the day the circlet showed me how to escape the Valley of the Dead. Would that I had died up there and never brought it back into the land of the living. This is all my fault.”
He felt Maur’s hand on his shoulder as she stepped in close. “Who is to say what forces drove you to it? You were a tool, Tharok. You were used. But you were not a perfect tool.”
“No,” said Tharok, dropping his hand. Still, he couldn’t meet Maur’s eyes. “I was weak.”
“No. You were too strong for it.” She squeezed his shoulder. “You allowed me to escape with the shamans. That night in Gold, you defied it. Because of your strength, I was able to find the dragons. Even if Kyrra returns, she will never gain control over our kind now, not while the dragons remain to inspire us to something better.” She ducked her head so as to enter his line of sight. “You did that. You fought free for that one vital moment and saved our kind.”
Tharok snorted mirthlessly. “You are kind to say so.”
She shoved him, hard. He stumbled back and almost fell. “There is no time for your self-pity.”
Tharok fought down the urge to growl and instead stood up straight. “You’re right.” 
“Of course I am.” She half-turned away, then looked back at him. “Are you coming?”
“On Flamska?” Tharok looked up at the dragon, who was watching him, its expression inscrutable.
“Are you going to run a foot race with shamans who can carve Portals to their destination? Of course.”
“It — it would be an honor.” I am not worthy, he wanted to add, and though he sincerely believed it, he didn’t want to test Maur’s patience any further. “Thank you.”
“Thank me when we are done,” said Maur. “Now, come.”
They touched Flamska’s foreleg, and together they slipped through space so that a moment later they were standing once more before the gathered humans.
Tharok shook off his uncertainty, raised his chin and assumed the guise of the Uniter once more. “There is no other way,” he growled, glaring defiantly at Iskra and the Ascendant. “I understand that, but that does not mean I like it. We will awaken the medusa, and I have sworn to my own shamans that if she proves crucial in our defeat of the demons, then we will not slay her but rather let her go as repayment for her service.”
The humans stirred, and Iskra took a single step forward. “Thank you. I know this is not easy. Ilina, are you ready?”
The old Vothak was practically vibrating with barely constrained enthusiasm. “I have dreamt of this moment my whole life, Iskra. Let us go. Now.”
The human knight, Tiron, spoke up. “There isn’t enough time for us to cross the badlands on foot. Draumronin has agreed — as have the others — to transport those who need to be present.”
“Tharok,” said Iskra. “We will need you in Aletheia to lead your kragh against the new enemy.”
Tharok grunted. “Yes. I have already sent word. My forces will gather in Aletheia. I will greet them there. Maur will oversee Kyrra’s return.” He was secretly glad for the excuse not to attend, because he was unsure he’d be able to keep his temper at the sight of her.
“Very well,” said Iskra. “Makaria, you will represent the Empire in this matter and go to Abythos to supervise the restoration of our army.”
“And Asho?” Kethe sounded torn.
“We will take him with us,” said the Ascendant. “He has already earned all honors, and if there is anything further I can do for him, it will be done.”
Kethe nodded miserably. “All right.” Then she took a deep breath and raised her chin. “Yes. Of course.”
“The attack on Aletheia could come at any time,” said Iskra. “We must hurry. Tharok, Tiron, the Ascendant and I will depart for Aletheia immediately. Maur, Kethe, Lord Ramswold, Ilina and the Vothaks are to revive the medusa and bring back our army from Abythos. Any questions?”
Tharok felt a grudging respect for the older human woman. Had she been kragh, she would easily serve on a Wise Woman’s council. Despite the madness and chaos that threatened to overwhelm them, despite the pain and loss that she no doubt felt, she retained the ability to command. 
As such, he did not mind her seeming to give him orders. He grunted his assent and turned to Maur. “Good luck. If Kyrra gives you any trouble, turn her to ash.”
“Have no fear on that score,” she replied. “I will be searching for the slightest provocation.” She hesitated. “Take care of yourself, Tharok. If the Sky Father wills, I will soon join you in Aletheia.”
“Yes,” said Tharok, and then words failed him. He didn’t know how to express the sudden longing that arose within him, forceful and dangerous, a yearning for her presence at his side, for her scorn, her vitality, the way she made him feel both alive and unsure of himself. He wanted to say something, affirm something between them, but Maur didn’t give him a chance. 
She turned, touched Flamska’s leg, and then both were gone.



CHAPTER 13

Kethe
They were all soon assembled before the mighty spike of stone that had been driven deep into the ground in front of the Blade Towers. Kethe stood to one side, one hand resting lightly on the pommel of Tiron’s blade, studying it curiously. To think that great spindle of gray rock contained a medusa – a form in which it could sleep for centuries, waiting for the world to change, for the threat that had driven it to sleep to pass away.
It was fascinating to watch Ilina and her Vothaks deal with the black-skinned shamans. They recognized each other as kindred spirits, yet the gulf between them was vast. Ilina was forced to summon all her hauteur and imperiousness to hold her own against the one-eyed shaman who led what was left of Tharok’s contingent. Only her knowledge of the revivification rite allowed her pride of place; the shaman stepped back, unable to control his glower.
Flamska and Maur, however, killed any pretense that this was a glorious reawakening. They loomed right behind the spindle, a mighty and awe-inspiring presence that both Ilina and the shaman were unable to restrain themselves from glancing at. Lord Ramswold was sitting atop his own dragon behind the medusa’s faithful, looming over Vothak and shaman alike. No matter where they looked, they saw their draconian overseers.
The rite was underway. A large stone bowl had been found in which copious amounts of blood had been poured. The Vothaks and shamans had lined up to donate their blood, Ilina being the first. Forearms were slit open, and dangerous amounts of blood were drained. Into this, Ilina then stirred dust until a thick paste had formed, which she and her Vothaks used to decorate the spindle with strange, looping lines. All the while, she chanted, a repetitious drone that set Kethe’s teeth on edge.
“This is unconscionable,” Ilina said as she returned to the bowl for more crimson paste. “This ritual should be the culmination of a week’s worth of festivities and prayer. To rush it in this manner is sacrilege.” 
Kethe caught her eye and raised an eyebrow. The old Vothak scowled and turned back to her work.
Finally, the last of the paste had been used. The spindle was girded in dark crimson as high as the Vothaks could reach. Something about the pattern made Kethe’s eye queasy; there was a power there that her own power yearned to crush, to erase. But she held herself back and watched as the Vothaks and shamans got down on their knees all around the spindle and began to pray.
It was an ecstatic affair, a call and response, with Ilina’s hoarse, shaking voice rising in ever-greater paroxysms of fervor. This continued for several minutes, and despite the eeriness of the affair, Kethe’s fatigue began to prey on her. The chanting became a drone; her eyes began to slide closed.
The chanting came to a climax, and as one the Vothaks rose and blasted the spindle with black flame. It was engulfed in a brief flash of ebon fire, and when it was gone, Kethe saw that the lines of blood had incandesced.
The pattern burned into the rock, eating away at the stone and creating cracks from which a bright crimson light burned forth. The spindle shivered as its integrity was fractured. 
The dragons rumbled. 
Kethe watched, fully alert once more, as entire segments of the spindle fell apart. Slowly at first, and then all at once, the mass of it fell asunder, crashing to the rocky ground to reveal the medusa within.
In an instant, Kethe’s blade was before her, lit with a blazing white fire. The medusa filled her vision. Nothing Kethe had ever seen had prepared her for the monster’s mesmerizing beauty. The colors that undulated down the medusa’s serpentine body burned with an otherworldly intensity, making the world of Bythos seem all the more drab in comparison. Eye-stinging yellow along her belly, blending into the most lurid of crimsons up her sides which gave way to pitch black on the overlapping carapace that ran down her spine. Her upper torso was human and powerfully muscled. Her skin was the color of darkening coals, a smoldering, dusty red with a fan of soft yellow scales rising up across her abdomen and between her breasts. A mass of snakes wreathed her face, hissing and undulating as if they were caught in underwater currents.
Flamska and Skandengraur reared and roared their warnings. Kethe’s heart pounded in her chest. Ilina’s cries mixed with those of the shamans, sheer rapture, and Kethe could understand why. There’d been truth in Ilina’s words: this creature exuded a divine radiance, a mesmerizing power that beguiled the eye and overpowered the will. 
Kyrra’s eyes flicked open, and heat washed across Kethe’s face and hands as if a vast oven door had been thrown wide. The medusa’s eyes were as pitiless as the sun, a glaring nullity that burned Kethe’s vision until she was forced to lower her gaze, bright motes scoring her sight, only to look back with a squint as the medusa’s tail rose to shake with a terrifying rattle. 
“Mistress! My queen!” Ilina staggered forward and fell to her knees. “Know that I am Ilina, al-Vothak of Agerastos, Keeper of the Sacred Flame, Guardian of the Hallowed Mysteries, your first and final servant!”
The other Vothaks had pressed their foreheads to the ground. The shamans knelt, hands raised, green fire flickering amidst their fingers, and their leader croaked his own proclamation of fealty.
But the medusa had eyes only for the dragons. “I am betrayed by my own supplicants. I do not know how you bent them to your will, but all will suffer for your temerity before you immolate me in your flames.” 
Her voice was all alien overtones, the hiss of snakes blended into glory most ruined.
HOLD, rumbled Skandengraur. WE DO NOT WISH FOR YOUR DEATH. 
The medusa’s rattle was accompanied by the hiss of a hundred serpents as her hair coiled and writhed in displeasure. “Speak, then. Only curiosity forestalls my vengeance.”
With great effort, Kethe lowered her blade. The sight and sound of the medusa evoked within her a primal yearning to submit, to kneel, but she curbed it ruthlessly. “A greater enemy has risen. Kragh and humans unite against it. But we’re still outmatched.” 
Kethe had to fight to project her words, to speak bravely in the face of the medusa’s attention. Were it not for the White Song ringing out from her depths, her voice might have fallen to a whisper. “We need you, medusa. We need your counsel.”
The medusa smiled, her sensuous lips curling in amusement to reveal milk-white fangs. “What enemy could give even dragons pause? Ah… demons.”
WE ARE SO ASSAILED, said Flamska from behind the medusa. ALREADY, ONE OF OUR NUMBER HAS FALLEN TO AN UR-DESTRAAS. WE GATHER ALL MIGHT SO THAT WE CAN BEST RESIST ITS ONSLAUGHT.
“My queen,” said Ilina, daring to look up from the ground. “We have secured great oaths from all parties. Your safety and free passage are promised once the enemy is gone.”
The medusa considered the al-Vothak, then looked back up at Skandengraur. “You have sworn this by the old oaths?”
YES.
“We need you to revive our army,” said Kethe. “The thousands that you petrified in Abythos. We need them back. Now.”
“How dare you speak to her thus?” hissed Ilina. She rose shakily to her feet. “A Virtue you may be of the heretic Empire, but if you think —”
The medusa lowered herself so she could reach around Ilina’s head and cup her chin with a taloned hand. Ilina froze as the medusa’s cheek rubbed against her own. “Hush, little one.” 
Her cheek still pressed against Ilina’s, the medusa studied Kethe. Her serpentine hair wove itself around Ilina’s skull, nipping at her skin and scalp. The al-Vothak shivered violently but did not flinch.
“Tell me,” said the medusa. “Tell me what has transpired since I was driven into sleep.”
Kethe did so. As quickly and clearly as she could, she explained the loss of the circlet, the liberation of the demons, the fall of Starkadr, and Zephyr’s stated goal. 
The medusa rose to her full height once more, releasing Ilina as she did so. The elder Vothak sank to her knees, and two of her followers moved to her side to grasp her elbows. “An ur-destraas.” She was speaking to Skandengraur, Kethe realized. “You have found yourself a worthy foe. Too worthy, perhaps. You will all perish.”
It was like being punched in the gut. You will all perish. The flame along Kethe’s blade guttered and died. “No,” she said. “There has to be a way.”
THERE IS A WAY, rumbled Flamska, speaking for the first time. SHE BUT SEEKS ADVANTAGE. 
Lord Ramswold spoke, his voice flinty with disdain. “Let us liberate our army first. Then, if she proves equal to that task, we can explore how her purported wisdom might further our cause.” His smile was cutting, and Kethe admired his poise in the face of the medusa. “After all, we only promised her freedom if she proved useful in this struggle. Recalcitrance will not be rewarded.”
“He’s right,” said Kethe, sheathing her blade. “We must return to Abythos. There’s no time for discussion. Can you do this? Return them to life?”
The medusa swayed slowly from side to side, her rattle adding a whispering undertone to her movements. “What is your name?”
Kethe opened her mouth to answer and then froze. How should she answer? Kethe? Makaria? With a cough she covered her discomfort, and then said, “I am Makaria, Virtue of Happiness, and devout servant of the Ascendant himself.”
“Are you now?” asked the medusa. “You do not seem sure. Regardless. Lead on, Makaria. Let us enact miracles of our own.” 
COME, said Skandengraur. WE DEPART FOR ABYTHOS.
The medusa laughed. “I will see you there anon.”
NO. WE GO NOW. 
Skandengraur moved forward, stepping over the shamans who scattered before him. The medusa reared back, tail rattling in alarm, her hair hissing furiously, but the dragon paid no heed. 
“Do not touch me if you value your lizardine soul,” she hissed.
Kethe could have sworn she saw amusement on the dragon’s visage. Faster than she could follow, he reached out with a foreclaw and tapped the medusa on the shoulder. Immediately, they disappeared.
“Mistress!” cried Ilina, struggling weakly in the arms of her followers. 
The kragh shamans bellowed in anger, but Flamska’s growl silenced them.
COME, MAKARIA, said the dragon. WE SOJOURN TO ABYTHOS. The dragon extended her claw. Kethe reached up and touched its tip.
The dark fastness of the Bythian cavern fell away to be replaced by sweet afternoon sunlight. They were in the great courtyard of the Abythian citadel, a vast open space the center of which was dominated by the ruined grating over the broad ramp that led below. A large flock of crows cawed furiously as they took to the air, frightened by the arrival of Skandengraur and the medusa. 
Kethe took a deep, shaky breath. The sight of the courtyard, the towering walls, the multitude of corpses and the gray, silent statues brought back an overwhelming amount of emotion. Terror and elation. Loss and grief. Fury and impotence. The silence was harrowing after the madness of battle that had engulfed the citadel the last time she was here.
The tower tops were ruined; bodies of soldiers hung over the crumbled battlements. A troll’s arm jutted into view between two crenellations. Kethe shivered and resisted the urge to hug herself. Instead, she forced herself to study the courtyard. The battlefield.
She’d cut off the kragh’s advance from the main gate to the center ramp, and then left her fellow Virtues to drive the enemy back outside. Looking at the statues tightly gathered near the gate, she could see they had been victorious. 
There were thousands of statues. They lined the walls. They stood in aspects of terror as they turned to flee their stony doom. Some still held their blades; others ran empty-handed. Kethe swallowed and stepped up to the closest. A young man, his chin barely bearded. Eyes wide and smooth and unseeing, without hint of iris or pupil. Such detail. She reached up to touch his cool cheek, then dropped her hand.
“How will this work?” she demanded, turning to the medusa, who had coiled herself up. In the golden sunshine, her body seemed about to incandesce, so mesmerizing and vivid was the coloration of her scales and skin in the sunlight.
“You give the command,” said the medusa, “and I will turn stone to pliant flesh.”
Lord Ramswold leaned forward, watching the medusa from athwart Skandengraur’s shoulders. “It’s that simple?”
“In all of creation, we are unique.” The medusa’s otherworldly voice made Kethe shiver. “Our powers are bequeathed to us from both the Black and the White Gate. We can shuttle our prey from one extreme to the other. With but a glance I can bathe you in the petrifying powers of the White Gate, leaching your body of all vitality. A subtle shift, and with a kiss I can flood your frame with the invigorating forces of the Black.” Her smile revealed perfectly white fangs. “What you call ‘simple’ is a veritable miracle of creation and a testament to our majesty.”
Lord Ramswold’s laughter was rich with scorn. “Enough with the aggrandizement. Prove it. Return our soldiers to life.”
Kethe wanted to interject, to warn him not to provoke the medusa, but how could she? She found herself both admiring him for his boldness and fearing for his life. 
“As you command,” Kyrra said mockingly, her bronze lips parting in a smile. “But be warned. The process does not always end well.”
“What do you mean?” Kethe asked, but it was too late. 
The medusa rose up like a cobra, and though Kethe could not see her face, she saw the effect of her gaze upon the statue closest to her.
The gray of the stone faded like frost before the sun, and in a moment the knight was running once more, roaring a warning, only to stagger and stop and gaze up at the medusa, transfixed in wonder and horror.
He was but the first. Everywhere, statues sprang to life in rapid succession, scores at a time, so that in seconds the courtyard once more rang with oaths and commands. Men milled around and called out in confusion only to grow silent with awe and terror at the sight of the dragons and the medusa. 
A gut-wrenching scream filled the air. One of the statues nearest the gate had been toppled onto its side and shattered – and had come back to life, fragmented as it was. Blood spurted powerfully from stumps where arms and legs had broken off, and the youth writhed in shock and agony. 
More gave voice to their death throes. Chaos filled the courtyard as men died or roared for clarification. The medusa swept the walls with her gaze, and everywhere men came back to life. Hundreds became thousands. Kethe felt as if she were being dropped inside a storm. How was she to restore order?
The question was answered by Ramswold. 
Skandengraur rose on its rear legs, huge wings flapping once, twice, thrice, and let forth a bugling cry that silenced the Abythian army. Men turned and gaped, pale-faced. They lined the walls, they clogged the gate, they clustered into clumps, but all were staring in awe.
“Men of the Empire!” Ramswold’s voice cut through the ensuing silence. “I am Lord Ramswold of the Order of the Star, master of the Red Keep and devoted follower of the Ascendant. You are freed from your stony bond! We have tamed the medusa, brought her to heel, and forced her to return you to life. Your dark nightmare is ended!”
Nobody spoke. The medusa’s tail began an ominous rattle, but Ramswold wasn’t finished.
“I ride Skandengraur, a dragon out of legend, and believe me when I say that its aid is needed! Much has happened since last you drew breath. The kragh captured Aletheia —”
A cavalcade of groans rippled through the ranks, and Kethe’s heart jumped at the sight of two familiar figures pushing their way to the fore: Akinetos, broad shouldered and massive, and Mixis, lithe and lean as a winter wolf. 
“— but were brought to a standstill in Ennoia!” Ramswold fought to make himself heard. “But, hark! A greater evil has befallen us! Demons have been loosed from the bowels of a forgotten stonecloud, and even now they set their sights on Aletheia. The Ascendant and the kragh warlord have made peace, and together we now —”
Cries of disbelief and dismay drowned him out. Kethe dry-swallowed, not faulting the men for being stunned and furious. Seized by an impulse, she crouched and then leaped with a cry, soaring up some ten yards to land on a broad ridge that lined one of the towers. 
“By your love for the Ascendant and your hope to see another dawn, silence!” Desperation imbued her voice with such power and anger that it worked; the army fell silent but for discontented rumbles, and thousands of eyes turned toward her and fixed upon her white blade, which she raised high above her head, a burning, visible brand.
“The Ascendant needs you, men of Ennoia!” 
Her yell was swallowed whole by the great carnivorous silence. Taking a deep breath, she cried out once more. 
“This is your hour of truth! The kragh were but a prelude to our true battle! Never has the Empire been in greater need of her faithful. Her warriors, her brave, her greatest defenders! Lord Ramswold speaks truth. I, Makaria, Virtue of Happiness, saw the stonecloud fall upon Ennoia. I saw the legions of the demons spill into the air, and I have witnessed the threat they pose to us all!”
The silence ached. Chest tight, one hand clamped to a stone in the tower wall, she leaned out, sword still raised. “These are perilous times, but this is why the first Ascendant decreed your existence so many centuries ago. This is the threat he foresaw. And now the time has come! Will you rise and fight? Will you swallow your doubts and confusion and trust in your heart and soul? Will you sacrifice all for the men, women, and children of the Empire, for the Ascendant himself?”
Akinetos lifted his huge hammer. “For the Ascendant!”
Ramswold lifted his own blade. “The attack may fall upon Aletheia at any moment. There is no time to grieve, to process what has happened. We must march into Bythos, and then on through and into Aletheia! Commanders, organize your men! Form regiments!”
Again, Skandengraur bugled its cry, and now the men gave answer in the form of a great roar. Limping, supporting each other, striding forth, listening to the barks of their sergeants, the great mass of soldiers set about the business of imposing martial order upon what had been the chaos of a battlefield. 
Kethe stared out over the great courtyard and allowed herself to feel the faintest flicker of relief. They were so many. Nearly five thousand, she knew. Five thousand of the Empire’s greatest soldiers. Knights without number, seasoned infantry, countless archers and arbalests. 
And better yet, she was no longer alone. She released the wall, leaped back down, and landed lightly before the Virtues Akinetos and Mixis.
“Synesis?” she asked, rising from her crouch.
Akinetos seemed even larger than she remembered: a massive man, almost as wide as he was tall, his rough features and bald head looking to have been chipped out of granite. Only his formidable strength allowed him to move within his weighty plate armor; the metal looked to be more than an inch thick. 
He looked to Mixis, then shook his head. “She was not by our side when we were... taken.”
“She must be here somewhere,” said Kethe. “We’ll have to search for her.”
“Agreed. But first, Makaria…” Akinetos laid a heavy gauntleted hand on her shoulder. It weighed as much as a brick. “Theletos? Ainos? Henosis?”
“Dead,” she said, and both men flinched as if she had struck them. “Henosis was slain fighting Tharok. Ainos was a traitor. She killed Theletos while he was wounded. But in truth... he didn’t really try to defend himself.”
Mixis’ eyes narrowed. His white hair was wild, tied in a topknot that spilled down his back in disarray, and tendrils of it flickered around his face like white flames. White stubble covered his raw jawline, and there was a burning intensity to him akin to a wolf’s. 
“What’s this?” he asked.
“The black potions.” There was so much she needed to tell them. “Ainos revealed the truth behind their origins. Evil, drawn from tortured Sin Casters by the Fujiwara, who are destroyed as a power. The Minister of Perfection is dead.”
Both men reeled as if they had been assailed by storm winds. 
Akinetos closed his eyes and took a deep, steadying breath. He squeezed Kethe’s shoulder almost painfully hard, then opened his eyes. “But the Ascendant? He is unharmed?”
Kethe nodded. “He is with Iskra Kyferin. Who is... his new Grace.”
Mixis laughed, a bitter, caustic sound. “Iskra Kyferin? His Grace? Your mother?”
“Too much has changed while we slept,” said Akinetos. “We will have to be briefed as we march.”
“Yes,” said Kethe. “Let’s find Synesis —”
“But first, well done, Makaria.” Akinetos took a step back and then bowed low. 
“I — what?” Kethe felt her face burn as Mixis reluctantly stepped back and bowed as well. “What are you doing?”
Akinetos straightened. “It needs to be said. You bring honor to your name. In you burns the light of the Empire. Well done.”
Kethe felt tears come to her eyes. “I — thank you. But, please. It all happened so fast. I’ve just tried to do my best —”
“And it has more than sufficed,” Akinetos said with gravelly certainty. “Now, let us find Synesis.”
“And...” Mixis looked over at Ramswold, who had dropped from Skandengraur’s shoulders to speak with a large group of knights. “Over there. That’s a dragon, isn’t it?”
Kethe laughed. “Yes. Ser Tiron rides a third. He’s escorting the Ascendant to Aletheia. Dragons. Demons. The world has gone mad.”
“Then we’re going to bring back a little sanity,” said Akinetos. “I’ll gather our Consecrated. You two find Synesis.” He cast a weather eye at the medusa. “She’s not going to cause any trouble?”
“She might,” said Kethe. “But the dragons are here to keep her under control.”
Akinetos shook his head. “What a time to be alive. Come, it’s time to serve.” That said, he strode off, his armor clanking dolorously.
“You take this half of the courtyard,” said Mixis. “I’ll take the other. Good luck.” And he ran off, fleet of foot.
“Right,” said Kethe. She sheathed her blade and ran her hands over her hair, gathered her whirling thoughts and took a deep breath. “Right. This half.” 
She began to jog around the perimeter. Synesis had to be hurt if she’d not presented herself. Amongst the wounded? She scanned the many bodies, both kragh and human, as she ran.
“Kethe!” 
A familiar voice, but she couldn’t place it. She stopped, turned, and saw a slender youth running toward her, one arm upraised. Blood was smeared across his jaw. His elegant ash-brown hair was pulled back into a knot. He was wielding an exquisite blade which he held down and off to the side.
“Gray Wind!” One of her Consecrated. It felt like weeks since she’d seen him. She ran to meet him, and he stopped to salute, but she embraced him, pulling him in tight, then stepped back. “You’re wounded?”
“I — no. I don’t think so. I – I have so many questions. What, by the White Gate, is going on?” Before she could answer, he took control of himself. He stood straighter and pushed his shoulders back. “More importantly, how can I help?”
“We’re searching for Synesis. Have you seen her?”
“Yes,” he said. “I saw her fighting the kragh warlord during the battle. They fell from the sky. Over there.”
Kethe took off at a sprint, Gray Wind at her heels, and moments later they came to a crater in the flagstones. Synesis lay buried in shattered stones at its base. Kethe leaped down to her side, and then hesitated. “Synesis?”
The young Zoeian Virtue looked like a doll amidst the huge chunks of rock. Her cloud of black hair was matted with blood and dust, and her skin was ashen, but when Kethe touched her cheek, she groaned.
“She’s alive!” Kethe looked up to Gray Wind, standing at the edge of the crater. “Quick! Fetch Mixis!”
Kethe turned back to the Virtue of Intelligence. Carefully, biting her lower lip, Kethe began to lever rocks off her body. She didn’t look too badly injured — nothing was obviously broken. Still, she wasn’t waking up. Shoving another large section of stone away, Kethe saw that her side was thickly caked in blood. 
“Damn,” she whispered. 
“Found her?” asked Mixis, appearing at the crater’s edge.
“Yes,” said Kethe. She moved aside as the other Virtue slid down the rubble to join her. “Somehow, she’s still breathing. But she’s in bad shape.”
Mixis placed his fingertips at Synesis’ neck. “Her pulse is weak. Erratic. She’s fading. It’s been maybe five minutes since she was hit. Here.” He lifted the flap of a leather satchel at his hip and drew out a thickly wrapped vial of black liquid. Then he paused. “You don’t want me to use it.”
“No, it’s just that — well. It’s... I guess we need to. I just hate having to need it. Justifying its creation.”
Mixis held it up to the light. “Made from tortured Sin Casters, you said? Well, perhaps its callous of me, but at least this way they have some purpose.”
Kethe bit back her retort. She had thought immediately of Asho, of all he had done for the Empire, all the while not believing in what it stood for. 
Mixis knelt and tipped the potion’s contents between Synesis’ lips. For a moment nothing happened, and then she gagged and swallowed, coughing and choking as she downed the liquid, and her eyelids fluttered.
“There,” said Mixis. “We got it to her in time. She won’t wake yet, but soon.” Carefully, he pried Synesis’ frail body from the rubble and lifted her into his arms. “The Ascendant be praised. Ready?”
Kethe nodded. Her mood had turned sour, but there was no explaining that to Mixis. His gaze was flat and unfriendly already. Did he still hate her for killing the previous Makaria? 
Not waiting, Kethe leaped out of the crater. The army was already falling into rough ranks, groups assembling beneath their lords’ war banners, voices yelling over each other as commanders sought to impose order. It would take a while yet to march everyone out, but it was definitely happening.
Maur was sitting atop Flamska, who was perched high above on one of the ruined towers. Countless soldiers cast nervous glances in her direction. It couldn’t be easy for them to accept a kragh riding such a legendary beast, not after what they had seen Tharok do with his wyverns.
Kethe jogged back toward Ramswold, who was surrounded by a growing group of knights. The siege of Abythos felt to her like it had taken place weeks ago, but to all these men, it had only ended a few minutes ago. No wonder so many of them looked bewildered and shocked.
“Virtue Makaria,” Lord Ramswold said, bowing low. 
Following his example, the gathered knights did the same. There were some thirty of them, Kethe guessed, and from their insignia and tabards, they came from across the breadth of Ennoia. She didn’t recognize any faces, but the fervent gleam in their eyes was uniform.
“Are we ready to go?” she asked. “The attack on Aletheia may have begun.”
“Unlikely,” Ramswold said gravely. “Ser Tiron would have summoned us if it had. But your haste is wise. You desire immediate transport?”
“I — yes. If that’s not rude to ask?”
Skandengraur’s head dipped down from the sky. NOT RUDE.
“Oh,” said Kethe. “Good.”
“My lord,” said one of the knights. “May we search for you in the halls of Aletheia?”
“No, Ser Wycke,” said Ramswold. “I’ll return here shortly. If your interest in the Order of the Stars is sincere, I would have you sworn in as soon as possible. Speak amongst your peers. If any others are righteous of heart, devout of soul, and as honorable as they are willing to sacrifice all for the Empire and the Ascendant, then I would have them amongst our number, and gladly.”
“Yes, my lord,” Ser Wycke said, bowing as he stepped back.
“Makaria!” 
That was Gray Wind. Kethe turned and saw him jogging toward her, another of her Consecrated in tow: Wolfker, his pale blond hair pulled free of its braids and glossed to a gleaming red-gold by generous spatters of blood. He favored his left leg as he followed Gray Wind, but there was grim satisfaction on his face as he locked eyes with Kethe.
“The Ascendant be praised,” she whispered. After so much loss, it was an unlooked-for blessing and an unexpected source of strength to see familiar faces once more. “Wolfker. Your leg?”
“Just a scratch,” the Ennoian said as he drew up. The wound had cut through his mail and was bleeding down his thigh, but he made a show of putting weight on it and not flinching. “Just a scratch, nothing more.”
“We’ll have that seen to, regardless.”
“The others of our cohort?” He was sweating, and his pale skin was bone-white. The pain was obviously much greater than he was letting on. “Any word of them?”
“Khoussan died in Ennoia. I last saw him battling a cavekiller before I left to fight Tharok.” The thought chilled her. Had events been so hectic, had the world descended into such madness, that she was only now able to reflect on Khoussan’s fate? “I didn’t see him pass, but when Starkadr fell upon the city… he couldn’t have survived.”
“Damn,” said Wolfker. 
“Dalitha?” asked Gray Wind. “Did she also…?”
“No, Dalitha is in Nous – thank the Ascendant. We’ll gather her to us as soon as we can.”
“Akkara?” Gray Wind’s voice was soft. 
“She died bravely,” Kethe said, glancing at the far side of the courtyard where the waifish Bythian had detonated herself in some occult use of the White Gate’s power. “A heroic, selfless death. I’d never even heard of the like. She saved my life.”
“We’ll have to come back for Sighart when all’s done and taken care of,” said Wolfker. “He deserves better than to be pecked at by crows outside the walls.”
“Agreed,” said Kethe, and once more she saw the powerful Ennoian being smashed by the troll’s club and knocked clear off the tower’s battlements. Another friend she’d not had time to grieve for. Again, she felt a pang of guilt over such callousness. “Agreed. But for now, we’re returning to Aletheia. Lord Ramswold will transport us to the Ascendant’s Palace. A warning, however. Much has changed there since the kragh took dominion. I don’t know what to expect.”
“No matter,” Wolfker said, drawing his sword and placing its tip on the ground so he could lean his weight on it. “We’ll deal with whatever we find in the name of the Ascendant and his Seven Virtues.”
“Yes,” said Gray Wind. “In the name of Makaria, the Virtue of Happiness.”
Kethe saw in Gray Wind’s eyes for the first time a gleam that she couldn’t merely call admiration. Zealotry? She realized that the young Aletheian Consecrated was no longer seeing her, Kethe; instead, he saw Makaria, who had survived the siege of Abythos and the battle for Ennoia and had rescued them all alongside dragons out of legend.
She hesitated. Should she make a joke, cut herself down to size? Or did he need that inspiration? That reassurance?
She was saved by the approach of Akinetos, at the head of some thirty Consecrated. Mixis bore Synesis in his arms. 
“Yes,” she said. “As you say.” 
She knew she should give some kind of speech, should raise their spirits, prepare them for what was to come. But thoughts of the dead depressed her spirits, and she spoke the last in a quiet voice. 
“Come. It’s time to return to Aletheia.”



CHAPTER 14

Asho
By slow degrees, life stole back into his limbs. His muscles spasmed, causing his arms to tremble and his legs to shiver, but he was a distant observer, uncomprehending, insulated from the pain by an enervating cocoon. Something was drawing him back into himself, however, pulling him from the nebulous ether in which he hung, down into the weak and palsied shell.
The numbness faded, and into its place came a parched nausea, as if he had wandered for a week in the Bythian badlands, grown thirsty to the point of delirium, and then been given a hard drink in place of water. His stomach clenched and heaved, but there was nothing to expel. He rolled onto his side and gasped, gagging, but still that light surrounded him, bathing him in its pearlescent glow, coaxing him back to health.
For how long he tarried on the shores of distress, he didn’t know. But eventually the world grew bright and bleary before his eyes, finally resolving itself into the flames of a half-dozen candles that were placed around his bed, and he groaned. His lips were painfully chapped, and it was with great relief that he felt a hand cradle the back of his head, lift it and press a cup to his mouth.
Water. Only a sip, but it was glorious. Before he could choke, the cup was taken away and his head laid back down on a broad pillow.
“Kethe...” He couldn’t manage any more.
“Rest, Asho.” The voice was unfamiliar, that of a young man whose features were indistinct and swimming in the candlelight. “You have pushed yourself to your limits and beyond, but you are no longer in danger. Now you need but rest.”
“Kethe,” he croaked. “Is she...?”
“She is well. Don’t fear for her.”
He was still shivering. “The war,” he managed. “Starkadr.”
“All is not yet lost. We are rallying our forces and preparing for one final battle. A battle I must attend to.”
Asho gritted his teeth and tried to sit up. The world spun, and what little water he’d drunk rushed up his throat. He spat it out over his chin with a cry.
“No, no,” said the young man, gently pushing him back. “You need to rest. If you do any more, you will likely die. You have nothing left to give.” He paused. “I’m sorry. I know you want to help, but you simply can’t. Rest. We’ll do what we can without you.”
“No,” said Asho. He fought to steady his breathing. “Can’t stay here.”
“I’m sorry. I must go.” 
The young man rose and moved to the door, which opened and closed, and then Asho was alone.
He sank back onto his pillow. His brow was slick with sweat. His heart was pounding as if he’d just fought his way through a pitched battle. Focusing all his will, he lifted his hand and curled his fingers into a fist. There was no strength there. With a sigh, he let the hand drop to the covers and closed his eyes.
All is not yet lost. Not the most comforting of words. 
Kethe was alive, according to the young man, but why hadn’t she come to see him? Or perhaps she had. 
He turned onto his side, wincing at the pain that coursed through him. He wasn’t thinking straight. Starkadr had fallen, demons had emerged to darken the sky, and he was grousing about her not being at his bedside. 
He stared at a single candleflame. It was burning straight and true. No draft. A wound of gold in the flesh of the darkness. By the Black Gate, he hurt. He’d never felt this bad, like a fruit whose meat had been scraped clean, leaving only the skin behind. Feverish and dry, nauseated and unfocused. The thought of trying to cast magic made him want to vomit.
“Damnit,” he whispered. He closed his eyes and ground his cheek against the pillow. They needed him. Kethe needed him, and he was forced to lie here like a sick child. 
He’d known that he’d pay the price for channeling so much magic, but that did nothing to ameliorate how galling it was to be rendered helpless. 
Then the door opened again, and a familiar portly figure hesitated at the threshold. “Asho?”
“You,” said Asho.
“Ah, yes.” Audsley stepped inside but did not close the door. “I — well. I’m greeted with similar warmth wherever I go now. I’m sure you’re surprised. Shocked, perhaps. But if you’re not well, if you would rather I return later...?”
Asho wanted to lever himself up onto an elbow, to level a proper glare at the magister, but he couldn’t even lift his head. “What did you do, Audsley?”
“What did I do.” The magister closed the door with quiet deliberation, then turned and moved into the candlelight. He looked as if he’d aged another five years. His eyes were sunken with exhaustion, and lines were carved more deeply into his face. He looked shrunken inside his clothing. “May I sit?”
Asho didn’t respond, but Audsley pulled over a stool and lowered his bulk onto it. Immediately, a firecat leaped onto his lap and settled there, ruffling his feathers and placing his chin on his crossed forepaws. 
“Aedelbert,” said Asho. “You found him?”
“It would be more accurate to say he found me. Saved me, even, in my moment of greatest need.” Audsley stroked the firecat’s folded wings. “I own that I don’t deserve his fidelity, but in this case, it may have saved the world. I was on the verge – oh, never mind. I came to apologize, Asho. Please, forgive me.”
“Not yet,” said Asho. He felt grim. Bleak. His pain made him feel cruel. 
“No, of course. Not yet, if ever. I don’t hold out much hope, to be honest. Restitution – how can I ever pay it, after what’s happened? But what I did — I swear to you, Asho, by my love for Aedelbert and the most glorious of illuminated almanacs — that I did it with the best of intentions. Or so I thought. How can I be certain? I was under the sway of the demons I thought were firmly under my control. How badly were my thoughts warped by their presence? I don’t know.” He smiled mirthlessly. “Though they did torment me at the end in an attempt to break my spirit. Oh, the sights they showed me, Asho. The horrors.”
Once more, Asho didn’t respond. Audsley squirmed.
“Well, yes. My own troubles, and slight at that, all things considered.” The magister bit his lower lip. “I came to answer any questions you might have. But, first, has anybody told you… I mean, have you learned yet about – ah – Shaya?”
“Shaya?” Asho fought down a spike of fear. “What about her?”
“Oh, dear.” Audsley hunched his shoulders. “I’m so very sorry, Asho. So truly, terribly sorry. She was killed saving the Ascendant and Lady Iskra. She and Rauda. Killed by the ur-destraas.”
“What?” Asho tried to make sense of Audsley’s words, to force them into coherency. “That doesn’t make any sense. She died saving the Ascendant? Impossible. She was working with Tharok and his kragh, trying to overthrow Ascendancy.”
“Tharok himself was part of the rescue effort,” said Audsley, wringing his hands miserably as he spoke. “He’s the one who found the Ascendant’s party. They united against the demons, you see. Shaya died a hero, riding a dragon into battle against the most dangerous demon. Oh – you’ve probably not heard of the dragons, either.”
Asho waved away what sounded like nonsense. “Her body. Was her body recovered?”
“It was, and claimed by Tharok. He said she was part of his clan, that as soon as the war is over, he will –”
“Part of his clan? Never!” Asho fought to sit upright. “My parents and I will bury her.” Nausea rose up to engulf him, and with a groan he fell back. 
“Asho? Shall I call someone? Get help?”
“No,” Asho croaked. He pressed the bases of his palms into his eyes till starbursts of orange and blue appeared. 
Shaya. 
Dead. 
He saw her in his mind’s eye, a memory so well-worn it had become talismanic: Shaya riding away from Kyferin Castle in the rain, returning to Bythos and a life of slavery so as to escape Enderl Kyferin’s budding interest, her white hair plastered to her head, her expression filled with loss and guilt, sorrow and despair as she gazed back at Asho, as she left him alone with the Ennoians.
How she’d changed. Grown into a proud, brave woman, leading the Bythians in revolt against Ascendancy and trying to convince them to join Tharok’s cause. Brave, bold, beautiful, a fierce and passionate woman who had defied him and fought for her beliefs. He’d hoped to meet her again one day, to get to know the stranger he still loved, even if he no longer knew her at all…
His pain hardened and then fell away. Shaya was dead, forever gone. Another irrevocable loss.
“Asho?”
Asho lowered his hands and slowly sat up, his vision swimming. He caught his breath, then stared hard at Audsley. “What else has happened? Tell me everything.”
“I – yes, all right. That’s why I came. To apologize, to make amends.”
“I don’t want your apologies. I don’t know if we can make amends. But you can start telling me everything I don’t know.”
“Very well.” Audsley slumped slightly and looked away. “I used you to steal Tharok’s circlet. That much, you know. Why? I had been convinced by the Minister of Perfection that the only way to bring balance back into the world was by opening the Black Gate, and that he could do so with the circlet’s power.”
“Open...?” Asho trailed off, struggling to parse what Audsley was saying. “You’re… You’re not joking.”
“I’m not. More’s the pity.” Audsley took off his spectacles and rubbed them on his shirt. “I had a crisis of faith, Asho. Demon-powered Portals. Certain particularities of the past, along with curious lacunae in our explanations for how Virtues operate, the role of Sin Casters in the world. How we can no longer create wonders like the ancients once did. The injustices imposed upon so many of our people to exalt a few.” 
Audsley sighed. “I thought opening the Black Gate would allow creative magic back into the world, that it would balance and set things to rights. But at the last, Aedelbert flew to my rescue. I immolated the Minister, only to watch helplessly as Zephyr, his granddaughter, took up the circlet and used it to transport Starkadr to Ennoia and there free the demons.”
“You did this, then.” Asho swiped at the sweat beading his brow. “You gave the circlet to our enemy.”
“I — I fought back at the end, but, yes, I brought it to them.” Audsley’s face was a dark moon in the candlelight. “But — no, there’s nothing I can say. I won’t offer a defense. I can only attempt to atone.”
“Hundreds of thousands died in Ennoia,” rasped Asho. 
Audsley stared down at his hands.
“Do you believe this, still? What the Minister told you?”
“I don’t know,” said Audsley. “I mean, of course I wish I could swear absolute faith in Ascension, could cast aside all doubt, but — I can’t. The Ascendant himself showed me that my picture had been incomplete, that the demons in my soul were warping my ability to process what I was told, to parse the lies and distinguish the truth. But… answer me this. Is your connection to Kethe evil?”
“No,” said Asho.
“No, I don’t think so, either. But while it makes no sense under Ascendancy and serves only as your death sentence, it’s clearly explained by the Minister’s world view. A Flame Walker and an Adept of the White Gate, balancing each other out, magnifying each other’s powers, just as it was done of old... and with that partnership sundered, the Virtues, as we call them now, die early, if they survive their Consecration at all.”
“And the Flame Walkers,” said Asho, staring down at himself. “Go mad and die as well.”
“If they’re lucky,” said Audsley. “Oh, yes. If they were caught and given to the Ascendant, they’d end up in the hands of the Fujiwara.”
“That chamber you took me to.” Asho fought to keep his breath. “The procedure they worked there. You know what they did.”
“Yes. And it was — is — ghastly beyond belief. They torture Sin Casters, extracting their black potions by forcing them to cast magic. Then — then they turn the Sin Casters into demons and implant them in the souls of young Fujiwaras.”
Asho sank back. “You knew this? And you took me there?”
“The ends, my good Bythian – are they not supposed to justify the means?” Audsley’s laugh was a death rattle. “Or so I told myself. Or perhaps the demons told me. They’re gone, incidentally. Driven out by the Ascendant. But no matter. I thought myself above their evil. That I could use their methods for the greater good. Oh, my mind. What madness! I feel — but who cares what I feel? My madness, my pain, it’s a pitiful thing.”
“Are they there now? These other Sin Casters?”
“I would imagine so,” said Audsley. “In the stonecloud of Haugabrjótr. I’m going back there, incidentally. The Minister of Perfection’s grandfather yet lives, can you believe it? Erenthil himself, the master artificer from the days of legend. I’m going to track him down and force him to tell us what he knows. How we may defeat Zephyr and her demonic horde.”
Asho studied the magister, who quickly dropped his eyes. “I don’t know who you are anymore, Audsley. Not after the things you’ve done.”
“Never fear! I’m the first in line to despise myself.” The magister’s teeth flashed in a smile. “Oh, yes! And if you wonder how I can sit here, glib and seemingly at peace, it’s because the alternative is to hurl myself out a window. But what cause would that serve? I must find some means of paying for the evil I’ve done. Do you see? I consider myself more worthless than the most abject Bythian — ah. Your pardon. An expression. You know I don’t mean it.”
Asho said nothing. 
“But who cares?” asked Audsley. “Could you think less of me? No. So, to the Black Gate with it. I will find Erenthil, wrest what advantage I can for our benefit, and then — and then — we shall see.”
“Where is he?”
“I don’t know. I mean to force the Fujiwaras to tell me.”
“How much time do we have?”
“Nobody knows. A minute? An hour? A day? I can’t divine what Zephyr is doing. Her sanity was tenuous when I met her. Now, she could be reveling in her power. Could be sleeping. Could be about to engulf Aletheia with demons. Which is why I will go to Haugabrjótr immediately after leaving your side.”
“You said your demons are gone. How are you returning there?”
“A Portal exists in the remains of the Fujiwara estate. I know the command word to open it.”
Asho closed his eyes, tried to stop the world from spinning, and with immense effort swiveled his legs over the side of the bed.
“What are you doing?” asked Audsley.
“I’m coming with you.”
“But you can barely — are you mad? We would need a bier to carry you on!”
“Then, fetch one,” growled Asho. “I’m not going to lie here in the dark. I’m coming with you.”
“But, why? How can you help us? You will only imperil yourself.”
“You owe me, Audsley.” Asho’s voice was more growl than anything else. “If I say I’m coming, I’m coming.”
Audsley opened and closed his mouth several times, then his shoulders slumped. “Yes. Of course. But may I ask why?”
“The Sin Casters,” said Asho. “I’m one of them. We’re going to free them, correct?”
“Why — yes, I suppose we are. You mean to be their guide?”
“Something like that.” Good, Asho thought. If Audsley believed that, it would suffice. “Now, find my sword. My boots. My damn clothing. And hurry.”
“Yes, Asho.” Audsley stood, clutching Aedelbert to his chest. “Shall I tell Iskra...?”
“Iskra?” Asho thought it over. “No. There’s no need to tell anybody. I don’t want them forcing me to stay and heal. Let them think I’m down here resting.” He saw Audsley hesitate and said sharply, “You owe me, Audsley. More than any other. You used me and left me to die.”
“I — all right. I won’t tell a soul. Will you be needing help to walk...?”
Asho gripped the bed frame. He wanted to stand, but he knew he would fail, would most likely collapse to the stone floor and lie there dry-heaving like a fool. “Yes. No bier. Just — just a shoulder to lean on.”
“Very well. I’ll send someone with your things. Um. Immediately.”
Asho nodded, then let his head hang and closed his eyes. His pulse was pounding in his head. He’d never felt so wretched. The very idea of walking made him want to groan. But he had no choice.
A few minutes later, the door opened again and a massive bear of a man bent his head so he could step inside. Asho tried to rise and only barely managed to do so, swaying on knees that he felt might fold at any moment.
“Ser Asho,” the man rumbled in a Hrething accent. “Lady Iskra told me to do as Magister Audsley commands. He told me to bring your things. I’m Tóki.”
“Tóki,” said Asho. He accepted his clothing gratefully and sank back down on the bed. “Thank you. I fought with Kolgrímr back at Mythgræfen.”
“I heard. Kolgrímr was a good man. He would have made a fine chief, had he lived.” 
The candlelight painted Tóki in a warm, golden glow, but even so, the man was intimidating: his thick beard hung nearly to his belt, his eyes glittered over his hooked nose, and his hands were like gnarled roots, with prominent knuckles and fingers that looked like they could crush bone. 
Asho set to getting dressed. “Do you lead them now?”
“Yes.” The Hrething cast around, taking stock of the room. “For now. I still want only to return to my farm, but this war demands that all men fight. When it’s is over, I will return to my family. Having others look to me for answers is irritating and tiring, both.”
Asho smirked and pulled on his boot. The exertion left him dizzy, and he nearly toppled over, but Tóki made no move to assist. Grateful, Asho picked up his other boot. “And you serve Iskra still?”
“Yes, though these days, I don’t know what to call her. Lady Kyferin? Empress? Your Grace?”
“Your Grace?”
“Aye,” Tóki said, amused. “You’ve not heard. She serves the Ascendant now as his Minister of War. Ferocious, she is. It’s an honor to serve her.”
“As his Minister...?” Asho sat as if he’d been poleaxed. “How?”
Tóki shrugged. “The old one died. I think they were running out of suitable candidates. She’s done a good enough job so far.”
Asho looked down at his boot. The Ascendant’s Grace. What did that mean for their plans to reform the Empire, to free the Bythians, to undo the injustice that was built into the very system she now served? Was she the enemy now? Or would she be, if they ever won this war?
In silence, Asho finished getting dressed, then buckled on the new blade that Tóki had brought him, a castle-forged sword of good length and balance.
“Here,” said Tóki, extending his hand. “You look as weak as a child. A very sick child.” 
“Thanks,” said Asho, and he allowed himself to be pulled to his feet. “Audsley said we’re going into a stonecloud filled with demon-possessed bastards. How do you figure your Hrethings can fight them?”
“We can’t,” said Tóki. “But we’re not aiming to fight, apparently. Audsley’s going to reason with them.”
“Reason with the Fujiwaras,” said Asho.
“Aye. With the world gone mad, what’s a little more insanity? The Virtues and the Consecrated will be needed here in Aletheia for when the demons attack, and nobody’s about to lend us a dragon to help with the magister’s mission.”
“No,” chuckled Asho, “I don’t expect they will. All right, let’s go.”
“Grab my belt, then. It’s how we lead drunks back home. If you fall, try not to hit your forehead on my heels.”
Asho swallowed his gorge and did as he was bid. The Hrething led him out the door and into a passageway. Elegant and understated, it was cut through pale stone, and the floor was carved with a flood of interlacing geometric lines of jade green and rose. 
“Lucky for you, we’re not far from the Portal,” said Tóki. “Ten-minute walk.”
“Great,” said Asho. His tongue felt thick as his mouth flooded with sour saliva. “Just great.”
Those ten minutes felt as if they lasted two hours. Asho marched with grim determination behind the Hrething, his head lowered, holding on to the man’s belt as if it were his only lifeline in this world. The walls blurred, and several times he gagged, hitching his shoulders and causing Tóki to pause and give him a warning glare.
Finally, they emerged into the late afternoon sunlight. There was a hint of glorious cloudscapes, but Asho couldn’t give a damn about their beauty. He trudged along, holding tight, till they were walking amongst charred ruins. 
“Here we go,” said Tóki. “Right over there. Come on.”
Asho looked up and saw Audsley, dressed in a black robe, standing amidst a dozen Hrething warriors. The men all had the look of the mountains to them, from their furred vests and leather leggings to their full beards and grim expressions. They bore knightly weapons, however: the loot Iskra had distributed amongst them from Ser Kitan Laur’s invading force, so many moons ago. 
“Welcome, Ser Asho. I’m glad you’re here. It would seem that we’re all gathered. Very good, very good. Ahem.” Audsley linked his hands behind his back, and Aedelbert curled up on his shoulder. “We’re going into a very dangerous locale, as you all well know already. This, ah, stonecloud is the secret home of the Empire’s second greatest enemy. Or is it third? It’s hard to rank our foes during these awful days. The Fujiwara clan! Once the most select members of the Aletheian government, they’re now twice as dangerous for having been exposed and fallen low. I imagine they must be in some state of disarray, with the death of their Minister and their ejection from Aletheia, but, still, we must be careful. The most powerful amongst them can throw black flame from their hands, fly, and perhaps even teleport.”
“Bloody hell,” muttered one of the Hrethings, a tall, wiry old man with a wicked scar curving across his temple and down along the line of his jaw.
“Yes, quite,” said Audsley. “But we’re going in to negotiate, not to fight. In truth, I don’t think the Ascendant, Lady Iskra, or anyone else has much hope of our wresting any advantage from this venture, but I absolutely believe we must try. If we can convince them to take us to Erenthil, we’ll stand a chance of gaining access to unparalleled knowledge. As such, please do not respond to provocation. We may hear and see things that will harrow the soul, but we cannot allow that to degenerate into combat.”
Audsley paused to wipe sweat from his brow with a handkerchief. “I may also be forced to say rather, ah, unsavory things to get them to work with us. Please believe me when I tell you that this will all be an act. Since I was recently amongst them, I might be able to parlay that acquaintance to our advantage. Very well?”
“Fair enough,” said Tóki. “But if I make the call to fight our way out, I won’t be looking to you for permission.”
“Ah, well, I would – no, no, understood,” said Audsley. “Understood.”
“I was there, you know,” said Tóki. “At Laur Castle. I saw you incinerate hundreds with your demon fire. I know what you’re capable of, evil as it might be. It’s the Fujiwaras who should be worried.”
Audsley paled. “I’ve, um, lost those abilities, the Ascendant be praised. I’m currently as lethal, as, well, an overfed kitten.” He paused, his brow lowering as he considered his own metaphor, then waved a hand. “What I mean to say is, you shouldn’t count on my throwing any fire around. Understood?”
“Ah,” said Tóki. “Bollocks. There goes my ploughing confidence.”
“Again,” said Audsley. “We’re going in to talk. Not cut off people’s heads. Am I clear?”
There were grunts all around, but Asho could feel their unease. Not that he blamed them.
“Very well,” said Audsley. 
He took a deep breath and turned to a freestanding arch of charred blocks. Asho saw that numerous footprints emerged from one side of the arch, but none led up to the other. 
Audsley took Aedelbert in his arms, cleared his throat, then spoke a harsh, dissonant series of sounds that immediately caused black waters to swirl within the archway, choppy and fierce, like storm-whipped waves. Audsley pushed back his shoulders, kissed the top of Aedelbert’s head, then stepped forward and disappeared.
“I hate these things,” said Tóki. “All right. Grab my belt, Ser Asho. We’re going in next.”
Asho wanted to draw his blade. Wanted to draw on his magic. Wanted to go into the stonecloud armed with furious power, death crackling all around him. But it was all he could do to not vomit as he stumbled after Tóki, who led him up to the demon Portal and then into the dread Haugabrjótr beyond. 



CHAPTER 15

Tiron
The wind was a constant roar past Tiron’s ears. He hunched low over the saddle horn, gripping a rawhide loop with one hand and holding a lance loosely in the other so that it streamed behind him. 
Draumronin cut through the air with ponderous, powerful beats of its wings. Flight on dragonback was not a smooth forward motion, but rather a series of rises followed by gliding descent. Each time, Tiron was just starting to get used to the way his stomach clenched when the next downbeat caught them and thrust them forward once more. He was starting to learn how to lean back in the makeshift saddle as they fell, then flex his thighs and rise up, crouched, into the ascent.
A lifetime spent atop destriers and a few days riding mountain goats had prepared him to some degree for this experience; his legs were powerful and capable of gripping a saddle’s sides for hours on end. But the lack of stirrups made it hard to feel fully in control, and the saddle kept listing off to the side with each downstroke, only to be shifted back into place by the dragon’s massive shoulder muscles as they contracted and lifted the wings.
Aletheia slid past on their right. Evening light gilded its countless serried levels of balconies, walkways, colonnaded avenues and windows in a buttery yellow light that was darkening to burnished gold. The stonecloud fairly glowed, a testament to the glories of a past age. The sky was clear; Tiron had but to glance down to see the land far below, shrunk to a startling miniature so that the forest over which they were flying looked more like an expanse of dark moss than anything else. Mountains rose to the north, their flanks cold with snow, while to the south the forest gave way to rolling foothills.
Tiron had no idea where they were. Some part of Ennoia? He’d tried to place their location for a few minutes and had given up. It didn’t matter. 
With a grunt, he swung the lance up and around, timing the movement so the lance crossed over the dragon’s wing during a downbeat. He grasped it under his arm, elbow pinned to his side, and angled it down alongside Draumronin’s neck. It was the longest lance he’d been able to find, fourteen feet of tapering ash tipped with a spearhead of glimmering steel. The wind pulled at it, wore at his ability to hold it steady.
“Have you ever done this before?” he yelled to the dragon. “Flown with a warrior and a lance?”
YES, rumbled the dragon, its voice loud enough that it didn’t need to turn its head. A LONG TIME AGO. 
“And your previous rider — he was able to wield a lance? Make it count in battle?”
YES, said Draumronin. HE WIELDED THE LANCE OF ICE, DRAWN FROM THE HEART OF GLAMARING. 
“Oh,” Tiron said, looking with dissatisfaction at his own weapon. “Any chance that’s still lying around somewhere?”
NO. IT WAS DESTROYED BY KRONVANDAR’S FLAME DURING THE WAR OF PERDITION. 
“War of Perdition?” He’d never heard of it, or of Kronvandar, whoever that might be. He leaned back in the saddle as they fell, listing to the left. Crossbows, perhaps. A dozen of them, loaded and strapped alongside the saddle. 
The sky was clear of demons. When they arrived, Tiron had half-expected to have to launch into battle immediately, but their enemy remained absent, and the sky was empty. Tiron had subsided into a state of troubled wariness. Had Zephyr’s warning been a ruse? Was she directing her forces elsewhere? Twice, he’d come close to suggesting that Draumronin take him back to Starkadr, a scouting mission of sorts, but the risk was too high. 
“I need to work on this saddle,” he called out. “Mind dropping me off?”
AS YOU WISH, said Draumronin, and suddenly they were a dozen yards above the great plaza in front of the Ascendant’s palace. People yelled in alarm, grabbing tent poles or pinning down other belongings as dragon and rider descended. Gusts of wind tore through the large camp that had been pitched outside the holy walls, and there they alighted.
“Thank you,” said Tiron. 
Frustration had him by the throat. How could he increase his utility in battle? He reached down, unbuckled the straps that held him in place, then slid down Draumronin’s extended wing to the ground, ignoring the stares. He passed under the dragon’s neck, undid another clasp, then hauled the saddle down, stepping aside as the harness and tack crashed to the ground. 
I SHALL RETURN TO MY VIGIL, said Draumronin. IF YOU NEED ME, CALL. I WILL COME.
“Yeah,” Tiron said, sorting the straps out. “Will do. Thanks.”
And with that, the dragon simply disappeared. 
Tiron hauled the massive saddle up onto his shoulder and marched through the crowd, ignoring everyone until he reached the large tent where Ernka had set up her tools and tables. 
“How did it fly?” asked the old woman, rising from her seat at her workstation. 
“Listed way to one side on each downbeat,” said Tiron. 
It was hard not to grouse. He lowered the saddle onto the huge wine barrel that had been dug out of the Ascendant’s cellar, grunting as he shoved it into place, and then set to tugging the straps free and layering them correctly. Ernka moved to the far side and did the same.
“The breast collar was fine,” said Tiron. “Looked just about right. But the cinch wasn’t doing its job.”
“It can’t, can it?” Ernka said evenly, moving to the front of the barrel to eye the tack. “There’s a pair of huge wings right under it. Got to go around them.”
“Aye,” Tiron said, moving to stand next to her. “And stirrups, by the Black Gate. I need them tight and high. I’m not going back up without them.”
“Fair enough.” Ernka twisted her iron-gray braid about one fist. Her other arm was crossed over her belly. “We’re going to need the back cinch after all. Maybe join them both under the wings? That’ll stop the saddle from pitching forward too if Draumronin has to bank suddenly. Unless you think it’d take a cinch around the tail?”
“Damned if I know,” said Tiron. “We’d need about fifteen yards of leather to get back there. No, let’s loop it around the shoulders. And stirrups.”
“So you said.” Ernka looked at him sidelong. “What else is on your mind?”
“Loops. I want to hang crossbows on each side. Six of ‘em. Within arm’s reach. And a way to secure a dozen lances. Some kind of large, modified quiver.”
“And you need them yesterday,” Ernka said calmly.
“No, not yesterday. Last week.” Tiron rubbed his face with both hands, then dropped them with a sigh. “Apologies. I’m a little tense.”
“I don’t see why,” Ernka said, then stepped up to the breast collar and inspected where the upper edge had been badly worn by chafing on scales. “You’re trying to ride a dragon into battle with a demon horde to save the Empire. Nothing stressful about that.”
Tiron chuckled darkly. “All in a day’s work. Thank you, Ernka. Think you can get it done?”
“Mayhaps.” Ernka nodded to two other massive barrels with identical saddles sitting atop them. A half-dozen men and women were standing by, watching anxiously. “We’ve a good team, though I can’t promise much in the way of tooling. You’ll have to settle for flying on plain leather.”
“That, I can live with.” Tiron clapped the woman’s broad shoulder. “I’ll be back soon. Thank you.”
“Get some rest,” said Ernka. “It won’t help anybody if you fall asleep mid-battle.”
“Ha!” barked Tiron. “That’d be a first. I’ll see what I can do.” 
With that, he walked away. His hand settled on the unfamiliar pommel of his new blade, and he felt a jolt of panic. Of course: Kethe still had his family sword. Ah, well. 
He marched into the palace, ignoring the looks and salutes, and paused only to ask a servant where the Grace was holding court. The youth nearly tripped in his eagerness to lead Tiron to the chamber, and after five minutes of traversing the most opulent labyrinth in the Empire, they reached the cherry-wood doors before which stood Captain Patash and a dozen Agerastian guards.
“Patash,” said Tiron. “All well?”
“No,” Patash said in his clipped common. “Nothing is good. You, Ser Tiron?”
Tiron smiled sourly. “No, nothing good on my end, either. She inside?”
Patash opened the door in response. 
Iskra was standing within. A dozen or so men were seated around a table, half of them scribbling notes on parchment, none of them looking pleased. Orishin was sitting at a side desk, intently perusing a document. 
Iskra glanced over at Tiron, gave him a nod, and continued speaking. 
“It’s to be conveyed to every lord from Sige down to Bythos, exactly as I said. Orishin has a master document for you to check your own copies against. The Minister of the Sun should be finished with compiling a list of exact titles and addresses for all relevant officials. Stop by his office once you have your scribes making copies. I want the couriers carrying the Ascendant’s message to leave before dusk. Any questions?”
One man raked his fingers through his thick black hair and shook his head. “No, Your Grace. Or, more accurately, so many that I don’t even know where to begin. Shall we set a time to reconvene?”
“No,” said Iskra. “Execute those commands and then wait for my summons.” She smiled wryly. “That will be all.”
The men rose, their chair legs scraping on marble, and after deep bows filed past Tiron and out the door. 
Orishin also rose to his feet. “Given the nature of our visitor, there, I assume you wish to set the matter of the Agerastian rebellion aside for now?”
“Yes,” sighed Iskra. “And what could I do even if I wished to act? Send soldiers back to quell the riots? It and its People’s Prince will have to wait.”
“As you command,” said Orishin. He tidied up a stack of papers, closed a ledger, and corked his ink bottle. “Ser Tiron.” Then he, too, left the room.
“By the White Gate and the Black,” Iskra said, sinking into a chair. “I feel like I’ve been tasked with building a house of cards during a storm.”
“Why bother?” Tiron asked as he crossed his arms and leaned against the wall. “None of it matters if we lose to the demons.”
“But if we win? Life will go on, will it not? The Empire is in complete disarray, and the officials who were best positioned to deal with it have been revealed to be our greatest enemies. The sheer scope of the Minister of Perfection’s former authority is beyond belief.” Iskra shook her head. “The corruption. The abuse. His poison infiltrated down to every level. Trying to pick up and run with the remains is aggravating and — and –”
“Iskra,” said Tiron. He pushed away from the wall and walked over to crouch in front of her. “Let it go. You can’t fix in one afternoon a problem that’s been centuries in the making.”
Iskra bit her lip. “But there’s so much to be done. People are suffering across the breadth of the Empire. Do you know how much fish is rotting in the harbors of Zoe?” She took up a pile of reports from the table and began to sort through them. “And look at this. Refugees from Sige are flooding into the other cities and demanding to assume authority from the local leaders due to their elevated stations. Rumors and heresy are doing as much damage to the peace as the kragh ever did. Apparently, they’re saying in Nous that the Ascendant has died and the White Gate has fallen. Word has come that kragh are moving into Bythos instead of coming here – they’re fracturing into tribes following Tharok’s demand that they fight alongside us. Agerastos is up in arms, with some forgotten heir to the throne claiming that I am a puppet. And Ennoia! With the Solar Gate destroyed —”
“Iskra,” said Tiron. He took the papers, set them aside, then grasped her hands in his own. Her bones felt so delicate, her skin so smooth. “Iskra. Let it go.”
“I can’t,” she whispered. “I can’t stop thinking about them. I never appreciated how finely balanced the Empire was, how much it depended on its connectivity. Starvation, riots, the need to post guards to keep people from flooding into Aletheia… If I can make even the smallest difference right now by sending out the right messenger to the right person, if I can ease the suffering of children and innocents —”
“Shh,” Tiron said, moving forward onto his knees. “You need to take care of yourself. When did you last eat?”
“Eat?” She laughed. “I don’t know. In Starkadr, perhaps? Before it fell?”
“It’s the first rule of campaigning,” he said. “You have to pace yourself. If you want to win the war and not just the next battle, you need to keep an eye on your resources, conserve your strength, and not burn yourself out attempting to do everything at once. What good will you be to the Empire if you collapse tomorrow?”
“If there’s a tomorrow,” Iskra said, looking down and away.
“If there’s a tomorrow,” Tiron agreed.
Finally, she looked back up and met his eyes. “I’m sorry.”
“Don’t be. It’s natural to want to help.”
“No. I mean for what happened at your old home. Demanding that you help me, and then casting you out when you refused. I was wrong. I wish I’d listened.”
Tiron stayed quiet, holding her hands.
“I don’t know if you heard, but I killed the previous Grace, and Mertyn Laur the next night. Audsley was forced to burn countless soldiers so we could escape. It went horribly wrong. That wasn’t justice. It was base revenge.” Tears glimmered in her eyes. “And it didn’t change anything. It just made me feel worse about myself, less qualified to do any of this. It didn’t avenge Roddick. It soiled his memory.”
Tiron squeezed her hands. He wanted to pull her into his arms, tell her it was all right, that he understood she had been acting from a place of grief and rage — but he could tell she wasn’t finished.
“So much has happened in such a very short time,” said Iskra. “Empress. Invader. Now the Grace of the Empire. I feel like a cork being borne downstream. I’ve gone from acting on principle and seeking to enact change to simply trying to survive and help others. And I don’t even know if I’m doing that.”
“You are,” Tiron said with absolute certainty. “You know you are.”
“Yes,” said Iskra. “Perhaps. Or at least I’m trying. It’s just that I feel so much doubt now. When we were fleeing Castle Kyferin, when we were just trying to survive in Mythgræfen, everything was so simple. I felt righteous. I’d been obviously wronged. Now? I don’t know if I agree with Ascendancy – if I even believe in Ascension. I think of Asho and his dreams and feel nothing but guilt for helping the Empire. Doesn’t that make my being the Grace the rankest of hypocrisies? Not to mention my being the Agerastian Empress.”
“I don’t know if I believe in Ascendancy anymore, either,” Tiron said softly. “I might have stopped believing it when my family died. But I don’t really care, either.”
Iskra’s eyebrows shot up. “You don’t care?”
“No. What happens after I die is of little interest to me these days. I swore a vow to uphold justice in this world, and when I joined Ramswold’s Order of the Star, I also decided to let go of my bitterness, my cynicism, my pain. I used to think it was my source of strength, my armor, born of decades of experience, but I was lying to myself.”
“What have you embraced instead?”
Tiron reached up and brushed her cheek with the back of his finger. “It’s hard to put into words. Goodness, I suppose. Compassionate justice. I’m still figuring it out. Fighting my old habits. But I think it comes down to being willing to fully live. To risk pain. Risk loss. Risk disappointment.”
Iskra laughed under her breath, trying to sound mocking but failing. “There’s too much pain to live that way.”
“Aye,” he said. “And there will always be more.”
“Life’s an ocean of pain. If I stop swimming, I’ll drown. Roddick. Kethe. My life wasted at my husband’s side. The hundreds of thousands who’ve died. Who are dying. Who are going to die.”
“I never said it was pretty,” said Tiron. His heart was thudding in his chest. He was supremely aware of her body, of the warmth of her skin under his touch. “But you’ve got to live. You’ve got to drink deep.”
“Oh, Tiron,” Iskra said, shaking her head. “I don’t know if I can. Not after —”
He curled his fingers around the nape of her neck and pulled her into a fierce kiss. Her lips were soft but unresponsive, and her body was tense; for a moment, he thought she’d pull away, protest. Then she kissed him back, her own hands cupping his head, her body shifting forward in her chair so that her thighs were around him. He turned his face up to hers, kissing her with all the passion and ardor burning in his core. 
She moaned and he stood, lifting her off her chair. She wrapped her legs around his waist, and he took three strides and pushed her up against the wall. She lifted her face and he kissed the length of her neck, then buried his face in her hair only to growl as she bit his ear. 
He pulled back, breathing heavily, and he saw fire in her eyes, an ardor that matched his own.
“Are you sure?”
She inhaled shakily and then nodded. Her smile grew tremulous for a moment before she kissed him again, squeezing her thighs around him. 
“Yes,” she whispered throatily into his ear, her fingers in his hair. “Yes.”
They made love against the wall, Iskra with one leg hiked up over the crook of his elbow, her head thrown back, his face pressed against her neck. Tiron lost himself in the moment, everything reduced to this single act, yet even at the height of intensity he was aware of her: her hunger, her need, her whispered urgings in his ear. 
When they finished, he stood panting and shuddering, pinning her to the wall, and she lifted his chin and kissed him again: a gentle kiss, one that made him feel as if he were swimming up from some dark depths toward the glimmering light of the sun playing on the surface. 
Then she smiled, and he laughed and stepped back, releasing her leg. She smoothed down her dress as he laced himself up. He turned to gaze sidelong at her and found that his heart was racing again, not out of desire, but…
“I love you, Iskra,” he said.
“You’d better,” she replied, a roguish smile on her lips, then stepped back up to him to cup his cheeks and look into his eyes. For a while they simply gazed at each other, and then her smile slipped away and something sober and serious replaced her humor, causing him to still, to grow alert.
“When I agreed to marry the Emperor, I was devastated,” she said. “Horrified. I felt like I had no choice. It was like mutilating my own flesh to drive you away. Audsley came to report back to me that night. I was in Mythgræfen Hold, sitting alone by the fire. He sat beside me and let me cry, then he told me he believed that you and I were tinsi turin, true lovers whose souls were bound to each other across the cycles, who were fated — or doomed — to follow each other through Ascension till our one last perfect life together.”
“Do you believe that?” asked Tiron.
“I don’t know.” Her voice was soft, full of wonder. “But when I look at you, I feel at home, like I’ve known you far longer than the few years you were part of Enderl’s retinue. Like I’ve known you all my life and more besides. I look at the madness that we’ve been plunged into and want to laugh at my own folly for thinking it’s all been a mere trial for our souls, a test to see if we can retain our love against all odds.”
“But we have,” he said, placing his hand over her own. “We’re together now.”
“Yes,” she said, and then stepped forward to rest her cheek on his chest. “But for how much longer? The demons are set to attack at any moment. It would be just like the old ballads if we were to finally unite now, only to lose each other a few hours later.”
“Tinsi turin,” mused Tiron, stroking her auburn hair. 
They stood in silence, holding each other. He felt that heady lassitude that always came after making love, and wished he could lie down beside her, hold her close and sleep. 
There was a knock at the door. “Your Grace? Virtue Makaria has returned from Abythos and waits to make her report.”
Iskra stepped away, reaching up to touch her hair. “She has? Very well. I’ll be with her shortly.” She turned to Tiron. “Will you come?”
“Of course,” he said. 
She began to walk toward the door, smoothing her dress with her free hand, but he pulled her back into his arms, held her tight, and kissed her hard. Looking down at her, he felt something rough and raw and stubborn rise within him, a fierce desire that would brook no denial. 
“We’re going to have more than a few hours,” he said. “I swear it.”
He saw doubt in her eyes, but then she nodded. “Yes,” she whispered. “All right. I believe you.”
Tiron kissed her again, but as he did so, he felt a tearing pain in his heart. He wanted desperately to believe his own oath. 
Following her to the door, he glanced back at the closest window, half-expecting to see the flap of demonic wings, the hiss of their laughter. 
A sign that the end had come.



CHAPTER 16

Tharok
Flamska drifted down in a tight spiral, wingtips almost brushing the inside of the vast shaft of Aletheia that descended down to its core. Tharok was sitting behind Maur, arms loosely linked around her waist, watching the great avenue carved in a spiral around them. There was an endless profusion of artwork: the sullen glimmer of gilt panels and mosaics set with precious stones, even trees growing within vast urns. Aletheia was a dream of avarice – a poor man’s dream, something conjured by the mind of one who knew not what was truly valuable in life.
Reports had filtered back from kragh who had descended out of curiosity to the very bottom of the great spiral avenue, reports of a vast door too heavy to move, of dust and detritus knee-deep, of mysteries and a sense of dread.
It was good to get away, to come and explore. To leave the chieftains and warlords to their bickering and arguing. He’d tried to sway his kragh, to command them to work with the humans, to accept their new enemy. It hadn’t gone well. 
Putting his irresolute speech out of his mind, Tharok leaned out to one side and gazed below. All was shrouded in gloom. The important humans of Aletheia had never seen fit to descend this far, it seemed; the avenue, having passed the last level of habitation, shrank into a narrow road, and the last of the magical lanterns came to an end, so that soon it felt as if they were descending through twilight, down into the depths of Aletheia’s sleeping heart.
Flamska’s great muscles shifted beneath him, and then the dragon fanned its wings, beating them efficiently to arrest its gliding fall. The wind stirred up choking clouds of dust as the dragon’s talons crunched down on the ground. Tharok buried his face in the crook of his elbow, squeezed his eyes shut, and coughed sharply; then, slowly, he lowered his arm and looked around.
The shaft had narrowed but was still prodigiously wide; the walls were gray and remarkably without adornment, with only a massive set of double doors standing out. The doors had to be at least ten yards tall, each with a ponderous marble knocker suitable for the hands of giants.
Coughing still, Tharok slid down Flamska’s extended wing and then stumbled over the trash that had accumulated down here over the centuries. The dust was thick and hung in a haze in the air, and Tharok cast around with narrowed eyes as he sought anything else of interest. 
Maur slid down and joined him, her arm also pressed over her mouth and nose. She pointed questioningly toward the doors, and when he nodded, they both waded over to them. 
Tharok reached out and pressed his palm against the left-hand door. It was made of solid stone and cold to the touch. The knocker was easily a yard above his head. Not wanting to waste time, he placed his shoulder against the stone and pushed.
Nothing happened.
Grunting in frustration, he drew World Breaker. Strength coursed through him, and, taking a deep breath, he pushed again. 
He was rewarded by the faintest of scrapes, a slight shiver in the massive door, but nothing else.
STAND ASIDE, said Flamska, and when they did so, the dragon reached out and pressed one massive foot against the stone, claws splayed, and pushed. Muscles writhed beneath its scales, and the door screeched in protest as it swung inward. Then, suddenly, the screeching ceased, and the door opened all the way easily.
“Must have freed itself of the junk,” said Maur, gazing into the darkness beyond. She unhooked the lantern from her belt, took a moment to light the wick, then raised it overhead. “They didn’t build small, did they?” 
The corridor beyond was huge, square in shape and constructed of the same pale stone as the rest of Aletheia. It extended into darkness. Tharok and Maur strode gratefully into it, leaving the dust behind, and then Maur turned, her lantern raised high. 
“Are you coming?”
Tharok expected the dragon to shoulder the other door open so it could pass through, but instead, it simply disappeared. He turned and the dragon was there, filling the tunnel beyond him, peering down its length. 
“Convenient,” he said.
LET US SEE WHAT LIES AHEAD, said Flamska. Then the dragon extended its neck and shot forth a plume of virulently bright flame, banishing the darkness and revealing perhaps fifty or sixty yards of empty hallway which terminated at a second great doorway. 
BEYOND HERE I SHOULD NOT GO, said Flamska. MY PRESENCE MIGHT ROUSE THAT WHICH SLUMBERS BEYOND.
“Rouse? Could the demons awaken, escape their bonds?” asked Maur.
ESCAPE? NO. BUT IF THEY SENSE ME, THEY MIGHT SEND FORTH WAVES OF FEAR, OF RAGE. THE UR-DESTRAAS MIGHT SENSE THAT AND LOCATE ALETHEIA ALL THE QUICKER.
“Ah,” said Maur. “Very well. If there is trouble, we’ll alert you.”
Tharok followed Maur into the darkness beyond the archway and stepped out into absolute darkness.
“A chasm?” he asked. 
The floor extended six yards beyond the archway, then abruptly ended in darkness. The air beyond felt strange, cool and vast, with no echo of his voice returning to him.
Maur moved past him to the very edge. She raised her lantern and peered into the void, but her light illuminated nothing. Tharok followed, then on instinct turned and looked up. The wall behind them extended up and out to the sides without end. 
“Watch your step,” said Maur. 
Tharok turned back and joined Maur on the edge. He gazed out into the void. 
“This must be it,” said Maur. “The chamber where the demons are held.”
Tharok fought the urge to draw World Breaker. “The magister said it would be large, but this...” He squinted, trying to catch some reflection, some hint of an object, any sense of dimension in what lay before him. 
“If this is the chamber, then there are thousands of demons imprisoned here,” said Maur. “This is where Zephyr and her ur-destraas will fight to come.”
Tharok lowered himself into a crouch. The darkness was mesmerizing. “What is to stop them from simply teleporting here?”
“I don’t know,” Maur said, lowering herself beside him. “Perhaps the same runes that bind the demons here into their cells. For if they can, we’ll be finished. The dragons can only teleport to places they’ve already seen. Perhaps it’s the same for demons, then. They must have visited a place to teleport there.”
“Then, let us hope none of them have visited Aletheia,” said Tharok. 
They lapsed into silence. 
He shouldn’t be down here. He should be above, with his kragh, imposing order, organizing the tribes, ensuring their loyalty. He could well imagine the chaos above. There had been many voices raised in protest when he left, warlords demanding answers. He’d avoided them, had known that he should have waded into the thick of the growing rebellion and cracked heads, asserted himself, cowed the dissidents and made them his once more. 
Instead, he’d searched for Maur and convinced her to come exploring with him. 
“Maur,” said Tharok. “I must tell you something.”
“What is it?”
Tharok didn’t know how to put into words the growing sense of confusion and panic that had been rising within him. Instead, he extended his hand, palm up, and summoned a small, dancing flame of white light above it.
Maur’s features appeared in its glow, her brow lowered in confusion. “What is that?”
Tharok peered into the white flame. “I don’t know. But I hear voices raised in song when I call it forth. Voices that confuse me.”
“What do they sing of?”
“No words. Just... an emotion. I feel a rising sense of hope. Of...” He exhaled noisily, annoyed at himself, at the song, of how insufficient words felt for explaining it all. “An impersonal glory. Like... as if the trees were celebrating sunlight. Or... I don’t know. But it’s saved my life. I used it to craft a shield that blocked Asho’s black fire.”
“It defended you?”
“Not just me. Humans can hear this song too. Kethe is one of them. The Virtues. They coat their blades in its fire. Consider themselves holy.”
“This is a human thing, then?” For once, she sounded tentative. “Part of their religion?”
“It can’t be,” Tharok said, closing his hand into a fist and extinguishing the light. “I don’t believe in Ascension.”
“Then...?”
“I don’t know.” Again, he stared into the void, jutting out his lower lip.
Maur sighed. “I wish Golden Crow was still with us. Or any of our shamans.”
“Yes,” said Tharok. He felt a flash of deep, rending guilt. “It’s my fault they’re not.”
“Yes,” Maur agreed.
“I can’t do this,” he said.
“What?” 
“Be the Uniter.” He felt suddenly calm as he spoke. A weight was coming off his shoulders. “Lead our people into this new war.”
“You have no choice,” Maur said, rising to her feet. “You can’t abandon us now.”
“No, you don’t understand. I’ve failed. What I set out to do, to conquer the Empire – I’ve failed.”
“Because we have a greater enemy now,” said Maur.
“Yes, but it doesn’t matter. My reputation, my authority – it came from being unbeatable. From doing what I promised. I molded our people into a weapon. I broke them and reforged them into a tool I could use for one purpose: to destroy the humans. I sacrificed everything for that goal. It was the end that justified every means. But now that purpose is gone, and with it my ability to command them. Already I’ve heard of kragh breaking away, crossing the Bythian badlands for Abythos, returning home.”
“Then, stop them,” she said. “Post guards at the Portal.”
“You still don’t understand, Maur. Authority comes from being the strongest, from having the most conviction. From delivering victory after victory.”
“So? You still have World Breaker. The medusa’s Kiss makes you nearly invulnerable. Now, you wield this white fire. You can defeat any challenger.”
Tharok rested his chin on his forearms. “I am Tharok the Uniter, the scourge of the human Empire, destroyer of Abythos and Aletheia. I’m not the kragh who will lead them into a new partnership with the humans against demons.”
“You are not, or you don’t wish to be?”
Tharok looked down. “Damn Wise Women.”
“Answer me.”
“The circlet is gone. And with it, the fire it gave me to wreak such momentous change. Could I undo the damage I have done to our people? Perhaps. But I can’t bring back the shamans. I can’t remove the Kiss from our warlords and chieftains. I can’t restore the tribes and clans to what they once were.”
“I’ve already asked once. Can’t, or don’t want to?”
Tharok extended his hand again, and once more the white flame leapt forth. “I’ve replaced the circlet with this, whatever it is. And it… distracts me. Confuses me. I cannot continue to pretend to be Tharok the Uniter. That Tharok is dead. He died when the circlet was torn from his brow. Now, I am simply Tharok. And that’s not enough.”
Maur’s agitation was plain. “You owe your people. You cannot walk away.”
“I won’t.” He looked sidelong at her. “I’m going to give them a new ruler.” 
“Who? Jojan? None of them have the depth of understanding that you do. The ability to communicate with the humans –”
“You, Maur. I want you to lead our people.”
She froze, then snorted in disbelief. “Tharok,” said Maur. “Enough with this madness. This is the first time that we truly need your strength. This is no pointless conquest that you’re leading us on. This is our survival.”
“And if you were not here, perhaps I would find that strength,” he said. “But you have come back atop a dragon, Maur. What greater symbol of hope and change is there? You repudiate all that I stood for. You are a new symbol of leadership and strength.”
“I’m not a warlord,” she snarled.
“Nor are you a Wise Woman,” he said. “You’re a dragon rider. Our people already look to you, listen to you. Atop Flamska, you will have the authority to command them into this new battle, and more importantly, to save their souls even as they fight, even as Kyrra returns to us.”
“No,” said Maur. “You’re mad.”
“I wish I was,” said Tharok. “Then I could forget the thousands upon thousands who died for me. The shamans I had killed. The damage I have done to our people, our culture, our own religion. But I’m not mad. I’m myself, at long last. The circlet is gone, and I tell you that I cannot be the bloody Uniter that our kragh knew and followed. That Tharok is gone.”
Maur rubbed her face. “I thought that after all you’d done, I couldn’t get any angrier at you. Now, you do this.”
Tharok chuckled softly. “That’s one talent I’ll never lose. You must take control, Maur. We need to break with the bloody quest that brought us here. We need to break from the Tharok I used to be. We need to heal, to become strong, to find it in our hearts to fight these demons without our shamans. We need you to lead us, atop your dragon – to represent our new alliance with the humans and our hope for a future without war and bloodshed.”
She stood silently for a long time, the lantern hanging by her side, and when she sighed, he knew he had won. The relief was enormous. To not have to pretend he was still the Tharok the horde believed him to be, to not have to dominate, browbeat, command and inspire…
“Here,” he said.
“What?”
“Take it.”
“World Breaker?”
“You’ll need its powers, and it is a potent symbol. It makes no sense for me to carry it any longer.”
“No,” said Maur. “Not yet. Give it to me when I assume control before our people. Let it be a symbol of the transfer of power.”
Tharok slid the blade back into its scabbard. “You’re right.” He smiled sadly. “You’re going to be good at this.”
“And you, Tharok? How are we going to handle you?”
He knew what she meant. Kragh warlords only ever handed over their power when they grew too old, too weak to carry on. It was the way of the kragh to defeat warlords in battle, proving their right to rule over the older leaders. The kragh would understand his ceding his authority to Maur because of Flamska, but what would they make of him then? He couldn’t remain among them. He was a symbol of the past, one that would only muddy the waters. Confuse the kragh. 
“I don’t know,” he said. “But I won’t get in your way.”
“Perhaps you could be one of my warlords,” she said. Again, she sounded tentative. “Help me —”
“No,” he said. “That would only make things worse. Tharok the Uniter cannot become Tharok the helpful warlord.”
“Then...?”
“I don’t know.” He heard the faint call of the song in the depths of his soul, and it seemed to reinforce his decision. “There isn’t much time, either way. If we survive this coming battle, we will decide.”
“Very well,” said Maur. “I — thank you.”
He stepped in close. “Maur. In another life, you and I, perhaps. If we’d stayed at the Red River. If the circlet had never come to me.”
Her breathing grew shallow. “Yes.”
Only a few inches separated them. He wanted to reach out and touch her. Take her hand in his own. Caress her. But the very thought pained him, the futility of his longing. 
“Come,” he said, his voice gruff, almost fierce. He stepped away. “We need to confront the warlords. The sooner, the better.”
“Tharok,” said Maur.
If he stayed any longer, he would do something he’d regret for the rest of his life. 
“Come,” was all he said, then he strode away from her to where he knew the archway to be. “We must begin the process of saving our people.”



CHAPTER 17

Iskra
The Hall of Light had been used with great regularity by the first Ascendants. Iskra had heard it mentioned in the oldest ballads, the first accounts of how the Empire was hammered into being, but despite a frantic attempt at cleaning by a dozen servants, it was still dusty and redolent with an air of neglect. The stained-glass windows that flanked its nave did not blaze with colored light, and the great painting that covered the ceiling was faded and peeling. 
“I believe it’s been centuries since an Ascendant last held an audience here,” the Ascendant said quietly from his throne. 
They were on a dais at the end of the hall, gazing at the far door, where Kethe was about to make her appearance.
“High time it was used again,” murmured Iskra. “A pity that the Minister of Perfection isn’t here to witness the occasion.”
“You jest, but I’m glad he is gone,” said the Ascendant. “Even now, I expect him to emerge from the shadows, smiling with his yellowed teeth, ready to whisper suggestions that I won’t have the will to disobey.” The young man shuddered, then pushed his shoulders back. “He used to give me nightmares.”
Iskra pursed her lips. They were far enough from the closest of the gathered commanders and nobles that nobody should be able to hear the Ascendant’s words, but nonetheless, they troubled her; it had been easier to pursue this war when she could forget that he was still a young man in many ways, as mortal and as fallible as she. It was much easier to think of him as an exalted being, a symbol, a small part of the true Ascendant’s glory made manifest. 
The Ascendant shifted his weight subtly on the hard chair. “Is this posturing necessary, Iskra? I would be more comfortable meeting with Makaria in my council chamber where she could speak freely.”
“It is, Your Holiness. You cannot neglect the hopes and expectations of your people. They need to see the Ascendant in the Hall of Light. They need these rituals and ceremonies to feel assured that all is well. This, as much as any gathering of might, is a tonic for the fear and uncertainty that threatens to cripple us.”
Despite any misgivings he might have, the Ascendant’s face was serene. He sat encased within his gold and white robes with perfect ease, and Iskra imagined it would be easy to see him from a distance as an effigy, the very symbol she yearned for him to be. 
“As you say,” he agreed. “Then let us begin.”
Iskra glanced over the crowd one last time and then nodded to the chamberlain at the far end. He stiffened, bowed, and pulled open the doors to the antechamber beyond.
“Akinetos the Immovable, Virtue of Ennoia,” he called out.
Iskra’s heart swelled with relief at the sight of the massive man. He strode forward as if his monstrous plate armor were weightless, his helm beneath his arm so that all could see his craggy features, shaved head, and square jaw – a face that looked as if it had been carved out of granite with a rock hammer. Each step was accompanied by the clank of armor, and his very solidity, the confidence and calm he exuded, seemed to affect the crowd, easing the tension that had been so rife moments ago.
“Mixis the Commingling, Virtue of Bythos.”
The man who followed was a gaunt wolf. His long white hair was pulled back into a wild ponytail, his face was unshaven, and his eyes were haunted and fierce. He stalked through the doors as if stepping onto a battlefield, his mouth pulled into a thin line. Only when his eyes settled on the Ascendant did Iskra see him relax.
“Synesis the Intelligent, Virtue of Nous.”
The slender girl who followed was shockingly young, younger surely even than Kethe, and her face was ashen with pain. For all her pride, she could barely hide her limp. The fire in her eyes, however, seemed to dare anyone to comment, and with her shoulders thrust back and her chin raised, she followed Mixis with an assurance born of determination.
“Makaria the Beloved, Virtue of Zoe.”
Iskra schooled her features, forcing herself to remain impassive as Kethe entered the hall, her armor hastily cleaned but still badly dented and worn. Her auburn hair was braided and pinned in a coil around the crown of her head, and her freckles stood out against her pale skin. She strode quickly to join the others in a line before the Ascendant and flicked a glance at Iskra along with a tight smile that vanished just as quickly as it had come.
The Ascendant rose to his feet. “Your return brings great joy to my heart. In this darkest hour, you four shine brightly. You are sources of strength and hope for the people of our Empire. I welcome you and bestow my love and blessings upon your souls.”
Lifting his gaze, he scanned the crowd. “Much has changed, and more will change once the threat we face has been overcome. No longer will the Ascendant recline in beatific solitude within his palace; henceforth, I shall move amongst you and take an active hand in the guidance of our Empire. The position of Minister of Perfection is abolished, and the very nature of our Empire will change as we adopt new truths and discharge old injustices. But first we must survive the imminent assault of our enemies. What have you to report, my Virtues?”
Akinetos took a step forward. “Your Holiness, I am pleased to report that our army is returning through the Solar Portals to protect Aletheia. Five thousand Ennoians are streaming into the Portal Chamber below and are being directed to the outer Circums so as to rebuff all assaults. Further, we have brought back with us twenty-five Consecrated from Abythos, who will fight alongside our soldiers to buttress their strength and reinforce their morale.”
“Very good,” said the Ascendant. 
Kethe stepped up alongside Akinetos. “Your Holiness, our soldiers are as willing as they are brave, but we all know they cannot fight the foe that we face.”
Whispers broke out amongst the audience chamber, and Iskra couldn’t help but nod. Good. The truth had to be spoken.
“I am aware of the dangers we face,” said the Ascendant. “But how else can we defend ourselves if not with the swords of Ennoia?”
“The demons will wield black flame against us,” said Kethe. “They have the ability to teleport where they wish. They number in the thousands and may strike at any time. My apologies, but these are facts and must be stated. Brave knights will not suffice. It is for that reason, and that reason alone, that I have agreed to allow Kyrrasthasa the medusa to present herself to this court to make her offer to you in person.”
A shocked silence followed her words. The other three Virtues didn’t react, however; it was clear Kethe had convinced them to go along with this plan.
The Ascendant’s brows lowered a fraction. “You have brought the medusa to Aletheia? To the Hall of Light?”
“I have,” said Kethe. “She brought our forces back to life, as promised. She knows that she lives at our sufferance and feels that the demons are a threat to her as well as to us. She said she has an offer to make that could change the tide of battle, but she will make it to you alone. Will you grant her an audience?”
The Ascendant turned to her, and Iskra fought the urge to bite her lower lip. For a moment, her mind was a complete blank, and she had no idea what to say; then she found Tiron in the crowd and saw him give the slightest of nods. 
“We should examine all options,” she said faintly.
“Very well,” the Ascendant said stiffly. “Bring her in, Virtue.”
He slowly lowered himself back into his throne, and Iskra stepped in close, placing a hand on the back of his chair as she stared at the far doors. As one, the Virtues placed their hands on the hilts of their blades, but it was in Tiron that she placed her faith – Tiron and his black dragon. Would it be able to intervene, though, if the medusa chose to strike at them?
The doors parted, and the hundred or so people gasped in dismay and awe as Kyrrasthasa glided forth.
While the Hall of Light was all austere beauty, refined stonework and elegant hues, the medusa was a smoldering brand of impossible vitality and majesty. She dominated the room the moment she appeared, her hair hissing and writhing, her eyes searing in their intensity. Her upper torso was feminine and shockingly bare, and her serpentine coils were muscular and otherworldly. She was the old world thrust into the new, a heretical assertion of a past that had not been effaced by Ascendancy’s tenets, a violation of the august sovereignty of the Ascendant by simply daring to exist.
Nobody spoke as she slithered forward, broad enough that the people had to crowd back from her, pressing against each other in their desire to maintain some distance from her brilliantly hued body. Iskra’s grip on the chair back tightened as the medusa’s gaze washed over her; the air seemed to grow hot, and Kyrra’s eyes left an afterburn on Iskra’s vision, so that twin motes of burned yellow hung in the air long after the medusa had looked away.
“Kyrrasthasa,” said the Ascendant, and Iskra felt a burst of pride for how steady his voice was. “Be welcome to my court. I thank you for the aid you have rendered us, and am willing to hear any new propositions that might aid us in our war with the demons.”
Kyrra stopped perhaps five yards from the base of the dais and reared up so she was gazing down upon the Ascendant. Hers was an alien majesty, an impossible ease and confidence that defied the Virtues and every other source of strength the Empire had at its beck and call. Her hair undulated, and, completely unabashed by her nudity, the medusa smiled down at the Ascendant, revealing her slender fangs.
“Your Holiness,” she said, her accent strange but clear. “It is good to meet you again.”
“Again?” The Ascendant’s shock was fleeting, quickly masked. “You have met me in a previous life?”
“I have had that honor,” Kyrra said with a smile. “You said yourself that we would meet once more, but on your terms and not my own. It amuses me to see that you were correct.”
“Please explain,” said the Ascendant. “I have not the memories that you do.”
“Centuries ago, you visited my land,” said Kyrra. “You were not yet the Ascendant, but you had an enormous faith in yourself – a faith, I might add, that was apparently justified. You wandered amongst the kragh, and while you were gathering your strength so you might return and form your Empire, you divined my existence. You sought me out in my chambers, and there we conversed for a night. It was... an interesting exchange. Twice I thought to slay and eat you, but each time I held back.”
“You speak of the original Ascendant?” The Ascendant’s voice was hushed. “You spoke with him?”
“With you,” said the medusa. “And yes. He prophesied that we would speak again, many years later, and that I would render his Empire a great service. He said that my nature, my powers, heretical as they might be to his creed, would ensure the survival of his creation, and in doing so demonstrate that even creatures such as myself fall under the auspices of your religion.”
Iskra held on to the chair as if they were in the midst of a wild storm. Her mind reeled. The first Ascendant? Was the medusa speaking the truth? Everyone knew that the first Ascendant had wandered in the land of the kragh for three years, only to return with the army that helped him conquer the city-states and forge his Empire. It was possible that he had met her, had conversed with Kyrra, but if that were so…
Iskra forced herself to relax. This could be a ploy. But who could tell?
The Ascendant remained still. Only then did Iskra realize the brilliance of the medusa’s offer. He had three choices, none of them good: to agree with her, demonstrating mastery of his own past lives, but in doing so greatly bolstering her authority in his court; admit ignorance and expose himself as being at a disadvantage to her on an issue fundamental to his own faith; or accuse her of lying, immediately confront her, and end any chance of a partnership.
How would he respond? Would he endorse her inserting herself into the heart of their faith, the object of a prophecy of the very first Ascendant?
“Alas, I have no recollection of what you speak of.” 
Iskra felt a pang of disappointment. Was he admitting fallibility, weakness? 
“I need not recall it, however, for its veracity to be put to the test. The proof will be in the very offer you are about to make.” The Ascendant’s voice rang clear. “If your offer is indeed righteous, then it will vindicate your claim that the first Ascendant foresaw and approved of it. If not, I’m afraid you will have proven yourself false, for no one can believe that the Ascendant would have approved of an ignominious offer. Tell us, Kyrrasthasa — what is the form of your offered salvation?”
Iskra bit down on her gasp of relief. Well played! 
Then the murmurs of the court picked up, and she saw Kyrra’s eyes narrow. She’s starting to get the measure of him, Iskra thought. If she asks for too much, she’ll risk being rebuffed and her claim being declared null and void. Is she scaling down how audacious she was planning to be?
“We medusas were once worshipped openly as goddesses,” said Kyrra, lowering herself back onto her coils. “The kragh sacrificed themselves to our pleasure, and in some corners of your Empire, humanity itself still venerates us.”
If she was hoping for a rise, she wasn’t going to get one. Iskra listened with as much equanimity as she could muster.
“The reason,” continued Kyrra, “is due to our nature. Few are the creatures with a direct affinity for what you call the Black and the White Gates. All are dedicated to one: your Virtues to the White, your Flame Walkers to the Black. Demons, dragons, trolls — all are connected primarily to one pole, but not the medusas. Our affinities extend to both Gates, and that flexibility, that mastery of the world’s most basic magics, is what elevates us above all others.”
Again, Iskra chose to remain silent. Fortunately, so did the Ascendant.
“As such, we can petrify any living creature, bleach them of their living essence with the force of the White Gate,” said Kyrra. “Or we can return them to life, filling them with the forces of the Black. But we have another power. It is known as the medusa’s Kiss. Through it, we can remove the natural protections of each creature, allowing an excess of Black and White energies to suffuse them. We can grant them a taste of godhood, if only for a while, and all the powers that goes with it.”
Kethe spoke up, and her voice was stony. “That’s what you did to the kragh shamans, isn’t it? And to Tharok and his warlords?”
“Yes,” said Kyrra. “And look how far they came.”
“You take credit?” asked the Ascendant. “For the success of Tharok’s attack on my Empire?”
Kyrra smiled lazily. “In large part, yes. Do you think Tharok would have been able to withstand the corrupting influence of the circlet without my fire in his blood? That his shamans would have been able to slip the bonds of their traditions and wage war with such efficacy?” Her blazing eyes went half-lidded. “Yes, I do take credit. And that is the very form of success I am offering: the ability to rise above your mortal coils and make war with the demons on a more even footing.”
“Then, I would hear from Tharok,” the Ascendant said quietly. “Since he has directly experienced what you offer.”
Kyrra canted her head to one side, considering his words, then shrugged. “As you wish, Your Holiness. Though he is kragh. Only kragh. His words, his experience, will be limited.”
“Limited?” 
The voice was inhuman, a low growl that caused the crowd to turn in consternation. The Uniter himself stepped through the doors, emerging from the antechamber beyond. Almost seven feet tall, his skin soot-black and glimmering with crimson undertones, his shoulders as massive as a bull’s and his chest as deep, he strode forward with the inevitability of a rockslide. 
If Kyrra was fazed by his arrival, she didn’t show it. “Why, yes, Tharok. Without your circlet, you are nothing if not limited.”
The Uniter moved forward to stand abreast of the medusa, fearless and composed. “There is one thing you can expect from her,” he said. “And that is to be manipulated to her ends. She’s not as good as the circlet was, but she is good.”
“What do you think of her offer, Tharok?” The Ascendant’s voice quelled the whispers. “You received this Kiss, did you not?”
“I did,” said Tharok. “And it saved my life. I was badly wounded and would have died without it. Her Kiss gave me tremendous strength, increased vitality, and more. I believe it’s made me resistant to the black flames thrown by the demons and your magic users alike.”
“What?” said Kethe. “Asho’s flames? But you always put up that white shield.”
“Not always in time,” said Tharok. “Once, while I was fighting him in Bythos, his flames got through. They burned me, but not badly. I believe that was the Kiss’s protection.”
“Strength, endurance, and resistance to magical flame,” said the Ascendant. “Those are worthy gains.”
“I do not believe the exchange to be a fair one,” said Tharok. “The Kiss makes you other. It sets you apart. It draws you into her realm. Through the circlet, I was able to fight off her influence, but others fell under her sway more easily once they had received it. My shamans are now hers, body and soul. Many of my kragh worship her as a goddess. To allow her to give the Kiss is to allow poison into your heart.”
“Superstitious nonsense,” Kyrra said smoothly. “He is but kragh. His kind has no writing. They live out their entire lives in little more than thirty or forty years. They are like nomadic animals, worshipping the clouds and the dirt with no sense of their past or their future, just the ever-present and illimitable now: the desire to conquer, to rut, to eat their fill. Simple, base creatures. Why do you think that in your first incarnation, you did not see fit to allow them into the cycle of Ascension? Because you knew they were little more than beasts.”
She spread her arms. “I swear this, Your Holiness. Allow me to bestow my Kiss upon your greatest and most powerful, and their might will double and double once more. And when the demons come, they will find themselves driven back, and your Empire will rise from the ashes.”
Nobody spoke. Nobody moved. Tiron stood rigid but silent, his jaw clenching and unclenching. He gave no sign of his thoughts. The Virtues themselves were clearly conflicted. Could they turn away such aid when their position was so imperiled?
“Thank you, Kyrrasthasa, for your offer.” The Ascendant’s words were smooth, controlled, but hard. “I appreciate your concern for our Empire. Yet your offer, while it might save us, would doom us in time just the same. We do not place survival over all other considerations; our sole aim is to purify our souls so that we may Ascend, whether in this life or the next. It would be a sin to accept your Kiss in order to live a few years longer, only to damn our souls in the process.”
He rose to his feet. “No. I do not accept your offer. Thank you for the aid you have rendered us thus far, but that will be all.”
Kyrra’s serpentine hair hissed sharply, lashing back and forth, though she herself remained still. Iskra held her breath. The medusa’s face was utterly alien, and she couldn’t read the creature’s expression, couldn’t fathom the depth of her rage or frustration. Would she lash out? Would she seek to kill all who stood before her? 
“Very well,” said Kyrra. “This has been an interesting encounter. My offer stands. Here is a prophecy of my own, however: the next time we talk, it will be you who comes begging for my help. And I will grant it, but at a price.”
The Ascendant remained silent. Kethe and the other Virtues took a step forward, and at that signal, Kyrra flowed back toward the great doors, her posture erect and uncowed, and then she passed through into the antechamber and was gone.
Iskra allowed herself to sigh in relief. The Hall of Light seemed washed out and drab without Kyrra’s incendiary presence and vivid coloration. She felt as if she’d been holding her breath ever since the medusa was introduced, and could only now breathe freely.
“Thank you, Uniter,” said the Ascendant, lowering himself back into his seat. “Your counsel was much appreciated.”
“Don’t call me that,” said Tharok. “It’s no longer my title.”
“What?” Iskra couldn’t hide her shock. “You’ve been deposed?”
“No,” said Tharok, keeping his gaze on the Ascendant. “I’ve decided to no longer lead the kragh. That is why I’ve come: to tell you that I am no longer the kragh with whom you must deal. That honor now falls upon Maur, Wise Woman of the Red River tribe and rider of Flamska.”
Again, whispers and murmurs filled the hall. Iskra struggled to absorb this information. “But why, Tharok? Why now, just as we’re about to be attacked? When your genius in battle could be of the greatest use?”
“Not my genius,” Tharok said flatly. “That was the circlet using me. It is done. Maur now carries World Breaker. She is speaking even now with the warlords and chieftains. Soon, she will send word that she is ready to meet and coordinate her strength with yours.”
“That’s it?” Kethe sounded outraged. “You march your kragh across the world, slaughter and destroy everything in your path, and then, when we need you the most, you simply... quit?”
“Yes,” said Tharok. 
Kethe opened and closed her mouth several times. Akinetos laid a gauntleted hand on her shoulder and drew her back. 
“Thank you for telling me,” said the Ascendant. “What are you going to do now?”
“I came to ask for permission,” said Tharok, then he halted, looking down.
“Permission for what?” asked the Ascendant.
“Permission to visit the White Gate.” The kragh’s voice was rough. “I understand if that request offends you.”
The Ascendant stiffened, and Iskra saw Mixis and Synesis both startle, their hands dropping to their blades once more.
“Your Holiness, no,” said Synesis, her voice shaking with emotion. “This kragh — I saw what he did in Abythos. I fought him. He thought he killed me, and he — he laughed. Don’t be fooled, please.”
Iskra looked over to Tiron. His face was closed, his brow lowered, but he didn’t seem outraged — neither did Kethe, for that matter. She, too, looked pensive.
“Why,” asked Iskra, “do you wish to visit the White Gate?”
Tharok’s eyes flashed. Clearly, he was not used to being questioned. “That is my business, and no one else’s.”
Mixis let out a harsh bark of laughter. “Is this how the kragh request favors? Why not draw your blade and use that to convince us?”
Tharok hunched his massive shoulders, and Iskra saw his fingers flex. But he was bearing no blade. His infamous scimitar was now with Maur.
“Why, Tharok?” She tried to keep her voice soft. “Why do you ask to visit that which you sought to destroy?”
Tharok glanced at her, then he lowered his gaze to the floor. “As I said, it is my business.”
“Between you and the White Gate?” asked the Ascendant.
“Yes,” said Tharok.
“Then I grant it,” said the Ascendant.
“Your Holiness!” Synesis took another step forward. “You — you can’t —” She took a deep, almost convulsive breath, then bowed her head. With obvious pain, she lowered herself to her knees and pressed her forehead to the floor. “I cry your pardon, Your Holiness. Forgive me my transgression.”
“You may visit the White Gate,” the Ascendant said, ignoring her. “On the condition that you speak with me afterwards.” He smiled wryly. “If, that is, we are both still alive. Agreed?”
Tharok studied the youth warily, and then gave a curt nod. “Yes. Agreed.”
“Very well,” said the Ascendant. “That is all for now. We shall convene our military council to review our fortifications and the deployment of our soldiers. Please, Tharok, if you can: ask Maur to join us.”
The huge kragh gave another nod, and then turned to march down the aisle to the rear doors. The crowds closed behind him, and heads pressed together as people discussed what had just transpired.
“There,” the Ascendant said so that only Iskra could hear. “Was that the effect you were seeking? Did I reassure our people that all is well and as it ever was?”
Iskra smiled sadly. “No. But, then, that would be a lie.” She looked out over the Hall of Light, watching as the crowd slowly flowed out the great doors. “But you have left your mark. There can be no doubt that you are an Ascendant with his own mind and convictions, and that will spread. The people will soon hear how you are in control, and from that they will derive great comfort and strength.” She hesitated. “You are, after all, the Ascendant.”
“Yes,” he said, and he sounded so weary, that she gazed at him in concern. “So I am told. Come, my Grace. We cannot rest. Let us plan for the coming battle.”



CHAPTER 18

Audsley
Heart pounding, Audsley stepped into Haugabrjótr’s cloying darkness. The tunnel was the same as before, but now he saw it with new eyes: the faded rug that lined the hall, the guttering candles on the wall. It all exuded a menace that made him hunch his shoulders and clench his jaw. 
Others came through the Portal behind him, forcing him forward. Taking a deep breath, he walked on, the mutters of the Hrethings behind him giving him both anxiety and strength. Down the short corridor he marched, Aedelbert still in his arms, and just as he was about to reach its end, a Fujiwara servant crossed into view, glanced their way, and froze.
Audsley had had a plan, a line of attack. But now, here, face to face with this young man whose eyes held defeat and whose mouth was a small circle of dismay, his old plan evanesced. He stopped, just as shocked as the youth, who failed to cry out in panic. Instead, the servant looked beyond Audsley at the Hrethings, then bowed his head as if awaiting whatever punishment had been fated for him.
“Take me to the Minister of Perfection’s camarilla chamber,” said Audsley, surprising himself with the rasp of his voice. “Please.”
The servant glanced up, surprised. Audsley could almost read his thoughts: Not dying today, then. The servant then bobbed his head, took a step backwards, turned and hurried down a new hallway.
Purpose, Audsley had always been told, equaled authority. So, he lifted his chin and followed, looking neither right nor left and ignoring the men and women he passed along the way. Perhaps there was some sort of hive awareness of his association with Zephyr, or they simply failed to pass anyone of sufficient authority, but no one spoke out; no one challenged him and his alien retinue. 
The tunnels twisted as if with their own fell purpose, and Audsley fought the urge to move faster, to tap the servant on the shoulder and bid him to run. On they walked, winding left and then right, spiraling up and picking branching halls seemingly at random. They passed through small caverns where dark-robed figures stood talking in consternation, falling silent at his arrival, and through larger rooms where the conversations that reverberated down from the raw ceilings stilled as eyes tracked his passage.
He’d begun to think they’d make it all the way to the innermost chamber uncontested when an older man whose face was gaunt and desiccated stepped out to bar their way.
“You. You’re Little Zephyr’s friend. Where is she?” 
It was if the entire stonecloud stilled, the inverse of the peal of a bell, a wave of silence that tolled through the rock and resonated in every polluted heart.
The servant cowered and moved to the side so that nothing stood between Audsley and the elder. Audsley found his own timidity evaporating along with his former plans; he’d simply been through too much, had suffered and been broken to such extremes that a mere challenge from a man such as this could no longer shake him.
So, he stepped right up to the man. Came within a foot of him and met his gaze with an assurance that caused the other’s eyes to narrow. “Coming our way, truth be told, and bringing hell with her. I’ve come to address what remains of your family. Will you help me in gathering the ones worth speaking to?”
The elder took in the Hrethings. “Are you here to deliver an ultimatum?”
“Of sorts. But I’ll not repeat myself, so let’s proceed. Unless you wish to insist and force this moment to climax?”
“I — no.” The man took a step back. “Very well. We will hear what you have to say, and then pass judgment. Pray that we find your words of value.”
“My praying days are over,” said Audsley, and it felt good to be so glib, to speak such broken truths so openly. “But lead on.”
The elder was clearly uncomfortable with Audsley’s tone; a lifetime spent abusing others must make it hard to bend the knee. Still, he took the servant’s place and led Audsley ever deeper into the stonecloud until at last they reached a familiar set of doors. 
“The council is in session,” said the elder. “We deliberate our future.” That said, he pushed open the door and stepped inside.
Audsley motioned to Tóki to remain outside, and with a start realized that Asho was gone. He peered through the small crowd of Hrethings, but it was so — the Bythian was missing. 
There was no time to worry. Audsley pursed his lips and entered the camarilla.
The room was as before: a large circle with a single, empty high-backed chair across from the door and concentric rings of benches rising up all around on which perhaps fifty Fujiwara notables were sitting like a parliament of ravens. 
A woman was standing beside the Minister’s vacant chair, one hand resting on its back, and it was clear that she had been in the midst of addressing the audience. She glared at the elder, who bowed his head apologetically. That he’d not been invited to take part in these deliberations spoke volumes about his true stature.
“Excuse the interruption, Solemna. I encountered Zephyr’s mysterious friend wandering the halls with a pack of barbarians at his heels. He claims to have news for us. I thought it wise to bring him here immediately.”
The woman was striking. Not beautiful, exactly, but her features were strong and eminently memorable: a high brow, a nose perhaps overlarge, a wide mouth and harsh cheekbones. Black hair with gray threads was woven into a thick braid, and she had the erect carriage and posture of a woman steeped in pride.
“Magister Audsley,” she said, her voice ringing with chilly condemnation. “What is your message?”
Moving forward, he examined the assembled men and women on their benches and saw in their impassive features hints of fear and alarm. It was evident in the way they leaned forward, in their thinned lips and wide eyes. 
Audsley pitched his voice to carry. “I’ve come to confirm what you no doubt already suspect: the Minister of Perfection is dead.”
There was silence, then uproar. Questions were hurled at him, people stood, someone laughed, and through it all Solemna remained impassive, watching him and waiting. She raised a hand, and such was the respect she commanded that the others eventually settled, a few shouting their demands only to grow self-conscious as their voices were made all the louder for the sudden silence. The last of them sat quickly, looking mortified and furious both.
“Yes,” said Solemna. “I expected as much. His failure to return from Starkadr can only be explained thus. What happened?”
“I had a change of heart,” said Audsley. These words damned him, but he couldn’t have cared less. Yes, he wished to help his friends, save the Empire, offer redress; but here, now, before Solemna’s gray eyes, he felt nothing but reckless disdain. “I extended the circlet to him — you know of what I speak — and then changed my mind.” There was no need to mention Aedelbert’s involvement. “We fought, and I killed him.”
A young man leaped down to the camarilla floor, his robes rippling around him in supernatural currents as flames wreathed his fists. “Give me the honor, Solemna,” he said, his voice aching with desire. “Give me the word.”
The outrage of the others was stilled by this demand. Solemna didn’t look at the man, though; she merely waved him away and lowered her hand back to the chair. “You didn’t come here to boast. So, what is it you want? What is so important that you believe your safety to be assured?”
Audsley laughed. “Assured? Hardly. More like I no longer attach much importance to my life. But, yes, I do have news. The circlet fell and rolled to Zephyr’s feet. She plucked it up and laid it on her head. You can guess what happened next. “
“Shit,” Solemna said with finely controlled intensity. “Go on.”
“She transported Starkadr to Ennoia, and there unleashed the demons from the stonecloud’s bowels, dropping it in the process atop the battle that was taking place between the kragh and the humans.”
An old man in the second row half-rose to his feet. “Not the ur-destraas?”
“Yes, the ur-destraas,” Audsley said with cruel relish. “And everything else besides. She commands them all. I was able to escape, but barely, and I am now working with the Ascendant, the kragh, and three dragons who have emerged from legend to aid us in this fight.”
It was like hitting them collectively about the neck and shoulders with a stick. The gathered elite of the family flinched and shook their heads, blinked and gaped as they sought to assimilate this information.
“And a medusa,” Audsley said carelessly, almost as an afterthought. “Everything and everyone is uniting against Zephyr and her horde. A paean to peace and unity.”
“Dragons?” whispered the man who had leaped down, as the flames flickered out of existence. 
“And you want our help?” asked Solemna. Audsley had to admit he was impressed by her self-possession.
“Not your help, really, though I suppose you could all be of assistance. I want to speak with Erenthil. Now.”
Again, there was silence, and then Solemna laughed, a bitter, cruel sound that made Audsley feel unsure of himself for the first time. “You do, do you? How delightful. And I wish to speak with your Ascendant. Now.”
“Fine,” said Audsley. “I’ll escort you to him myself, though we may have to clap you in irons to prevent any impulsive assassination attempts.”
“Nobody speaks with the Artificer,” said Solemna. “Nobody but the Minister of Perfection.”
“Yes, well, he’s dead,” said Audsley. “And if you don’t let me speak with him, odds are that it will be Zephyr who comes next, demanding an audience with an ur-destraas at her back. I’d love to see you laugh in her face as well.”
Someone moaned.
“We must discuss this,” said an elder in the first row. “No such decision can be made without the full agreement of the council.”
“There is nothing to discuss,” cried a second. “To allow an outsider to enter the presence of the Artificer? Verboten!”
“We must all calm down. A successor to the Minister must be chosen —”
“The time to strike a deal is now. We must leverage our position of strength to —”
“What is this infernal shouting? Are we barbarians? Be silent and hear what I have to —”
Audsley crossed his arms and waited as the camarilla devolved into chaos. Solemna made no move to impose herself upon the others, and Audsley guessed she was taking the opportunity to reach her own decision. 
A shoving match started a few rows up, with several others intervening to pry two older women apart. 
Solemna was watching him, brow furrowed, rubbing her pursed lips with the edge of her thumb. Audsley waited, reaching up to comfort Aedelbert, who had tensed up. There was nothing more he could do. No supernatural powers were at his command. He couldn’t compel, and in this bedlam he couldn’t convince. All he could do was wait.
Solemna beckoned to him with a finger. He walked toward her, and this elicited new demands and challenges from those who suddenly realized something was going on. 
She didn’t speak, didn’t try to pitch her voice over the shouting. Instead, she turned and moved to the back of the room. It was only then that Audsley realized that a Portal was subtly inscribed in the black rock there, the faint outline of an archway that was almost stark in its simplicity. 
“Stop at once, Solemna!” 
The quick-witted of the gathering had figured out her intent, and several men and women were scrambling over the short wall to the camarilla floor. 
“Cease!”
Solemna raised a hand and uttered a harsh word that Audsley was unable to make out. The wall immediately rippled with black ink. 
Solemna passed through it.
Taking a deep breath, Audsley followed.
Immediately, the cacophony faded away. There was that twisting sense of inversion that Audsley had come to know so well, and then he stepped out into late-afternoon sunshine.
He was standing at the edge of a small swath of soft grass, a miniature meadow, with a cottage built against a massive boulder on the far side. A few oaks stood off to his left, their canopies thick with verdant foliage, and a breeze was blowing with gentle constancy.
A stonecloud, he realized. An incredibly small one. Turning, he looked up at the plinth through which he’d emerged: it was a dusty gray and rose some ten feet in height, emerging from the grass at the stonecloud’s edge as if it had been planted there with great care. Its face was marked by silver tracery forming the Portal, and the foul name of the demon contained within was inscribed over the arch. 
“Where are we?” he asked, though something about this stonecloud seemed ineffably familiar. 
Solemna had moved forward and to the side and was staring with fixed intensity at the cottage. She didn’t respond. She was suddenly sweating, he realized, and her fists were clenched.
Audsley took a few faltering steps to the side and gazed over the edge of the stonecloud at the world beyond. They weren’t that high up, perhaps only thirty yards or so, and below he could see the stonecloud’s shadow rippling over fields and hedgerows. It all seemed so familiar. He could make out mountains far to the east, but nothing epic in scope; they were faded by mist, but their outlines...
“We’re in Ennoia,” he said. 
He cast around, but anonymous fields were all he saw below, interspersed here and there with copses of woods that were being used to grow timber and staves. 
“I know this land. It’s to the north of Kyferin Castle, far to the north... Lord Herterech’s demesne?”
Solemna took a deep, shuddering breath and smoothed down her robes. “Yes. This stonecloud is known in the almanacs and in common wisdom as the Stonecloud of Nethys.”
It was as if someone had punched him square in the chest; Audsley’s shock was so deep that he couldn’t breathe. He simply gaped at Solemna, and then he laughed, at first weakly but with growing strength, till tears came to his eyes and he slid down the Portal plinth into a crouch, his shoulders shaking helplessly.
Aedelbert leaped down to perch on his knee, from which he studied Audsley with grave concern. Deciding that a comforting lick was needed, he leaned forward and rasped his rough tongue up Audsley’s cheek.
Solemna watched him with horrified fascination. “Have you gone mad?”
“I might as well have. The Isle of St. Nethys? All this time? He’s been here, in plain sight...?” Audsley gasped, fought to control himself, then removed his spectacles and wiped at his eyes. “Thank you, Aedelbert. Most kind. I’m better now. Ah, what a world. And why not? I suppose there’s a limited number of terribly imposing and hidden stoneclouds like Starkadr and Haugabrjótr. Oh, my.” 
He replaced his spectacles and peered around the innocent-looking meadow. “It’s quite lovely, actually.” He struggled to his feet. “And that’s his cottage there? I thought there’d be a monastery, or…”
“Yes,” Solemna whispered, turning back to it. “It’s said that the path from the Portal to his front door is deadly to uninvited visitors. The Minister of Perfection took with him the secret of how to traverse it safely. I — I don’t know how to proceed.”
Audsley stepped up beside her and studied the faint trail that ran from the plinth to the cottage door. Barely noticeable, really. One could rather confidently call it a deer path, really, if you didn’t mind the complete absence of deer. Nothing stood out as obviously dangerous, but then it wouldn’t, would it? 
Traps. Traps that had to stymie those with the ability to fly, since many of the Fujiwara would be capable of such movement. 
“I don’t know,” he said, turning to study the trees. “Nothing seems obvious.”
Solemna was taking deep, measured breaths. She was truly frightened, he understood, which prompted him to realize that he wasn’t. Not that he didn’t think he might die here; rather that the threat to his life failed to move him. 
“He’s the Artificer, is he not? So, we can imagine that his traps will be mechanical in nature, fueled, no doubt, by the power of demons.” Audsley tapped his chin. “Buried beneath the grass? There’s no need, given the chance for flight. Hidden behind that huge boulder? High above us in the sky?”
Nothing presented itself. 
“What if this warning is all the defense he has and needs?” Audsley raised an eyebrow. “After all, if you are this frightened, I doubt anybody else from your family would dare to trespass.”
“No,” said Solemna. “There are traps. I won’t waste our time explaining my certainty.”
“Hello!” Audsley cupped his hands around his mouth. “Artificer! Hello! Can we talk?”
Solemna hissed her disapproval but then watched the cottage door as closely as he did. After a minute, her shoulders sagged. “Undignified, but worth the attempt.”
“Surely the Minister of Perfection must have left instructions in case of his accidental passing?” asked Audsley.
“He did,” said Solemna. “But they are bound and can only be accessed by his successor, who can only be chosen after all the proper protocols have been followed. It would have taken days for us to convince the others to agree to open his ledgers without establishing a successor first. Our only choice was take this step alone, or surrender ourselves to interminable arguing and bureaucracy.”
“I see,” said Audsley. “And... I thought as much. Well, then. If the trap is powered by the magic of demons, then it must revolve around flames, and possibly teleportation. Perhaps anyone who triggers it would be transported to the underside of the island and summarily dropped to their death?”
Audsley tapped his chin as he mulled his own idea. “No... you don’t preserve centuries’ worth of secrecy by littering fields with bodies. Fire, then. But from where? Devices hidden in the grass? Perhaps proximity triggers them. If so, then perhaps there is a secret path that avoids them all and leads to the door?”
“A path we do not know,” said Solemna. 
“True. But we can extrapolate. What is the one guiding truth that all interlopers would come armed with? That there are traps. As such, nobody would dare a straight march to the door, for obviously that’s where the traps would lie. They would attempt circuitous loops and so forth.”
“So, you suggest we walk straight along the path.”
Audsley smiled. “It’s as good a plan as any, and like all other tactics available to us, pure conjecture. Come. Shall we?”
“I regret my impulsiveness,” Solemna said quietly. “But what’s done is done. Yes. Lead the way.”
“Very noble of you,” said Audsley. “I’d advise that you follow a good five paces behind to avoid the worst of any jets of flame.” Then he took a deep breath and set off along the path. 
It was a truly beautiful little meadow. White clover grew across the green, interspersed with patches of buttercups. Curious, he searched for more noxious weeds and found none; the more he examined the meadow, the more he was convinced that it was carefully tended by a scrupulous gardener.
Erenthil.
It took perhaps half a minute to cross from the plinth to the front door, and it was only when he stepped onto the porch that he realized he’d made it alive. He blinked and looked back at Solemna, who was now hurrying after him, and gave her a foolish smile. “We did it! Well, I did.”
The cottage was charming. A gable rose above the front door, and the broad-shingled eaves hung low over the broad window set to the side of the door. A second, larger gable rose over the sole window in the second floor. The window frames were painted a faded green, while the walls themselves were a soft, buttery beige. The curtains were drawn, preventing him from peering within, but a single rocking chair was placed on the porch beneath the eaves, with a stump at its side on which rested a pipe and a book.
“I suppose one’s needs become modest over time,” said Audsley. “After Starkadr and Aletheia, this is... well, very nice indeed.”
“Don’t be deceived,” said Solemna. “Erenthil... Never mind. Knock.”
Audsley turned back to the door. There was no knocker, but that wasn’t surprising. The man wouldn’t expect many visitors. He rapped his knuckles on the wood and stepped back.
The door was yanked open a moment later. A curious man was standing just within. His skin gleamed metallically in the light, as if he were wearing armor of some kind or if his flesh were encased in glass…
No. Audsley peered closer. Not a man at all. 
The figure was of modest height, on a par with Audsley, and his body was articulated at the wrists and neck in a manner clearly inhuman. But his proportions were pleasing, and he was clad in a lace-up tunic of rich burgundy material that hung down to his knees and was belted at the waist. 
His Aletheian features were sculpted from bronze, complete with tightly curled beard along his jaw, but it was entirely immobile, and the way the reflected light ran liquidly along its surface made Audsley’s skin crawl.
Its eyes, however, were alive; inhuman, yet burning with a smoldering crimson light that fastened on Audsley and rooted him to the spot.
“Who calls on my master?” it asked without moving its jaw; the voice issued from a small hole bored between its lips.
A thought occurred to Audsley: Perhaps this is the trap. “The Minister of Perfection is dead,” he blurted. “We don’t know the — ah — safe words.”
“But I am the Acting Minister in his stead,” said Solemna. “We would speak with the Artificer.”
It was eerie. A living being might turn its head toward one of them, then the other. At the very least, its eyes might swivel. Even an impassive person actively conveyed that they were being impassive. This... automaton... did nothing. Its lips remained curved into a slight, enigmatic smile, and its eyes stared blindly ahead.
“Please wait,” it said after an unnervingly long silence. “I shall return.” Then it stepped back and closed the door.
Audsley exhaled in relief. “My goodness. What was that thing?”
“A creation of the Artificer’s, obviously,” Solemna said, staring straight at the door. 
“I saw some of his handiwork in his lab at Starkadr,” said Audsley. “A gauntlet that shot flame. Goggles that allowed one to see in the dark. All powered by... demons.”
“He has had centuries since then to advance his craft,” said Solemna. “While he no longer has access to his original magics, he still wields formidable power over demons.”
“Delightful,” said Audsley. “And, I must say, good news. Though only in these very, very narrow circumstances.”
Solemna didn’t dignify him with a response, so he turned back to the door. The paint was a darker green in the seams between the planks, he saw. How many times a century did he have it repainted? How, for that matter, did one not go mad all alone in a house so small? Audsley’s quarters in the Tower of the Ferret were probably as large, if not larger, and that had been a single room.
The door opened, and the bronze man stood before them once more. “Come,” it said. “The Artificer will see you.”
Audsley felt a pang of fear, the first since he’d set out on this mission. The bronze man’s smile seemed nothing now if not macabre, and Audsley found himself wondering if he’d manage to escape this cottage if he dared to step inside.
“Very well,” he said with false cheer. “Lead the way.” 



CHAPTER 19

Asho
Asho allowed himself to fall farther and farther behind Tóki and the others as they penetrated deeper into the stonecloud. It wasn’t hard; the Hrethings were warriors intent on preserving their lives and looking for threats, not wet nurses focused on his wellbeing. The more Asho drifted from Tóki’s field of vision, the more the towering Hrething forgot about him. Soon, he was almost five yards behind the group, hobbling along in his attempt to keep up, and when Audsley was confronted by an elderly-looking stranger, Asho took the opportunity to duck down a side tunnel.
He hurried through the gloom, one hand against the wall, sweat dripping from his chin and the tip of his nose, breath ragged in his throat. He wanted to vomit, and his guts churned and bubbled in protest. The desire to slide down the wall and rest was intoxicating, but he gritted his teeth and forced himself to go on, taking turns at random and always choosing narrower, darker corridors.
Finally, with his pulse pounding in his ears and his vision reduced to a long, narrow tunnel, he stopped. There were no lanterns in this hall, and the walls were of rough rock. They were blessedly cool, too, and he pressed his cheek against one, closed his eyes and worked on remaining on his feet.
He was found soon enough.
“Hey — what are you doing here?” The voice was gruff but not convincingly so, more alarmed and upset than angry.
Asho rolled around, never losing contact with the wall, and saw a black-robed man standing a few yards away. With his vision unfocused, it was hard to make out details, but still, he drew his lips into a smile. “I’m lost. I was searching for the garderobe.”
The man snorted in annoyed disgust. “Were you, now? Too bad for you, as —” The man cut off as he drew closer. “Are you sick? Something contagious?”
“No,” said Asho. He pushed away from the wall and moved closer. “I’ve nothing to give you. I’d like to take something, instead.”
“What?” The man backed away, raising his hands defensively. “What are you —”
It wasn’t graceful. Asho simply lunged forward and fell into the man’s arms. All he needed was skin contact. The sheer volume of the stranger’s robes could have defeated him, but his hand closed on the other man’s forearm, and immediately he sensed the demon lurking within.
Small and gibbering, a fleeting presence coiled deep within the man’s mind. Asho felt darkness all around, a pervasive void that served to dwarf the demonic presence. There was precious little awareness to it; it didn’t react to Asho, didn’t look up, didn’t seek to engage him in conversation. 
No matter. 
Not quite understanding how he did it, Asho reached out and took hold of the demon by the nape of the neck. It spasmed and kicked, lashing out wildly, snarling and weeping as Asho pulled it forth like a tick from a dog’s hide. Distaste flooded him, but he couldn’t afford to be squeamish; raising his other hand, he formed it into a dagger and stabbed it deep into the demon’s skull.
His finger slid through its black hide, then his whole fist disappeared into its head. The demon arched its back with a yelp and went still, and in one horrendous rush Asho drained it of its power, sucking it dry so that it shriveled and shrank into itself. In moments, it was gone, leaving only a wrinkled sack of skin behind.
Asho stepped back, blinking, and the tunnel returned. Power flowed through his limbs, washing away the nausea and pain. Not nearly as much as what he’d received from the previous demons he’d drained, but enough. For the first time since he’d woken in Aletheia, he felt himself once more.
The stranger stood swaying, then gasped and sank down to his knees. “What have you done?” His voice was ragged, little more than a rasp. “What have you done?”
“Cleansed you,” said Asho. He stood straight, his spine popping, and pushed his shoulders back. So much better. “Now, you’re going to lead me to where the Sin Casters are kept.”
“I — what?” The man pressed the bases of his palms against the sides of his head. “It’s gone. Where is it?” He began to pound at his temples. “It’s gone. It’s gone. It’s gone.”
Asho reached down and seized the man by the throat, then with a grunt lifted him to his feet and slammed him against the wall. “I’d encourage you to focus on my words. I’m short on patience and shorter yet on sympathy. Understand?”
The man looked up at him, and Asho could make out his features now. He was young, with a round face, a button nose, fleshy lips and long eyelashes. A sensitive face. But his eyes were glimmering with tears. 
“What did you do to me?” he muttered.
“I took your demon,” said Asho. “I killed it and drank its power.”
The tears brimmed and ran down the stranger’s cheeks. “Thank you.”
“I — what?” This, Asho hadn’t expected. “Thank you?”
“Thank you,” the stranger whispered again. “Oh, blessed peace. My mind – it echoes with silence. It aches. I feel — I feel — I don’t know what this feeling is. Do I glimpse sanity once more? Or is this a dream?”
Asho gave the man a sharp shake. “It’s no dream. Where are the Sin Casters kept? Do you know, or not?”
“The Sin Casters? Of course I know.” The man sounded dreamy, unconcerned. “Everybody knows. They’re like your cock: the source of pleasure and every sin. A festering wound in the heart of our communal souls. Oh, but be still, let me enjoy this silence, this peace —”
Asho shoved the man and sent him stumbling down the hall. “Then, lead me to them. The faster you do, the sooner you’ll be rid of me. Then you can go find a hole and enjoy your freedom.”
The stranger’s laughter turned into a sob, and he nearly sank down to his knees before he caught himself and surged forward. “We’re not far. If we could burrow through rock, we’d be there sooner still, but as it is, we can run.” And he did so, breaking into a rough trot that was all elbows and high knees.
Asho ran after him, hand on the pommel of his blade to keep it from banging against his side. They left the narrow corridor for a broader one. The stranger ran down it faster and faster, and for a second Asho thought he was trying to get away until he realized that the man was wheezing with laughter.
They rounded a corner, and the stranger collided with three other Fujiwaras who caught him by the arms as they steadied themselves.
“Anderos?” The eldest was scathing in his disapproval. “What is this?”
Asho slowed to a brisk walk and approached them with confidence. “I can explain,” he said, and he palmed the closest man’s forehead and pounded his head against the wall. The man’s shock was so complete that he didn’t resist. There was a dull crack, and he sank to the floor without protest. No demon was lurking in his soul.
The other two cried out in alarm, but Asho moved smoothly to tackle the second. He caught the man’s outflung arm, wrapped it under his own, then slammed his open palm into the man’s face. He felt the man’s nose break as his head jolted back, then Asho kicked his heel out from under him and the man went down. No demon there, either.
The eldest of the three simply gaped, unable to assimilate this sudden violence. “What? What is this? You can’t do that.”
“Apologies,” said Asho, shaking out his hand, which stung from the blow. “But I don’t have time to parley.” He stepped forward, fist rising, but the older man raised his hand with a cry and summoned black flame to wreath his fist.
Asho kneed him in the stomach, doubling the man over his leg, then shoved him wildly into the wall. The black flame extinguished itself, and the elder collapsed to the floor, gasping for breath.
Asho reached down and touched the back of the man’s head. Immediately, he was within the dark confines of the man’s mind, and before him a demon was raging, snarling like a beast, throwing itself at Asho only to pull up short as countless thick chains snapped taut. It towered over Asho, a hulk of muscle and lacerated flesh. Its face was bestial and writhed from one form to another, so that within moments it looked like a hound, then a hog, then something akin to a human, then back to a rat. All of them were horrendously swollen and distorted.
“That’s more like it,” said Asho, and he threw himself into the demon’s embrace, plunging his hand into its open maw and up to penetrate its skull. 
The demon froze, its whole body shaking, and then it collapsed forward, sinking into Asho’s hand, draining as quickly as the first, and in moments it was gone.
Chains fell to the floor with a heavy clatter, and then Asho came back to himself. The hallway was bright after the gloom, and he saw that the old man had passed into unconsciousness.
Power raged through him, bubbled and danced through his limbs. Not enough to make him delirious, but enough to make him bounce back up to his feet. He raised a palm, and a wisp of black fire curled up into the air. 
“What are you?” asked Anderos.
“A Sin Caster,” said Asho. His body felt light and lithe. With some effort, he felt he could rise up off the ground altogether, but he didn’t want to expend the energy; instead, he pointed down the hall. “Continue.”
“I helped you,” Anderos said in surprise. “Though I’m not sure why I did. I feel very giddy.” He blinked. “Drunk on freedom, perhaps? Made turgid by possibility?”
“I don’t care,” said Asho, forcing himself to stay calm. The power seething beneath his skin made control difficult. “To the Sin Casters. Go.”
Anderos nodded and set off in his awkward lope. Asho noticed him sticking to quieter corridors, once stopping and backing away at the sight of a young woman walking their way. 
Finally, they stopped outside a large pair of doors. Anderos was panting as if he’d been running for miles, and he bent over, hands on his knees. His smile, however, was beatific. “Do you hear that?”
Asho paused, narrowing his eyes as he listened. “No. What?”
“Nothing!” With a heave, the Fujiwara stood and spread his arms. “Nothing at all!”
“That’s... great. This the chamber?”
“Yes,” said Anderos. “Anathasisus’ domain. May I wander off now to exult in privacy?”
“Yes,” said Asho. He didn’t think Anderos would betray him. “Thank you.” 
He pushed open one of the doors and stepped out onto a balcony that looked down upon a familiar scene. It was the very same room to which Audsley had brought him before. The obsidian table still lay in cracked pieces in the center, but the broken glass and fallen shelving had been cleaned away and replaced. Three men in the ubiquitous black robes were working at their desks, and Athanasius himself was standing before a lectern, reading from a heavy tome.
“Hello,” said Asho.
“Asho,” said Athanasius, pausing in the act of turning a page. There was wariness in his voice, though his desiccated features betrayed no emotion. “I wasn’t aware that you were going to be visiting.”
“You wouldn’t be,” said Asho. He closed the door carefully behind him, then made his way down the steps, one hand ghosting over the balustrade. 
The three helpers rose uncertainly to their feet, glancing at their master for reassurance. Athanasius linked his hands behind his back as he stepped out from behind the lectern. “You seem to be in remarkably good health, given the procedure you underwent.”
“Thank you,” said Asho. He didn’t hurry. He felt a hectic fury deep within his breast that failed to pierce his self-control.
A thin, vertical line appeared between Athanasius’ brows. “Did Magister Audsley send you?”
“No.”
“Have you come for a repeat of the procedure?”
“No,” Asho said, stepping out onto the floor. 
“You have questions, then.” Athanasius’ tone betrayed a weary resignation. “I honestly don’t have time to indulge your curiosity.”
“No,” Asho said, cutting in smoothly. “No questions.”
Athanasius studied him, eyes bright and sharp. “Ah. That’s how it is, then.”
“Yes.” Asho drew his blade. 
“Very well,” Athanasius said, then cried, “Kill him!” He gave the closest assistant a shove, then turned and darted down one of the tunnels at the back of the room.
Asho killed the three assistants with little more than grim distaste. They weren’t even human in his eyes. He stabbed once, twice, thrice, and the three men fell, the last cut deeply in the back as he turned to follow his master. 
Asho stepped over the corpse and hesitated at the threshold of the tunnel. He felt fell and callous, an instrument of vengeance and justice. 
The tunnel exuded a stink of despair like a corpse exhaled putridness. No sound of retreating footsteps came from the blackness ahead. Asho’s own form would be starkly silhouetted against the light of the room. 
Taking a deep breath, Asho rose to the ceiling of the tunnel. With his back nearly scraping against the rock, he flew forward into the darkness.
Bereft of his sight, Asho closed his eyes and focused on his hearing. He could hear moans from up ahead, faint and constant, misery made audible. The Sin Casters. Athanasius had either escaped through an exit or was waiting in ambush. He was important enough that he probably had his own demon, which meant he’d be standing there, hands raised, ready to incinerate Asho as soon as he discerned Asho’s location.
There. Deep, careful breathing. The sound of a man trying to be quiet. He could almost hear Athanasius’ heart pounding. 
He wanted to say something to torment the man. Threaten him. Express why his death was coming. But for a twist of fate, Asho himself could have been one of his victims, could have ended his life here in the dark, broken and shattered and moaning like the others.
The breathing stilled. Had he given himself away? He stopped flying forward and pressed up against the ceiling. His blade was pressed down the side of his leg. Was he close enough to incinerate the man? Would doing so harm the other Sin Casters? Were they behind bars or closed doors? He didn’t know. Couldn’t risk killing innocents.
The silence was shattered by the roar of demonic flame. The roiling air scalded him as the corridor filled with death, and Asho gritted his teeth, panic flaring in his heart as he turned his face away and pressed his cheek against the rock. He felt his skin blister, felt his sword heat up — but then the flames died away, and in the place of their roar he heard the mad dash of someone sprinting back down the tunnel below him.
Asho dropped down behind Athanasius and caught up with him quickly, reaching the man just as he broke back out into the torture chamber. He slid an arm around the man’s scrawny neck and lifted him off his feet, pressing the edge of his blade against the side of Athanasius’ throat as he did so.
Athanasius bleated in horror and scrabbled at Asho’s arm, then raised his palms to unleash flame only to freeze as Asho pressed the sword tighter to his neck.
“Try it,” Asho said quietly into his ear, “and I’ll cut your neck open right here and now.”
It was madness for Athanasius not to attack, but Asho knew the terrible allure of self-preservation, the temptation to believe that there was yet hope of surviving this encounter. Of talking his way out. Athanasius hesitated, then dropped his hands. 
Asho flew over to the shattered table with his prisoner sagging from his arm and beginning to choke. Studying the ruined table, Asho saw how chains had been extended from the original manacles, how even in its state of ruin it had been converted into a functioning altar of torment. 
It would be fitting to place Athanasius down there. Chain him down and then slowly pierce his body with his spikes of gatestone. Bleed him to death and allow him to taste what would be only a hundredth of the torment he’d inflicted on the others.
Athanasius tried to say something. An offer, it sounded like. A promise. 
Asho’s heart thudded in his chest. This man deserved an eternity of torture. He deserved pain. He deserved to be broken and then broken again. 
“Show you... how to... freedom...” gasped Athanasius.
Perhaps Asho could release the Sin Casters and let them have their way with him. He envisioned them crawling into the light, seeing their tormentor helpless, bound, terrified. Imagined them tearing him apart, howling in their savage hatred as they bathed in his blood.
“Please...” said Athanasius. “Power. Show you how... wield...”
Asho drew his blade across the man’s throat in a quick and forceful motion, then dropped him. 
Athanasius gurgled and grasped at his slit throat, fighting to stand, kicking his feet as he writhed. Blood sprayed everywhere, then slowed into a rhythmic pulsing. He managed to get to his feet and stagger toward one of the counters, where several towels were piled, but he fell before he could reach them. With blood pooling out around his throat, the man shivered and went still.
Sickened, Asho lowered himself to the floor and cast his sword aside. It rang loudly in the silence. 
The air was thick with the tang of copper. Four dead men lay around him. Had they taken the sick knowledge of their craft with them to the grave? That might be too much to hope for. 
Asho felt no satisfaction, no pleasure at the sight of them. His disgust and fury only deepened until tears prickled his eyes. Horror rose within him, not over what he’d done, but what had transpired in this room and what the room represented, the terminus for everyone like him. His terror and paranoia over his abilities seized him, and he cupped his hand over his mouth. 
A world where this room could exist was not a world that should continue. This room was all the proof he needed that the Empire was rotten, that Ascendancy was built on a foundation so foul, it could not be allowed to persist. There would be no more black formulas, and with their disappearance, the Virtues would sicken and die. Ascendancy would wither away. 
Good, Asho thought.
Dropping his hand, he moved to Athanasius’ lectern and set the book on fire. He then methodically opened each of the cabinets and torched their contents, along with all the written records that lay atop the counters. For a long time, he stood staring at the spikes of gatestone and the vials of black formula he found within their wooden cases, but the pragmatic side of him held him back from destroying them. There was still a final battle to be won.
At last, when he could put it off no longer, he took a ring of keys from Athanasius’ corpse and turned back to the twin tunnels down which the Sin Casters were waiting.
Taking up a lantern, he walked into the first. It was broad, devoid of ornamentation, and almost immediately gave way to archways blocked by bars into which were set barred doors. Asho stopped at the first of them and gazed inside. 
The stone-walled cell was barren except for a pallet against one side and a bowl of water in the center of the room. There was nothing else to be seen but a man lying half on the bed and half off, staring up at the ceiling as tears ran down and wet his bedraggled hair.
He was emaciated, and his clothing was little more than rags. Asho could see the terrible scars that had accumulated across his body after who knew how many years of torture. The man’s pigeon chest rose and fell with very shallow breaths, and his eyes didn’t move at all. Just a blank, blind stare at nothing.
Asho forced himself to swallow and moved to the next cell. Inside, a woman was lying in a similar manner, though she at least was aligned with her pallet. The next five cells had equally catatonic Sin Casters, all of them immobile and barely breathing.
Asho was peering into the sixth cell when a woman’s voice came to him from the darkness beyond. 
“Who’s that? What’s going on?”
Asho raised his lantern and looked down the rest of the tunnel. It extended farther than the beam of his light, but he could make out some twelve more cells before the light died.
“My name is Asho,” he said, surprised to hear his voice shake. He took a deep breath and spoke with more authority. “I’m a Sin Caster like you. I’ve come to get you out.”
Laughter from several throats greeted his words. Then silence. Asho stood still, watching as hands closed around the bars of the cells, as he caught faint reflections of his light from eyes peering at him through long hair.
“That so?” This was a man. He spoke hoarsely, and his accent was that of a Bythian. “Most like, it’s a trick to break us further.”
“No trick,” said Asho. “I’ve killed Athanasius. The Minister of Perfection is dead. The Empire itself is coming to an end, attacked by demons and heresy. I’ve come to get you out.”
“Then, get us out already,” came a stronger voice from the darkness beyond. “Action, not bloody words.”
Asho turned to the closest cell, where a cadaver of a man was sitting cross-legged against the wall, his hair a dirty halo around his saturnine face, his body so skinny that Asho could count his ribs. 
“Here,” Asho said, throwing the door open. “Come on out.”
The man didn’t move. He blinked blearily at Asho but remained seated.
“You won’t get much out of Aloysius,” said one of the other occupants. “He’s about done.”
“Fine,” said Asho, and he strode down to the closest cell with a standing prisoner: an Ennoian woman whose hair was shorn close to the scalp. Her face was square around a broken nose, and her knuckles were bloodied where they gripped the bars. “If I open your door, will you come out?” Asho asked her.
“Count on it,” was her only response.
Asho fished through the keys, then unlocked her door and pulled it open.
The woman stood still, staring at him, then, ever so slowly, stepped out into the hallway.
“By the Black Gate,” someone whispered. “He’s let Sigi out.”
Sigi was watching him warily. “What now? What do you want?”
“Want? I told you. To free the lot of you.”
“To what end?”
Asho wanted to laugh, to shout. “No end. I’m a Sin Caster like you. I would have been in here if they’d caught me. I’m just letting you out — all of you — because it’s the right thing to do.”
“That’s not how the world works,” came the voice of the first man. “You’ve got some angle. You’re just not telling us yet.”
Asho raised his hand and unleashed a torrent of black flame down the length of the hall. The heat was staggering. He cut it off just as abruptly. “You see that? That’s your proof right there. I’m one of you. I have no angle. You want out? I’ll let you out. You want to stay here and wait for the next Athanasius? Be my guest.”
Sigi had stepped away and pressed her back to the bars. “You got a demon inside you? How’d you do that?”
“What? Call fire? It’s what we do. We’re Sin Casters.”
“I can’t bloody do that,” she said. “If I could, I’d have roasted the lot of ‘em years ago. Only the damn Fujiwaras can call flame.”
A chorus of agreements echoed down the hall.
“The Black Gate’s closed, true enough,” said Asho. “But I absorbed the power of a demon earlier. Two of them, from their Fujiwara hosts. I’m using their magic to fuel my own.”
Sigi’s eyes turned glassy. “You what?”
“I’ll explain later. First, I’m getting everyone out.” 
That said, he walked down the line, unlocking doors as he went. Men and women emerged hesitantly, but he paid them no mind. After he had unlocked the last one, he turned and strode back through the prisoners and out into the main chamber, then down the second hall, where he set to unlocking more cells.
A few minutes later, Asho climbed the steps so he could gaze out over the torture chamber at everyone who had gathered there. There had to be some forty Sin Casters in all, with perhaps ten of them standing only with the help of others. They ranged from all across the Empire; he saw as many Aletheians as he did Bythians, as many men as women, but they all had that same haunted, hollow gaze. They kept flinching and glancing over their shoulders as if they expected a blow. Their backs were hunched and their mouths were gummed shut.
“My name’s Asho. I’m a Sin Caster like you. I only found that out when I traveled to a remote place with a second Black Gate. It’s open and allowing magic into the world. I used that magic to serve my lady, and she made me her knight.” He paused, considering. It was close enough to the truth. “Since then, I’ve fought to change the Empire, to free the Bythians, to end injustice. After I found out about you all, I made my way here, killed anyone who got in my way, and freed you.”
One man pushed his way to the front. He had to be a recent prisoner; he was dark-skinned in the manner of all Zoeians, with his hair falling about his bony shoulders in thick ropes. The wounds on his shoulders and in other vital spots were still fresh and raw and had yet to scar over. 
“So, we’re free to go?” He gestured at the crowd. “All of us?”
“Yes,” said Asho. “If that’s what you wish.”
“And the Fujiwara? They just going to let us dance our way out?”
Asho smiled grimly. “They may protest. I’ll deal with them.”
The man simmered down, looking almost confused. “And where are we to go? What’s to stop us from being hunted down again?”
Asho gripped the balustrade tightly. “The Empire’s under attack. First, it was assaulted by kragh led by a new Ogri the Destroyer. That invasion ended when demons were freed from their prisons by the thousands. Now, the kragh and the humans are fighting together against them. It’s not just the survival of the Empire that’s on the line, it’s our survival in general.”
“There it is,” Sigi said from the back, a knowing smirk on her lips. “His angle.”
“No angle!” Asho glared down at them. “You want to go home and hide and lick your scars and hope for the best? Do so! Do so and be damned! But if you want to fight, I won’t turn you away. It’s a fight that will find you in time, no matter how far you run. So, think hard. I’ll see you to Aletheia — if it’s still floating — and then you have to make your decision.”
The Sin Casters turned to mutter to each other. He realized then, watching them whisper, that he wasn’t one of them after all. 
Of course he wasn’t. Just like he hadn’t felt at home amongst the Bythians when he tried to free them too. He’d not been tortured for decades. He wasn’t a victim. He wasn’t broken or nearly broken. Yet he’d thought — perhaps hoped — that here he’d find his own kind, a group that would see him as one of them. A damned Sin Caster. 
“We saw you throw fire,” said a man with his arm slung around another man’s shoulders. “None of us here can do that. How are we supposed to help?”
Sigean, maybe? He’d clearly been here longer than most, and he looked more like a horrific scarecrow than a person. His eyes were sunken, his gums had receded from his teeth, and his hair was wispy and mostly gone, but there remained in his gaze a fierce light, and he kept his chin high. 
“Over there,” said Asho, pointing at one of the cabinets. “Black formulas. If you drink it, you can throw fire.”
Again, there was muttering. Amazement, disbelief, shock.
“I don’t want to fight demons,” said the Zoeian. “I want to kill the fuckers who locked us up.”
That elicited a resounding roar of agreement.
“You can try,” Asho said, calling out over the din. “But most likely, you’ll die. There are too many of them, and most of them have demons in their souls. They’ll drown you in fire.”
He saw distrust flicker across more than one face. 
The scarecrow of a man cast a ghastly grin at him. “Are you saying we should forgive and forget?”
“No,” said Asho. “What’s your name?”
“Number Twenty-Two. But I was called Elias, once.”
“Elias, I don’t want you to forgive anybody. I do want you to strengthen yourselves first. Learn to use your power. Then, when you’re ready, come back and kill them all.”
Sigi pushed forward a few steps. “You said we had to fight these demons first!”
“You don’t have to do anything,” Asho said, fighting for calm. “I’m just giving you advice. There’s a war going on. Do you want to go hide, get strong, then come back here and kill some Fujiwaras while the world burns?” He shrugged. “Your business.”
The anger subsided. Asho thought he could make out four figures of influence to whom the others were turning. The Zoeian man, Elias the scarecrow, a silent older Bythian woman whose face was horrifically crisscrossed with scars, and a gaunt giant of an Ennoian who watched Asho without answering the questions the others put to him.
“So?” Asho looked from one leader to another. “Decide.”
Elias hitched himself up a little higher with his friend’s help. “I’ll go with Asho. At the very least, there should be some good food on Aletheia.”
The Bythian woman nodded her agreement. “My name is Sora. I’m proud that a Bythian has freed us. I will go with you.”
The Ennoian giant scratched slowly at his matted blond beard. Asho thought he could see lice crawling in it, even from this distance. “I’m Arnulf. I’ll go with you.”
The Zoeian man, however, turned his head and spat. “To hell with good food. To hell with Asho. I’ve been here for less time than the rest of you, but I’ll be damned if I’ll let the Fujiwaras get away with it. A surprise attack – who’s with me?”
Seven of the Sin Casters rumbled their assent and moved to stand behind the Zoeian.
“It’s your lives,” said Asho. 
“Damn you for judging us,” said the Zoeian. “You’ve never been tied down to that table. You’ve got no idea what we’ve been through.”
Asho rose up into the air and floated over the railing. The Zoeian man’s eyes widened as he backed up, but Asho ignored him as he moved down to the cabinet that contained the spikes and potions.
“Here,” he said, and set eight of the black formulas aside. “These will give you each enough power to get you into battle. I’ll take the rest with me to share with the others.”
“Good,” said the Zoeian man, and he rushed up to snatch away the formulas. “But you ain’t going till you tell us how to throw those flames.”
“You’re going to stop me?” asked Asho.
“You’re no better than they are if you leave us here to die,” snarled the man.
“Idiot,” said Elias. “He freed you. He’s got no further obligation.”
“Show us,” said the Zoeian man. “I say you’re as good as killing us if you don’t.”
“No,” said Asho, and he stepped forward till he was toe to toe with the man. “You’re killing yourself. That’s your responsibility. Now, get out of my way.”
The man glowered but then reluctantly stepped aside. Asho strode past him to the stairs, then up to the balcony with a chest under each arm. “Those who want out of this hellhole, who want to learn how to use your magic, who want to grow strong so you’ll have a chance at real revenge down the road, come with me.”
“Cowards!” yelled the Zoeian man.
No one paid him any mind. Asho watched as the crowd slowly began to file up the steps, and for the first time he allowed himself a small measure of satisfaction and pride. Never again would these people suffer. They’d die before they were caught, and he’d die protecting them if he had to. No matter what came of this, no matter how this changed the world, he would never regret its doing. This was one irrevocable change that no one could undo. 
He kicked open the double doors and, with grim determination, strode out into Haugabrjótr.



CHAPTER 20

Kethe
Urgency seized Kethe as she left the Hall of Light. She could tell the others wanted to talk to her, knew that she should stop, coordinate, organize the Consecrated and a thousand other plans. But only one thing mattered to her. Only one name pounded in her mind to the rhythm of her heart: Asho.
Akinetos led the way along a broad, glorious hallway toward the convoluted descent to the Temple of the Virtues, with Mixis and Synesis a step behind. Consecrated trailed them, followed by the remnants of their honor guards and numerous courtiers, nobles, and bureaucrats. 
Any moment now, Akinetos would turn, gesture for her to join him, ask her opinion on what had just happened, embroil her in conversation and duty.
“Excuse me,” Kethe said, stepping out of the flow of traffic to the side of the hall. The others turned, surprised, but Kethe didn’t give them a chance to question her. “I’ve got to see to something. Excuse me.” Then, with an apologetic smile, she turned and hurried back.
She could feel their stares burning between her shoulders, and she knew their confusion and indignation were right — demons could attack at any moment, the very fate of the Empire was in doubt, and here she was, haring off after a Bythian Sin Caster who was no doubt unconscious, who wouldn’t know that she was at his side — but she didn’t care.
He was Asho, she loved him, and she needed to see him.
Picking up speed, she raced through the Palace of the Ascendant until she spotted a man who might have been a chamberlain of sorts. Ignoring all the others who bowed as she passed them, she hurried up to him and reached out to catch his arm before he could kneel.
“The Sin Caster, Asho. Do you know where he is?”
“Your Virtue, I — yes, of course. May I have the honor, unworthy as I am, of escorting you to his quarters?”
“Yes,” she said, fighting for dignity and gravitas. “Please hurry.”
He bowed low, then turned and, with a look of exaltation and sublime pride, swept out of the hall, head flung back, one arm in front of him as if he were about to part a curtain. He strode quickly, but not quickly enough. Glancing back, he must have noted her impatience, for his face paled and he hiked up the hems of his voluminous robes so he could hustle over the magnificent carpets. Kethe easily kept pace, and soon he was noticeably sweating and fighting for a dignified run-walk, turning corners and angrily brushing away subservient and questioning looks.
“Here, your Virtue, he is within,” he said at last, stopping before an undistinguished door. 
“No guards?” asked Kethe. 
“My gravest apologies. I am sickened, absolutely sickened by this oversight. Perhaps the exigencies of the situation will excuse this gross negligence...?”
“Yes, very well, thank you. You have done me a great service.”
The man bowed, regaining much of his composure at the compliment, and edged backward.
Kethe knocked, then opened the door. The room was completely dark, but she knew even before she summoned a dancing white flame that it was empty. A bed against the far wall was covered in tousled sheets and little more. A table, an unlit candle, nothing else.
She whirled around, and the chamberlain froze. He’d managed to get some six yards away, but he was still facing her, still half-bowed. 
“Where is he?” she demanded.
“I —I mean — he isn’t...?” The man’s composure proved fragile; under her glare, he visibly wilted, and beads of sweat sprang out across his brow once more. “But he was here. I can swear it, I do swear it, but if he was moved… Yes, perhaps he was relocated to more luxurious, more fitting quarters...? I will inquire at once and send word.”
“Yes,” said Kethe, her excitement dulling into frustrated doubt. Moved? Why? Had he succumbed to the poison in his system? No, they would have told her — wouldn’t they? Biting at the corner of her lips, she waved the man away and then stared once more into the empty room. There was no scent of sickness. 
She stepped up to the bed and touched the mattress. No evil-looking fluids. Nothing obvious. Asho had simply left. Had his condition improved? Perhaps he’d gone looking for her. 
Their conduit. Why hadn’t she thought of that first? Half-closing her eyes, she reached out and tried to sense it, then saw it manifest in the air before her. It sloped down toward the floor at an oblique angle and sank out of sight. 
Relief made her weak at the knees. He was alive. But where was he? 
The Virtues’ Temple, of course. He must have gone looking for her. 
Thrusting aside her doubts, Kethe raced back the way she had come, ignoring the bows, the calls for blessings, the looks of wonder and awe. She ran as if her battered green plate were weightless, Tiron’s sword flapping at her hip, fleet of foot and pausing only for new directions.
Soon, she emerged into the evening air. Ignoring the glorious sunset, she ran down a broad, spiraling staircase to a colonnaded walkway that turned into a tenuous bridge that arched out over the void to the Temple grounds where they emerged from Aletheia’s flank.
She slowed and then stopped. Some sort of confrontation was taking place at the great gate to the temple. A small crowd of beggars was facing the Virtues and the Consecrated, and to Kethe’s shock, she saw that Akinetos and the others had drawn their blades.
Kethe ran forward, calling out as she drew close so that the ranks would part. She stumbled to a stop as she emerged into the clearing in the center and saw Asho facing off against the Virtues. He was holding before him a blade that had black fire fanning down its length, and he seemed dangerously alive. His eyes were smoldering, and his clothing was rippling as if it were caught in a strong wind.
“Asho!” She took a step forward, then wheeled around. “Akinetos! What’s going on?”
“Going on?” The massive Virtue didn’t take his eyes from Asho. “This Sin Caster has descended upon us with thirty more of his kind. Can you not sense them?”
Kethe reached for the White Song — and in doing so, opened herself up to the energies around her. Immediately, she felt the conduit, strong and vibrant between them, and Asho’s renewed, almost overwhelming vitality — but then, like thunderclouds smothering the sun, she sensed what was coming off the rest of the crowd.
The beggars exuded a sense of foul power. Each and every one of them was a Sin Caster, though they were dim and feeble compared to Asho’s might. There were thirty of them, gathered before the gate of the Temple. 
“Asho,” she said, trying to remain calm. “What is this?”
“I came looking for you,” said Asho. “And found instead the bigotry, hatred, and short-sightedness that so characterizes the Empire. After all these men and women have been through, do you think I’d ever agree to their being placed under arrest?”
“Wait. This is madness,” said Kethe, and she moved between the two groups, arms extended in both directions. “Please. We’ve perhaps only moments before we’re attacked. We can’t fight amongst ourselves.”
“Step aside, Kethe,” said Mixis. “I don’t know who these Sin Casters are, but you know we can’t suffer them to walk freely amongst us.”
“Are you going to stop them?” Asho rolled his shoulders and pointed his blade at the Bythian Virtue. “I’d like to see you try.”
“Enough!” Kethe’s shout drew all eyes. “Lower your weapons! Asho – please — who are these people?”
“Sin Casters,” he said, not taking his eyes from the Virtues. “I rescued them from the Fujiwara stonecloud. They’re the source of your precious black formulas.” His smile was cruel. “Which, I suppose, will no longer be forthcoming. Sorry.”
The effect of his words on the Consecrated and the attendant nobility was immediate. A ripple of uncertainty flowed through them, causing them to rise out of combat crouches and glance at each other. 
“This is not the time or place to discuss such delicate matters,” said Akinetos.
“Damn you,” said Asho. “I’ll talk about the Empire’s crimes wherever I see fit.”
Synesis had both of her blades in hand. “We didn’t know,” she said coldly. “You make it sound like we were complicit.”
“Tell me you really tried to find out where the formulas came from,” said Asho. “Tell me you didn’t just drink them down without a thought. Go on. Tell me to my face.”
Synesis’ lip curled back in disdain. “My mistake, perhaps, was to trust my superiors.”
“Regardless,” said Mixis. “Sin Casters are anathema. They are to be put down like rabid dogs before they can destroy the innocent.” He strode forward, exuding a sense of lazy confidence. “You’ve been tolerated because... Wait. Remind me why we’ve tolerated your presence?”
Kethe could feel the situation spiraling out of control. This wouldn’t be resolved with words. “Asho, please. Take your people away from here. Now.”
“Are you defending them, Makaria?” Mixis sneered at her. “Are you sure you want to do that?”
She caught Asho’s gaze and held it. Please, she mouthed, and with obvious reluctance, he nodded.
“All right,” he said. “I came here looking for you. Hoping you could help them.”
“I’ll find you. Please, just leave before something awful happens.”
He looked to the others. “Come on. Let’s find somewhere a little less noxious.”
Mixis actually growled, but he was prevented from taking a step forward by Akinetos, who clamped a gauntleted hand on his shoulder. They watched as the Sin Casters departed, most of them hobbling or leaning on each other. They crossed over the slender bridge, entered a distant tunnel, and were gone.
“Strange days,” Akinetos said wearily.
“Strange?” Mixis turned on him. “Do you think Theletos would have tolerated that crowd? Do you think he’d have allowed them to leave?”
“To be honest?” Akinetos shrugged. “I’ve no idea. Maybe not. But he’s dead, isn’t he? Hard as that is to believe. And now it’s down to the four of us, with an army of demons winging their way here. You really want to weaken our forces just before that battle?”
“They’re Sin Casters, Akinetos,” said Mixis. “Sin Casters. Before our very gate.”
“I know. I know.” Akinetos shook his head. “Strange days. Makaria, are you coming in with us?”
“I need to speak with Asho,” she replied, and saw the condemnation in Mixis’ and Synesis’ eyes. She decided she didn’t care. “I’ll be back shortly. Send word to the Grace of what happened here, will you?”
“You mean your mother,” said Synesis.
“I will,” said Akinetos. “Hurry. We’ve much to discuss, and I’d have your counsel.”
“I — yes. Thank you.” 
Turning, she caught Gray Wind’s eye in the crowd. He was standing beside several other familiar faces — Wolfker, Dalitha, and others — but she could only raise a hand in greeting before turning to run after Asho.
He hadn’t gone far, having stopped in the first large hall they’d entered. His Sin Casters had sat down, exhausted, while a few were arguing with Asho.
Kethe walked up to him and shoved his shoulder hard, pushing him out of the knot of Sin Casters. He barked in anger, but she shoved him again, keeping him off-balance, wanting to dash him to the ground. She thought of Mixis with his blades drawn, Synesis behind him, thought of Asho cut and bleeding, lying dying on the floor, and with a cry she punched him, only for him to catch her by the wrist and pull her into his arms.
He kissed her, and she felt something within her open, felt the White Song rise, seeking to erase her anger, her fear, but she couldn’t let go of her rage. She broke free, and his smile made her shove at him again, but this time he danced back. 
“You fool, you insufferable, mad, stupid fool, what were you doing? What were you thinking?”
He laughed and bowed, moving ever backward, drawing her away from the group, and she followed him, her hands aching in tight fists, and his amusement made her even angrier. “Bringing Sin Casters to the Temple? Did you want to die?”
“Who said I would be the one dying?” With that, he lifted off the ground, arms extended on either side, drifting back, flames flickering in his palms. “Who says those animals wouldn’t be the ones to fall?”
“Stop that!” She could feel her anger growing like a flame fed by the wind, desperate and raging. The dark energies coursed down their conduit into her, a force that crackled and spat like water poured into heated oil. “What’s gotten into you?”
“Into me? A dark and delirious power, a desire for bitter justice. I broke curses. I killed the unkillable. And it feeds me, lifts me out of my bed, gives me strength when I should be dying.”
“Asho, stop. Please.”
But he only laughed and floated back into a side corridor, into the gloom. “There is no stopping, Kethe. Not while the world rages at us. Not while the world hates who and what we are.”
“I don’t,” she said, and followed him into the dark, reaching out to him. “I don’t hate you. Hate us.”
He drifted down and took her hands. “No? Then why do you let them call you Makaria?”
She dashed his hands away. “That doesn’t matter. It’s an act. I play it so we can fight —”
He was shaking his head as he stepped back once more. “At some point, the act becomes the truth.”
“You drank from a demon, didn’t you? That’s what’s happened. That’s why you’re like this. You’re drunk on its power.”
“Not one, but two,” he said. Then he stopped and put his hand to his head. “The things I’ve seen, Kethe. That room. That black table. Shattered, but stained with evil. How can people do that to each other? How can we hurt each other so badly, behaving worse than animals? How?”
“What are you talking about?” She tried to take his hand, but missed. “Asho? What room?”
“How many years? Decades? Centuries? Since they arrived in Fujiwara. Creating their potions, milking innocents not of tears, but of their power. Pain radiating out like ripples from a pond, corrupting, polluting the world...”
“Asho, please.” She caught hold of his shoulders. “Please, stop. I’m here. I’m with you.”
He sank down the wall into a crouch, and she sank down with him. His fingertips brushed across her cheek. “Are you? Kethe?”
“Kethe, yes.” She caught his hand and pressed his fingertips to her lips. “Kethe. It’s me. I love you.”
“Love me. You love me.”
“Yes. You know I do.” She leaned forward and kissed him, not out of ardor but in the hope of reviving him, of bringing some of that wicked fire back to his voice, the fire she preferred to this listlessness that was stealing over him.
He kissed her back, but softly, and then broke the kiss and rested his brow against her own. “After this is all done,” he said, his breath mingling with hers, “are we going to be together?”
“Yes,” she said.
“A house, perhaps. You and me, lying naked in our bed. Sunlight coming in through the window. Endless afternoons doing nothing but being together. No danger. No death. No pain. No — no suffering.”
“No suffering,” she echoed, growing more scared. “Yes. Together. Yes.”
He traced the line of her jaw. “Far from this Empire. Far from Virtues and White Gates and Black. Far from your mother and the Ascendant. From the cycles of Ascension. From all this madness that makes us hate and kill and hurt and maim.”
“Yes,” she whispered. 
She kissed him, but he didn’t kiss her back. 
“Kethe, the power’s going fast. Those demons aren’t real. Or — yes, they’re real, but they’re mangled, shadows of the demons I’ve fought. We’ve fought. The Fujiwara – Audsley said they turn Sin Casters into demons. Those broken things – I could have been one of them. What does it mean for me to drink their power? Does it make me a cannibal? Or a liberator?”
“Asho, I don’t know. I don’t know.”
“Some of the Sin Casters I freed wanted to go kill the Fujiwara. I convinced the others to come, to fight in our precious war. But why? Why didn’t I drink deep and walk through those halls bloody-handed, exacting my revenge?” 
She felt tears run down his cheeks, and despite the ache in her heart, she had nothing to say.
“I left them. They’re probably dead now. I thought them short-sighted and foolish, but maybe they’re heroes. Maybe they saw the truth of things. But then I wouldn’t be here with you. Oh, Kethe.”
“I’m here,” she said. “Asho, I’m here.”
“I remember following your father when he led my sister and me out of Bythos. I was so proud, so determined to impress him. I followed him through that burning Portal to Ennoia, and when I saw you that first time – do you remember? I fell in love with you then.”
Shaya, Kethe thought. He didn’t know she’d died. Should she tell him? Did she have the right to hold back that truth to protect him? Or was that lying?
“Oh, Kethe. I hate it. I hate all of it. Your father. The lords and nobles. Your Virtues. Your mother, agreeing with everything the Ascendant says, every single thing that crushes and breaks the wills and souls of those beneath them.” He was turning his head from side to side, rolling it gently against her own. “Only with you do I feel safe. Do I feel like myself.”
“Asho, you’re not well. We need to get you to a bed. These demons – their power’s messed you up.”
“Yes,” he said with a heavy resignation. “Yes. I feel sick. No. I need more power, that’s all. We brought back spikes and formulas. Pain incarnate. I need a drink. Just enough to tide me over till the demons come.”
“No,” she said. “You can’t. You’ll die. You’ve done too much already.”
“A small house,” he said quietly. “Alongside a creek, with a swing beneath a branch. A garden. Just silence and you. Silence and you.”
“Come,” she said. “You need to rest. I’ll try to cleanse you.”
“Help me up,” he said, and when she did, he swayed. “Those demons. So weak. Their power was so wrong. Twisted. Listen: we need to convince the Ascendant to allow the Sin Casters to work with the Consecrated. To order them to do so. Pair up. Create conduits. We need them so we can fight the demons.”
“Is that your plan?” She stopped. “Was that what you were thinking?”
“We’re going to die. They’ve killed one of the dragons already.” Though he still sounded faint, his words came smoothly, almost calmly. “We need to fight with everything we have. Conduits, Kethe. The ancient pairings. We need their strength. We need the Consecrated and the Virtues to cleanse as the Sin Casters fight.”
She didn’t know what to say. Convince the Ascendant to pair Sin Casters with Consecrated and Virtues? “He’ll never do it. He turned down the medusa’s offer. He won’t destroy the Empire to save it.”
Asho laughed weakly, a sound so bitter, it chilled her to the bone. “Then, we’ll die. We’ll all die. Righteous, stupid, and dead.”
“Come,” she said, and slipped underneath his arm. “We’ll send word to my mother, and she’ll find a place for your Sin Casters to stay. And we’ll get you some help. A chance to rest.”
“Oh, Kethe.” He allowed her to guide him back out of the corridor. “There’s no rest any more. Just death. Just death.”
“Shh,” she said. 
They emerged into the large hall, and the Sin Casters turned to regard them. They were a mutilated lot, the ragged remains of the people they had once been. Their scars were evident across their bodies and equally visible in the depths of their eyes. 
“Tell me one thing,” said Asho. “In this battle – you’re going to fight beside me as Kethe, right? Not as Makaria, with them?”
“Come on,” she said, her throat closing. 
She knew what she wanted to say, knew the answer she wanted to cry out to the heavens. But the duty and responsibility of being Makaria lay heavy upon her soul. She wanted to be both, do both. Pain tore at her heart, deep within her chest, like she’d never felt before, like she’d only ever heard told in the ballads. 
“You have to decide,” he said, drawing back. “Kethe, or Makaria?”
She thought of Gray Wind, Dalitha and the others, of the good she could do leading them into battle. How Ankara had died to save her, sacrificing herself in a kinetic blast of white fire. How the people of the Empire looked to her for inspiration. 
Could she disappoint them all? Crush their hope, spurn them to stand beside Asho as his love, his White Adept, his Kethe?
“How much longer are you going to live this lie?” he said sharply.
“They need me,” she said.
“I need you,” he replied.
The ground shivered. 
All conversation stopped, and confusion flickered across Asho’s face.
“What was that?” Kethe wondered aloud.
“It’s begun,” Asho replied. 
The ground shivered again, and dust sifted down from the ceiling. He reached out and took her hand, squeezed it tight. 
“They’re here.”



CHAPTER 21

Tharok
They begrudged him every step of the way, but Tharok didn’t care. He barely registered their presence on the periphery of his vision. Each step felt fated. His mouth was dry. His hands kept opening and closing, almost of their own accord. He was moving deeper into danger. 
Not that he cared about the knights with their swords who were escorting him. They were nothing more than chaff. No, he was wading into an apostasy of the soul that he couldn’t yet fathom, a danger to his very sense of self.
He’d walked these halls before, as a victor. He’d owned this palace, could have ordered any part of it defaced or destroyed. Now, he was moving as a prisoner. It made him want to laugh. Instead, he kept his gaze level, fixed straight ahead, focused on what he could sense through the walls, beyond the doors: a call that originated from his core and was answered by a great and burning presence.
The White Gate.
Gone were the shamans who could have advised him, offered him counsel and the inherited wisdom of his kind. Never had he missed Golden Crow as much as he did now. That wizened, cheerful, blind elder, whose lips were always greasy with chicken and curved into a wicked smile. Had his soul, perverted as it had been by Kyrra’s Kiss, found its way to the Valley of the Dead? He deserved peace. Deserved to be rewarded for the long life of service he’d lived before succumbing to the medusa.
Tharok didn’t know.
At long last, they reached the great doors. The knights pulled them open, swung them wide, then stepped aside to let him through. Their hatred and impotent rage made him grin. Some dark part of him wanted to insult them, clap one of them on the shoulder, provoke them, but no. He was no longer so petty.
Instead, he walked forward and gazed down the length of the hall at the burning white wonder, that conflagration of holy fire trapped within its mesh of silver, a great verticality that seethed and ebbed, an eternal flame. 
It was here that he’d truly changed, when he’d approached it that first time, so foolish, so confident, wanting to immolate himself and destroy the circlet in the process. He’d climbed those steps, and perhaps he’d not returned. That Tharok had died, though he hadn’t known that then. 
Tharok exhaled and looked at the floor. He’d come so far, done so much. Killed. Conquered. Led thousands to war. Destroyed and overcome. He’d etched his name on the bones of history, but that name no longer belonged to him. 
Tharok the Uniter was gone. The Tharok who had lived before donning the circlet was also gone. Who was he, then? Who was standing here before this wonder, alone, cut off from both kragh and human?
He hoped to find out.
Taking a deep breath, he forged ahead through the empty hall. When he reached the base of the broad steps, he stopped again. He’d been attacked by the last of the White Gate’s devotees here and had slain them out of hand. Their corpses were gone; their blood had been scrubbed off the pale marble floor. But their deaths weighed heavily on his mind. He frowned and stared at the steps where they had fallen. They’d died for their faith. 
What was he willing to die for?
Slowly, he climbed. He was in no rush. Fear – if he was honest – made his progress slow. Would he stop when he reached the top? Or would he continue, compelled by some ineluctable momentum, and pass through that white fire into oblivion?
He didn’t know.
He was being foolish. Both his kind and humanity faced an existential threat, and the attack could come at any moment. Yet here he was, losing himself further, seeking answers when he didn’t even know the questions.
He slowed, then stopped. A terrible, ponderous weight bowed his shoulders. Reflexively, he reached for World Breaker, for its endless strength, but it was gone. He could feel the fire imparted by Kyrra’s Kiss raging within his veins, but facing the glory of the White Gate it was insufficient. There was no overpowering this final miracle, no muscling his way through.
He was breathing in deep pants, as if he were high above the world, standing on the summit of one of the Five Peaks, where the air was thin. 
Slowly, as if he were being pressed down by a huge, invisible hand, he sank to his knees.
He closed his eyes, hands resting on his thighs, and lowered his chin.
Memories came to him.
He was walking in the marketplace of Gold. There, on the slave stand, he saw Nok and Shaya, and the sight of them sent a chill through his bones. The crowd around him slowed, then stopped. He knew he would move forward next and free them. But in that frozen moment, all he could think of was how they would both die. He studied Nok’s broad, proud face and Shaya’s haunted, hollow expression. He felt a pang of pain and longed for their presence so strongly that his whole body ached. 
His clan. Gone. 
Other images flashed through his mind. His setting fire to the male medusa’s corpse so as to awaken Kyrra. Charging Porloc atop his wyvern, crashing into the Orlokar Warlord and ending his life in a shattering of bones. The sight of trolls falling from the sky onto Abythos. How he’d torn that human Virtue to pieces by wrenching her sideways off World Breaker. Shoving Wrok into the fire. Cutting Toad in twain. Giving his warlords over to Kyrra. Taking Aletheia. 
Blood. Death. And for what?
The song of the White Gate was rising within him. He tried to shove it away.
Everything he’d done since his father was murdered and he’d fled his Orlokar assassins had been selfish and destructive. His desire to survive had molded with the circlet’s desire to conquer. It had fed him the truth of how humanity had manipulated the kragh and had awakened within him an outrage that demanded redress. 
He’d never looked back. Everything had been permissible if it served his cause. Only two acts of independence had truly been his own: freeing Nok and Shaya, and allowing Maur to slip away from Gold with the shamans. 
Everything else was a sham. A charade. He’d been as controlled by the circlet as he’d thought he was controlling the trolls. 
What if he’d died in the Valley of the Dead, if he’d allowed the hunters’ hounds to tear him apart? The circlet would never have come down from the heights. He’d never have united the kragh and brought it to the Empire. Kyrra would have never wakened. He wouldn’t have lost the circlet to the magister, and it wouldn’t have fallen into the hands of the girl who had unleashed the demons.
This was all his responsibility, even if he had been only a tool. Even if he had been a puppet, dancing to the circlet’s tune.
His fault. His alone.
The thought gouged at him, tore at the fabric of his soul, and he worked his head from side to side, grinding his teeth, growling low as the pain brought tears to his eyes. Grimacing, he bent over, squeezing his eyes closed. What damage he’d done to his own kind! What irreparable damage. All because he refused to die. He had dared heresy and climbed into the realm of the dead. He had defied the Sky Father and brought ruin to the world.
If he could change the past, would he go back to that moment with the hounds and allowed them to kill him?
Yes.
With a snarl, he slammed his fist against the floor, and the White Song soared. He felt a shivering, dancing pressure over his skin, and when he opened his eyes, he saw that white fire was raging across his entire body and was spreading across the steps. 
Sitting back on his heels, he watched the alabaster flames dance and spread. They climbed up the stairs, flowed down behind him, extended out toward the distant walls.
What did it mean? 
He stared at the fire in his palms. His black skin looked gray through its leaping tongues. Was he blessed? Cursed? Why did he hear the White Song? Kragh could not Ascend; the first Ascendant had so decreed. So why was he burning?
Tharok raised his eyes to the White Gate and saw that great arcs of its flame were reaching toward him through the air. 
What did it mean to be blessed by the White Gate? Was he forgiven? Was he being called to serve? Did the Gate mean for him to become a Virtue and bend knee to the Ascendant?
Never. He wouldn’t do that, not ever.
Tharok rose to his feet. He felt as if he were bursting from within, from that song that was rising higher and higher, all but splitting his skull. A tendril of flame from the White Gate arched down to him, a miniature tornado of fire. All he had to do was reach up and touch it. 
People were shouting from the entrance. Their voices sounded miles away. 
What was his future? Who was he? How could he pay for the damage he had done, to his own kind and to the world? He yearned for an answer, for a sense of purpose, a road to follow. 
A voice to tell him what to do.
Tharok drew back his hand.
No, he had to discover this answer for himself. Whatever came next, it would be his path to walk, his future to live, his choice to be made.
The ground shivered. 
The great tendril of white fire was sucked back into the White Gate. 
Tharok looked up as the ground shivered again. Dust fell from the cracks in the masonry high above. 
The demons had finally arrived. 
Good.
Tharok inhaled a great lungful of breath, and the white fire that was cloaking the steps returned to him and sank into his palms. It was gone from sight, but he could feel it roiling, burning, churning within him.
He turned away from the White Gate and with grim purpose and a sense of relief strode toward the great doors.



CHAPTER 22

Tiron
Tiron strode out into the evening light. Above him, the clouds were a tumultuous expanse of endless gold and dusky crimson. He could vaguely sense Draumronin gliding through them, even when the dragon dipped out of sight below the lip of the great courtyard onto which Tiron had emerged. It was growing, he realized, this dragon sense: if he focused, he could pinpoint where the great black was flying with eerie accuracy.
Ramswold was standing atop a table, his back to the courtyard railing and the sky, clad in full plate and looking out over a crowd of knights. There had to be some forty of them, Tiron guessed, all in armor and listening eagerly to the young lord’s words. Drifting closer, Tiron reached the back of the crowd and listened. Ramswold nodded to him but did not stop.
“Hence why the primary duty of a knight is not to excel in force of arms – though of course that is to be sought – but rather to strive always to exemplify the best of Ascendancy, to be a paragon of all that the first Ascendant deemed holy when he set us Ennoians to our holy task. For we are the sword of the Empire, not the hammer, not the butcher’s knife. Our obligation is first and foremost to the highest ideal of an Ennoian knight, with all other loyalties being temporal or otherwise.”
A burly young man at the front raised a gauntleted hand. “What if the Ascendant gives us a command that we feel contradicts our principles?”
Ramswold smiled. “Your question contains a fallacy, Ser Bondos. By definition, the Ascendant cannot give such a command. But if he did, we would have to ask ourselves if that request truly violated our precepts as we understand them. And if we decided that they did, and that obeying that command would denigrate our Order, then it would be our moral obligation to refuse the mortal aspect of the Ascendant so as to obey his higher self.”
Ser Bondos kept his hand up. “So, you mean to say that an Ennoian knight can judge the holiness of the Ascendant’s requests?”
“I do,” Ramswold said, smiling coldly. “What distinguishes an Ennoian knight from a common brigand is not his skill in arms, his wealth, his holdings or his reputation, but rather his adherence to the truth of Ascendancy. We must be able to discriminate between a righteous command and a base one. In doing so, we concede that we can err, and if we do, then we will pay for our mistakes by being reborn as a Zoeian, or if our error be grave enough, an Agerastian, or even a Bythian.” 
The crowd stirred uneasily, and Ramswold raised a palm. “Now, you begin to sense the true weight of what it means to be an Ennoian. The nature of our responsibility. Nothing is assured, and if we place our trust blindly in the commands of others, we are capable of committing far graver ills than if we seek honestly to follow the path of virtue.”
“What of that Bythian knight?” asked an older man, whose hair was salted and his armor functional and plain. “How do you explain him?”
Ramswold sighed. “From all I’ve heard — and Ser Tiron can attest to this — he is a good man. He has done great service to the Empire. But he is no Ennoian, and never can be. As such, I would not hold him to our level or require of him the same virtues.”
Tiron shifted his weight and crossed his arms.
“But,” the plain knight continued, “do you think it right that he bear arms?”
“My first impulse, to be honest, is to say that I do not,” Ramswold replied. “At face value, the question is not whether he is capable of wielding them, or even to what end he fights. But…” Here, Ramswold rubbed at his chin. “Asho has done deeds that would do any Ennoian proud. That he is a Bythian is… perplexing. Is it possible that his soul is of such quality that even in his Bythian cycle, it shines through in his actions? I must admit that I don’t know. Further, he is a Sin Caster. He derives his powers from the Black Gate, and thus… well, you all know Ascendancy’s position on Sin Casting.”
Anger curdled in Tiron’s chest, but he fought for a calm tone. “I’ve fought beside Asho. He’s saved my life numerous times. Without him, I doubt Lady Iskra would be alive to serve as the Ascendant’s Grace. It’s hard to see him as evil for being a Sin Caster after all that.”
Knights turned to consider him, and many bowed their heads in deference or respect. Tiron ignored them and kept his gaze locked on Ramswold.
“I know.” Ramswold’s voice was soft. “As I said, he’s done great deeds. But he’s a Bythian, and a Sin Caster. I don’t know how to reconcile the quality of his soul with his station and magic.”
A pale, angular knight wearing ornate armor sniffed. “I believe it’s clear. Were he an Ennoian, he would be a hero. But he’s not. He did well, but in doing so, he violated the natural order.”
Tiron rounded on him. “You think the Ascendant would have been more pleased by Asho’s allowing the people of Ennoia to be massacred?”
“Ser Tiron,” Ramswold interjected, “the question of Asho’s virtues is complex. It is unreasonable to expect clear-cut answers.”
“Not complex,” the pale knight said in an icy tone. “Out of respect for your own accomplishments, Ser Tiron, I do not wish to argue with you. But I cannot help but believe that the Ascendant would have prevented Starkadr from falling if he had truly been pleased by Asho’s actions.”
“Oh, for fuck’s sake,” Tiron said, pushing through the knights to confront the man. “Are you telling me that Starkadr fell because of Asho’s impiety?”
“No,” said the knight, spots of color appearing on his cheeks. “Not directly. But it is curious, is it not, that an unnatural defense of the city preceded that city’s destruction?”
There were murmurs of assent all around. 
Tiron nodded and looked away, then spun and slammed his fist into the man’s face. He felt bone break, and the man crashed to the ground, his armor causing a mighty clatter. 
“Ser Tiron!” Ramswold cried out, and numerous knights moved forward, dropping their hands to their blades but stopping short of drawing their swords.
“Listen here,” said Tiron, his voice a low rasp. “The next man who slanders Asho will deal with more than my fist. I don’t claim to understand Ascendancy – more so now than ever before – but I know Asho’s a good man. I’ll not hear another word spoken against him. Am I clear?”
“You – you knave,” said the fallen knight, struggling against the weight of his armor to sit up. “You strike me by surprise? I’ll challenge you to –”
Tiron placed his boot on the man’s chest and shoved him back down. “Shut it.”
“Let Ser Bandolin up,” Ramswold growled. “That is not how a true knight behaves.”
“Fine. But you should know me by now, Ramswold. I’m not and may not ever be a ‘true knight’.” Tiron stepped back. “I’ll be a member of your Order, and gladly. But I’ll not countenance that kind of idiocy.”
“Ser Ramswold,” said Ser Bandolin. “Support me in this. Where do you think the victims of Asho’s impiety have gone? Into the hands of the Ascendant, where they will reside in bliss until they are reborn as Noussians.” He smiled at Tiron, revealing teeth that were stained crimson. “The only ones who feel hardship at their passing are we survivors. They have Ascended.”
“Right, right,” Tiron said, nodding and scratching at his ear. “Of course. How could I have forgotten? Ascendancy.” He looked sidelong at Ramswold. “You agree with him, of course?”
“I do,” said Ramswold. “You know that. Though Ser Bandolin is proving himself a proper ass for insisting on this point in such an offensive manner.”
“Look,” said Tiron. Then he stopped. What did he want to say? All around him were Ennoian knights, men who took pride in their station in Ascendancy, who identified with their religious role. Who agreed, fundamentally, with everything Ser Bandolin had said. “I’m – I don’t think I go for that line of thinking any more. It doesn’t feel right, not after all I’ve seen, all I’ve experienced. If you want to continue in that vein, blindly following Ascendancy after the world has shown you other truths, well, go ahead. But I can’t.”
“You are an Ennoian,” Ramswold argued. “You are a knight because of Ascendancy. We all are. We wield these swords for holy reasons. How can you gainsay that?”
“It’s my mistake for overlooking all this when I swore to join the Order of the Star,” Tiron said heavily. “My mistake. I focused on your bravery, your idealism, your hope.”
“It’s still there,” said Ramswold. “You don’t need to turn from all that. But you must also accept the truths behind what it means to be an Ennoian.”
Tiron stared at the young man, sadness growing with him. “My apologies. My first vow was justice for all. Not the justice of Ascendancy, but a justice that…” He groped for the right words. “A justice that allows people like Asho to be judged by their actions and not their birth.”
The reactions around him were stark; a number of knights actually hissed in surprise and displeasure. 
“Yes, it’s not a very righteous sentiment. But what I’ve seen, what I’ve experienced – I can’t blindly follow the teachings of Ascendancy any more. So, no. I think I have to turn away. I respect your valor and your hope. But if being a member of the Order of the Star means turning my back on the likes of Ser Asho, then I can only say one thing.” He looked around, making sure to meet as many eyes as possible. “And that’s hell, no.”
“Tiron, we need you,” said Ramswold. “The Empire needs you. Don’t turn away.”
“The Ascendant will judge his soul when he dies,” Ser Bandolin said as two others hauled him to his feet. “And while I admit to being surprised by the depth of his impiety —”
Tiron lunged at him as if to strike once more. Ser Bandolin let out a sharp cry, staggered back, tripped, and crashed back down to the ground.
“Listen, all of you,” Tiron said, turning to regard the crowd. “If you have to be an Ennoian knight, you may as well listen to Ramswold. I may not agree with him on Ascendancy, but I count him a good friend and am honored to have fought at his side. He’s a good man, and he’ll steer you straight. But get yourself lances and crossbows. You’ll not be getting close enough to the demons to hack at them with your swords —”
TIRON. The voice echoed within his mind as if Draumronin were but yards away and not swooping around the distant base of Aletheia. A DEMON APPROACHES.
“Here we go,” Tiron said as anticipation pumped fire into his veins. “The battle’s about to begin. The demons are here. If you’ve got any prayers to make, you’d best get to them.”
The knights cried out in surprise, and most of them drew their blades. The ringing hiss of drawn steel sounded through the air. 
“Skandengraur reports that it’s but one demon,” said Ramswold, accompanying Tiron to the courtyard’s edge. They both placed their hands on the marble wall and gazed down into the clouds. “Why just one? Where is it?”
“Are you ready for me?” asked Tiron.
“I — what?” Ramswold looked at him in confusion as Tiron hopped up onto the wall.
“Not talking to you,” Tiron said, and leaped.
His belly pressed up against his diaphragm and the wind howled past him as he fell down Aletheia’s flank. The golden clouds were above and below, and everything in that moment was breathtakingly beautiful. Time slowed, and Tiron extended his arms and legs, feeling the wind bunch beneath him like a vast cushion into which he was driven like a blade.
Then Draumronin was there, a vast blackness with its wings outstretched and its tail a sinuous serpent, falling just beneath Tiron as it furled its wings, slowing just enough that Tiron found himself lowering onto the dragon’s back with turbulence buffeting him as slipstreams poured up around the dragon’s body. With a cry, Tiron grabbed hold of Draumronin’s horn, brought his legs down, and clamped them around the dragon’s broad neck.
Sheer elation suffused him. He felt invincible as Draumronin continued its dive, banking slightly to the left so that it was hugging Aletheia’s curvature, knifing through clouds that brushed past Tiron and left him wet from a thousand dewdrops.
“Only one?” yelled Tiron. “Why?”
A SCOUT, said Draumronin. ALETHEIA’S CONSTANT MOVEMENT MUST HAVE PREVENTED THEM FROM TELEPORTING HERE DIRECTLY. THEY HAD TO FIND IT THROUGH FLIGHT. THOUSANDS OF DEMONS MUST HAVE BEEN SCOURING THE SKIES IN EVERY DIRECTION, SEARCHING FOR US.
“And now one’s found us,” said Tiron, not bothering to shout. Then, experimentally, he simply thought, Is it still here?
IT IS, said Draumronin. I NOTICED IT FIRST. IT APPROACHES, OBLIVIOUS. A MINOR DEMON.
And if we kill it?
WE BUY OURSELVES MORE TIME.
Tiron nodded. Perfect.
HOLD TIGHT, said Draumronin, and this time the dragon closed its wings altogether so it became a draconian lance, punching with terrible speed into the thick clouds below. 
Tiron narrowed his eyes, tears leaking out of their corners, and held tight to the horn as he became weightless and lifted off Draumronin’s back. Down they flew like a hawk descending upon prey, and a second later they emerged from the clouds into a gloomy evening sky. An endless forest extended in every direction below them, and a sole demon was winging its way in desultory fashion over the canopy.
As soon as they saw the demon, Draumronin slipped through space and appeared right above it, crossing the few hundred yards between them in the blink of an eye.
The demon looked up, screeched, and vanished just before Draumronin’s claws sheared through where its body had been.
The dragon roared its frustration, opening its wings at the last moment so that it pulled up and soared over the treetops, flying so fast that the forest blurred beneath them.
IT HAS REPORTED OUR ATTACK, said Draumronin. ITS RETURN WILL BE IMMINENT.
We had to try, said Tiron. Right?
YES. IT WOULD HAVE DISCOVERED ALETHEIA IF WE HAD HELD BACK. 
At least this confirms that they can’t just teleport into Aletheia itself, thought Tiron. They’re going to have to fight their way into the demon chamber. 
CORRECT, said Draumronin, and then the world shifted and they were flying over the Ascendant’s Palace. Flamska was there with Skandengraur, Maur and Ramswold mounted on their napes, and Draumronin joined them in their circling, their shadows rippling over the encampment in the great square and the roof of the palace.
Can you land over there? We need a minute or two to get that saddle on you. Otherwise, I’ll be as useful as a duck’s arse in a…
They appeared right where Tiron was pointing, surrounded by tents. Draumronin’s legs sagged as they took his weight, and the dragon’s wings closed over his back. Many tents were blown over by the sudden rush of wind caused by their arrival, and numerous screams sounded, but Tiron paid them no mind. 
“Ernka!” he roared, sliding down Draumronin’s side and landing heavily. “Get that saddle out here! Now!”
Ernka was quick on her feet. She gaped for only a second before yelling out orders of her own, and in a matter of seconds her assistants were unbuckling and lifting up the saddle from the huge barrel.
“Jemy! Get those crossbows over here! Ernyk, the lances! The Black Gate take you, move!”
Draumronin lowered itself so that its neck lay along the ground, closed its eyes and let out a deep sigh as the assistants and Ernko hauled the saddle over and heaved it onto the base of the dragon’s neck.
“I need more time,” Ernka said, catching a broad strap that was thrown over Draumronin’s neck. “This is shoddy work. Shoddy! Damn, damn, damn!”
“No time,” said Tiron. A youth pushed over a wheelbarrow loaded with heavy crossbows, and Tiron took one up, along with the windlass. “They’re upon us. When you’re done here, get below. You hear me? It’ll be too dangerous out in the open.”
Tiron and the youth set to loading the crossbows, winching the strings back and locking them before hanging them from cunning hooks set on the saddle’s side. It took Tiron a moment to figure out the system, and Ernka snatched the crossbow out of his hand. 
“Here, see? Hook it there, and then shove the stock into this loop. That should hold it in place no matter which way you’re firing. To free it, just grab by the bow and haul it up. The bolt’s locked in place by this thong. Tamp the bolt down with your thumb, tear the thong off, then shoot the damn thing into a demon’s crotch. Understood?”
“Yes,” Tiron said, moving to load the next one. “Good.”
Skandengraur roared and then disappeared. Flamska was gone a second later.
“Move!” bellowed Tiron. “Get this done!”
A dozen lances in two leather buckets were hitched to the back of the saddle, points down. Tiron hung his third crossbow, then trotted over to inspect them. Two yards’ worth of each lance emerged from the tops of the bucket-quivers, handles topward, and when he peered into the bucket, he saw leather and canvas bottoms through which the lances had been shoved. 
He gripped a lance and gave it a tug. It slid free with difficulty. 
“Best I could do on short notice,” Ernka said, feverishly working on a strap. “The leather base will hug the lances tight. Keep ‘em from falling out if you fly upside down. Should, at any rate. You’ll have to haul ‘em out, though, when you need ‘em.”
“Good enough,” said Tiron. His heart was hammering. “Time’s up.” 
Slats had been lashed to the side of the saddle, forming a ladder of sorts, up which Tiron climbed. He swung his leg over the cantle and slid his feet into the stirrups. 
“How are they?” Ernka yelled.
Tiron stood, sat, looked down at each stirrup and nodded. “Damned perfect. If we survive this, Ernka, I’ll see you made a knight.”
Two assistants had climbed up alongside Tiron to strap the lance buckets in place, their haste and the urgency of the situation overcoming their fear of Draumronin. 
“Done!” cried the first, leaping down.
“Done!” cried the second, doing the same.
Tiron looked about him. Six crossbows were lashed just below him, bolts loaded and pointing down. He reached over his shoulder and grabbed a lance by its handle, then drew it hand over hand till it came free. He swung it around, couched it under his arm, and nodded.
“Good work. Now, if you’ll excuse me.”
“Go kill ‘em,” said Ernka from below. “Kill ‘em all.”
“It’s what I do,” said Tiron. Ready?
The tents and the plaza and the palace disappeared, and suddenly they were falling through the sky again, Draumronin’s wings snapping out, the wind in Tiron’s face, his stomach clenching and his thighs squeezing the saddle.
Aletheia was right behind them. The clouds all around were darkening to burgundy and crimson, a sky of blood against which a thousand demons were hovering, black as the motes that swam in your eyes when you were near choked to death.
Flamska and Maur flew to his left, Skandengraur and Ramswold to his right. The three of them flared their wings, arresting their flight, then beat them powerfully, hovering in place. 
Maur, Tiron saw, had a truly massive bow in one hand, clothyard arrows nearly a yard long in the other. Ramswold was holding his blade out to one side, a white lance with the triangle of the Ascendant rippling from a pennant at its tip.
“Three against a thousand!” yelled Tiron. “You bastards ready?”
Maur set her arrow to the string and with a grunt drew it back. Even from where he was sitting, even over the deep swooshes of the dragons’ wings, Tiron could hear the bow creak. Muscles writhed along her arm, but her face remained impassive as she brought the black fletching to her cheek. Tiron doubted even Elon the smith could have drawn that bow.
“For the Order of the Star!” called Ramswold. “For the Ascendant. For the Empire!”
“For Iskra,” Tiron said quietly. “For all the damned and the innocent.” 
Then, despite it all, despite everything that had happened, the lessons learned, the wisdom gained, he rose in his stirrups and raised his lance on high. “For the glory of the Black fucking Wolves! For death! For ruin!”
Draumronin roared, changed its angle, and powered forward, flying into the oncoming swarm. Tiron grinned into the wind and crouched down, lance held at the ready a few yards from the dragon’s head. An arrow sped past him, arching high in the air, a furious black dart that was buffeted and pulled by the wind. Tiron watched it peak, level out, and then start to fall. Superstition took him by the throat. If it killed a demon, this battle was theirs.
The arrow sped down at the horde. There were so many demons that aiming wasn’t necessary. Tiron leaned over, watching the arrow fall. It passed between two demons and was gone. Had it hit something behind them? He couldn’t tell. 
“Damn it,” he whispered, centering himself once more. Where’s the ur-destraas?
THERE, said Draumronin, snaking its head briefly before streamlining once more.
Tiron looked and saw it, and shivers ran down his spine. It was flying forward without wings, buried deep in the heart of the horde, its chest raging with flames that spat and lashed through its ribs. It seemed content for now to drift forward with the others. 
Tiron felt a shaky sense of relief. Good. They’d tackle it when they had to.
READY? asked Draumronin.
No,
thought Tiron. But let’s get it over with, anyway.
Draumronin slipped through space, and they burst into existence above the demons, heading straight down at them. Those directly below them shrieked and disappeared, a wave of teleportations that preceded them like a zone of evaporation before an approaching flame. Tiron was about to call out his frustration when Draumronin slipped through space once more, and this time they were flying straight up, attacking the horde from below.
The demons scattered, parting before them anew until they revealed a massive, hog-headed monstrosity. It bellowed a challenge even as Draumronin’s ascent began to lose momentum, then hurled itself forward and disappeared from view a moment later.
Draumronin slipped sideways ten yards and wheeled around as the hog demon burst through where the dragon had just been. Tiron swung his lance out wide but missed the demon by a matter of yards; Draumronin exhaled an eye-searing plume of fire that scorched the side of the demon, which promptly disappeared.
They slipped away and appeared in the very heart of the horde. Draumronin raked its head from one side to the other, spilling flame through the air and incinerating dozens of demons before it slipped away again.
They appeared high above the horde, and again they dove, building up speed only to slip away and appear on the horde’s flank, slashing through it with punishing velocity. Three hog demons appeared, blinking into existence just above Draumronin and falling with such speed that Tiron could only swivel his lance up and yell in terror and surprise.
The closest demon slammed onto his lance. Its point drove deep into the demon’s chest but didn’t shatter. Instead, the weight of the demon drove its backside straight down into the saddle, which knocked Draumronin down several yards as the demon impaled itself even deeper on the shaft.
Draumronin slipped, appeared, slipped again, but the hog demon followed them, tethered, perhaps, by the connection afforded by the lance. Tiron yelled and hurled the lance away as if he’d been scalded, but this time Draumronin simply allowed itself to fall, rolling over so that it presented its claws to the sky and the demons. 
Tiron barely had the time and presence of mind to untether himself and grab at the stocks of two crossbows before he fell from the saddle. A stirrup hauled him through the air for a few seconds before he slipped free.
He was airborne and falling, spinning, crossbows whipping around him in mad cartwheels. The urge to scream, to panic, was overwhelming. Instead, Tiron closed his eyes, straightened his legs, and extended his arms. He rode the wind, not knowing what he was doing, but guided by an impulse that laughed at his terror and forced him to relax.
His spinning slowed, then stopped, and he opened his eyes. He was falling only a short distance from where the dragon was fighting the hog-demon. Aletheia was whipping past them just beyond. Draumronin was gouging huge furrows into the demon’s sides with its claws, but the demon had it by the neck just below the jaw and was keeping the dragon’s maw pointed out to the side and away.
Tiron let go of one of the crossbows. It immediately began to flip through the air alongside him, rising up and away. He focused on the other one: tamped his thumb on the bolt, tore the thong off, and then angled himself so he slid through the air toward the raging duo.
He flew in close, raised the crossbow with both hands, and fired. Had the demon not been as broad as a barn, he’d have missed. But it was, and his bolt punched into the demon’s shoulder, burying itself a foot deep into its muscle. 
Tiron released the crossbow, looked up, saw where the other was spinning, and opened his arms and legs, catching as much wind as he could. Gritting his teeth, he reached for the crossbow, straining, extending himself as far as he could — and grabbed it by the bow.
He felt a flare of victory. 
The last of Aletheia rushed up past him, and then it was gone. Dark clouds were rising to meet him. Tiron closed his arms and pressed his legs together, felt the resistance vanish, and dove down ever faster, aiming as best he could toward the titanic duel below. 
Don’t slip away, thought Tiron. Hold!
The hog demon’s grip on the dragon’s neck was tight, and it raised its other hand, talons gleaming, ready to swipe them through Draumronin’s throat. The dragon had eviscerated the demon, but it didn’t seem to care.
Down swooped Tiron, and at the last he opened his arms and legs again, arresting his descent just enough that he was able to swing his legs down and around to slam them into the demon’s shoulders. He sank into a crouch with such force that he bounced right back up. His focus, however, was complete: thumb on quarrel, leather thong off. He aimed and jerked his thumb off just before he pulled the trigger.
The bolt slammed into the back of the demon’s head, disappeared inside, and burst out the front in a welter of blood and bone.
The demon’s body relaxed, and Draumronin pushed it away. Tiron let out a roar of primal, savage elation. He heard Draumronin chuckle deep within his mind, then the dragon let loose its own roar, turned over, and drifted up on open wings so that Tiron could land in the saddle.
A second later, they plunged into the clouds, and everything became gray and featureless. 
ONE DEAD, said Draumronin.
Nine hundred and ninety-nine to go. 
READY?
Tiron reached over his shoulder and drew a lance, then a second one. He couched each under an arm and nodded. Ready. Let’s do this.



CHAPTER 23

Audsley
The interior of the cottage was homey and appealing. Since it had no interior walls, Audsley could see at a glance the large framed bed in one corner, the small kitchen in another, a circular table on which numerous books and scrolls were piled alongside empty plates and cups, as well as an exceedingly inviting armchair placed before a dead fireplace. The walls were hidden behind bookcases from which countless tomes begged to be examined; their spines were interspaced with objects both wondrous and curious. A heavy, faded rug covered the stone floor, and nets hung from the rafters holding onions, garlic, smoked hams and other foodstuffs.
If Audsley had been asked to dream up a cottage where he would like to while away a season in contemplative study, this was as good as anything he’d likely conjure. 
The cottage was unoccupied. Audsley paused, wondering for a surreal moment if perhaps Erenthil the Artificer was hiding beneath the table or under his bed, but the bronze man strode unerringly toward the back corner, where he descended several steps before turning to direct his smile at Audsley and Solemna. 
“Ah,” Audsley said, hurrying forward. “A stairwell. I see.”
They descended into the belly of the stonecloud. Audsley and Solemna followed their escort around three times before stepping out into a broad, vaulted chamber. A steady, pearlescent light was emanating from numerous wall sconces, filling the air with a soft, soothing glow. The room was bifurcated by a long, iron-bound table, and more shelving covered the walls, many of the shelves bending beneath the weight of their tomes. 
The table was covered with further wonders. Any number of craftsmen could have sat at it and been delighted; there were wax molds, crucibles, jars of herbs and colored sand, bones and cured pelts, limbs of bronze and curious joints made of gleaming iron, and a massive scroll whose ends lay curled on the floor on either side of the table. Its surface was inscribed with neat, minute letters and an enlarged and breathtakingly detailed depiction of a flayed human hand.
On the walls between the bookcases, numerous Portals were inscribed, one of which glowed as Audsley stepped out onto the chamber’s floor. Its surface swirled with black ink and disgorged a man a moment later. Aedelbert let out a chirp and flew from Audsley’s shoulder to land atop one of the bookcases, where he huddled and glared at the stranger.
The man was short and slender, with straight black hair that hung down to his shoulders. It was combed straight back from an imposingly high brow, beneath which two eyes gleamed with wry intelligence. His face was weathered as if by the winds and not by passing years, and he was wearing a stiff leather apron that was singed with soot. He was holding a flat iron mask in one hand, the eye slit of which was covered by a broad lens of smoky glass, and a smith’s hammer in the other.
Erenthil, the master artificer. 
Audsley tried to tell himself that this man had been alive during the Age of Wonders, that he was as old as the Empire, but the knowledge didn’t stick; it was too much to grasp, to believe.
Erenthil moved over to the table, where he exchanged his hammer and mask for a pewter cup which he filled with water from a jug, all the while studying Audsley and Solemna with a sharp gaze that reminded Audsley of the bright, inquisitive eyes of a small bird.
Solemna stepped forward and then lowered herself to her knees and pressed her forehead to the floor. 
Erenthil sipped from his cup, then moved it aside and turned his head away to gaze at Audsley from the corner of his eye. “How did Aureli die?” he inquired.
Aureli. For a moment, Audsley thought this a test was a cipher, a final trap, but then he realized to whom Erenthil was referring. “I killed him.”
“You? How?”
“I had three dynamic demons within me at the time. I incinerated Aureli when he fought with me for Starkadr’s circlet.”
“Interesting. Then you would be Audsley, Little Zephyr’s protégé . Aureli told me you had agreed to do his bidding. Why the change of heart?”
A bubble of impatience arose inside of Audsley. Not only did they need to return to Aletheia to save it, but this man – oh, the knowledge, the wonders he had to hold within that skull of his! “Because I didn’t trust him to be true to his word.”
“You thought he might use the circlet for purposes other than opening the Black Gate?”
“Yes. And even if he did, I doubted the veracity of his tale. It was too much to gamble on without complete assurance.”
“I see.” Erenthil drank deeply from his cup, then set it down again and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. “Where is the circlet now?”
“Zephyr has it,” said Audsley. He wanted to take control of this meeting, but there was a terrible intensity to Erenthil, an overwhelming authority that precluded Audsley’s interjecting with questions of his own. “She used it to free the demons of Starkadr.”
At this, Erenthil arched a brow. “All of them?”
“Yes,” said Audsley. “Even the ur-destraas.”
Erenthil pursed his lips and walked slowly along the length of the table, staring down at the objects that littered its surface, reaching out to tap or caress some of them as he went. Then he stopped and picked up what looked to be a firecat’s skull. Turning it around in his hands, examining it as if for defects, he said, “And you’ve come to ask for my help.”
“Yes,” said Audsley. “The fates of humanity and the kragh are at stake. Zephyr means to free the demons of Aletheia next. We’re aided by three dragons, a medusa, a kragh horde and the remaining forces of the Empire, but...”
“But it won’t be enough,” Erenthil said with a smile. 
Audsley was at once impressed and intimidated – his blithe mentioning of Kyrra and the dragons had had no impact on the man at all. 
“No,” Erenthil went on, “you’re correct on that front. Not with the ur-destraas loose.” 
Again, he subsided into thought, and such was his gravity that Audsley couldn’t bring himself to interrupt his silence. 
“I helped bind that particular ur-destraas,” Erenthil said at last, setting the skull down. “That was some time ago. Obviously, we used the circlet.”
“You — you did?” Audsley fought to keep himself from stammering. “You helped bind those demons?” A cavalcade of questions poured through his mind. “Where does the circlet come from? Why does it grant its user dominion over demons? How can we best them without it?”
Erenthil smiled crookedly. “Such hunger, such avarice. What void, I wonder, do you seek to fill with this knowledge? Have you always been this way? Empty, yet aching to be filled?”
“Pardon?” Audsley suddenly felt horribly exposed, supremely awkward and uncomfortable in his own body, unsure what to do with his hands, how to stand. “What?”
“Never mind. The circlet was forged during what is now called the Age of Wonders. A being more powerful than even an ur-destraas was summoned through the Black Gate and bound. I know the names of those who did this, but they were legends even during my time. Through the authority of that being are the other demons compelled.”
“I see,” Audsley said, fighting to regain his composure. “Is that why it wishes to return to the Black Gate?”
“It desires freedom, yes,” said Erenthil. “Woe to the man or woman who grants it, however. As to your next question, we cannot defeat the ur-destraas without the circlet. Acquiring it must be our sole objective.”
“We?” asked Audsley. “So, you will help us?”
“Of course, you fool. Do you think I educate you from the goodness of my heart? Now, be silent so I may think.” Erenthil crossed his arms over his chest and laid a finger along the seam of his lips. 
Audsley bit back his questions and waited, growing ever more irritated with his own obedience. He was about to interrupt when Erenthil gave a sharp nod. 
“All right. I have a plan.”
“You do? What is it?”
The bronze man moved smoothly toward one of the Portals, which came to life just before he reached it and absorbed his frame. 
“I’m not going to waste my time telling you, Magister,” Erenthil said coldly. “You have proven yourself to be irresolute and traitorous. I will present it to the Ascendant himself.”
“You’re coming to Aletheia?”
“Of course,” said Erenthil. “But not alone. Even in these dire straits, I do not trust your Empire’s largesse.”
“Then...?” 
Audsley trailed off as the bronze man returned through the Portal — and was followed by a second, identical copy. Then a third, a fourth, and more.
“I will be escorted by forces loyal only to myself,” Erenthil said, moving to a different Portal. “Wait here.” 
He spoke the Portal’s name and passed through.
The bronze men continued to file into the room. They all were wearing the same slight smile and all stared sightlessly ahead. They didn’t form up into military rows, but rather simply accumulated in a tight group alongside the table, a score of them or more. 
Audsley studied them, both fascinated and appalled. They had to be powered by demons. But how? 
When Starkadr had fallen, Erenthil had been experimenting wildly with infusing demons into swords and gauntlets and more – but he’d clearly improved his craft and had inserted them into these figures. But how had he granted them enough independence to move, to speak, without allowing them to slip their leashes altogether?
Erenthil stepped back through the doorway, dressed now in a blue tunic and brown leggings. His hands were encased in heavy gauntlets of black iron, and a small mace hung from his belt. 
“No black robes?” asked Audsley.
“I prefer blue,” said Erenthil. 
“Tell me,” Audsley said, taking a quick step forward. “Please. Did the Minister of Perfection tell the truth?”
“About…?”
“The nature of the Gates. The Black being the source of creative magic, the White being the drain through which the world was cleansed. That Ascendancy is a lie.”
“Yes,” Erenthil said, rolling up a scroll and pushing it into a tube. “That’s the way of it.” He spoke with complete disinterest.
“But then why do demons come through the Black Gate? Why does that magic drive Sin Casters mad? Why is it not a neutral, or even positive force?”
“Why?” Erenthil stopped and stared at Audsley. “Magic is like heat. What happens if you set a pot above a flame?”
“It boils,” said Audsley.
“Yes,” said Erenthil. “Is that the flame’s fault?”
“Fault? No, that’s its nature,” said Audsley.
“Precisely. Men who can channel magic are pots of water. If they channel too much, they boil, overcome by a surfeit of power. They then either die or become demons, their very mortality burnt away by an overdose of creative energy.”
“But —” Audsley’s mind spun. “But why are demons evil, then?”
“Mankind was not meant to be other than what it is,” Erenthil said with a shrug. “The process of becoming a demon warps their essence, renders them inhuman, and drives them mad, at odds with the world from which they have been torn. Demons are an erroneous byproduct, a testament to mankind’s stupidity, not a damning facet of the Black Gate.”
“But what of demons that come through the Black Gate of their own volition, the ones that possess animals and attack the countryside mindlessly?”
Erenthil canted his head to the side. For once, he seemed surprised. “How do you know of this?”
“There’s a second Black Gate,” Audsley said, wondering even as he said it if it was wise to do so. “We saw monstrous beasts ravaging the people of a village there. They were living in great numbers near the Gate itself.”
“Fascinating,” Erenthil said to himself. “A second… yes. As I thought. Well…” His brow furrowed as he pondered the matter, then he gave a quick shake of his head as if clearing his mind. “Demons can come through the Black Gate of their own volition only if they have a host waiting for them. Think of it as a man diving underwater. He can only remain submerged for as long as he can hold his breath, after which he drowns. Likewise, a demon can risk entering our world only to force itself upon an animal, overcome its mind, infuse its body with demonic might and make it monstrous. It is very risky for them, and few are willing to do so without a guarantee of success. But even then, in doing so they retard their own thoughts and become little better than beasts themselves.”
“Why not take over a person?”
“Even a child can rebuff a demon,” said Erenthil. “They can only enter a person if they are given permission to do so.” He smiled. “As I’m sure you know.”
“Yes,” Audsley said with a shiver. “True. But then... there was a powerful demon at the second Black Gate. In human form, with wings of fire. It was expanding the Gate’s influence, summoning demons into its army. How?”
“How?” Erenthil shrugged. “It must have been summoned directly by a Flame Walker in ages past and then escaped its bonds. Fled, in time, to this second Gate.”
“Summoned,” said Audsley. “That’s how the demons in Starkadr got there, isn’t it? You called them.”
“Yes,” said Erenthil, moving again to gather his belongings. “Of course we did. We needed their power. Summoning demons is a dangerous business, akin to inviting a demon into the world instead of into your body. It allows them to retain their power and move about as they like. You must be quick to trap them. But in that era, we were carelessly confident. What matter if one escaped here or there? It wasn’t the end of the world as long as there were Flame Walkers to capture it should it prove a bother.”
Audsley bit the corner of his lip and glanced down at Solemna, who had raised her head enough to watch and listen with furious focus. 
“So, demons can only come through the Gate if summoned, or otherwise they have to possess an animal and become dumb in the process,” said Audsley. “And they can only possess a human if given permission.”
“Or if they’re forced to,” said Erenthil. “As we force them to inhabit the bodies of my descendants.”
“Yes,” said Audsley. “If they’re forced to. Which renders them vulnerable, doesn’t it? Being inside a person?”
Again, Erenthil paused, halfway finished with strapping a pouch to his belt. “You are remarkably well-informed. How do you know this?”
“I have a friend,” Audsley said, deciding to name no names. “A Sin Caster. He can drain demons’ powers when they are within a host.”
It gratified Audsley to see shock on Erenthil’s saturnine face. “Is that so?”
“Yes,” said Audsley. “That’s so.”
“I’d like to meet him, this friend of yours,” Erenthil said, finishing with the drawstrings. “That takes a rare amount of power and will. Unheard of in this modern age. But, yes: entering a human host renders a demon uniquely vulnerable to being destroyed. What is your friend’s name?”
I’m not going to waste my time telling you, Artificer, Audsley almost said, but he bit back the words at the last moment. “Are you ready to depart?”
Erenthil’s eyes glittered, and then he smiled. “Very well. I am. Solemna, return to Haugabrjótr and tell the council that it must prepare for war. They will be aiding the Empire in this battle.”
“Yes, master,” Solemna said, ducking her head once more. “As you command.”
“Come, Magister,” Erenthil said, extending his hand. “Let us pay your Ascendant a visit. It’s been centuries since last I spoke with one. Let us hope this iteration proves more open-minded than the last.”
Audsley looked to his firecat. “Aedelbert, it’s time we depart. Could you please come?”
Aedelbert let out a chirp and glided down to land on Audsley’s shoulder, claws digging through the fabric of his robe. 
Audsley took Erenthil’s hand. The man’s skin was paper-smooth, like a very old woman’s. To Solemna, Erenthil said, “Please tell my men to return to Aletheia immediately. I’ll be waiting for them there.”
She nodded as she climbed to her feet.
“ Now,” said Erenthil. “We go.” 
And the world fell away as Audsley and Aedelbert were swept up into the dark.



CHAPTER 24

Asho
Asho felt a shiver run through him. Battle promised release, an end to confusion, frustration, pain, desolation, depression. It was a crucible into which he could throw himself and emerge purified, a means to avoid that which he could not resolve. Even if this battle meant his death, it was better than watching Kethe choose to support the Empire and live a lie.
“Listen up!” he barked, and he realized he sounded just like Tiron. “All those meals and baths and time to put your feet up and relax? They’re gone. The hordes of the Black Gate have come knocking, and you need to decide right now, what you’re going to do about it.”
It took effort, but he squared his shoulders and moved to where he’d deposited the chests and sacks he’d taken from the torture chamber. 
One of the men, a wraith of bones and skin, stared at him with burning eyes. “I can’t stand, you jackass. How the hell am I going to fight?”
“Not by standing,” Asho said, pulling up one of the sacks. The pain and weakness were receding in the face of his battle fever. “You’re going to take one of these” – he pulled out a gatestone spike – “or one of these” – he pulled out a vial of black formula – “and fill yourself with power. And with that power, you’re going to burn demons with a flame that’ll come from deep inside your ruined souls.”
“Rot and black piss,” said Sigi. “We ain’t never thrown fire before.”
“Neither had I, till only a few months back.” Asho ignored Kethe’s beseeching stare. He took up the spike and examined its tip. “But you learn fast when your life’s at stake. Like it is now.”
“You want me to hammer that in?” asked Arnulf, the gaunt Ennoian giant.
“No need,” said Asho. “This should work.”
“Asho, don’t,” Kethe interrupted.
He placed the tip against the same spot where Athanasius had hammered it into him before, held it steady with both hands at the base, then knelt and fell forward onto the ground. The violence of his fall caused the spike to punch straight into him.
His whole body went rigid. The world fell away, a rushing roar filled his ears, and he felt everything shake as if the very fabric of the world were protesting his presence. Dimly, he was aware of rolling on the floor, drumming his heels and making choking sounds, but it was distant and unimportant. From the spike radiated pulses of pure power. They rushed through him, burning him like dry kindling, lifted him up and blasted him out of his mind. How long he lay there, he wasn’t sure, but when he opened his eyes at last, he was surrounded by concerned faces. Kethe was crouched beside him, holding him up.
“I’m fine,” he said, and rose up off the floor. He inhaled deeply and spun slowly in place, holding the energy in, though he wanted to release it, all of it, in a great torrent of fire. “That’s me. Who’s next?”
“You’re mad,” Elias said, his ravaged face open with wonder and disbelief.
“Perhaps. But it’s the kind of mad that’s going to send me out there to tear demons to pieces. Who’s coming?”
“Damn it,” Elias groaned. 
He slid down off his friend and hobbled over to the sack. There, he pulled out a formula, popped the cork, raised the tube in a trembling hand, then downed the contents with convulsive fervor. 
For a moment, nothing happened, and then his shoulders hitched, his head snapped back, and he exhaled a cloud of black mist. He hacked a terrible cough, then moaned deeply, a sensual, ecstatic sound that caused Asho to grin.
“That’s it,” Asho said. “Feel that burn. Feel it scouring your innards, setting your blood on fire. Hold it in, and when you see your first demon, let it out and melt his face off.”
“Yes,” said Elias, and without help he climbed to his feet. He stood with his shoulders hunched and his hair hanging over his face, a dangerous grin on his cracked lips. “Oh, yes.”
Others stepped up. Asho knew he should stay with them, guide them, guard them, shepherd them into battle, but that was asking too much. He had to release this energy. He had to blaze like a star.
“Asho,” said Kethe. 
He looked at her and felt nothing. A tremendous amount of dark energy was pulsing through their conduit into her. Asho reached out and severed their connection.
“There,” he said. “Now you can focus on what you’ve got to do. Good luck.”
“Good luck?” Her voice was faint, but rising to outrage. “Good luck?”
“It’s all we can hope for,” he replied. He began to float backwards. “It’s all we’ve got left.”
He spun around and streaked out of the chamber, flying with such terrible speed down the corridor that he burst out into the open air like a bolt from a crossbow. Arms at his sides, eyes slitted, he flew out over the plaza and into the void. 
A thousand demons were hanging in the sky in front of him, dragons slicing through their ranks and disappearing every few seconds only to reappear in completely different positions. 
Asho’s eyes widened at the sight. The sky was darkening, and was made even darker by the mass of leathery hides and wings that were coming his way. Demons of all shapes and sizes were flying toward Aletheia, ranging from lithe, sexless creatures the size of a child to vast, brutal monstrosities with porcine heads. Here and there, he saw majestic men with wings of fire and recognized them for what they were: demons of the same ilk as those he’d fought outside Mythgræfen.
He was going to die here. He was going to die any second, but he didn’t care. The pain that had nearly broken him burst out of him accompanied by a wild laugh, and he extended his sword before him and enclosed it in black flame.
“For the Black Wolves!” 
Demons popped into view all around him, materializing out of nothing. Asho speared straight down as the space where he’d been filled with flame, and then flipped over onto his back and unleashed hell.
Fire cauterized the sky, a great swath a dozen yards long, flaring up three or four times that far. The roar was shocking, and he saw scores of demons twist and burn in its black-hot center.
Asho laughed, intoxicated with power. More demons were appearing around him, clawing toward him, their open maws spewing flame. Asho rose into the sky, spinning rapidly with his sword extended so that it blurred in circles around him, and where it passed he unleashed a whirlwind of ebon flame. 
The screams of the demons followed him up. Their ruined bodies fell to the cloud cover below, and then a huge demon appeared before him, easily some ten yards tall, a wall of muscle and scarred hide, each clawed hand large enough to close around his chest. Its head was that of a wolf, blistered and cut by the ragged wires that had been bound around its skull. It extended a palm and poured flame all over him.
Asho screamed and punched through the center of the fire, gritting his teeth against the pain and hurling himself right at the demon. The tip of his blade punctured its hide, then the whole of his sword slid home and Asho himself collided with its chest, his whole body flickering and encased in flame.
He felt the demon’s essence raging around him, as wild and fierce as a forest fire. Asho reached into its core, grasped the demon’s energy, and inhaled it violently into himself. There was a roar of defiance that bled into panic, and then the demon’s power sluiced into him and the monster was gone.
Asho screamed his defiance, his body pulsing and burning with the surfeit of power, and then more demons were upon him. All thought went away. He was nothing but an instrument to be wielded by his power. Flame extended from the tip of his blade like a whip, lashing across the sky and bisecting the demons that were within its reach. 
Attacks came from both sides, from behind, from above and below. Asho reacted, adjusted, but up and down ceased to have meaning. Sometimes Aletheia was to his side, then above him, then down. The clouds swirled, and some of his foes were upside down; others were facing him laterally as if they were standing on a wall of air. 
Asho spun, ducked, darted forward, hurled himself back. When the demons became too concentrated, he broke free and turned to cover his retreat with fire.
There was no end to them. Demons continued to appear all around him, unleashing flames of their own, diving in to claw at him from all angles. A blast of demonic fire threatened to engulf him, and he threw up his hand and flung fire right back at it, neutralizing the attack and then burning the demon to ashes.
With his whole body aching, he fought on, ignoring the wounds, the exhaustion and growing nausea. Then the onslaught parted, falling back, and Asho saw one of the mightier demons flying toward him with great, ponderous beatings of its wings of fire. Its wingspan had to be a dozen yards across, and the sight was both terrible and beautiful to behold.
Asho knew this creature, this demon. It was a brother to the one he’d killed with Kethe and Audsley outside Mythgræfen, the lord of the Black Shriving. Its body was that of an aristocratic man cloaked in elegant robes of black and silver. 
Asho floated back as the great demon closed on him. He put his hand over the spike in his chest and felt a jolt of cold fear. It was nearly gone.
Entertaining, said the demon, its voice echoing like boulders shifting with the depths of a ravine. Try your tricks on me, human.
“I’ve killed your kind before,” Asho said, panting for breath.
The demon arched a brow. Its burning wings filled the sky, blotted out the clouds. Unlikely. But if that is so, I welcome the challenge all the more. Come: let us rain your blood upon the land below.
Then it opened its mouth and spewed a geyser of livid white fire that shot toward Asho with horrific speed. Even with his enhanced reflexes, he was only able to partially turn away, and the flame tore across his chest and shoulder, knocking him away.
Asho screamed, then bit down on the pain. The last of his power quickly went to mending his body; he looked at his shoulder and saw gray, seared flesh and the white glint of bone. All feeling was gone from that arm. 
He exerted his will and arrested his fall, turning to see the great wings of flame come closer as the demon plunged down after him, trailed by its laughter. 
Asho screamed again and threw up a hand, unleashing a blast of his fire, but the demon batted it aside as if he’d thrown a fistful of sand instead.
A dozen shapes fell upon the demon from above, descending with haphazard grace. Asho’s eyes flared open with shock at the sight of the ragged attackers: the Sin Casters. Their cries of terror and determination were carried to him by the howling wind. Many of them fell with cartwheeling arms, kicking their legs, while a few others descended with more aplomb.
The demon didn’t see them coming. It snapped its wings open wide, sending a shower of sparks out into the twilight, and opened its maw to spew fresh hell upon Asho’s upturned face.
The Sin Casters extended their arms and threw fire at the demon. At least, they tried; half of them were unable to do more than cause flickers of black fire to wreath their hands as they fell past their foe. The others lambasted it with short whips of flame, scoring its hide and opening furrows in its flesh. Then they were past it, some of them yelling in panic as they sought to arrest their fall, others managing to slow and then wobble off to the sides as if they were balancing on barrels.
The demon was clawing at the side of its face where an errant flame had blinded an eye. Asho summoned the last of his reserves and threw his blade at the demon, imbuing it with everything he had left. It flew like a bolt of black lightning and smote the demon in the neck. It sheared halfway through and there it stuck, eliciting a howl of pain that quickly became a gurgle. The demon clutched at its throat and then was gone.
Asho fought for air, fought to fly, but he had nothing left to give. Had he used the spike so quickly? What of the energy he’d stolen from that demon? For a moment he hung there, and then his vision began to darken. He clawed at the air, fighting for purchase as terror filled his belly with ice, and then the last of his power gave out and he fell.



CHAPTER 25

Tiron
YOUR FRIEND IS IN NEED, rumbled Draumronin. 
“What?” Tiron cast around, saw flashes of flame far below. A dozen or more people were assailing a demon with black fire. One of them, a man with white hair, cast his sword at their foe, nearly slaying it, then fell. 
“There!” 
Draumronin wheeled wildly, narrowly averting a collision with a wall of talons, then put on a burst of speed and dove under a phalanx only to roll and slip away from the maelstrom.
A second later, they were plummeting after Asho’s limp form. Tiron clutched with his thighs and leaned out, searching the Bythian’s body for signs of wounds, anything that could have knocked him from the sky in such a manner.
He found nothing.
Draumronin extended a great claw and plucked Asho from the air. 
A scream sounded close by, growing fainter by the second. A man was trying to climb the wind, his mouth a gaping void, his eyes rolling in terror. 
“What the hell?” Tiron whispered, then nudged Draumronin with his mind. 
The black dragon wheeled, slipped through space, appeared above the falling man and snatching him up in turn. 
Two more men were falling just beyond the first, so Draumronin flickered through the air and caught them in turn with its rear claws. Tiron saw others, each of them looking as if they should be begging on a streetcorner in Ennoia instead of flying among demons, but they were working their way back up, flying back to Aletheia in fits and starts.
A second later, the howling wind was silenced as they appeared over the Ascendant’s palace, curving down in a dangerous glide to skim over the abandoned refugee camp. When they were close to the ground, Draumronin released the men. As one, they fell and rolled and came to a stop.
“Damn it,” hissed Tiron. He wanted to leap down and check the Bythian, but he couldn’t abandon the fight. “Can you tell if he’s alive?”
HE LIVES, said the dragon, gliding over the camp toward the palace. WE HAVE GREATER CONCERNS.
“What?” 
A tall, elegant form of black sinew rose into view from behind the palace, devoid of wings and with fire raging within its exposed ribcage. Its huge bone horns swept up imperiously toward the sky, and its smooth carapace of a face was lit only by the hellholes that were its eyes. Flutes of black bone extended from its shoulders and back, looking like nothing so much as giant blades embedded in its body, seared to ebon by the fire that spat and streamed in its wake.
SHE IS THERE, said Draumronin.
“What?” Tiron was hurriedly drawing a lance. “Who? Where?”
THE MISTRESS OF THE CIRCLET. 
Tiron leaned forward as he swung the lance around and stared at the demon. 
There. 
Hovering in the heart of the flames, deep within that impossible inferno, hung a silhouette, slender, almost insignificant, but assuredly there. Zephyr was encased within the ur-destraas’ chest, bathed in flame, protected and shielded by the great demon’s body.
“Shite,” Tiron said, sitting back. “How the hell we supposed to get the circlet off her now?”
The ur-destraas floated up over the palace, one knee slightly raised, arms extended out to the sides. Though it was featureless, Tiron felt a sense of malevolent delight coming off the demon in waves. 
“Bastard thinks it’s going to win,” said Tiron. 
YES.
“Let’s wipe that grin off its face, then. Better yet, let’s crack its head open and give it one.”
Draumronin’s response was to rear its head up high and open its huge maw so that a vast and shattering roar issued forth. Tiron felt the dragon’s body shake from the force of the challenge, saw tents sway before them, saw several topple. Draumronin powered forward, each wingbeat thrusting it a score of yards through the air.
The ur-destraas turned its palms toward the sky, and a dozen snakes of flame burst out of its chest. Tiron threw an arm up reflexively, but the rivers of fire didn’t shoot toward him and the dragon; instead, they played across the palace roof, incinerating the building as they scored horrific wounds across its structure. The roof collapsed wherever the flames touched down, and horrified screams rose like mist from the building’s interior.
A massive, dark-skinned kragh emerged onto the rooftop, wielding a blade of white fire. To Tiron’s disbelief, the kragh began to race toward the demon. 
“Tharok? What the hell is he –”
The kragh warlord leaped, blade held with both hands behind his head, his roar audible even at this remove. The ur-destraas didn’t turn to him. Instead, a snake of flame came whipping around and smashed into Tharok’s side. Tiron winced, expecting the brave kragh to be incinerated, but at the last moment a sphere of white light encased the warlord. The serpent of flame smashed into the sphere and sent the kragh smashing back down onto the roof and out of sight.
Flamska appeared behind the ur-destraas, flying so fast that it must have teleported at the very end of a precipitous dive. Tiron heard Maur’s battle cry for a split second, and then Flamska’s foreclaws slammed into the demon’s back, bending it over her shoulder as if it were a bow.
They flew forward, the demon pinned in place by the dragon’s momentum. Tiron watched, not yet daring to hope, as Flamska snapped out its wings, arresting its charge so that the demon flew forward alone.
“Strike, Draumronin!” Tiron cried, but then he saw that the attack was not yet over.
With exquisite timing, Skandengraur appeared right over the demon. His vast bulk smashed down on the demon, driving it with shattering force into the ground in front of the palace.
Massive flagstones flew up into the air, and Tiron saw a shockwave ripple through the refugee camp, knocking most of it down. Skandengraur’s impact had created a deep crater easily thirty yards wide, and its head reared back, its maw opening as the glimmerings of a white-hot inferno coalesced in its throat.
Draumronin slipped through space and appeared alongside Skandengraur, his own maw opening wide to join in the attack. But a deluge of incandescent flame erupted from the mass of rubble beneath which the ur-destraas was pinned, and it slammed into Skandengraur’s head before the dragon could unleash its fiery breath.
For the briefest of moments, the dragon’s scales glowed with a terrifying refulgence, and then Skandengraur was gone.
Draumronin slipped away, and an instant later they were high above the plaza. Tiron rubbed at his eyes, trying to clear the dancing motes, then looked down. Only Flamska still held the field of battle. 
“Did he die?” Tiron’s mind was reeling. “Skandengraur? Ramswold? Are they dead?” 
NO, said Draumronin. BUT GRAVELY WOUNDED. LET US AVENGE THEM!
The ur-destraas leveraged itself out of the ruined ground and was nearly up on its feet when Flamska barreled into it again. This time the demon was facing the dragon, and as they flew across the plaza it raked its claws along the dragon’s neck, digging crimson furrows through its scales.
Tiron saw Maur rise to her feet on Flamska’s back, massive bow drawn back to her ear, and point-blank she loosed a great clothyard arrow into the demon’s eye.
Again, Tiron felt a spike of victorious fury, only to see the arrow flame into ash inches from the eye socket, destroyed by the demon’s internal heat.
They slipped, the world shifted, and they were on Flamska’s far side, winging in to attack the ur-destraas’
back. It twisted around, then both it and the dragon were gone. Draumronin plowed through the empty air with a roar of rage only for the locked pair to return a dozen yards before them. Draumronin redoubled its efforts. Tiron couched his lance, lined it up, and they collided with Flamska at full speed.
Everything seemed to slow. Tiron saw the tip of his lance begin to burn away just as Maur’s arrow had done, revealing a core of steel that had been inserted down its center. The steel slid home, but it was like jousting with the face of a cliff; the lance shot free of his hand, nearly breaking his wrist, then Draumronin’s extended claws sank into the demon’s fiery back and its body slammed in right after, stopping Flamska’s charge cold as they crushed the demon between them.
Tiron shot free of his saddle. He flew forward, arms and legs flailing just like those of the falling men he’d rescued moments ago, right over the demon’s shoulder, nearly clipping Flamska’s wing. 
Maur saw him coming and leaned out, reaching for him. Tiron contorted his body, threw his hand her way, and her fingers closed around his wrist. But such was his momentum that he swung around and then tore her from the saddle as well. They both tumbled free, fell, hit the ground and rolled. 
The sound of the dragons colliding was cataclysmic. Tiron’s head rang as he rolled over and over like a log being sent down a hill till he fetched up against a wall of some sort and came to a stop.
Everything was spinning. His shoulder was wrenched from the force of Maur’s grip. He tried to stand up and fell over. Vomit soured the back of his throat. Dark fury filled him. 
Nothing kept him down.
Nothing.
Not caring for his body, for its pain, for how the world sought to slide out from under him, he gritted his teeth and tried to climb to his damned feet. His legs didn’t want to obey him, but then a large hand grasped his wrist and hauled him up.
Tiron stood there swaying and blinking, trying to focus on the heaving forms that were fighting right in front of him. Tharok was standing at his side, white flames licking across his frame, his face set in a scowl as he studied the dragons as well.
The ur-destraas wasn’t dead. Far from it. Tiron saw it seize Flamska by the neck, punch its other hand into the dragon’s chest, and then with a roar raise the dragon right off the ground, a feat of impossible strength, only to slam it down into the crater his fall had created.
Draumronin was larger than the demon, his vast bulk blotting out the sky, but his attack came too late; the ground beneath Tiron’s feet heaved, shook and rumbled, then a horrendous crack sounded as it gave way. 
The demon and Flamska fell from view. Draumronin disappeared, and then vast fissures surged past Tiron and Tharok.
“Get out of here!” Tiron shouted as he lost his footing when the ground dropped beneath him.
Tharok lifted Maur into his arms. For a second, it looked like he might reach out and grab Tiron by the arm, but then the kragh leaped away as a huge wedge of rock collapsed under them and dropped into the void below. The plaza splintered into fragments with a rending groan that filled Tiron with mortal terror just before they gave way completely and fell.
There was nothing below Tiron but the great shaft that descended all the way to Aletheia’s core. It was into that vastness that he fell, scrabbling at the boulder-sized chunks of ground tumbling around him. The interior of Aletheia was well-lit, but Tiron saw only a smear of gold as he plummeted.
His heart shot into his throat. Flamska screamed, a sound so soul-wrenching that it was as if the world itself was wounded. Vast, sinuous rivers of flame splashed out, scoring the sides of the shaft and detonating the interior avenue and walls. Tiron flinched but could do nothing more as one such snake slid past him just overhead. He was screaming, he realized, an inchoate sound of sheer panic. He was falling in the midst of a storm of titanic rubble into a death match between Flamska and the ur-destraas.
Then Draumronin was beneath him, its bulk knocking huge chunks of masonry aside, trying to spread its wings within the shaft. It could barely open them wide enough to arrest its descent. Tiron almost sobbed in relief as he seemed to fall slowly onto the dragon’s back, landing near the creature’s haunches and desperately grabbing a massive horn.
That done, Draumronin rolled and fell faster, and slammed into the ur-destraas from above, plunging both foreclaws into its shoulders. The demon threw its head back and shrieked.
I’M TAKING IT OUTSIDE, said Draumronin, and for a moment the dragon accomplished its goal; they appeared far above Aletheia, in the last dying rays of sunlight amidst the clouds.
But the ur-destraas was not so easily defeated. It wrenched them back into the shaft, falling as before, and what ensued was a surreal tug-of-war as Flamska and Draumronin fought to keep the demon outside the stonecloud even as it kept thrusting them all back within it.
The golden sky and the dark shaft flickered in Tiron’s vision in an ever-faster transition between the two realms, and with a groan Tiron was forced to close his eyes lest motion sickness cause him to lose his hold on the dragon. High wind then confined air swapped back and forth faster than he could process. Still they fell, ever faster, until with a tremendous crash they impacted with the bottom of the shaft.
Dust billowed up everywhere, blinding Tiron as he bounced violently off Draumronin’s iron scales, barely hanging on. Again, Flamska keened, and in that sound Tiron heard her death; the thick cloud that choked them and obscured everything was suddenly lit from within by lurid shafts of fire, and Flamska’s keen was cut short.
Draumronin roared anew, but in this roar Tiron heard desperation and loss. He felt the titanic struggle taking place beneath him and fought to hold on, but he was too exhausted. His grip slipped, and he rolled off the saddle to crash to the ground.
IF I STAY, I DIE, Draumronin gasped in his mind, and then the dragon was gone. 
Tiron pushed himself up to his knees, arms outstretched before him, but he couldn’t sense the dragon anywhere. Not within the shaft, not outside the stonecloud, nowhere at all.
Draumronin was gone. 
Tiron fought not to cough, desperate to not give himself away. He could sense something vast rising to its feet not too far from him, a dark shape in whose chest raged a glowing mass of flame, rendered diffuse by the dust.
The ur-destraas still lived. The combined might of Skandengraur, Flamska, and Draumronin had been insufficient to arrest its descent into the heart of Aletheia.
The dust was thinning out. Tiron pressed his hand to his hip but found only an empty scabbard. He almost drew his dagger, but the thought made him want to laugh. Instead, he struggled to his feet. A passageway was supposed to lead from the bottom toward the great chamber where the demons were supposedly held. Where was its entrance?
He cast around, breath burning in his raw throat, a thousand aches clamoring for his attention. His mind kept repeating images as if it were attempting to break him: Skandengraur’s head charring to a cinder. Maur falling amidst the blocks, lost from his sight as the ground collapsed. Asho a supine corpse. The dragons’ deaths. 
Shrieks of laughter echoed from above, and Tiron saw demons beyond number descending through the ruptured ceiling, gliding down like malefic vultures to the slaughter.
Tiron’s mind reeled. Had they lost? Was this the end? 
He wanted to fall to his knees, to give up. To surrender at last to the pain and despair. 
But a new image came to his mind: Ramswold charging the kragh at the Dragon’s Tear, refusing to despair despite the odds. That shocking bravery had inspired Tiron to swear an oath to Ramswold’s Order of the Star.
“Damn you,” Tiron rasped as he drew his dagger after all. He stared up at where the ur-destraas was rearing, but it paid him no heed. “Damn you,” Tiron said again, reversing his grip on the blade so it was pointed down. If he was going to die, he’d die fighting, no matter how ridiculous and impossible the charge.
It was then that a new light incandesced. It flared a brilliant white through the thinning dust, a brand of glimmering fire that slowly resolved itself into a burning blade. 
Tiron wiped the grime from his eyes, peered into the murk, and was able at last to make out a vast set of doors, large enough for the demon to pass through – but the wielder of the blade was standing squarely in its path. 
More weapons incandesced behind the swordsman, a dozen in rapid succession, then a dozen more. An entire thicket of burning blades, defiant in the face of that impossible nemesis, looking small and helpless in the face of the ur-destraas’ might.
“No,” Tiron whispered, moving forward, choking down a cough. “Get away!”
He stumbled through the ankle-deep trash, waving at the dust with his free hand, and as the ur-destraas finally took its first step forward, he saw who had chosen to make their stand here in the bowels of Aletheia.
It was Kethe, her expression at once terrified and resolute, and arrayed beside and behind her were the Virtues and Consecrated of the Empire. 
The flames within the ur-destraas’ chest suddenly raged, streaming out in every direction as if it were caught in the heart of a storm, and it crouched, arms opening wide.
“Run, Kethe!” Tiron broke into a sprint, waving at her with his dagger. “Get out of its way — run!”



CHAPTER 26

Kethe
“We should be outside, helping!” 
Frustration boiled within Kethe as she stared at Akinetos’ broad back. He was standing on the far side of the great avenue that spiraled around Aletheia’s central shaft, hands on the railing, gazing down into the darkness below. 
“They need us!” she insisted.
“You mean Asho needs you,” Synesis said with a sneer.
Kethe leveled her blade at the young Zoeian’s face. “Watch your tongue lest I cut it out.”
“We’re not outside,” said Akinetos, “because that’s not where the true battle will take place. We may be able to hold a section of Aletheia, but we cannot cover the entirety of it.” He thumped the base of his fist on the broad railing. “The demons would flow around us. No, we need to find the choke point and hold it.”
Kethe wanted to argue. The sounds of violence were greatly muffled here at the center of Aletheia, but she could pick up the faint dragon roars, the shrill screams. “The chokepoint,” she said.
“Yes.” 
Akinetos climbed up onto the railing. No normal human, no matter how strong, would have been able to haul themselves up there in that much plate armor. The iron was at least an inch thick all over his body. Then, that impressive feat accomplished, he stood, perfectly balanced, some two hundred yards above the floor below. “The kragh reported that there’s a single door down there leading to the demons’ hall. We’re going to hold it.”
A horrendous crack
sounded right above them. Kethe ran to the railing and saw curtains of dust falling from a vast spider web of fissures in the distant ceiling.
“What is that?” Mixis asked, his voice low with awe.
“Time’s up,” said Akinetos. He unshouldered his ponderous warhammer, held it with both hands and stared down. “Ready?”
“Wait,” said Mixis. “What?”
Another huge rumble sounded from above, and this time entire segments of the roof broke off and fell, turning slowly as they plunged into the void.
“No time to run all the way down,” said Akinetos. “And, to be honest, I’ve always wanted to do this.” He took a deep breath and leaped.
Kethe watched incredulously as the massive Virtue fell into the gloom below, leaving a faint trail of white light in his wake.
“You’re kidding me,” Gray Wind said as he stepped up beside her. “I can’t — I mean, we —”
Kethe placed one hand on the railing, ready to vault over, then looked back at her Consecrated. Even Wolfker looked pale, with beads of sweat on his brow. “Listen – Akinetos is right. Have faith in the White Gate. When I give the word, leap over the damned railing. We fall together.” Certainty flooded her, certainty borne of mad, desperate need. “I will see you through.”
“I — ah —” said Dalitha.
“Do you trust me?” asked Kethe.
“Yes,” Gray Wind said in a whisper.
Another cataclysmic crack sounded from above. 
“Do you trust me?” yelled Kethe.
“Yes, Makaria!” yelled Dalitha and Gray Wind, terror filling their voices. Wolfker nodded. Braex placed a hand on the railing.
“Then, jump!” 
She sprang over and out into the void. Her stomach clamped tight, her whole body tensed, and she plummeted down, the wind roaring around her. A sick, oily, panicky feeling suffused her, but it was drowned out a second later by the roaring chorus of the White Song. 
Kethe looked up and saw her Consecrated falling just above, the other Virtues and their charges following suit. Her eyes widened as she saw the roof explode downward, the entirety of it collapsing under the thrashing forms of what had to be a dragon and some horrific demon wreathed in flame. 
Could she fall faster? Heart slamming, fit to burst, she looked down at the gloom below and forced herself to press her arms to her sides, to press her legs together. She knifed down through the air, level after level of Aletheia whipping past her. The darkness grew thick, and she saw a small explosion of white light below. 
Akinetos. He’d impacted.
Despite the White Song, despite her need, the ground was coming up too fast. She wanted to close her eyes, to curl into a ball, but instead she screamed, giving voice to her terror, and in that moment, she sensed her Consecrated falling above her. White flame exploded from her body, trailing in a long tail above her, and then she slammed into the ground with the force of a thousand hammers and she was crushed down into a crouch.
The ground shattered, giving way as she sank several feet into the stone. A second later, her Consecrated impacted in a ring around her, their screams and hoarse yells silenced by the violence of the impact.
Dust and dirt flew up around them, and sheer reflex caused her to bounce back up to her feet. The pain sluiced away as the white flames bathed her. Remembrance hit her like a blow to the head, and she stared up.
The sight was mesmerizing. Demon and dragons were flickering in and out of existence almost faster than she could track. But falling, always falling, amidst the collapsing boulders. 
“Run!” she screamed
She hauled Braex to his feet, then grabbed Wolfker by his upper arm and threw him into the yawning Portal in the circular wall. Others were landing, smashing into craters of their own, yelling their imperatives, hauling each other out of the way.
“Dalitha!” 
Kethe’s voice was lost in the growing roar. Seconds, less than seconds — she darted to where the lithe girl was rising slowly to her feet, looped her arm around her, then sprang for the doorway.
The world behind her detonated into a thick, swelling cloud of dust and storm winds that threw her forward so that she and Dalitha hit the ground beyond the Portal in a roll. 
Dozens of Consecrated and Virtues were picking themselves up around her, coughing and hacking, crying out in pain from broken bones or worse. 
Dragons were bellowing and keening a short distance away, outside the huge doors. Tails as thick as mighty oaks lashed the walls, claws furrowed the stony ground, and flames rioted through the maelstrom.
Kethe slitted her eyes against the dust and moved as far forward as she dared. Two dragons. They could defeat any demon, could they not?
As if in answer, one of the dragons shrieked and then went still, its death cry cut off. The second roared – it was Tiron’s mighty black – and then disappeared altogether.
“Oh, no,” Dalitha whispered from just behind Kethe. “Oh, no.”
Akinetos stepped up alongside Kethe, hammer in hand. Mixis and Synesis took her other flank. 
The demon rose to its full height. The ur-destraas – it had to be. Its massive ribcage pulsed with flame as if the red light were its heartbeat. Kethe could feel the terrible weight of its regard fall upon her and heard several of the Consecrated step back, repulsed by the power of their foe. Her White Song grew distant for a moment, as if a cloud had passed between her and the sun. 
Her mouth was dry and gummy with dust. Her throat was squeezed shut. Her chest was tight, her heart pounding. Her knees wanted to give way. Her whole body abhorred being this close to the demon. Its presence was so foul that it was hard to think, to hold firm, to simply stand there before it. 
Whimpers arose from all sides. The leather straps of Akinetos’ plate armor creaked as he lowered himself into a combat crouch. 
Thoughts were beyond her. All she could do was extend Tiron’s family blade, point it at the demon. It’s ensorcelling us, she thought. Attacking us with terror.
That realization stiffened her resolve, aroused her ire. She took a step forward, her whole body leaning as if into a headwind. 
Tiron’s blade flickered with light, then, with an audible whoomph, lit up, pure white against the demon’s carnal red. She felt others around her take heart, saw other blades incandesce. Immense pride filled her: a sense of righteousness, an affirmation of her very existence. This was where she was meant to be. 
“Run, Kethe!” Tiron’s yell broke through the noise as he ran toward her, waving a dagger. “ Get out of its way — run!”
The ur-destraas threw back its head, and the flames in its chest burst outward with a rushing, hissing roar of such punishing volume that Kethe nearly missed the attack that followed. Stumbling back, she saw a tendril of flame come flying toward her. There was no time to think, to yell a warning. She leaped up and to the side, somersaulting over the beam, only for the shaft to sweep sideways as if it had been swung from the base, cutting toward her. Kethe screamed and leaped again to land in a crouch atop a massive piece of fallen masonry.
Dozens of similar serpents of fire had emerged from the demon’s chest and were seeking out the Virtues and the Consecrated. Men and women were throwing themselves aside, diving and rolling, desperately trying to avoid the flaming rivers that searched for them with unerring speed.
Kethe ran toward the ur-destraas. At the same time, a burst of fire shot out of its chest and came rushing at her. She fell to her knees, dipping back so the crown of her head touched the ground as she slid underneath the flame, then flipped back up to her feet and forward into another somersault as a second burst tried to take out her legs. 
The demon rose off the ground. Screams sounded behind her as some of her Consecrated were incinerated. She caught a glimpse of Mixis running along the shaft’s curved wall, a torrent of flame trailing him and torching the stone. Somehow Synesis appeared above the demon and hung in the air for a heartbeat before falling upon it, both blades pointed down and flaring white, only to be slammed by a new burst of flame. A sphere of white light appeared around her at the last second, but she was smashed aside to disappear from view.
Akinetos was closing on the demon. Fire flew toward him, but instead of leaping away, he swung his hammer all the way up from his heels and over his head and brought it smashing down with exquisite timing on the front of the flame. Demonic fire splattered everywhere, and Akinetos charged right through. The heat was so intense that Kethe saw his thick plate begin to glow cherry-red at the edges.
Kethe leaped, putting all her strength into the jump, and soared up toward the demon. Tiron’s sword was burning so brightly that it seemed to cleave the very air in twain. At the very last, she saw something within its huge ribcage, the dark shadow of a figure suspended in living fire, but then her blade swung into the demon and it was gone.
Kethe nearly collapsed as she tumbled back down to the ground.
“Above!” Tiron yelled from somewhere, and she caught a glimpse of the demon, now sending snakes of flame ripping down toward them all.
“How are we supposed to hit it?” Dalitha screamed as she pirouetted aside, and a burst of fire slammed into the ground where she’d been standing. Before Kethe could answer, the flame began to chase the Consecrated, faster than the young woman could move. Kethe leaped and swiped Tiron’s blade through the river of flame, severing in two and causing it to disintegrate moments before it could strike Dalitha.
Again, she caught a glimpse of Mixis. This time, he was running in a spiral up and around the shaft’s interior, so fast he was little more than a blur. Akinetos hurled his hammer double-handed at the demon with a grunt. Its head was a meteor of flame.
The ur-destraas disappeared just before the hammer could smite it, and Mixis plunged with a cry of rage through the air, his blade swiping at where the demon’s head had been.
“Where’d it go?” gasped Gray Wind, cradling a badly burnt arm to his chest.
“There!” Dalitha pointed into the doorway.
The demon was flying away from them, down the tunnel toward the distant chamber. It had teleported right past them.
“Damn it!” Kethe screamed, and sprinted after it. The demon was moving fast, surging down the broad tunnel, illuminating the interior as it went.
Kethe gritted her teeth and put everything she had into catching up. She was a bolt of livid fury with the White Song screaming within her. Her blade left behind it a trail of white fire several yards long.
She was closing as she burst through an archway into a huge void. Darkness extended outward, darkness without end. Kethe leaped, aiming for the demon’s head as it climbed into the air, but swung her blade a second too late.
The ur-destraas vanished. 
She shrieked with frustration and fell to the ground only to slip over the edge into the nothingness beyond. Her scream of fury turned into one of terror, and she contorted her body around, slamming Tiron’s blade into the wall. It sank a foot deep into the stone, and she caught herself, feet flat against the wall, both hands on the hilt.
A second later, hands gripped her by the forearms and hauled her up and back.
“Where’d it go?’ Kethe gasped.
“Look,” Synesis said somberly. 
Kethe stood and turned. Far away, a small spark of fire was flickering in the darkness. Kethe’s whole body went cold. From the size of it, the demon must have been nearly a mile away. 
“How — how are we going to stop it?” asked Dalitha.
“We can’t,” Akinetos said grimly. “We failed.”
Tiron came running up, breathing raggedly. He stopped, bowed down, hands on knees, then took a deep, shuddering breath and straightened. “What’s it doing?”
Mixis was staring with furious concentration. “It’s pouring fire into something,” he said. “I see dozens of those snakes of flame passing over the ground at its feet.”
“You can see that?” asked Tiron.
“We need to leave,” said Kethe, and the others turned to her in surprise. “We need to go, now, while we can. I know what it’s doing. Didn’t you hear Audsley’s tale? It’s freeing a demon.”
“Another ur-destraas?” asked Dalitha.
“Probably,” said Kethe. “Aletheia’s about the size of Starkadr, if not bigger. Who knows how many demons it took to power its flight. It’s gone right to the back, where Audsley said the biggest demons were kept. I bet it’s freeing the most powerful demon here, and we can’t do anything to stop it.”
“We have to,” Synesis said, emotion thickening her voice. “We can’t lose. This is Aletheia. The White Gate stands above us. We have to stop it.”
Murmurs of consent sounded around them. 
“She’s right,” said Akinetos. “We can’t get to it in time. It’s won.” His voice was hollow. He sounded gutted. “We need to get out, find the Ascendant and abandon Aletheia before it falls.”
“It can’t fall,” said Synesis. “Don’t you understand?” She whirled on Akinetos and slammed a fist into his massive pauldron. “It can’t!”
“Come,” Mixis said, taking a step back. “We don’t have much time.”
“Can you get your dragon in here?” asked Kethe.
“No,” Tiron said heavily. “Draumronin was badly wounded. He nearly died. I don’t know where he’s gone.”
“We lost,” Gray Wind said as if he were tasting the words. He sounded stunned. “We lost?”
“We can’t lose,” said one of the other Consecrated. “The Ascendant wouldn’t allow it.”
“Enough!” yelled Kethe. She wanted to sink down, to sob. She felt unhinged, feverish. “Out! Everyone!”
Tiron stepped up alongside her. “You heard the Virtue!” His battlefield bark was rough and raw and caused more than a few Consecrated to flinch. “Run!”
Weeping, stumbling, dazed, they ran back down the hall toward the distant gloom of the main shaft. Kethe felt disembodied, shocked into insensibility. If Aletheia fell like Starkadr had, would that destroy the White Gate? And if so, what would that mean? Could you kill a religion? Could Ascendancy be destroyed?
They staggered out into the shaft just as a terrifying cry echoed down the tunnel after them. Kethe’s skin crawled. What manner of demon had been unleashed that they could hear its scream of victory from so far away?
Akinetos staggered to a stop behind her and looked up the shaft. “The Ascendant. We need to see to his safety. We need to get him out.”
Tears of frustration brimmed in Kethe’s eyes. “We fled Aletheia once before. It’s a miracle that we’ve returned. We can’t flee again.”
“A last stand,” Mixis said with a grim nod. “If we run, we’ll never stop.”
“That’s for the Ascendant to decide,” Akinetos said, moving toward the base of the ramp. “Come on. It’s a long way up.”
Kethe dashed the tears from her eyes and felt someone give her shoulder a shake. She looked up and saw Tiron. His face was grim, and he looked old, worn. His eyes were haunted.
“Come on,” he said quietly. “The battle’s not over till we’re dead.”
She took a shuddering breath and nodded. “Your sword. Do you want it back?”
“No,” he said after a moment’s hesitation. “It’ll do more good in your hand. When this is all over, maybe.”
The others were hurrying toward the ramp, moving around the massive blocks of shattered stone that had fallen from the top of the shaft, many of them casting terrified looks over their shoulders.
“Tiron,” said Kethe. “Please, be honest with me. Do you think there’s any hope left?”
As if in response, a second cry echoed faintly out of the tunnel, inhuman and bestial with delight. 
“No,” said Tiron. “If we lose Aletheia and the White Gate, I don’t see how we can win. And Zephyr – I think she’s inside the ur-destraas. How the hell are we going to get to her?”
Kethe felt despair rise within her, dark and enervating. She pressed the bases of her palms into her eyes so hard, she saw motes of colored lights dance within the dark.
“But,” said Tiron, and the weary amusement in his voice made Kethe drop her hands, “I’ve been wrong about my chances of survival more times than I’d care to count. A lot of people have tried to kill me over the years, and I’m still here. Come on. We aren’t dead yet.”
He clapped her on the shoulder and set off.
Kethe sniffed, swallowed the knot in her throat, then wiped the back of her hand across her eyes. 
“Yes,” she whispered, and her panic began to melt away in the face of her anger. “All right. We’re not finished yet.” 
She slid Tiron’s sword into her scabbard and set off after him at a run.



CHAPTER 27

Iskra
Iskra stood in the center of the Hall of the White Gate, watching the great closed doors. At her side stood the Ascendant, clad in his imperial robes, a vast and voluminous affair in which he’d chosen to face their final foe. Before them was arrayed a screen of her Agerastian guards, Tóki and his Hrethings, along with the Ascendant’s elite palace soldiers. Some hundred Aletheian nobles were standing behind them, clustered in a mass of perfume, rapidly beating fans and consternation.
This was it.
There was nowhere left to run. 
As one, they watched the massive doors. They were a dozen yards tall and made of precious white planks from Isthani trees hauled in ages past from the near-mythical banks of the river Isthani, deep in the hinterlands of Zoe. Banded in silver and inscribed with powerful runes, the doors were all that stood between them and the demons.
Sweat ran down the length of Iskra’s spine, causing her robes to cling uncomfortably to her frame, but she made no move to pluck them away. The White Gate itself was raging behind her, throbbing within its silver frame as if it were furious at the transgressions that were taking place without, and she was standing beside the Ascendant himself. She would not fidget with her clothing, not here, not now.
Faintly, they could hear the battle outside. Perhaps ten minutes ago, the entire palace had shaken with the cacophonous sound of falling masonry, as if entire sections of it had collapsed under some immense assault. They’d braced themselves for the end, but the attack had ceased; now, all they could hear were the screams of the dying and the inhuman roars of their attackers.
Shouts rose from outside the doors, and Iskra stiffened. Warnings turned into demands, and then the doors themselves began to vibrate.
Iskra clenched her hands into fists. Her heart was a hummingbird trapped within a gauntlet, slowly being crushed. The doors shook not as if they were being smitten by powerful blows, but as if they were coming to life and were about to shiver themselves apart in sheer terror. 
“Look,” whispered someone behind her. “Their color!”
The doors were turning gray. The white was slowly evanescing, leaving behind a dull stone hue in its place. The shivering slowed as the gray spread across their surface, then stopped. 
“What’s happening?” asked one of the palace guards, his fear causing him to lose all sense of decorum. 
A blow was struck against the doors, and several people cried out in alarm as cracks flooded across their surface. 
“Be at peace,” the Ascendant said, raising his hands in the shape of the triangle. “And know that my blessings are with you all, now and forevermore.”
The second blow caused the door to shatter into huge chunks of petrified wood, and there before them was Kyrra the medusa, her hair fully aroused into a hissing mass of snakes, her eyes livid and causing Iskra to wince under the weight of their regard. About her clustered the kragh shamans and the Vothaks in their purple and yellow robes. There had to be some two dozen of them all told, and they followed their mistress into the hall, gazing in awe and fear past Iskra at the Gate itself.
“What is the meaning of this?” the Ascendant asked, his voice as hard as iron. 
Their guards stood frozen, petrified outside the doors where they’d sought to bar Kyrra’s entrance.
“The end is upon us,” Kyrra said, slithering forward with alien grace, her great coils undulating vividly against the white floor. “Passage to the Solar Gates is blocked. There is no escaping Aletheia.”
“Blocked?” asked Iskra. “The demons have entered the stonecloud?”
“One has,” Kyrra said, stopping before them, ignoring the soldiers. “The greatest of their number, and in its descent, it smashed several sections of the avenue that descends around the central shaft.”
Iskra’s throat tightened, as if she were being garroted. “It reached the base?”
“Assuredly,” said Kyrra. “I felt the deaths of several dragons in the process. They were unable to arrest its passage.”
Whimpers of fear emanated from the nobles. Even the guards grew pale.
“My Virtues stand guard below,” said the Ascendant, but sweat was gleaming on his brow. “They will stop it.”
“Of course,” Kyrra said, not bothering to hide her amusement. “But in the meantime, I thought it best to join forces with you here. The kragh and your humans are fighting bravely across Aletheia’s exterior. They are being massacred, of course, and soon the bulk of the demons will pierce their line and come for us here. Together, we might hold them back for a few minutes.”
The medusa’s words were like physical blows. They stole Iskra’s breath, but she did not let them break her spirit. She was reminded of her years with Enderl, her former husband; the more he punished her, the stronger her will to defy him became. She would not give this medusa the pleasure of seeing her crumble.
“The battle is not lost,” she said, pitching her voice so that it carried over the whispers and sobs. “Our forces are many. Four Virtues yet hold the field, and we cannot know for sure what has happened to our dragons.” Oh, Tiron, she thought. Oh, Tiron.
“Of course,” said the medusa. “But in the meantime, I thought to admire your White Gate, as you call it.” She did so, looking past them all and up at the vast conflagration. “I will admit, I am impressed.”
“It matters not what you think of it,” snapped the Ascendant. “It transcends all judgement. So long as it burns, we cannot be defeated. It is the living testament of my will and love. No matter how great the test, we shall pass and emerge all the stronger, our weaknesses burned away, our new selves purified and exalted.”
“Yes,” said Kyrra. “As you say.”
“Why are you not helping to hold the line?” asked Iskra. “If your gaze is as powerful as you claim, you could make an immense difference out there.”
“Why?” Kyrra turned her attention to Iskra. “Because it would mean my death.”
“But you’re going to die in here, you said.”
“The longer I delay that certainty, the better.”
“And you, Ilina?” Iskra stared at the ul-Vothak. “You abandon our cause so readily?” It was only then that she registered the change: the old woman’s skin had taken on the dark, sooty hue of the kragh shamans, and her eyes were glowing with a lurid luster.
“I don’t serve you,” Ilina said, her voice an amused rasp. “I have found my true Empress.”
“Yes, so it would seem,” said Iskra. “You poor, mad fool.”
Ilina gave a serpentine hiss, but a glance from Kyrra caused her to subside.
“Silence,” said the Ascendant. Though his voice shook, he retained much of his native authority. “I must focus.” He bowed his head and closed his eyes.
Iskra watched him worriedly. She’d never seen him so on edge. Clearly, the strain was getting to him. Gone was his otherworldly calm, his serene detachment. Not that she blamed him. If anything, it was incredible that it had taken him so long to feel the pressure of their situation. 
Nobody spoke as Kyrra moved with her forces to face the open door. The shamans began their own muttering, weaving their voices together as they gestured in unison. 
Iskra watched the shattered doors. She wanted to chastise the medusa for destroying them, but in truth they would have done little to keep the demons out. Still, as a symbol, they had been potent. Being forced to stare at their broken remains was deeply disturbing.
The minutes crawled by. Everyone, she was certain, had to be filled with thoughts of death. It was torture to simply stand here, waiting, but there was nothing else she could do. 
Then she heard footsteps. A large group was coming their way. 
The Ascendant opened his eyes, and his shoulders sagged. Even before Kethe appeared in the doorway, Iskra knew from the Ascendant’s expression exactly what her daughter was about to say.
They had lost.
“Your Holiness,” gasped Kethe. Her hair was matted with sweat, her face mottled from exertion. She staggered forward a few steps and fell to her knees. Others came in behind her: the Virtues, a number of Consecrated.
“They have gained the forbidden room,” the Ascendant said woodenly.
“Yes,” Kethe said, fighting to control her breath. “Your Holiness, I’m sorry. The demon teleported past us. We were unable to catch up with it.” Her eyes glimmered with tears. Her frustration was palpable. “I’m so sorry. We tried.”
Akinetos strode heavily into the room, blowing hard. He sank to his knees with a clang, his massive armor rising and falling with each breath. “Your commands, Your Holiness? The demon – it’s freed. The others are below by now.”
The Ascendant was staring at his Virtues. The band of muscle over the joint of his jaw flared into view before disappearing, over and over again.
“Your Holiness?” Akinetos looked up. “What should we do?”
Tiron staggered in with Asho. The Bythian youth was barely able to walk; his arm was slung over the knight’s shoulders. Others followed, a mess of beggars and emaciated strangers.
Iskra exhaled sharply and ran forward, appearances be damned. Past the Virtues, through the Consecrated, to Tiron, whom she kissed, then helped him lower Asho to the floor.
“It’s looking bad,” Tiron said softly. “We had to fight our way here through numerous breaches. Aletheia’s going to fall, and soon.”
Asho was so pale that Iskra could see the tracery of veins beneath his skin. Kethe joined them and raised Asho’s head so that it rested on her thigh. 
“The medusa said the path to the Solar Gates is blocked,” said Iskra. “Is that true?”
“Yes,” Kethe said numbly. “We were barely able to fight our way up. To go back down? Impossible.”
“What of the palace platform?” asked Iskra. “The way we descended last time to the seventh circum?”
“Perhaps,” said Tiron. “But your Ascendant isn’t looking too good.”
Iskra twisted around and saw that Akinetos was speaking quietly with the youth, who was staring blankly out at nothing.
“He’s in shock,” said Tiron. “I’ve seen it dozens of times. Inexperienced and poor commanders get that look every time they’re given bad news. The mind seizes up. They can’t understand the new reality they’re facing.”
“I don’t blame him,” said Iskra. “He’s supposed to be the living embodiment of the Empire. An Empire that’s about to fall.”
“What are we going to do, Mother?” There was in Kethe’s words a pleading, a yearning for guidance, that tore at Iskra’s heart. “There’s got to be something.”
“I don’t know.” Iskra pressed her palm to her temple. Tried to think, to devise some means of escaping this situation. “We must leave Aletheia. But that would mean abandoning our armies. That would mean abandoning the White Gate.”
“We wouldn’t make it,” said Tiron. “Not from what I saw. The demons were pouring in behind us even as we climbed. We’d need Draumronin or the like to fight our way through, and that’s not taking into account that huge bastard of a demon and whatever he’s let loose from below.”
As if that had been its cue, the ground shook. Cries of alarm filled the vast hall, and then Aletheia itself dropped noticeably, a sharp descent and sudden stabilizing that caused a number of people to stumble and several to fall. 
“Oh, no,” whispered Iskra. “No.”
“What was that?” someone cried. “What’s happening?”
It was the Ascendant who answered, his voice a monotone. “The same thing that happened to Starkadr. Aletheia is beginning its fall.”
“That can’t be,” said Synesis. “The White Gate is burning right before us. Aletheia can’t fall.”
Kyrra’s laughter was husky and redolent with ancient humor. “Can it not, child? Prepare to have the scales torn from your eyes.”
“Mother,” said Kethe. “Please. What should we do?”
Iskra bit her lower lip and tried to drown out the sounds of panic, to quiet her own terror. Think. She focused on her breath, drew on her Sigean training. Calm yourself and think.
The dragons were gone. Asho had fallen. Audsley had failed to return in time from Haugabrjótr. The demons had gained access to the forbidden chamber and freed their brethren, depriving Aletheia of its power of flight. Their armies were being massacred on all fronts. There were no more resources they could draw on. They couldn’t reach the Portals. They couldn’t escape. 
“I don’t know,” she whispered, then reached out and took Kethe’s hand. “I’m so sorry, Kethe. I don’t know.”
Tiron took a deep breath. “We can act like adults, is what we can do.” Knees popping, he rose from his crouch and turned to regard the crowd. “All right, all of you! Enough with your whining and weeping! Virtues, Consecrated, line up before the door!”
Mixis turned to Tiron, his face pale with outrage. “You have no right —”
“Silence!” bellowed Tiron. “Swallow your pride, bury your dreams, and do as you’re fucking told! Any moment now, demons are going to come pouring in through that door, and you’re going to be in place, swords drawn, chins the fuck up, and ready to fight. Move!”
Mixis swallowed his retort, gave Tiron a tight nod, and with Synesis and Akinetos moved to stand before the door. 
“Get up, Kethe,” Tiron barked. “Into position, now.”
Kethe nodded, moved Asho’s head gently to the floor, then rose smoothly to her feet. She hugged Iskra suddenly and whispered, “I love you, Mother. I love you so much.” 
Then she was gone, hurrying to join the other Virtues, wiping at her face once more.
Iskra stood frozen, her arms still extended. She wanted to go after her daughter, but Tiron turned her about gently and gave her a push. “Go stand with the Ascendant, Iskra. Take your place.”
“My place?”
“Aye. Go on, now.” Tiron turned to the others. “Captain Patash! Finally, a man I can count on. Line your soldiers up behind the Consecrated. Hurry.”
Captain Patash gave Tiron a tight grin and barked his own commands to his soldiers in Agerastian. They hurried to get into place.
“Tóki: you and your Hrethings are to encircle the Ascendant and Iskra. Let nothing through. Palace guards!” Tiron’s calls to action continued to drown out the murmurs as they sprang up. “To the back! These damned demons can teleport where they will. Cover the rear. Go!”
The thirty or so Ennoian elites who’d been chosen to protect the Ascendant nodded and hurried to the rear of the group.
“Now,” Tiron said, eying the medusa. “You.”
Kyrra’s mouth widened into a smile. “Oh, you are delicious. Or you would be. What would you have me do, most presumptive of men?”
“Center. Right there before the Ascendant,” Tiron said, and Iskra thrilled at the power in his words. “You take down any demon that flies over the ranks. Your shamans and Vothaks – they’re to stand on the Ascendant’s far side and kill any demons that teleport into the back of the room. Clear?”
“Very well,” said Kyrra. “There is wisdom in what you say.” 
Iskra marched to stand beside the Ascendant. The young man was staring fixedly at the wrecked doors.
“Are you all right?” she asked, then demurred. “Never mind. A foolish question.”
“Yes,” he replied. For a moment, a smile flickered across his face, but then it was gone. “A foolish question, but I appreciate your concern. I’m having difficulty understanding what is taking place.” His smile returned, but this time it was forced. “Is that a fair way to put it? My understanding of the world, my place in it, is being challenged in a manner that is making it hard for me to — to continue rationalizing these unfolding events.”
Iskra wanted nothing more than to reach out and squeeze his hand to reassure him. To let him know that, on some level, she sympathized, that she admired him for trying to be strong even when all was lost. But she couldn’t. She could never act in so familiar a manner with the Ascendant, even if he’d appreciate it.
“I understand,” she said. “Yet all is not lost. There’s still time for a miracle, is there not?”
Aletheia answered by dropping precipitously. Iskra’s stomach lurched up, she bottled a scream in her throat, and for a sickening few seconds she simply fell, surrounded on all sides by curses, oaths, and shrieks. Then the ground solidified beneath them and she crashed to her knees along with almost everyone else. 
The Ascendant laughed. It was a horrifying sound, almost a giggle, and then he clamped his mouth shut. His jaw trembled as if more laughter was fighting to emerge. People looked at him and then immediately looked away, as if suddenly he was a sight so undignified that it was impious even to acknowledge him in this moment of weakness.
“Here, Your Holiness,” Iskra said as she helped him to his feet. His thick sleeves draped to the floor, and because he was wearing a full complement of seven luxurious robes, he was rendered almost immobile by them. 
“I’m sorry, Iskra.” He passed his hand over his brow. “Perhaps being the Ascendant is more a state of mind than a biological fact. Perhaps — perhaps I have never truly been tested before. Am I failing, I wonder? Is it possible for me to fail? And if I fail, then who am I, if not the deity I am supposed to be?”
He was unspooling before her eyes, cast adrift in the currents of uncertainty. This more than anything else could spell danger for their small group’s resistance. The Virtues were eyeing them, along with the palace guards and the nobility. Only the medusa and her medusa-Kissed henchmen seemed unaffected by the Ascendant’s behavior. If anything, they seemed amused.
“Your Holiness, if I may,” she said, leaning in very close so she could whisper for his benefit alone. “Collect yourself, now.” She squeezed his arm as hard as she could and smiled when he gave her a startled look. “Right now, in this moment, it doesn’t matter what you believe. It matters what you do, and if you lose your self-control, you will doom us all. So, swallow your doubts. Stop thinking and pretend, if nothing else, to be the leader these people need. Do you understand?”
“I — yes,” he whispered. 
Had she just imperiled her soul by speaking to him in such a manner? She had no idea, and in truth, she didn’t care. But when he and straightened his spine, she relaxed her grip on his arm and stepped back to her place. 
The Ascendant made the sign of the triangle with his hands. “Life obeys no dictum,” he said loudly, and other conversation ceased. “Life defies. It spites. It glorifies and rewards. It is our privilege to live, and we can expect no more. Of all the dross matter in the world, we are gifted with life, and for that we must be eternally grateful, even as we are crushed, as we are broken, as we are maimed and crippled and felled by old age.”
There was an aching pause, and for a moment Iskra thought no one would speak the response.
“Yet we Ascend,” said Tiron, and many others echoed his response.
“It is folly to strive, to seek dominion over ourselves and the world, yet life compels us to do so even as it mocks our efforts. It is madness to expect justice in a world this cruel, yet always we seek balance —”
A bat-winged demon flew in through the doorway, its appearance sudden and without warning. With a delighted cry, it flew over the Virtues only for Akinetos to leap up and bring his hammer smashing down on its skull. The demon screamed and crumpled, disappearing as it fell.
Iskra clutched her robes to her chest and looked around wildly. It hadn’t teleported anywhere else in the room. 
Nobody spoke. It seemed as if everyone was holding their breath. Someone had begun to sob quietly.
“At best, we may hope for love,” the Ascendant said tremulously. “Yet, too often we pass it by, distracted as we are by the vagaries of life.”
The ground fell out from under them once again, enough for everyone to stumble, and at that moment a dozen demons flooded in through the Gate, Tharok running mere steps ahead of them with Maur in his arms. There was a flurry of wings, a noxious stench rose, and Iskra saw eyes flashing crimson with hatred and hunger. 
The Virtues leaped to engage them, but they were still recovering from the fall. Iskra saw Kethe slice open the stomach of one and Mixis cry out as he missed a second, while Akinetos was unable to get his footing. Synesis hewed down a third and a fourth, and then the demons were gone.
This time, they reappeared behind her, five of them popping into existence directly over the clustered crowd of nobles. Iskra raised an arm, expecting the worst, but the demons screamed.
Their movements became agonized, their ebon flesh bleached to gray, and as one they fell, crashing down amongst the nobles and shattering on the floor.
Iskra whipped her gaze to Kyrra, who had raised herself off the ground on her massive serpentine body. Her eyes were returning to normal, but even looking at her now caused Iskra to cry out in pain and cover her face. 
“They come!” Tiron roared, then he ran to help Tharok lower Maur to the ground alongside Asho.
Iskra pressed in close to the Ascendant as he once more made the sign of the triangle. As a cavalcade of demons poured in through the door, a golden glow emerged from his hands and spread out in the form of a globe. It didn’t shine nearly as brightly as the first one had, back in Starkadr, and it contracted in fits and starts as if he was having trouble putting it forth, but with his jaw gritted he forced it out till it covered Iskra and the nobility.
The Virtues were hacking with swords of blazing white fire, and where their blades touched, demon flesh was cleaved with the greatest of ease. The Consecrated were fighting with less ability but equal will, while Kyrra and her shamans and Vothaks incinerated and petrified any demons that managed to pass the gauntlet at the door.
Tharok drew the black scimitar from Maur’s side, and immediately it burned brightly with black flame. He launched himself straight at the ruined doorway, leaping up as more demons flooded in, and scythed through them with a roar that drowned out their screams. 
“I must move to the fore,” said the Ascendant. His chest was heaving. “I must block the door. Come!”
Holding his arm, Iskra followed him as he pushed through the ranks, his aureate sphere forcing the demons back in turn. The Consecrated turned to stare up at the golden light as it enveloped them, awe writ large on their faces, and then the Virtues were enveloped. A moment later, Tharok staggered back into the golden light and it filled the ruined doorway, blocking it altogether.
“The Ascendant be praised!” called one of the Aletheian nobles. 
Iskra felt a fluttering of hope in her chest. She could dimly make out the forms of demons assaulting the outside of the sphere, sending concentric ripples of golden light across its surface as they battered it and were burned to cinders. 
“How long can you hold up this sphere?” Tiron asked, breathing heavily as he walked up to them.
“Forever, if need be,” the Ascendant replied. 
He was being reassured by his own success, Iskra saw, growing calmer by the moment.
The wall a dozen paces away burst inward. Massive blocks of stone flew through the air, hit the ground and rolled with horrendous force. A demon pushed its way through, dust hanging about its frame, wings of crimson fire shrugging their way through the gap. It was human-sized, she saw, and had the appearance of an older man, a scholar perhaps, with glory sitting faded upon its brow. In one hand it wielded a large whip of flame, in the other a burning scimitar. 
Akinetos charged him, warhammer held high overhead, his massive feet crashing against the ground as he crossed the distance with surprising speed. The demon reared up into the air, its great wings blasting superheated air at all of them, and then opened its maw and spewed a torrent of flame that surrounded Akinetos completely.
Mixis and Synesis appeared in the air above the demon a second later, and their weapons scored grievous wounds down its back, causing it to disappear in an instant.
The torrent of flame ended. Iskra cut off a gasp of horror by thrusting her knuckles into her mouth. Akinetos’ armor had been reduced to slag. The Virtue himself was slain; he lay crumpled within his glowing armor, a glistening mannequin of blackened flesh. 
The demon was not done; it appeared high above them and began winging its way toward the White Gate.
“Stop it!” cried the Ascendant.
It disappeared, covering the distance between itself and the Gate in the blink of an eye. It appeared again floating before the vast Gate in the distance, high above the steps, its crimson wings nearly bleached of all color by the Gate’s divine glow.
“What’s it going to do?” Iskra asked, not expecting an answer. 
A line of green flame appeared beside the demon, curving around to form a circle. A kragh shaman was carving the Portal’s other side directly in front of Kyrra, frantically whispering and dragging a ceremonial blade through the air until at last he completed the circle.
As the Portal opened, Kyrra leaned forward, and her eyes blazed.
The demon roared down the length of the hall as it fell back. Kyrra’s gaze bleached its front, but then it lashed out with its whip at the green Portal before it, collapsing it in a shower of viridian sparks. The shaman cried out and fell. 
The demon appeared in front of Kyrra, scimitar raised, its front blistered with gray pustules, its movements awkward and stiff. Before it could swing, the shamans and the Vothaks as one unleashed a hellish barrage of flames both black and green, enveloping the demon altogether, and it screamed anew and once more vanished. 
More demons were coming through the hole that it had opened, though, including several huge ones with hog heads. 
Everyone was trying to crowd into the golden sphere, but there wasn’t enough room. 
“Get out there and fight!” Tiron roared, shoving at palace guards and Agerastians. 
Kethe stepped up beside Mixis and Synesis, and all three held their burning blades at the ready, but the demons were too many. Tiron gave a final shove to the man in front of him, then strode out of the golden light into the clear air. Iskra almost reached out for him, begging him to stay at her side, to not risk himself, but at the last he turned to look at her, and in the depths of his eyes she saw an apology for not being able to fulfill his promise to her.
Blade raised, he ran, limping on his left leg, and then Captain Patash was at his side and the last of the Hundred Snakes were running behind them.
Demons were pounding at the Ascendant’s golden sphere, countless numbers of them, some of them vast and able to withstand the burning repercussions of their attacks.
The Ascendant was grimacing and slowly falling to his knees, shoulders hunched, head ducked, eyes narrowed near to closing. 
Iskra stared at him in horror. Where had his sublime strength gone? 
The sphere was contracting once more. Men and women were moaning in terror all around her, pressing ever closer so as to remain inside the sphere, but there were too many of them; a demon snatched at the arm of an elderly woman as she was forced out, and with a scream she was borne aloft to be thrown from demon to demon as they clawed and ripped at her until she had been pulled apart.
Tharok was fighting with unstoppable strength, hewing demons apart and throwing up a shield of white fire every time he was assaulted by the black flames. But for every demon he slew, another five appeared to take its place.
Kyrra and her shamans and Vothaks were an island of resistance off to one side, unleashing blasts of power in every direction, but they too were being swamped. Everywhere Iskra looked, demons were falling from the sky to explode into fragments on the ground, but they were flying in low now, using Kyrra’s acolytes as cover. 
Iskra closed her eyes. She wanted to pray, wanted to beg for help, but in that moment, surrounded by chaos and death and evil on all sides, she realized that she had nothing and no one to pray to. Nothing in which she believed, no one she could beg to succor them.



CHAPTER 28

Audsley
They appeared in mid-air, much to Audsley’s surprise – and evidently to Erenthil’s as well, as the Artificer let out a reflexive cry of annoyance as they began to fall. Aedelbert dug his claws into Audsley’s shoulder and flapped his wings valiantly as Audsley gripped Erenthil’s hand, flailing as his robes billowed around him. The walls of a vast pit rose up on all sides, everything blurred, and then the shaft into which they were falling disappeared and they were high over Aletheia, gazing down onto a scene of devastation.
The great courtyard in front of the Ascendant’s palace was a shattered ruin, most of it having collapsed into the massive shaft below. Erenthil must have tried to appear on it, only to fall within. The palace itself was aflame; entire sections had been incinerated or collapsed, and over it all swirled a great cyclone of demons, revolving slowly about a nexus point in the palace roof through which they were descending. 
Audsley’s heart lurched in his chest as if it had been batted at with a hammer. He tried to take in the scope of the destruction, to encompass it, and failed. Nowhere did he see resistance. Nowhere did he see his friends or their forces fighting back the demons. Was he too late? Was the battle already over?
The bronze men had appeared around them in the gleaming constellation, and they were beginning to attract the attention of the closest demons. 
Erenthil gazed at the demons with something akin to disinterested annoyance. “You may have taken too long to fetch me,” he called over the wind. “If so, mankind’s fall will be blamed on your tardiness.”
“They’re moving down into the palace,” Audsley cried, pointing to where the spout of the great cyclone of demons was positioned over a huge rent in the palace roof. “They may still be inside!”
“To the White Gate, then,” said Erenthil. “I suppose it cannot be avoided.”
Demons were streaking toward them, wings flapping powerfully, and then they disappeared, popping into existence all around them. Erenthil clutched Audsley’s hand tightly, and the ruined scope of Aletheia vanished, replaced by bedlam and battle as they appeared in the Hall of the White Gate.
The Ascendant’s golden sphere was under punishing assault before the shattered front doors, while Kyrra and various magic users were hemmed in on all sides by assailants. Tharok and the Virtues were battling desperately against impossible odds, and it was clear that there were only moments left in this battle, if any time at all. Horrific shrieks filled the air, and above it all the White Gate was raging.
They teleported down to the very edge of the golden sphere, and then Erenthil raised his hands, releasing Audsley, and called out, “Let me enter! Your Holiness! Grant me safe passage!”
The Ascendant was down on one knee, hands thrust before him as if he were seeking to stave off the future, his fingers forming the sacred triangle. Iskra was standing over him, and a gaggle of nobles was pressed in tightly on all sides. 
“Audsley!” cried Iskra.
The Ascendant managed a nod, and Audsley and Erenthil pushed through the golden exterior into the gilded glow. Erenthil shoved people aside with casual brutality, his gauntlets giving him impossible strength, and Audsley could only trail helplessly in his wake.
“Your Holiness,” Erenthil said, lowering himself to one knee before the sweating young man. “You’re all going to die here. Let me escort you to safety.”
“No,” gasped the Ascendant. “I won’t abandon the Gate.”
Erenthil looked over his shoulder as if to consider the Portal in question. He didn’t look impressed. “You must survive,” he said. “If you die, the Empire will be defeated in truth. Come, let me get you out of here.”
“Who are you?” demanded Iskra. 
The ground beneath their feet lurched, then fell away and kept falling. Audsley floated up off the ground and saw everyone else around him rise up as well. Aedelbert took to his wings. Screams of panic joined cries of pain and death. The demons, already airborne, only cackled with glee as their opponents lost their footing. 
“Already?” Erenthil asked, then he gave a curt shake of his head. “Ascendant, the White Gate is lost. Come!”
“Never!” the Ascendant cried, his eyes so wide they almost bulged. “I shall not surrender the White Gate!”
Audsley bit down on the bile that had flooded up the back of his throat. Outside the golden sphere, he saw Erenthil’s bronze statues flitting back and forth, perfectly vertical, limbs unmoving, and wherever they faced a demon, they shot forth sizzling bolts of black lightning that caused their opponents to spasm and fall from the sky.
“I’m not going to offer again,” Erenthil yelled, his long hair fanning out around him. He seemed strangely at ease in free-fall, no doubt assured by his ability to escape. “We can yet save the Empire. You can reclaim the White Gate! Come!”
Iskra took the Ascendant by the arm. “Please, Your Holiness! If you die, there will be no one to appreciate your martyrdom! Escape! Listen to him!”
The Ascendant let out a wrenching cry, as if something within him were being torn in two, and with a sob he pulled his hands apart and nodded.
Erenthil touched the Ascendant’s shoulder, and they both disappeared.
“Wait!” cried Audsley. “What about us? Wait!”
A bronze man swooped down and touched Iskra on the shoulder. They both vanished. 
Twisting around awkwardly, smothered by his own clothing, Audsley saw Erenthil’s servants moving to teleport others away. Virtues vanished. The medusa disappeared, along with the Consecrated and Ser Tiron. Bronze men returned, alone, to fling black lighting, clearing a path to new targets whom they tapped with their fingers and teleported away: Tharok with Maur in his arms. Shamans and Vothaks. 
With the bulk of the fighters gone, the demons fell upon the remaining humans and began to massacre them. The Aletheians begged for mercy to no avail. Audsley himself was about to shriek in despair as a demon flew at him, only for a bronze man to appear at his side. 
Audsley lunged, desperate, and managed to take hold of Aedelbert’s tail a second before he felt a tap on his shoulder, and the madness of the Hall of the White Gate disappeared.
It was replaced by the serene beauty of the small meadow outside Erenthil’s cottage. Dusk had fallen, and the moon was visible as it rose above the horizon, overlarge and silvering the trees and people staggering about the grassy sward in confusion.
The sudden absence of screams was disorienting, the return of gravity overwhelming, and Audsley fell to his knees, releasing Aedelbert and plunging his hands into the grassy loam. Heart pounding, he stared at his fingers where they disappeared into the earth, unable to blink, unable to stop thinking of Aletheia falling at that very second, the armies trapped in defending it across its balconies and walkways, the White Gate burning, the demons tearing and eviscerating…
“Welcome!” shouted Erenthil as he flew into sight above them all. “I am pleased to have been able to save you all from certain death. I will not seek to parlay this timely rescue in exchange for favors. I want what you all want: to drive the demons from our world.”
Kyrra rose to her full height, her vivid coloration subdued in the light of the moon. Her beauty was alien, made cold by the silver light, and she gazed imperiously at the Artificer, her chest rising and falling from her recent exertions. “Who are you? Where are we?”
“This is my home, known as the Isle of Nethys. We currently are flying over the surface of Ennoia. I am Erenthil, known as the Artificer.”
The Ascendant staggered to the fore of the group and stared up at their savior. “You came too late. Aletheia is fallen. The White Gate is no more!”
“But the Empire persists,” said Erenthil. “Do you not live, Your Holiness? As long as you draw breath, there is hope for your Empire.”
“What hope?” That came from Iskra. Tiron was standing at her side, half of his face gleaming black with blood. “We threw everything we had at them, and we lost!”
Audsley climbed to his feet. A cool wind was blowing over the stonecloud, causing the branches of the trees to whisper as if in commentary to what was taking place below their boughs. Aedelbert fluttered down into his arms, and he held his firecat tight. 
“Who is here?” Tiron called out. “Who escaped?”
Slowly, the survivors identified themselves. Kethe, kneeling beside an unconscious Asho. Mixis and Synesis, standing with a dozen Consecrated. Kyrra and a handful of Vothaks and kragh shamans. Tharok with Maur in his arms. A dozen ragged men who identified themselves as Sin Casters. Ser Tiron. Iskra. The Ascendant. 
The entirety of the group was subdued. Paralyzed by horror, more like. Audsley wanted to move from one to the next, to squeeze hands, pat shoulders, offer sympathy and condolences. In a way, he felt removed from the horror that had befallen them; he was a soul already lost, damned by his previous actions, and thus with no stake in the future. As such, he felt strangely free, and his sympathy was almost charitable.
Tharok spoke first. “There are too many demons for us to defeat them.”
Kethe’s voice was just as sober. “And we can’t fight the ur-destraas. It killed two dragons, drove away Draumronin, and then ignored the Virtues and myself as if we were of no account.”
“Worse,” said Tiron. “Zephyr is inside the ur-destraas, somehow. Don’t we need to take the circlet from her if we are to win?”
Iskra stared up at Erenthil. “You said you knew a way to save the Empire. Speak, damn you!”
Erenthil hovered above them all, arms crossed, his shoulder-length black hair blowing in the wind. Audsley couldn’t spot his bronze men, but they had to be close by.
“Barring perhaps the medusa, I am the eldest here by centuries,” said the Artificer. “I recall an age when nothing limited our inventiveness but the reach of our imaginations. When Flame Walkers and Adepts of the White Gate probed the very fabric of possibility in search of power, in search of the essence of reality.”
“Skip the lecturing,” snarled Tiron. “Our men are dying even as we speak.”
“My point,” Erenthil said, drifting down a few feet, “is that you are limited. By your beliefs. Your religion. Your world view. You have not sought to combine all the resources at hand to mount your greatest offense.”
Iskra pushed back her shoulders. “What are you talking about? Medusa has fought alongside kragh, Virtue alongside Agerastian Vothak. We have thrown everything we had at the demons.”
“Yes,” said Kethe. “Even Sin Casters. Sin Casters you had imprisoned and tortured so as to extract your black formulas.”
“Is this him?” One of the Sin Casters stepped forward, an emaciated wretch of a man covered in scars. “Is this the one responsible for our torment?”
Erenthil waved his hand as if batting away a fly. “You assembled the pieces but did not construct your eidolon. You, knight, are correct in that we need the circlet. With it, I can compel the demons to return through the Black Gate and cleanse the world of their presence.”
“You?” scoffed Mixis. “Why would we trust you with the circlet? You’re the heart of Fujiwara corruption. The greatest enemy of the Empire.”
“I was there when the ur-destraas was bound in the depths of Starkadr,” Erenthil said softly. “I have spent my life studying how to control demons, how to twist their powers to my own designs. Am I your friend? No. But in this, I am your ally. My world is as threatened as yours. Only I can promise to use the circlet as it was designed to be used, to capture every demonic essence in my mind and force them to leave this realm. Who here can boast an equal amount of experience or knowledge?”
Nobody spoke. 
To Audsley, it all made sense. But that didn’t mean he trusted the Artificer. 
Iskra stepped forward, fearless. “So, you would open the Black Gate.”
“Of course,” Erenthil said with mock surprise. “How else are we to get rid of the demons?”
“No,” the Ascendant said faintly. “I will not go down in history as the Ascendant who saw the loss of the White Gate and the opening of the Black.”
“Demons cannot enter our world through the Black Gate unless they are summoned,” said Erenthil. 
Lie, thought Audsley.
“And who here will summon them?” continued the Artificer. “But more importantly, what matter if the Gate is open or closed if the demons destroy us all? One way or another, the Black Gate will be opened. I can assure you that the circlet will bend Zephyr’s will toward that end. Further, she is a Fujiwara. She was raised to desire the opening of the Gate. I swear you this: either we open it and cleanse this world, or we die and they open it regardless.”
Again, nobody spoke. 
Audsley bit his lower lip as he frantically examined the Artificer’s argument. Where was the duplicity? The weakness? 
“This is all theoretical,” Tiron said with a chop of his hand. “The circlet is on Zephyr’s head, inside the damn ur-destraas. How do we get our hands on it?”
“You are each a pure metal,” said the Artificer. “You must become alloys.”
“Riddles,” sneered Mixis.
“No,” said Kyrra. She slithered forward, gazing up at the floating Fujiwara. “His counsel mirrors my own.”
“Allow you to bestow your Kiss upon my Virtues?” asked the Ascendant. “We would win, but in doing so, lose everything.”
“Not merely that,” said the Artificer. “I recognize your Virtues and those with them — your Consecrated? All are attuned to the White Gate, are they not? And over there, my naughty children, my beloved Sin Casters, playing truant from where they belong. As before, so shall it be now: they must unite so as to boost each other’s power, Flame Walker with Adept of the White Gate.”
The uproar was immediate. Virtues, Sin Casters, even the Ascendant cried out in anger. Audsley sank down into a crouch and pushed his fists against his temples. He had to think. Events were moving too quickly. There was no time for clear-sighted deliberations. Survival at all costs: that was what the Artificer was demanding. And yes, it made sense, but where was his angle? What were they all missing?
“There is no time,” said Kethe, her voice breaking through the clamor. “And I know of what I speak. I have bonded with Asho in just this manner. We share a conduit through which I cleanse his casting. But that bond took months to build, and even so, we nearly died several times while we sought to master it. We can’t duplicate that in mere hours.”
“Are you so sure?” Erenthil asked with a smile. “What if they had guidance? Experienced hands at the tiller, to help your Sin Casters with their powers?”
“Demons,” croaked Audsley. “You’d embed demons in them?”
“Yes,” Erenthil said with a flourish. “In each breast, a demon who could teach them how to master their own powers, or, barring that, use their powers for them. Each Flame Walker Kissed by the medusa and bonded to a Virtue or Consecrated. I tell you now, the result would be, in the most literal sense of the word, awesome.”
“Never,” the Ascendant said flatly. 
“Bond with Sin Casters?” asked Synesis. “I would rather die.”
“You cannot accept demons into your hearts,” said Audsley. “Please, you must trust me on this. Once they are within you, they will never be expunged. Your very nature will change.”
Iskra braced her hands on her hips. “You offer us salvation, but it sounds like damnation to me. What would be left of us, even if we should win?”
Erenthil hovered above it all, eyes glittering in the moonlight, a crooked smile tugging at his lips. “How quickly you all embrace death and defeat. How nobly you bend your heads to the executioner’s ax.”
“We should have known better than to listen to you,” said the Ascendant, his fury giving him poise and strength once more. “I was a fool to sully our final hours with your perfidy.”
“Wait,” came a weak voice. “Let me speak.”
Audsley moved forward a few steps so the source of the voice could come into view. It was Asho, and Audsley’s heart leaped with a surge of joy. Kethe was helping him to sit up. His pale hair hung over his face, and his eyes were burning with a feverish light. Gritting his teeth, he hauled himself to his feet. With an arm around Kethe’s shoulders, he glared all around him.
“Cowards.” He spat the word with such ferocity that some of the others flinched. “You will not save the Empire? You refuse to do whatever it takes to protect the millions who look to you for help?”
Mixis took a step forward, but Tharok clapped a hand down on his shoulder, stopping him cold. “Let the man speak,” rumbled the kragh.
“I am so sick of you Ascensionists,” said Asho. “You turn to your religion when it’s convenient for you, and ignore it when it gets in your way. Thousands of demons are about to spread across our world. Zephyr may be about to open the Black Gate and invite thousands more to join them, and you refuse to stop them because it offends your sensibilities?”
The Ascendant pushed his shoulders back. “This solution destroys what it claims to save. We would emerge ruined, soiled, tools of this Artificer.”
“SO, DAMN YOURSELVES,” Asho bellowed, his voice emerging like a dragon’s roar, eyes flashing. It was all the more dramatic for how he was still holding himself hunched in pain. “Damn your souls, blacken them, risk being reborn as a Bythian, but save the Empire! Drink poison, commit heresy, cast yourself into the fire, but do it so that our people may live!”
Synesis’ hands dropped to her blades, but she stilled at a glance from Kethe.
“Do you honestly think that all those who will die over the next few weeks will be reborn? To whom? Who the hell is going to give birth to the millions who are about to be slaughtered?” Asho glared at the Ascendant, then raked Iskra with his glance and turned to stare at the Virtues. “Aletheia has fallen! Ennoia is beyond reach! The Empire is sundered. The very framework of your religion is coming apart, and still you want to pretend that nothing has changed? Answer me! Who will give birth to the millions who are about to die? What manner of world would they be reborn into?”
Nobody spoke. The wind whistled through the glade. The Ascendant stammered, trying to find an answer, but nothing came.
Asho hobbled away from Kethe, staggering toward where the Sin Casters were standing in a ragged group. “We do what we must. We suffer what we can. We take on the ills of the world so we may spare others from suffering. Pain. Loss. Confusion. That’s our lot. Over and over, again and again, till we can’t rise back up. Till we have nothing left to give. And then, do you know what we will do?”
He scanned the silent crowd once more. “We will give more. We will dig deeper. We will carve chunks from our flesh and throw them to the wolves. And if you’re not willing to do that, if you’re going to draw back, if in your arrogance and self-righteousness you’re willing to condemn everyone to die, well, fuck you all.”
The Ascendant’s head snapped back as if he’d been slapped, and Mixis slipped out from under Tharok’s grasp. 
Asho reached a Sin Caster who was carrying a rucksack over his shoulder. Even as Mixis charged him, the Bythian pulled free a stake of black rock, reversed it, and slammed it into his chest.
“No, Asho!’ screamed Kethe.
Mixis was upon him, blade raised, burning bright. “Die, heretic!”
But before his blade could land, Asho burst up into the air in an explosion of black flame that sent the Virtue flying back to roll over and over across the grass and fetch up against the Ascendant’s feet.
Asho’s hair swam about his head, a white corona that contrasted with the black flames burning around him. His clothing snapped and rippled as if it were caught in a fierce wind, and darkness roiled beneath him, lifted him into the air as if it were bearing him aloft on a throne of night.
“I am going to fight,” said Asho. His voice was hollow with power. “Not for your Empire. Not for your creed. Not for Aletheia or the White Gate. I am going to fight for the people of Zoe and Nous. The innocents of Agerastos and Bythos. Even for the fools of Sige and Aletheia. I will do whatever it takes, including taking a demon into my heart and bearing the medusa’s Kiss, for I will not quit.” 
Audsley’s skin crawled, and he saw the Ascendant take a step back. 
“I will never quit,” said Asho. Then he floated forward and extended a hand to the Sin Caster who bore the bag. “Give me another spike.”
“Asho, please,” moaned Kethe.
In awe, the Sin Caster handed a long, tapering spike of black stone up to the Bythian, who plunged it into his other shoulder. He screamed, his back arching in agony, and fire began to weep from his eyes.
Blood, Audsley saw. Blood was beginning to run from Asho’s nostrils, from his ears. He was taking on too much power.
“Now,” Asho said, flying over to face the medusa. “Give me your power.”
Kyrra’s segmented tail rose up and rattled, an eerie warning sound, but she reached out and took Asho’s face between her hands and drew him to her. As the serpents that wreathed her head bent down and bit Asho on the shoulders and face, holding on as Kyrra brought her lips to his own.
Immediately, ribbons of crimson flared through the black aura that surrounded Asho. Veins of fire traced a path beneath Asho’s skin, flaring ever brighter, until with a gasp Kyrra fell back, a hand going to her mouth as if she was in shock over what she had done, what she had touched, what she had sought to dominate.
Asho drifted back, and the burning branches flowing beneath his skin darkened. As their light faded away, his skin grew black. It happened with surprising speed. In a matter of moments, the Bythian’s milk-white skin was turned the same soot-black as Tharok’s, the shamans’ and the Vothaks’.
Asho shuddered, hunched over, white hair hanging over his face. 
Tears were gleaming on Kethe’s face as she watched him, her horror naked for all to see.
“Now,” whispered Asho. “Now, Artificer.” The Bythian turned around slowly, looking up at Erenthil, floating above them all. “Bring me your greatest demon. Go!”
Erenthil drifted back, and Audsley saw fear in the ancient Flame Walker’s face. That, more than anything else, gave Audsley pause. Had Erenthil not foreseen this development? Did this bode well, then, for Audsley and his friends? Or was Asho turning himself into something beyond anyone’s control?
Erenthil vanished.
“He’s run away!” Ilina cried, her voice a savage croak.
“No,” said Audsley. “No, not run away. Gone below to fetch what Asho demanded.”
“You,” Asho said, turning to his Sin Casters. “Your lives have already been shattered. You died in those cells. Now, you are walking ghosts. Souls who failed to Ascend, if you believe that drivel. Give yourselves to me. Become my brothers and sisters. Cast yourselves into the fire. Drink deep of power. Make your mark on this world. Save those who spurned you. Save them despite their ignorance, their hatred, despite how unworthy they might be. Come. Be Kissed, and join me in my war.”
The Sin Casters gazed up at him, overcome with awe. The power behind Asho’s words was otherworldly. Audsley saw that more than one Sin Caster was weeping, that some were hugging themselves, and others were shaking their heads.
The man at their fore, however, that emaciated ruin of a human being, his head more skull than anything else, staggered forward. “I thought I had nothing but death and damnation to look forward to,” he said. His voice was slight after Asho’s hollow boom. “Aye, I’ll follow you, Asho. You’ve taken me out of hell once already. The way I see it, you’re the only one in this world I trust. Where you go, I’ll follow.”
Then, limping, each step painful for Audsley to watch, the man made his way over to Kyrra. 
The other Sin Casters followed, a dozen of them, each a tattered wreck of a human being, scarred and starved. Yet, as they lined up behind their leader, they fought to push their shoulders back, to lift their chins, to gaze up at their fate with some measure of pride.
Erenthil appeared. In one hand, he was holding what looked like a coin pouch. In the other, a gem that glowed like a drop of burning blood. “Here, Asho.” He raised the ruby high. “Contained within is a mal’orem. I enslaved him when I was young, when the Empire was but a dream in the first Ascendant’s heart. There is more power within this gem than in the rest of my gems combined. Take it!”
The Artificer threw the gem down at Asho, who snatched it from the sky. “How do I use it?” Asho asked.
“Swallow it,” said Erenthil. “Swallow it, and then use your power to incinerate it.”
Asho held the gem up, studying it in the moonlight. 
“Don’t,” the Ascendant whispered. “This cannot be right.”
Asho popped the gem into his mouth and swallowed it whole. 
Kethe sank to her knees.
“Now,” Asho said, leveling a finger at Mixis and Synesis. “You and your Consecrated. You’re next.”
“Never,” said Mixis. 
The Ascendant moved to stand before them. “No Virtue will undergo this depravity.”
“Wrong,” Kethe said, rising to her feet. Her eyes were raw, her freckles stark on her pale skin. “I, Kethe, Virtue of Happiness, will do it. I’ll do whatever it takes to save our people. I’ll undergo the medusa’s Kiss.”



CHAPTER 29

Kethe
Kethe didn’t know what she was doing. She didn’t know if this was right – but she did know there was no coming back from this decision. It was terrifying to cast her fate and fortune into the wind and step up before the medusa, to gaze up the length of her swelling serpentine body to where her human form hung above her, glorious and fell. To meet her burning eyes and know that she was taking an irrevocable step.
“Kethe,” said her mother, taking a step forward and reaching for her. “No. Please.”
Iskra sounded just as she had moments ago, when she’d begged with Asho, a plea that was completely selfish. A desire to preserve, to deny the necessity of the moment. If anything, Iskra’s plea only hardened Kethe’s resolve. Asho was right: this was no longer about them, their lives, their hopes, their fears, their souls. This was about humanity, about their world, and when you placed such weighty objects on the other side of the scale, nothing you could come up with could balance it out.
“I’m sorry, Mother,” she said, aware of the stares that were locked on her but not caring if they saw the tears brimming in her eyes. “There’s no other way.”
“There has to be,” said Iskra. “Tiron, tell her. There has to be another way.”
Tiron’s expression was as harsh as she’d ever seen it, but he didn’t leap to Iskra’s support. He stared at Kethe, and she was struck by a memory of them both on a spit of sand outside Mythgræfen Hall, swords drawn. Her whole being had been suffused with rage and a desire to kill him.
Another life, it felt like.
“This is beyond my ken,” he said heavily. “I’m sorry, Iskra. Give me a battlefield filled with men intent on killing each other, and I’ll tell you what should be done. This? Demons, medusas, the fate of the Empire?” He shook his head slowly. “I’m likely to trust Asho. This is his world, now. If he says it must be done, then I believe him. I’ll do what he says.”
Asho, hovering above them, bowed his head. 
“Kethe,” said Iskra. There was no entreaty in her voice, just sorrow. Just anguish. Just pain. She’d let her daughter go. 
Freed, Kethe turned back to the medusa. 
The song of the White Gate rose within her. It was glorious and transcendent, and she felt like a flute of crystal through which a powerful light was shining, a vessel for a greatness that was not her own. She was but a chalice that could hold that glory for a passing moment.
“Now, this is different,” Kyrra said, lowering herself so that she was in front of Kethe. “I’ve never had a woman as dedicated as you are to the White Gate. Never tasted such refined fare. Come. Embrace me and taste perdition.”
Feeling stiff and awkward, Kethe allowed herself to be lifted up by the medusa’s surprisingly strong arms, and the world fell away till there was only Kyrra’s burning eyes left before her, eyes that were like the sun, that threatened to scorch her vision forevermore, so that no matter what she looked at in the future, she would always see those twin vertical slits hovering before her, mocking her, loving her, devouring her.
The medusa pressed her wide lips to Kethe’s own, and flames poured through Kethe’s body, a roar of carnivorous crimson that thundered around the core that was the White Song. The White Song’s pitch grew higher even as a crashing thunder akin to surf pounding on rock sought to drown it out. 
Kethe lost all sense of herself, of the meadow and its occupants. She forgot about the medusa, about everything but the battle that was raging within her: the White Song versus a primordial lust. Crimson and white. Dimly, she sensed the medusa’s tongue slipping between her lips; at a vast remove, she felt her body blistering, seared to the bone by a fire that could not be denied – but her consciousness was held and shielded by the White Song.
Oh, glory. Oh, ruin. It was too much strain for one mortal mind, and Kethe thought she might snap, that she was being bent too far, that nothing could accommodate this tension of the soul. 
Yet the crimson flames that bathed her were not wholly alien; she could feel an affinity for them, a shared commonality with the White Song. The medusa was of both the White Gate and the Black, and her Kiss granted an opening of the ways to both Gates, a lowering of the walls, an overcoming of one’s natural defenses. 
The White Song grew more profound, echoing within the fastness of her soul even as she felt the dark fire that she’d always associated with Asho’s magic. The energies of the Black Gate swirled around her, fortifying her, balancing out the draining effects of the White. 
When her vision returned, she realized that she was still standing before the medusa, her hand in the monster’s own, and an understanding filled her as she gazed up at Kyrra, a fleeting awareness of how she was straddling both worlds. Sympathy flushed through her and then was gone.
“Am I — is it done?” 
When she raised her hand, she saw that her fingers and palm were pitch black, but the darkness lightened as it climbed her arm, becoming a rocky gray. Kethe pulled down her neckline and saw that her sternum was pale. It was her own skin, freckled and human. 
“What does this mean?” she asked, looking up at Kyrra.
“I’ve never seen the like,” said the medusa. “You have been Kissed but not subsumed. You retain some element of yourself. Your essence belongs to the White Gate. The rest – the periphery, perhaps, has become mine.”
Kethe closed her eyes and focused. The White Song rose within her, but now it didn’t sweep through her like a gale. Rather, it pooled in her core and was fed by the darkness that ringed it, that filled her limbs. 
“This is like having a constant source of black formula within me,” she said, opening her eyes and looking at her pitch-black hands. “A source of strength that the White Song can’t drain.”
“Independence, then,” Audsley said as the Artificer floated down to stare at her. 
Kethe looked past them to Mixis and Synesis. “I still hear the White Song.”
“You are polluted,” said Synesis. “Now, more than before.”
“Well,” Audsley said, bobbing as he stepped forward and pushed his spectacles up his nose. “Let’s be quite honest. If I may, I imagine you both have been drinking, perhaps even quaffing, large amounts of black formula up to this point, have you not?”
Synesis scowled at him. “What of it?”
“Just that it seems rather hypocritical to assume a superior stance and lay claim to a state of purity when your whole essence, as it were, has been bathed for years in the tortured extracts of the Sin Casters.”
“Aye,” said the scarecrow Sin Caster, his teeth brilliant white against his now ebon skin. “Pretty rich, that is.”
“That doesn’t count,” said Synesis. “Sins committed by accident do not rank in equivalence with those purposefully undertaken.”
“I’m sure we could appeal to the Ascendant,” Audsley said, smiling apologetically. “But I don’t think he’s a neutral party in this. Suffice to say that if your best defense is ignorance, then your defense makes you look like a fool. The Fujiwara, at the command of Erenthil, here, duped you and polluted your souls long ago. One must assume, therefore, that any position of moral superiority has been lost. I might even hazard to say that your one hope of redemption might lie in purposefully sinning at this point with a mind toward saving innocents, so as to redress a life spent ignorantly sinning to no real purpose.”
Synesis opened her mouth, clearly wishing to hurl some stinging retort at Audsley, but she turned to the Ascendant. “Your Holiness. Please. Your thoughts.”
The Ascendant, who had gone pale, stared at Kethe. “You still hear the White Song?”
“Yes,” she said.
Tharok moved forward. “I was the first to receive the medusa’s Kiss,” he rumbled. “And I hear the White Song.” As if to offer proof, he raised his hand, and a white flame burst from his palm to dance and cast a silver light that rivalled that of the moon.
“I don’t know what it means,” the Ascendant said softly. “A kragh, touched by the White Gate? Makaria, polluted by a medusa, yet still hearing the Song?”
“What it means,” Asho said from above, “is that the world is changing. Ascendancy is changing, growing, adapting, and we must change with it. If you wish for your religion to survive, then you must be willing to make sacrifices. We don’t have any more time. Follow Kethe’s example, or step aside and be silent.”
“I’ll follow,” said Dalitha. She pushed her way to the fore, her eyes locked on Kethe’s. “Kethe offered me understanding when I couldn’t even understand myself. I know she cares. What’s more, I trust her. I believe in her. If she thinks this is the right thing to do, I’ll do it.” Her chest rose and fell rapidly as she sought to control her breathing. “I’m with you, Kethe, now and always.”
“And me.” Gray Wind stepped up beside her. His face was gaunt with pain, but he nodded firmly. “I’m with you too.”
Wolfker nodded with some reluctance and stepped forward. “I don’t claim to understand what the White Gate wants,” he said, “but I know what my heart tells me. And that’s to follow Kethe.”
Slowly, some of the other Consecrated moved forward to join Kethe’s cohort. They did so with differing levels of guilt and rebellious determination. 
Synesis drew her blades. “What do you think you’re doing? You can’t make this decision!”
Wolfker’s face was grim. “Are you telling me I can’t decide the fate of my own soul?”
“I’m telling you that you lack the understanding, the awareness!” Synesis was visibly shaking. “The Ascendant himself has said no. Who are you to gainsay him?”
“I’m a nobody,” said Wolfker. “And if I’m wrong, I’ll pay the price when I’m reborn. But with what’s at stake, I’m not going to hold back. I’ll risk it if it means saving the Empire.”
“Yes,” said Dalitha. “Saving Ascendancy.”
“This wouldn’t be happening if Theletos were here,” said Synesis. “Your Holiness —”
“Stop,” said the Ascendant. Wearily, he pinched the bridge of his nose, then sighed and dropped his hand. “This, perhaps, is our greatest test.”
“You can’t be agreeing with them,” said Mixis. 
“Ours is a religion grounded in faith. Faith in Ascension, faith that our souls are tested in each cycle, and that testing helps purify them and allows us to rise ever higher until we reach a state of perfection before we pass through the White Gate. We have no proof that our faith is accurate. No one remembers their past lives. No one has ever returned from beyond the White Gate. We have only the revelations afforded to us by the first Ascendant and the wisdom of the sages who have followed and refined his words.”
Asho floated down closer to listen.
“Faith,” the Ascendant said quietly. “Something I came perilously close to losing moments ago in the Hall of the White Gate. I sought to understand what was happening. How it could be happening. It was beyond me, and my inability to understand led me to a moment of weakness.”
Nobody spoke. All eyes were on the young man.
“And yet,” he said, “despite the odds, here we are. Here we stand, prepared to resist. And I ask myself, is this not a test of our faith? A question of whether we can hold to our beliefs in dark times as well as good? How can any of us claim to be devout when we only follow Ascension when it is easy?”
“Easy for you,” Asho said coldly. “Ask any Bythian how easy their life has been.”
The Ascendant waved away Asho’s words. “This is a test. I will not be found wanting. I will not pollute our faith. I will not debase myself out of fear or doubt. Now, in the time of gravest danger, I will instead cling all the more tightly to the wisdom that has guided my life, the divine truths that I feel in my soul. We will not accept the medusa’s Kiss. We will not partner with Sin Casters. We will instead look at the impossible with the confidence that only true faith can afford us, and believe with all our being that we shall be delivered.”
He smiled then, an open, honest smile, and there were tears in his eyes. “We cannot fail if we hold true to the divine. We will not be found wanting, and our very steadfastness will provide the miracles needed to see us through to another dawn.”
Mixis nodded grimly, and Synesis gave a sigh of relief. Kethe bit her lower lip, suddenly assailed by a doubt all of her own, but then she shook her head.
“With all respect, Your Holiness, your miracle will be worked by those willing to sacrifice themselves for the greater good.” Emotion made her voice tremble. “The kragh, the shamans, the medusas, the dragons, the Sin Casters and the rest of us will defeat this threat.”
“We will fight alongside you,” said the Ascendant. “Of that, you need not doubt. But we will fight in a state of divine purity, and I believe that it is that adherence to the truth that will tip the scales in our favor. Swords and flames have availed us nothing to this point. My own faith has been inconstant, and for that we have been punished. But no longer.”
He stepped up to her and placed a hand on her shoulder. “My faith has solidified once more. Perhaps it was always a jejune faith, untested and weak. But now it has passed through the fire, and I am resolute. I grieve for your choice, Makaria, but I forgive you your weakness. Together, we will win, and perhaps one day you will return to Ascendancy to be shrived and forgiven.”
Kethe took a sharp step back. Harsh words rose to her lips, but she bit them back. The Ascendant looked all the more compassionate in the face of her anger, a compassion that riled her so much that she knew she’d say something she’d regret forever if she remained. Before she could make that mistake, she strode away, leaving the Consecrated to the medusa, and stepped up to where Asho was hovering.
“Come down here,” she said.
He obliged, floating down until he reached the grass.
She reached out with a shaking hand and wiped the blood off his upper lip. It was thick, almost jellied, and she only managed to smear it across his cheek. More oozed down from the wound. 
“You’re killing yourself,” she said softly.
“Yes,” he said. “I might be.”
“Oh, Asho.” 
He leaned forward and rested his brow against hers. She closed her eyes and became aware of their conduit. It was fading. 
“Her Kiss,” he said quietly. “I felt it burn away parts of me. My... limitations. She tore down my defenses.”
“Mine too,” whispered Kethe. 
“I feel like I could drain both of these spikes of their power in one go,” he said. “Use all my power at once. I’d die; I know it. But I can do that now.”
“You can’t die,” she said, her misery creeping into her voice. “You have to survive this fight. You have to promise me.”
“Kethe,” he said. 
She kissed him. 
It was like kissing a ghost, the memory of a man. She wanted to dig her nails into him, wanted to hold him tight, to steal him away from this fate he was tumbling into – but she couldn’t. She knew that to try to do so would be futile. 
Asho pulled away. “I’m sorry, Kethe.”
“Don’t,” she said. “Please. Don’t.”
“I have to. I’m sorry.” He stepped back, cleared his throat and turned to the Sin Casters. “All right, listen closely. We’ve a limited amount of formulas and spikes. Not enough to train with. Some of you experimented with them in the last fight. I know how you felt afterward, but the Kiss has given you new life, hasn’t it?”
The men and women nodded. 
“Apparently, the way this used to work was, you’d bond with a White Gate person, and they’d clean your magic as you cast it, preventing you from becoming sick. We’re going to try that with the Consecrated. Let’s see what we can do.”
He led them over to where the Consecrated were being embraced by the medusa, one by one. Kethe slipped her hand into Asho’s as they watched.
“If we win this,” she said, “if we somehow come through, what’s going to happen then?”
“I don’t know,” said Asho. “But if Kyrra thinks she’s creating an army to serve her, she’s going to be disappointed.”
“Is she?” asked Kethe. “How do we know what this is going to do to us? If we’ll even be ‘us’ when it’s all finished?”
Asho raised her hand to his lips and kissed her knuckles. “I don’t know.” He watched as a large, gaunt Ennoian’s limbs darkened, as the man gave a shuddering exhale, his eyes rolling up in his head. “But we’ve got to have faith in each other. As long as you’re here, I know I won’t forget what’s right.”
Kethe had nothing to add. She felt turgid with power, but hollow at the same time. Fear was gnawing at her core, and though the White Song was still singing within her, it was an impersonal glory, one that seemed not to care for her continued existence or her safety.
Finally, the Consecrated gathered before them. Asho rose up into the air so he could address them all.
“Kethe and I found our connection over the course of months. You lot don’t have that luxury. You don’t even care for each other. But that doesn’t matter. We’re going to need to do our best, and that’s going to involve trying to match you so that conduits can form.”
“Asho,” said the scarecrow Sin Caster. “We don’t even know how to use our magic, much less bond with anyone else.”
“That’s where Erenthil comes in,” said Asho. “Him and his demons.”
“Have you used yours?” asked a Sin Caster woman. “Is that what’s speaking to us right now?”
“No,” said Asho. “Though I can feel it in my gut. I’ve not turned the gem to ash and freed it. When I need it, I will. And then — well, we’ll have to see. We’ll all have to trust the demon’s instinct for self-preservation. It’s not going to want to die inside us. It’ll help us in order to stay alive.”
“You hope,” said Kethe.
“I hope,” said Asho.
“So, what do we do?” Gray Wind asked, staring down at his blackened hands. “How do we establish this... conduit?”
Asho hesitated. Of course he didn’t know, but he’d brought them this far. Kethe couldn’t let him lose their trust at this juncture. 
“We need to establish your connections to each other,” she said, fighting to sound confident. “To do that, you’re going to have to focus on what you feel, not what you see. Line up. Sin Casters and Vothaks on this side. Consecrated here. Face each other, and then close your eyes.”
Kethe watched as the men and women slowly stepped into place. Their reluctance was obvious. Purple-and-yellow-robed Vothaks stood shoulder-to-shoulder with the ragged Sin Casters, while the Consecrated stood across from them, their expressions wary.
“Now, close your eyes. Asho, give each of the Sin Casters and Vothaks a bite of gate stone. Just enough to awaken their powers.”
Asho nodded and moved down the line, fishing small nuggets of the black rock from his pouch as he went, handing one to each and waiting till they’d chewed and swallowed it. 
When he reached the end of the line, he surveyed them. “Feel the gate stone burning within you, that coiling awareness of your own power. Feel it aching for release. Now, try to expand your awareness beyond your power. See if there’s a direction where it wants to flow. Imagine it with your mind’s eye: a ribbon of light, a cord that flows from you to — where? To whom?”
Kethe looked at the Consecrated. “The same for you. Keep your eyes closed. Now, reach out into that darkness that surrounds you. Feel the magic that’s being used. Can you sense it? It’s got texture. It’s compelling. Open yourself to it. Lower your walls. Feel that pressure against your sense of self. Allow it to take shape in your mind, then try to identify where it’s strongest. Try to feel whose magic you sense the most clearly.”
Kethe bit her lower lip as she watched. Nobody spoke. Almost everyone’s brow was furrowed with effort. Would this work? Could the bond be forced? She had no idea how it was supposed to work. 
“Very good,” said a voice rich with amusement. Erenthil. He’d floated down in complete silence. “Your instincts are acute.”
“You were a Sin Caster, weren’t you?” she asked.
“I walked the Path of Flames, yes.” Something akin to pain touched his smile. “Centuries ago. Another life.”
“This conduit – what causes it to exist between two people?”
“Conduit? As good a name as any, I suppose. It’s a mysterious phenomenon, but it was discovered in almost exactly the same manner as you are orchestrating here.” Erenthil landed beside her, arms crossed, and watched the two opposing lines. “New Flame Walkers and Adepts of the White Gate would be gathered after a week of purification and meditation and placed in a circle around an orishian, an artifact of power that magnified one’s magical flow. They would then focus their energies on the orb, and over the course of the ritual see to whom they were bonded by the appearance of the conduit.”
“Oh,” said Kethe. “Should we move them into a circle?”
“No, I don’t think it’s necessary,” said Erenthil. “Nor do we need the orishian, though it would make this matter easier. Desperation serves as a fine incentive to discovering one’s true powers, and this is as desperate a group as I’ve ever seen.”
Kethe nodded, still biting her lower lip, and turned back to the opposing lines. “So, this might work?”
“Yes,” said Erenthil. “Our kind instinctively seek each other out so as to balance our energies and prevent an early death. The magic that runs through us desires harmony. They may not know what to do with that connection, but even as we speak, they should be connecting to each other, forging bonds that will last a lifetime. Or until their partner’s death, of course.”
“Of course,” Kethe said weakly.
Dalitha’s eyes opened, and she met the stare of a scarred giant of a Sin Caster who was looming at the far end of the line. Dalitha stammered something, raising her hands as if to forestall some argument, but when the giant nodded at her, she dropped her hands and nodded in return.
Ilina and Gray Wind were next to acknowledge their connection, both of them hissing in dismay, and Kethe couldn’t help but see an awful symmetry to that pairing: the eldest and the youngest, both fiercely independent and headstrong. They stepped aside, eyeing each other warily, neither of them speaking, looking like a pair of firecats sniffing each other out.
That seemed to open the floodgates. The remaining magic users quickly paired off, showing a mixture of incredulity and satisfaction. Dalitha paired with the scarecrow of the Sin Casters, while Braex joined with a young Sin Caster woman with chopped-short blonde hair and as much attitude as he had. 
Erenthil floated up a ways and clapped his hands. “In the old days, before the traditions were lost and the Empire decreed that pairing was heretical, you would enter into a yearlong training the single goal of which would be to unite your essence with that of your partner. By the end of your Year of Comingling, you would be closer than husband and wife, child and mother. You would be opposite sides of the same coin. But we do not have that luxury, nor, of course, do any of you know how to wield your own nascent powers. A tragedy.” His smile was dark. “But it’s one I can fix. Within this pouch are enough gems for all of you. Do as Asho did and swallow yours so that a demon may enter your soul. Focus your energies on it, free it, and accept its offer to guide you along your path. It will help you harness your power and show you how to wield it to greatest effect.”
“Don’t be scared,” Asho said loudly. “This isn’t permanent. I can kill demons within people with just a touch. I’ve done it a number of times already.”
“Yes,” Erenthil said, though his cheerful tone became forced. “It’s true. Demons render themselves uniquely vulnerable when they are within a human host. Asho will be able to cleanse you once the battle is finished. If, of course, you wish to give up your power at that juncture. Anyone who wishes to learn more from their demons, and myself, is of course welcome to return here to Nethys’ Stonecloud and study beneath me.”
Kethe felt a flicker of anger. “Don’t bother arguing with him,” she called out before anyone could protest. “He’s just trying to get a rise out of us. Ignore him. Let’s hurry. Hand out the gems.”
“Yes,” said Asho. “We’ve used up too much time as it is. We must hurry. We have to find Zephyr and take her circlet before she can wreck our world any further.”
A bronze man popped into existence beside Erenthil and took his pouch in an articulated hand. He then floated to the first Sin Caster, opened the pouch, and waited as the man stuck his hand in and removed a glowing blue gem.
“The demons within the pouch are of varying power,” said Erenthil. “It’s a pity you cannot appreciate how wonderful and rare a gift this is, but no matter. Even the lowliest demon will be sufficient to instruct you. Take your gem and swallow it. The rest should be intuitive.”
The man studied the sapphire, then, with a violently shaking hand, placed the gem on his tongue and closed his mouth. No one spoke as he worked up a mouthful of spit, then, with an audible gulp, swallowed the gem whole.
Audsley had stepped up alongside her, Kethe realized, a silent, bulky shadow. “I hope,” he said, so quiet it was almost a whisper, “that if we survive this confrontation with Zephyr, we won’t have reason to look back at this moment and realize it was an even graver mistake.”
“You think this a mistake?”
“Yes, of course.” His smile was pitifully sad, and that more than anything caused Kethe to feel a spike of alarm. “I’ve been there, remember. I’ve had demons within me. They change you. Are we looking at Erenthil’s future army in the making? How many of these men and women will take his offer and come back to study under him? My hand is forced. I risk much in my plan. I cannot risk revealing my hand to him… But enough. We must trust in their strength. Though I do fear that this cure will be the death of us in the long run.”
Kethe had no response to offer; she didn’t even completely understand Audsley’s rambling words. She watched as, one by one, every Vothak and Sin Caster swallowed their gem, and felt the skin along the back of her neck and arms crawl with nascent horror.



CHAPTER 30

Tiron
Tiron stepped away from Iskra and the group and walked toward the meadow’s edge. The grass whispered against his greaves, and a soft wind riffled his sweat-soaked hair and cooled the nape of his neck. He stopped a yard from the stonecloud’s edge and gazed out over the nocturnal landscape. Fields lay below, divided by hedges and ancient walls of cunningly piled stones. A village lay perhaps a mile off to the right; Tiron could make out windows lit a cheery yellow against the encroaching dark.
He felt truly and terribly alive. It was a sensation he knew well, something he had once equated with being at peace: a feeling that descended upon him during protracted battles and sieges, when his life was in constant danger and could be ended at any moment. 
Yet toward the end of his career with the Black Wolves, he’d realized there was nothing of peace to it; one could never truly be at peace with imminent death, not while the urge to win guided every thought and action. Instead, he’d come to think of it as a feeling of immediacy, of being absolutely and terrifyingly present in the moment, completely inhabiting his body and reacting to the world around him. The more awful the pressure, the more his thoughts were channeled into the present. Some men could operate in this manner, becoming calm and focused and seemingly inured to the danger around them.
Others broke.
Tiron forced himself to take a deep breath, square his shoulders, and close his eyes. Never in his life had there been so much at stake as in this moment. It was overwhelming to consider the consequences of failure. Already, the price they had paid in terms of lives lost beggared his mind. This was to be their final sortie, their last attempt to wrest victory from the very jaws of defeat. 
He had to contribute, to make a difference. He’d not stand to the side while Asho and the others fought for humanity – but all his experience, cunning, and savagery in battle were useless against their foes. His only contribution had lain with Draumronin, who was gone.
He closed his eyes tighter. Where are you, you black bastard?
He got no response. Just a sense of vast emptiness, no doubt influenced by his view of the dark, rolling countryside below. 
Tiron had been able to sense Draumronin while the dragon was flying around Aletheia, a strange, new sense much like how he could tell where his hands and feet were. But that feeling was gone. 
He drew his blade, rested its tip on the earth, then knelt and pressed his brow to the cross guard. The metal was cold, the edges were sharp, and he scowled as he pushed deeper into himself to search for some sign, some flicker of Draumronin’s presence.
He recalled the monster’s immensity, its huge scales edged in gray, the old scars, the sinuous neck. The vast shovel head, the fangs as large as his hand, the glow of wisdom and wry mockery in its glowing eyes.
Draumronin! he thought, hurling the name into the void. Where are you?
Nothing. 
Tiron opened his eyes and scowled past his sword at the countryside beyond. He’d forged a connection to the dragon, had been able to speak with it through his thoughts alone. Had that bond snapped? 
“Kethe! Asho!” His roar caused them both to startle. “A moment. Now.”
He could have phrased his request better, but he wasn’t feeling diplomatic. Both hurried over, Asho flying a foot off the ground.
“What is it?” asked the Bythian, his annoyance barely masked.
“I overheard you talking about a conduit between the two of you,” Tiron replied. “A bond you share. You can see it?”
Kethe nodded. “Yes. It’s akin to a glowing white cord between us.”
“Can you strengthen it?” Tiron searched for the right words. “Pour your magic into it? Make it more visible?”
They shared a look. “I don’t know,” said Asho. “We’ve never had to in the past.”
“Can you see other people’s conduits? Can you see if I have one connecting me to Draumronin?”
“Draumronin?” Kethe hesitated. “Let me try.” 
She closed her eyes and bit her lower lip, extending her palm toward Tiron as if she expected to touch a wall at any moment. 
“Here,” said Asho. “Let me help.” He reached out and touched Tiron’s shoulder.
“What are you doing?” asked Tiron.
“I don’t know,” Asho said with a mirthless smile. “I’m making this up as I go along. But maybe if I pour some magic into you, it’ll help Kethe see it.”
Tiron clamped down on the urge to shake off Asho’s hand. The idea of a Sin Caster pouring magic into him struck at the core of his upbringing and made his skin crawl. But his discipline asserted itself, and he stood still.
Warmth flooded into his shoulder and then emanated down into his chest. It made his mouth feel sticky, his throat tighten up. His heart began to race, and beads of sweat broke out along his brow.
“There,” Kethe said faintly. “I think that’s it. It’s coming out here.” She tapped his sternum. “It’s little more than a thread.”
“Can you strengthen it?” His voice was hoarse.
“Asho, do you feel it?” She guided Asho’s hand down from Tiron’s shoulder to his chest. “Right here. Feel that?”
“Yes,” Asho said after a moment. “A leaking. As if there’s a gap here in his skin, and his — I don’t know what to call it — is pouring out. Not dripping, continuous. But very little.”
Tiron felt like he was lying in a field surgeon’s tent, listening to whether his leg was going to be cut off. 
Asho narrowed his eyes. “I can’t bolster his connection — that’s made of his own spirit stuff. But perhaps I can open the aperture, allowing more through...?” He looked questioningly at Tiron. 
“Do it,” said Tiron. 
Asho closed his eyes, and Tiron felt a stab of heat into his chest, as if a knife had been plunged into his core and was being twisted to lever his ribs apart. He bit back a cry, and then the sensation was gone. 
“There,” said Asho. “What do you see?”
“It’s stronger,” said Kethe. “Much stronger. It’s pouring out now. Tiron, are you all right?”
“Fine,” rasped Tiron. He felt light-headed, wanted to sit down, and something felt wrong inside his chest, a loose, liquid feeling he’d not had before. But he’d be damned if he’d complain. “Give me a moment.”
He closed his eyes again and searched within himself, pushed at that loose feeling, tried to dive into it. Draumronin. Where are you?
He waited, listening to his racing heartbeat, then sighed and opened his eyes. “It didn’t work. Thank you —”
TIRON, came the dragon’s voice, echoing from deep within him.
“Got him!” Tiron gasped, then lifted a hand, warding away questions. Draumronin. You live. How badly wounded are you?
BADLY, BUT WITH THE PASSAGE OF TIME, I WILL HEAL.
Where are you?
I FOLLOW SKANDENGRAUR HOME. SOON, I WILL SLEEP. FORGIVE ME, TIRON. YOU WERE A WORTHY RIDER.
You can’t go, Tiron thought fiercely. The battle’s not yet over. We need you.
THE UR-DESTRAAS TRIUMPHED, the dragon said wearily. TO PERSIST WOULD BE FOLLY. I WILL SLEEP AND FIGHT ANOTHER DAY.
So, that’s it? You’re giving up? Accepting defeat?
YES.
Tiron’s eyes snapped open, and he gazed out over the dark landscape, searching the shadows as he groped for a response. 
You’re wise, he thought at last. You know as well as I do that the odds are against us. No – to call them odds means thinking we have a chance. It’s a near certainty that we’re going to die.
YOUR REALISM BEHOOVES YOU, said Draumronin. IT IS WHAT DREW ME TO YOU WHEN I AWOKE – YOUR COMBINATION OF SAVAGERY AND EXPERIENCE. 
Thank you. But I’m not going to back down.
I UNDERSTAND. THIS IS YOUR EMPIRE, YOUR PEOPLE, FOR WHOM YOU FIGHT. YOU WOULD RATHER DIE THAN ADMIT DEFEAT.
That’s not it, thought Tiron. I’m not afraid of defeat. 
There was a pause. 
NO? THEN WHY DO YOU CHOOSE DEATH?
Because I’d rather die than live a hollow existence, thought Tiron. Before my wife died, I might have thought otherwise. But no longer. I’ve come to see that my very experience in battle has come to limit me. I can gauge the odds; I know when there’s a chance and when something is rank foolishness to attempt. But that voice of hard-earned reason limits me. It tells me what’s possible, and in doing so prevents me from ever changing the world. 
The dragon didn’t respond.
Tiron went on gazing out into the dark, ignoring Asho and Kethe, who were standing just behind him. His emotions were finally falling into place, along with his understanding of what had so impressed him about Ramswold’s charge at the edge of the Dragon’s Tear. Why he’d been drawn to the Order of the Star. Who he sought to be.
One can come to so thoroughly understand the world – how it works, who has power, who always wins, what strategies will lead to victory and which to defeat – that one begins to accommodate that reality. We come to believe we know what’s possible and what isn’t. Beings like you and me survive long after others have fallen, but we don’t change anything. We never achieve the impossible. We start no revolutions. We perform no miracles. Our experience keeps us alive, but it’s a half-life. And I’ll not live that way any longer.
Still, Draumronin did not respond, though Tiron could feel the dragon thinking, the turning of its thoughts.
I’m going to go back and face the ur-destraas because I want to be the kind of person who tries the impossible — if doing so is the right thing. I want to change this world, I want to save it, and listening to experience now will only prevent me from doing so. So, fuck experience. Fuck living to fight another day. I’ll be damned to the Black Gate and back if I’ll retreat and accept defeat. I’m going to die trying to do what’s right.
THERE IS A WORD FOR YOUR KIND, said Draumronin.
Oh?
MARTYR. 
Tiron’s head rocked back as if he’d been punched in the chin. He tried to refute the accusation but found himself unable to do so. 
I UNDERSTAND YOUR PASSION, said Draumronin. YOU HAVE BUT A SCORE OF YEARS LEFT IN YOUR LIFE. THE FATE OF YOUR KIND IS AT STAKE, THAT OF YOUR VERY CIVILIZATION. I UNDERSTAND YOUR WILLINGNESS TO DIE. TO BE A MARTYR.
“No,” said Tiron. Anger and denial flared within him. Was the dragon right? Was this a natural response to the influences in his life, and not an epiphany based on the flowering of love and hope and idealism he’d experienced these past few months?
No, he said. I told you. It doesn’t matter what my odds of winning or losing are. This isn’t a grand gesture based on a certainty of death. I’m not risking death for a cause, but rather for myself.
YOURSELF?
Aye, my bloody self. I’ve always prided myself on being exactly who I am — on not letting anything dictate my behavior, and I’ll hold to that right up until my end. I’ll be the man I wish to be, and that man is one who’ll fight in the hope of winning even when his experience tells him he’ll die. I don’t go to my death – I go to win against all odds. And in doing so, I’ll truly be living at long last, and not some half-dormant beast that’s only roused by the prospect of righteous slaughter. 
Tiron felt a weight slide from his shoulders, leaving behind a clarity that had eluded him before, a way to square his newfound beliefs with his sense of self. He sheathed his blade.
Go on, Draumronin. Go back to your cavern and your eon-spanning slumber. Go back to your twilight existence, awaiting your next call so that you can kill again if the odds suit you. Go back to your half-life, your life without meaning, without cause, without a point. I’ll most likely die in a few hours, but I’ll die laughing. You? You’ll fade from the memory of this world, having never truly made your mark on it.
He got no reply.
“What’s going on?” asked Asho.
“I told Draumronin to fuck off,” said Tiron.
“You — you insulted the dragon?” asked Kethe.
The sky before them was rent by Draumronin’s sudden appearance. Its wingspan blotted out the stars, each downbeat causing a gale to riot across the surface of the meadow and bend the trees. The dragon’s eyes glowed high above Tiron, and fulminous crimson flickers emanated from the depths of its gullet. 
YOU DARE? Draumronin’s voice echoed in Tiron’s bones. YOU DARE INSULT ME SO?
“Aye,” Tiron said, planting his hands on his hips. “You know I do. What’s more, that anger you’re feeling should tell you something. It should tell you that my words found their mark. That there’s something to them.”
The dragon landed on the edge of the stonecloud, and such was its weight that the entirety of the Isle of Nethys tipped over a few degrees, eliciting shouts of alarm from behind. Huge wounds gaped where the demon had shredded the dragon’s hide, massive cuts that wrapped around Draumronin’s chest and back, each easily several feet deep, and bones gleaming whitely in their depths. Black blood flowed freely down over the dragon’s scales. 
Draumronin’s great head lowered until it was level with Tiron, and its breath scalded the knight’s face and hands. YOUR VANTAGE ON LIFE IS PITIFUL AND LIMITED. YOU SPEAK WITH THE INSIGHT OF A CHILD. YOU KNOW NOTHING OF INFINITY.
“Maybe not,” Tiron replied. “But I don’t care, either. Children, fools, and madmen are as likely to tell the truth as anyone else. So, rather than insult me, tell me I’m wrong. Tell me you don’t wonder about the point of it all: Your eternal servitude. Your slow accumulation of scars that lose all meaning in time. Your talk of lances of ice and wars of perdition that mean nothing to anyone but yourself. Tell me you haven’t thought of giving up, of sinking into a sleep so deep it’s tantamount to death. Not out of fear, not out of boredom, but out of despair.”
Draumronin glared at him. Fire snuffled around its nostrils, and steam curled up from its wounds as its blood boiled. 
I HAVE ALREADY RISKED DEATH FOR YOU, said Draumronin. FOR ALL OF YOU. IF I DO NOT SLEEP NOW, I WILL DIE.
“And I thank you,” said Tiron. “With all my heart, I do. Riding with you into battle has been the greatest honor of my life. But if I’m right, if any of my words have struck home, then stay with me. Let’s ride one last time. Let’s show those demon fucks we’re not afraid to defy them right up to the end. But more important yet, let’s show ourselves that our lives mean something.”
YOU DERIVE MEANING FROM DEATH.
“No, you glorious bastard. I create my own meaning while I live. And I value it so much that I’m willing to die for it.”
THIS WAR OF YOURS MEANS NOTHING TO ME.
“You lie. It might mean something different to you than it does me, but it means something. Fighting those demons, whatever they represent to you, means something. Stopping that ur-destraas means something. What it means, I can’t claim to know. As you said, I know nothing about infinity. But this struggle, this fight – it bloody well means something, or you wouldn’t have come back here to challenge me over it.”
The entire stonecloud seemed to hold its breath as Draumronin’s head rose into the night sky. Tiron had nothing left to say; he’d never talked so much in his life. But his every living moment seemed to him to have led to this confrontation, to allow him to speak those words. He’d spoken his piece. The rest was up to the dragon.
THERE ARE THREE OF THEM NOW, said Draumronin. YOU REALIZE THIS.
“Three of them?” Tiron frowned. “Three of... oh.” The knowledge pierced him like a lance square to the chest. It was all he could do to keep from flinching. 
YOU STILL WISH TO FIGHT? KNOWING THIS?
“I — yes.” He coughed, cleared his throat, and a burst of anger took him by the throat. “It changes nothing. You hear me? Nothing.”
Draumronin regarded him in silence. The wind blew mournfully over the meadow, causing the long grass to whisper, and finally the dragon bowed its head. VERY WELL, SER TIRON. I SHALL BEAR YOU INTO BATTLE ONE LAST TIME.
The breath flooded out of Tiron, and he wanted to fall to his knees. Instead, he bowed low before the dragon.
“Thank you, Draumronin. Thank you.”
Kethe let out a little cheer, and when Tiron looked over his shoulder, he saw her grinning and hugging Asho, who was shaking his head in amazement.
“All right,” said Tiron. “There’s nothing to celebrate yet. Let’s get everyone together. It’s time to strategize. We’re going to have one last chance to steal that circlet. Let’s make it count.”



CHAPTER 31

Iskra
The Ascendant recused himself, leaving the planning of the final encounter to Iskra. She watched him step away to sit beneath one of the trees, where he formed the triangle with his hands and closed his eyes. 
She felt a surge of frustration that she ruthlessly suppressed. She was his Grace. Her very purpose was to orchestrate the defense of the Empire. It was right and proper that she should be the one to take control at this juncture, yet at that moment, watching the youth sitting in silent meditation, she felt a flash of envy and resentment so strong, it startled her.
“Erenthil,” she called out to the Artificer, who was working with the Sin Casters, and a second later he was at her side. She couldn’t stand his placid, contented look, his obvious enjoyment of the proceedings, but she choked that back. “We’re going to use your home to plan the attack. Open the door and welcome us in.”
Erenthil gave a mocking bow in a fashion she’d never seen before. “How I rejoice at being commanded in such a manner. Of course, Your Grace. Would you care for refreshments?”
“Yes, actually,” said Iskra. “There’s no sense in entering battle on an empty stomach. See to it.” 
She then strode off, feeling a petty satisfaction that she immediately forgot as she collected those she wished to confer with. Asho. Kethe. Tiron. Tharok. Audsley. Kyrra. They all filed into Erenthil’s cottage. Iskra was the last to enter, and she pressed the door closed behind her with slow and deliberate purpose before turning to those within.
“There’s no time for grand words,” she said in a shaky voice. “Nor do I think any of you need them. We’re out of time, out of options, and far, far too many have died already. We need to plan our attack and execute it as quickly as possible before any more suffer.”
Asho and Kethe were standing together to one side, his arm around her waist. Tiron was leaning against the wall across the room from Tharok, who was standing like a pillar of stone with his head lowered and his eyes trained on her. Kyrra had lowered herself outside the cottage so she could watch the proceedings through a window.
Erenthil appeared in that moment, occupying a comfortable armchair, his legs already crossed, startling Audsley, who had retreated to stand in the shadows. 
“There are three ur-destraas now,” said Tiron. “I heard it from Draumronin himself.”
“That makes an assault tricky,” Erenthil said lightly. A bronze man appeared at his side with delicacies arranged on a golden platter. Erenthil plucked one free and popped it into his mouth, then licked his fingers. “Speed, I imagine, will be of the essence.”
The bronze man disappeared, only to immediately reappear beside Asho and Kethe. Each took a sliver of cooked meat. 
Iskra smoothed down her skirt. “What, precisely, are you contributing to this fight, Erenthil?”
“Precisely? Let’s see. My knowledge: how to wield the circlet, open the Black Gate, and banish every self-willed demon from our land. That, and a score of demon-infused gems whose value is beyond reckoning. Is that not enough? No? Well, I will also lend you my eidolons, as I call them. They are thirty in number, capable of flight, teleportation, and spewing forth a most virulent flame. None, however, can withstand a direct attack from an ur-destraas. Then again, who can?”
“They can bear us into battle?” asked Asho.
“Assuredly,” said Erenthil.
“Draumronin can also carry a fair number,” said Tiron. “Though it’s dying. It won’t be as fast or agile as it was before, and won’t last long in any direct conflict.”
“Then, Erenthil is right,” said Asho. “Speed is of the essence.”
Tiron shifted his weight. “We must appear directly beside the ur-destraas and attack it with everything we have. Sin Casters, Vothaks, eidolons, shamans, Draumronin’s flame, Kyrrasthasa’s gaze. We must destroy it before it can teleport away, and then retrieve the circlet and bring it to the Black Gate.”
Nobody spoke. Iskra tried to swallow and failed. It was a simple plan, but it failed to address the hundreds of difficulties awaiting them. “First, we need to find the ur-destraas,” she said. “Then arrange for everyone to teleport directly to it. Then we must kill it with one blow and retrieve the circlet before we are destroyed by the other two.”
“I find it amusing that you assume my complicity in this,” Kyrra said through the open window. “I do not recall volunteering to be flown into the heart of the demon swarm.”
“You refuse, then?” asked Iskra.
“I have already gifted you with the blessings of my Kiss. I did not offer to lay my life on the line.”
“You don’t have a choice,” Iskra insisted. “Refuse, and I’ll ask Draumronin to incinerate you.”
“It’s a perilous game you play,” Kyrra replied; her eyes flashed and cast a flood of heat across Iskra’s face. “Threaten me, and I’ll act in self-defense.”
“Don’t waste our time,” said Tiron. “Kill us here, and Draumronin will destroy you regardless.”
“She assumes,” Erenthil said lazily, “that she has the ability to destroy us all. Some of us are more durable than others.”
“Why should I risk my life,” asked Kyrra, “when your Ascendant does not risk his?”
“That’s rich,” said Kethe. “You think we place equal value on both your life and the Ascendant’s?”
“No,” said Tharok, and the room stilled. The kragh’s voice still intimated at the power he had wielded as the Uniter, still commanded that same attention. “Kyrra is correct. All must contribute. The Ascendant must ride into battle with us. We need his protection if we are to survive long enough to attack the demon.”
Iskra hesitated. She knew the Ascendant was already on precarious ground, that he was holding himself together through sheer force of will. Could she demand that he join them? Risk his death?
“He’s right, Iskra,” Tiron said softly. “We need him.”
“Very well,” she replied. “I’ll ask him to join us. And if he does, you will go willingly into battle, medusa.”
“’Willingly’ is too strong a word for it,” said Kyrra. “But I shall acquiesce.”
Was she playing a game? Luring them into sacrificing the Ascendant? Was this a ploy of some kind that would play out to her advantage? Iskra couldn’t see how it could be, but she didn’t trust the medusa. Then again, what choice did they have?
“Very well. Erenthil, you will send your eidolons to scout Aletheia and see if the ur-destraas is still there. The Ascendant — if he agrees — will ride Draumronin into battle alongside the Consecrated, Tharok and the shamans. Kyrra will be carried into battle in the dragon’s claws.” 
She was making this up as she went along, but Tiron’s subtle nod gave her the confidence to continue.
“The eidolons will carry the Vothaks and Sin Casters into battle. The moment you appear over Aletheia, you are all to attack the demon. He who recovers the circlet first must teleport to the Black Gate, where I will be waiting with Erenthil.”
“A simple plan,” Tharok said approvingly. “One that will succeed or fail within seconds of our arrival.”
Audsley bestirred himself. “Zephyr is wearing the circlet. She benefits from its powers. Might she not anticipate this attack?”
Iskra realized that the magister was addressing the Artificer, and was relieved; she had no answer to that question.
Erenthil frowned. “The safest place for her lies within the ur-destraas’
chest. There, she is nigh on invulnerable. She knows that we escaped and no doubt expects a final attack, but with her demonic army and two new ur-destraas by her side, she must feel invincible. Thus, I would wager that she will actually welcome our attack so that she can enjoy our destruction.”
Audsley gave an uneasy nod. “She does appreciate an audience. I hope you’re right.”
“Very well,” said Iskra. “What else do we need to determine?”
“A question,” said Asho. “How, exactly, are we to open the Black Gate?”
“By using the circlet, of course,” said Erenthil. 
“You’ve never used it before,” Asho reminded him. “How do you know it will work?”
“How do you think the Black Gate was originally closed?” asked the Artificer.
“The first Ascendant used the circlet?” 
“That can’t be,” said Audsley. “Starkadr was yet flying when the Black Gate was closed. It was that severing of the magic influx that allowed the Ascendant to eventually defeat the Sin Casters in Starkadr.”
“True,” Erenthil replied. He leaned back, fingers interlaced over his stomach. “But ask yourself: if the circlet was used to navigate and control Starkadr, might there not have been another whose purpose was to do the same for Aletheia?”
“A second circlet?” asked Audsley.
“Indeed. One that the Ascendant acquired at the culmination of his conquest. He used it to seal the Black Gate, and then hid it so that no one could undo his work. Acquiring Starkadr’s circlet was one of the Ascendant’s secret goals when he attacked the Flame Walkers. Alas, it was stolen out from under his nose.”
“Stolen?” asked Kethe. “By — oh.”
“Yes,” said Tharok. “Ogri the Destroyer took the circlet. I did not know that he did so from Starkadr.”
“Amusing, is it not?” Erenthil smiled coldly at them. “One of the Ascendant’s own tools of conquest — a lowly kragh — stole the circlet while helping the Order of Purity invade Starkadr, and then used its influence to escape and return home, and there begin a revolution that nearly destroyed the Empire itself many years later. Ah, history – a truly delightful field of study.”
“Wait,” said Iskra. “If there’s a second circlet, can we not discover it and use it to defeat Zephyr from afar?”
“Of course,” said Erenthil. “Be my guest. I would love to know its location.”
“Perhaps the Ascendant knows?” asked Kethe. “Perhaps it’s in his treasury?”
“Excuse me,” said Iskra. “Let me ask him now.” 
She nearly ran from the cottage, leaving the door open behind her, and hurried to where the Ascendant was sitting by himself in the dark. 
“Your Holiness,” she said, fighting to catch the breath that her excitement had stolen from her.
“My Grace,” said the Ascendant, his voice so soft that it was nearly a whisper. He didn’t open his eyes.
“I must ask you something, if I may. Have you ever heard of a circlet, the twin of the one Zephyr is wearing, that the third Ascendant used to close the Black Gate?”
“A second circlet?” The Ascendant looked up at her with a frown. “No, I haven’t. Nor does one exist. The third Ascendant closed the Black Gate through a miracle of his own divinity, not through the use of a demonic artifact.”
“Ah,” said Iskra. She bit down on her impatience and lowered herself to her knees, hands in her lap. “Can you please try to recall if there is such an item as the circlet in your holy treasury? An object revered, perhaps, or...?”
The Ascendant shook his head slowly. “I’m sorry, Iskra. There are no circlets in the treasury that I am aware of.”
“Perhaps, then, it is hidden in plain sight, or mentioned in literature meant only for your eyes?”
To her relief, the Ascendant paused before answering, his eyes moving from left to right as he scoured his memories. Finally, he shook his head. “My apologies, but I have neither heard of nor seen such an object. Who told you it exists?”
“Erenthil,” she said heavily.
“And why has he brought it up now?”
“As proof that the Starkadrian circlet can be used to open the Black Gate. He claims the third Ascendant used the Aletheian one to close it originally.”
“His timing is suspicious, is it not? And there is a sweet symmetry to his conjecture, but no, I’m afraid I know of no such circlet. If anyone should know, however, it should be he; after all, he has controlled the Fujiwara clan for centuries, and they in turn have controlled the Empire. If it existed, I’m sure it would have found its way into his hands by now. The fact that it hasn’t is near-definite proof of his lies.”
Iskra nodded disconsolately. “Ah, well. It was a fleeting hope.”
“Iskra, have no fear. We need not trust Erenthil. When the time comes, I will don the circlet myself, and in so doing ensure that the demons are banished. If possible, I will then close the Black Gate once more after the last of them are gone.” His smile was almost beatific. “Don’t you see? All of this, our tragedies and our losses, have been but a means to set the stage for a new and better Empire. Together, you and I shall usher in a time of rebirth. We shall prune from Ascendancy the parts that do not fit our vision, and our cleansing of the land will be the miracle that galvanizes our people into following us.”
“As you say, Your Holiness. Forgive me.” She felt overcome with emotion, and could only look down, her head spinning.
“Do not apologize. These are difficult times. Only later will we be able to discern the fearsome intelligence that guided events to our eventual benefit. Now – you wish to ask me to enter into battle with you.”
“I — yes. How did you know?”
“All resources are to be used, are they not? Even my faith?”
“Yes, Your Holiness,” said Iskra.
“Very well. Then I will come.”
“But what of the risk to your life? What of the risk to the Empire if we lose you?”
“My life is vouchsafed by my higher self,” the Ascendant replied. “My rejection of Asho’s demands earlier that I sully the Virtues and the Consecrated awakened me to a truth that I had lost: I am the manifestation of a divine will that cannot be comprehended. If my higher self wills that I survive, then nothing can touch me. If I am fated to die, then I die serving my own plans. As long as I act with pure intentions, nothing can go wrong.”
Iskra tried to find some adequate response, and failed. How could she argue with that? “Very well,” she said at last. “Thank you, Your Holiness.”
“Let me know when we are to fly into battle,” he said, and when she looked up, she saw that he’d closed his eyes once more. “Until then, I shall be here, meditating.”
“Yes. Of course.” 
She rose, dusted off her skirt, and backed away with a bow. She returned slowly to the cottage and found the others awaiting her in silence. She met Tiron’s gaze, then looked at each of the others in turn, finally resting her gaze on the medusa.
“It looks like you’re flying into battle,” she said. “The Ascendant has agreed to lend us his strength.”
“And the Aletheian circlet?” Audsley asked, taking a step away from the wall. “Did he...?”
“No,” said Iskra, and to her annoyance, Erenthil’s smile didn’t even flicker. “He said it doesn’t exist and never has.”
Erenthil shrugged. “He’s a victim of the third Ascendant’s disinformation campaign. A most thorough one. It’s hard to convince the masses that you’ve pulled off a miracle if your miraculous circlet is there for all to see.”
“Very convenient,” Asho said harshly. 
“Let us phrase it this way,” said Erenthil. “What choice do you have? You must have faith in my own instincts for self-preservation, for if you doubt me, you have no one else who can control the circlet and cleanse your world.”
Audsley said in a low voice, “What if you have no desire to cleanse the world of demons? What if you simply wish to replace Zephyr with yourself?”
“A good question,” Erenthil replied. “Which is why I’m willing to allow you to place safeguards to ensure my compliance. Draumronin’s breath is argument enough as far as I’m concerned. Have the dragon watch me as I don the circlet and incinerate me if my actions are not immediately to its liking.”
“And if Draumronin dies in combat?” asked Tiron.
Erenthil spread his hands wide. “I don’t know what you would have me say. Place swords to my neck, bind me, have Kyrra or whoever else stand poised to destroy me. I’m willing to accommodate your distrust as much as is humanly possible.”
“There is no cause for concern,” Iskra said, speaking loudly over the several voices that were raised immediately in protest. “I have the Ascendant’s assurances that all will proceed as planned. We need only concern ourselves with the execution of our strategy. Now, unless there is anything else, we should return to our forces, explain to them what is to happen, and prepare to attack within the hour. Erenthil, see to the reconnaissance. Everyone else, you are dismissed.”
To her surprise, they listened to her. Asho and Kethe were the first to leave, followed by Tiron, who touched her arm as he passed her and gave her a meaningful look. Erenthil simply disappeared, while Audsley hurried out with his firecat in his arms.
Tharok was the last. He moved to exit with his head hanging low. Iskra, on impulse, extended her hand to stay him.
“A moment, Tharok.” When the massive kragh stopped and regarded her with his implacable eyes, she almost took a step back. “I know that you have given much to our new cause. Your title, even. But I must ask: Is it the loss of the circlet that’s changed you so?” 
She wanted to curse herself for a fool. What wooden, stilted words. But she didn’t know how else to inquire as to the wellbeing of her recent greatest enemy.
“The circlet is a weight well gone from my brow,” Tharok responded. He reached up as if to touch where it would have lain, then dropped his hand. “I worry for Maur. She has not woken since falling from Flamska. I worry for my kragh, who are fighting to defend Aletheia even now.”
Iskra could only nod mutely. Only the presence of the human army beside the kragh stopped her from apologizing.
“But... “ He trailed off and looked away. For a moment, it seemed as if he was searching for the right words; his hands were opening and closing as if they sought something to grasp, and then he gave a sharp shake of his head. “It is nothing. I am well enough to fight demons.”
“I’m glad to hear it,” she said softly. “Thank you.” 
“You’re doing well,” he replied. “You make a fine Wise Woman. Perhaps even a Warlord. We are lucky to have you.”
Iskra wanted to protest, to deny his words, to give credit to Tiron and the others at her side, but Tharok’s gleaming eyes stilled the words in her throat. Why not take the praise? Why this immediate urge to deflect the compliment? Was it because she was a woman and had always been treated as something less by the men around her? 
She stood straighter. “Thank you, Tharok. That means much to me.”
He grunted. “Don’t thank me. You have earned it.” Then, without another word, he stepped past her, out into the dark.
Iskra moved to one of the windows and gazed through its many small, muddied panes at the gathering outside. A storm had started up on the horizon, and distant flashes of lightning caused the clouds’ underbellies to flicker purple, casting the men and women and monsters outside into sharp silhouettes. 
She crossed her arms and bit her lower lip. If she stopped, if she considered the commands she was giving and to whom she spoke, it would make her want to remain cowering inside this cottage. 
But that wasn’t who she was, and perhaps never had been. Even during her life at Enderl Kyferin’s side, she had resisted him, had fought for her independence as best she could. Perhaps this final role was a natural conclusion to the defiance she had always exhibited toward what fate had sought to apportion for her. Perhaps she really was a leader, the Ascendant’s Grace, the figure who was sending forth their last desperate hope.
She studied her vague reflection in the window. The people outside seemed to believe that, at any rate. Tharok did, and he had led tens of thousands to one victory after another.
Iskra took a deep, shuddery breath, pressed her hands to her stomach to still the butterflies, and forced an icy stillness over her thoughts. 
Enough. The plans had been made. The die had been cast. Now it remained for the others to see them through to victory. 
She would await them at the Black Gate, and either they would prevail, or this was the final hour of the Empire.



CHAPTER 32

Tharok
A ponderous lethargy filled his body, leaving his limbs leaden and his head hanging heavy on his neck. It wasn’t that he was without fire; he could feel the explosive energy building within him, a bubbling cauldron of might that was waiting to erupt. Rather, it was that in this moment, here amongst these humans, fighting to save their Empire, cut off from his own kind and without even a real sense of who he was, he felt lost. Alone. Confused and bereft of purpose.
He made his way to Maur, who was lying in the high grass, her head cushioned on a rolled-up cloak, one hand resting on her chest, her brow furrowed with pain. Tharok sat cross-legged at her side, then reached out to curl a strand of her hair that had snagged along the seam of her lips. He hesitated, then touched her brow, wishing he could smooth away the lines there, could ease her pain in some manner.
The excitement of the humans behind him was palpable, and even here, with his back turned to them, he could sense their feverish purpose, but he felt outside it, beyond it. 
Would the kragh lands be impacted if they failed to contain the demons? Perhaps. 
The wind gusted about him, causing the grass to lean in and whisper mockingly on all sides, and he hunched his shoulders. Who was he trying to fool? Of course the kragh lands would suffer. Demons were hunger incarnate. They would devour the world until they were stopped.
“Maur,” he whispered, studying her face once more in the gloom. “Where are you? I need you, even if it’s to curse my name and call me a fool. Come back to me. Come.”
She did not respond.
Tharok sighed. Who was he, now? No longer the Uniter. If anything, he would go down in history as Ogri had, as a Destroyer come again. How many kragh had died for his dreams? 
No, not his own, the circlet’s. 
Thousands upon thousands. Their bodies lay torn and rotting everywhere from the walls of Abythos to the hallways of Aletheia, all because of the circlet’s desires.
“You warned me,” he said softly to Maur. “Do you remember? That my ambition would lead only to ruin. If only I’d the strength of mind to listen. To resist.” 
But he’d been so convinced, had believed so firmly in the circlet’s arguments. He’d spoken with sincerity, which was why he’d been able to lead so many to their deaths. His desire to escape the human yoke had been true.
And still was. He shifted his weight so he could take in the Virtues and the Consecrated, and the shadowy figure of the Ascendant beneath his tree. The idea of his kind being manipulated once more by these people galled him. If they won this coming battle, if they defeated Zephyr and banished the demons, would the world return to what it had been? Would human merchants come through the Portal of Abythos once more with shaman stone to control the fate of the kragh tribes, pitting them against each other to keep them weak and subservient? 
Yes.
Especially after what Tharok had wrought. They would never trust the kragh now, not after how close he’d come to destroying their Empire. This alliance was temporary at best; after the dust had settled and the kragh had returned home, their situation would be even worse than before. One Destroyer could be considered a fluke. Two? Measures would be put into place. The humans would never again risk being attacked in such a manner.
Tharok turned away, his hands curling into rock-hard fists. His invasion had not only failed, had not only unleashed a demonic horde upon the world, but it might ultimately lead to even worse circumstances for his people. 
He had failed in every regard. 
He growled deep within his chest, a primal anger suffusing him. He wanted to lash out, to strike something or someone down, to give vent to his frustration, but that very urge made him ridicule himself. 
Go ahead, act like a beast. Rend the earth and hack at a tree. That will solve all your problems.
Tharok subsided, chin resting on his palm, and gazed down at Maur. Perhaps she would have the wisdom to lead the kragh out of the horrendous mess he had created. It would take some doing; a Wise Woman leading as Uniter would cause as much damage to their culture as Tharok had done. Wise Women were the opposites of the shamans, their influences balanced out, their guidance leading all kragh through the seasons. For one to step up and rule was unheard of. But perhaps that was what was needed. 
He tried to imagine Maur’s homecoming, her entrance into Gold. With Flamska dead, she would have to ride in on a mountain goat. 
Would she be able to heal the land? Force the warlords to listen to her once the war was over? Resist the humans? If anyone could, it was she, but the scope of the task was too enormous.
Tharok could envision the future all too well: bickering, factionalism amongst the tribes, coalitions forming as of old, Maur trying to hold the center even as the kragh dispersed back to their homelands. Humans arriving bearing gifts and shaman stone. Maur’s words falling on deaf ears, the other kragh claiming that she should advise her own tribe and not theirs. Raids. Humans whispering in greedy ears. 
Blood would flow. Maur would protest, but even with World Breaker, there was only so much she could do. 
Chaos. War. And when their people were turned completely against each other, the humans would march in to subjugate them for good and ensure that no future Destroyer could ever rise again.
Tharok’s heart was pounding. This was his legacy, his gift to his people. 
And where did he fit into this future? Should he seek to unite his people once more in anticipation of this coming attack? Could he? Without the circlet, he didn’t think so. That, and he’d have to depose Maur. Looking down at her harsh, beautiful features, he knew she would fight him. 
Could he kill her for his people? No. The very idea was abhorrent.
What, then? How could he avoid this fate? Or was thinking along these lines the kind of hubris that would lead only to greater damnation? But he had to do something. Exact a pledge from the Ascendant in exchange for his aid? Perhaps. But there was no time. They were due to leave in minutes. Once — if — the demons were defeated, it would be too late to make demands. 
Tharok ground his fists into his eyes. If he had the circlet now, it would illuminate the path to victory. The clarity, the incisiveness, the logic — how he missed it! He felt as if he’d been forced out of a brilliant, sunlit room into a dark, cramped cave with only a guttering torch for light. 
Think. How would he have approached this problem with the circlet on? What had he learned during his time wearing it? 
Start with the basic truths. He wanted to prevent the humans from seeking retribution on his kind. Who could control them? Only the Ascendant. How could he compel the Ascendant? No, wait… The Ascendant was himself a servant. He bowed his head to their religion, their Ascendancy. What their religion demanded, the humans did. 
How, then? How to get Ascendancy to protect the kragh? It didn’t recognize them as having souls. No kragh could ascend and be reborn in Bythos. They were outside its protection. 
Or were they?
Tharok sat up straight and extended his palm. The White Song poured forth a pure, delicate note of music, and a flicker of white fire manifested in the air. He stared at it intently. 
No kragh had ever been able to summon this flame before. He’d meditated before the White Gate itself but had received no answer as to why he’d been chosen. But perhaps he could use it. 
He took Maur’s hand and squeezed it. “You’ll see, Maur,” he said. “I will undo the damage I’ve done. I will make things better. You’ll be proud of me. You will.” He grasped her hand in both of his, then placed it gently on her chest and stood.
This time, he moved briskly. Moved with purpose toward the Ascendant. His approach was greeted with wary looks; men and women moved to stand around the Ascendant as if they were afraid that even at this juncture, he might attack.
“Holiness,” he said.
The Ascendant opened his eyes. “Tharok.”
Tharok lowered himself to his knees and pressed his forehead to the ground. 
Whispers erupted on all sides. 
“Why do you bow to me?” asked the Ascendant.
Tharok lifted his head. “I do not bow to you. I bow to Ascendancy.”
“I thank you for your respect,” the Ascendant said uncertainly.
“It is not just respect. I pay homage to my own faith.”
“You — you have faith in Ascendancy?”
“Yes.” Tharok rose up to sit on his heels. “I do.”
A flood of emotions crossed the Ascendant’s face, from surprise to confusion to wariness and regret. “I’m afraid that your faith cannot be reciprocated by the Ascendant, Tharok. You are kragh. You and your kind cannot ascend through the cycles of being to pass through the White Gate.”
“Are you sure?” Tharok could sense the crowd growing around them even though he never took his gaze off the Ascendant.
“Of course,” the Ascendant said softly. “It was so decreed by the first of my name, though in gratitude for the service the kragh rendered him, he established open ties with your people so that we might all mutually benefit from trade and cultural exchange.”
Tharok’s jaw tightened. Trade and cultural exchange. His refutation fought to emerge, a flood of angry, caustic words. But winning that battle would lose him the war. So, instead, he bowed his head. 
“I bow, of course, to your greater wisdom. But if kragh cannot ascend, if we cannot pass through the White Gate, then please, holy one, explain this.”
“Explain... what?”
“This,” Tharok said, and closed his eyes. 
Need filled him, a desperate yen to undo the chaos and damage he had wrought. To prevent countless wars in the future, to protect his people from further abuse. He summoned the White Song, called it forth, and its glorious tones rose within him like a spear of sunlight. But he was not content. Instead, he dove down to meet it and pass through it into its source. 
Images flickered through his mind. He saw the White Gate, its fire lashing at the silver armature that held it in place as if whipped by a furious wind. He saw the hall, the steps rising to the Gate’s base; saw himself climbing up, face lifted, mouth parted in awe. Saw white fire extend from the Gate toward him, a sinuous snake to match the ur-destraas’ own fire. 
I was chosen, he thought. Chosen so I might end centuries of war, abuse, and slavery. This is my true calling: healing the rift between our people. I tried with fire and the sword, and failed. Now I must try with faith and words. In this, I shall succeed. Nothing will stop me.
Tharok felt himself expand, felt his sense of self grow diffuse. There was only the White Song, the image of the White Gate.
For this, I will abase myself. For this, I will sacrifice my faith in the Sky Father. I will do anything to make amends. I will bring the White Song to my people. I will teach them the ways of this new religion, and in doing so protect them forever from the predations of humanity. Just as I destroyed our culture, so shall I rebuild it. And through me will come peace everlasting.
Those were his last thoughts. In their place came the White Song, which was now no longer music but rather the roaring, rushing sound of a waterfall. It felt as if he were listening to the very heartbeat of life itself, as if he were immersing himself in the great river of existence. 
“Stop,” came a voice. 
Tharok wanted to go deeper, to drink ever more of this richness, to burn within the purity till all his weaknesses and faults were gone. He wanted to erase his own sense of self in its glory.
“Stop,” the voice came again. “Please.”
Tharok opened his eyes. 
White fire limned every surface. The trees were incandescent torches of silver and pewter. The grass was an ocean of surging flame. His own body was glowing with a hallowed light, and as he held up his hands, he saw the darkness of the medusa’s Kiss receding, fading away up the lengths of his arms.
“Stop,” said the Ascendant, and his voice tolled like a bell through the depths of Tharok’s mind. “Please.”
Tharok blinked. He felt sluggish. The closest he’d ever come to this level of sublimation was when he’d communed with the trolls for a night bonded with the very essence of the mountains. 
Stop? Stop what?
“You’re destroying yourself,” said the Ascendant. “You will destroy us.”
Tharok inhaled, his ribs creaking. How could he stop? One might as well wish for a river to cease running. But he became aware that the others around him had been reduced to hazy shadows, their forms wavering in the dancing flames. 
He exhaled, and in doing so retreated from the Song. Stepped back from the river’s edge and allowed its grandeur to recede. The rushing roar faded, and the white fire slowly returned to him, leaving grass and root, man and woman unhurt.
With a sigh, he slumped forward. 
“That was... astonishing,” said the Ascendant. His voice seemed to come from a far distance. “I knew that you claimed to hear the White Song, but such purity, such channeling... I’ve never seen the like.”
Tharok cracked a smile in the manner of the humans, pulling his upper lip back from his teeth and exhibiting his tusks. “There. That was your proof. I hear the White Song. I’ve been blessed by the White Gate. Mine is a soul embraced by Your Holiness. I claim the right to follow the path of Ascendancy.”
The Ascendant rose to his feet and glanced over at his Virtues. They looked as shocked as he did. He cleared his throat, seeming to become aware of the stares, then nodded. “Very well. I cannot refute your claim, nor would I wish to after seeing such a display. Should we survive this attack on the demons, then we will confer further and see how Ascendancy may best accommodate your entrance into its cycles.”
“My entrance, and that of my people,” Tharok grunted, rising to his feet. “If I can wield the White Song, then they can, too.”
“I — yes. Perhaps. There is much to discuss. But yes.” The Ascendant looked pale, as well he ought to. His religion was being changed before his very eyes.
“Good,” said Tharok. “Now, I’m ready to fight. And if we survive, there will be peace everlasting between our people.”
“We have much to discuss,” said the Ascendant, though his voice faltered. Tharok could sense that he wished to undo his promises, but it was too late. “But now is not the time.”
“No,” said Tharok. “But I will seek you out when this is done. I promise you that.” 
So saying, he turned and marched through the ranks of the humans, who were gazing at him in awe. He walked back to Maur’s side, and part of him hoped that she would be awake, would have seen his display of power; would, perhaps, have been healed by it.
But Maur lay still, her eyes closed, her breathing shallow.
Tharok sat down heavily at her side. He reached out and drew World Breaker from the scabbard she’d fashioned. Its power and strength flooded into him, but he released it and laid the weapon across his lap. 
Then, gently, he took her hand once more and bowed his head. 



CHAPTER 33

Audsley
Erenthil was avoiding him. 
Audsley had sought to speak with the Artificer numerous times, only to be foiled by a timely teleportation or Erenthil’s walking away while in conversation with another. At first, Audsley had thought it natural, what with the press of events, the urgency of the moment, but as he chased the Artificer, he began to realize that the man’s evasions were on purpose.
Audsley staggered to a stop, fighting to control his breath, and watched as the Artificer floated up and across the meadow. This was becoming ridiculous. They were moments from a world-defining battle, and here he was, chasing the man like an enamored stable boy after a scullery maid. 
Why was Erenthil evading him? Did he sense the thrust of Audsley’s intentions?
Fighting down his frustration, Audsley surveyed the meadow. The moon had limned it in gentle silver, turning the recumbent form of Draumronin to a gleaming mound, causing the medusa’s stirring hair to look like churning water at the base of a waterfall, making blades gleam and faces look pale. 
He would have to press the issue. What Erenthil wasn’t revealing was as important, if not more so, than what he’d already shared. If he wouldn’t speak with Audsley, then the magister would have to discover the answers on his own.
He set off determinedly through the knee-high grass and forged a path toward the cottage. No guard stood without, and the door was ajar, so Audsley passed inside with ease. Here, warm crimson and yellow hues from the fireplace lit the space, and the smell of wood smoke gave it a comforting atmosphere. 
Audsley moved to the stairs at the back and, casting a nervous glance around the empty cottage, descended to the workspace below. 
The warm light from above was replaced by the clear, steady white glow of the embedded wall sconces. Heart racing, he hurried to the first set of shelves and set to examining them.
Bookcases lined the walls, holding thousands of tomes. All of them had to be of the utmost value to have a place within this room. The key was to find the right book before he was stopped. There had to be a system, a means of ordering them, even if that system only followed Erenthil’s vagaries. But Audsley had a hunch — Erenthil had been a pivotal member of Starkadr’s Flame Walkers, and as such would have had access to the secret library. He’d have spent decades, perhaps more, perusing those tomes, and it was Audsley’s hope that he had adopted the same shelving system here in his new home.
“Let’s see. Yes, ancient Aletheian. Of course. How annoying.” He scanned the titles, gaining a quick sense of the nature of the books — metallurgy — and then stepped back to take in the bookcase as a whole. No, no, he was approaching this incorrectly, going straight to the books in his haste.
Instead, he studied the floor, casting his gaze back and forth until he saw the lines incised into the stone: long, sweeping curves that hinted at a complex Aletheian pictogram.
“Aha!” 
That old thrill filled him, the joy of the hunt, and he hurried about the room, trying to get a sense of the pictogram’s import before hissing in impatience and clambering up onto the massive table that divided the room in two. Careful not to kick anything over, he peered at the floor until he was able to impress the symbol’s import into his mind. 
“Deceptively simple, though why not? No need for riddles here. So, if that line accords with metallurgy, geography, and the realm, then following this one here...” 
He hopped down, letting out a pained oomph of breath as he did so, and followed the tangled curve to one of the arches inscribed on the wall.
“Oh.” He blinked in surprise and reached up to scratch at Aedelbert’s chin. “Another room, perhaps?” He took off his spectacles, polished them, then put them back on and stared at the archway’s apex. “That’s a nasty name. Don’t try saying it yourself. Khak’assa Jav’vlsh.”
The demon’s name soured his tongue and tore at his throat, but the archway filled with black ink, and without hesitation Audsley plunged through. He felt the familiar dislocation, then he emerged into a new room, similar to the first, lit with the same white light and surrounded on all sides by more bookcases interspersed with archways.
“Oh dear, Aedelbert,” said Audsley. “This isn’t as simple as I’d hoped.” 
He studied the floor once more, made out the pictogram, and found that it reflected back on the first, was an enlargement of a small section of it with much more detail filled in. “A magnification. But if that’s the case, then the whole of the first must contain multitudes... Meaning that this is but one of many, many rooms...”
For a moment, Audsley felt overwhelmed by his task, then he squared his shoulders and set to work, following the curve of the pictogram as best he could. The room was filled with texts on demonology, as he’d hoped, but a quick study of the shelves showed him only introductory texts.
“On Calling Forth by Night, The Cursed Life of Maelik Hove, Seventeen Treatises on Conversing with Demons, On Demons and Their Ways, On the Passage of the Soul, The Fountain of Evil, Falling Inwards, Strengthening the Will...” 
The titles made him shiver. But none sufficed.
“Come on, come on, where are the names? He has to have them listed somewhere...” 
He stepped up to a second archway, read the dread symbols aloud, and passed through. Made his way through a third room, then a fourth, and it was only upon emerging into a fifth and much smaller chamber that he felt a shiver of delight.
The shelves here were lined with seemingly endless numbers of slender black tomes. Pulling one forth, he read the title written in silver ink: Notes from 375-380. 
Erenthil’s private journal. 
A terrible hunger filled him, a desire to crack the book open and drink deep of the Artificer’s private knowledge, but there was no time for that kind of intellectual indulgence. Anguished, Audsley replaced the diary. 
Where were they?
“I’m curious what you’re attempting to achieve here,” Erenthil said dryly.
Aedelbert let out a venous hiss, and Audsley spun around, heart in his throat, hands pressing the shelves behind him as if he sought to defend them from the Artificer.
“Oh, hello!” He felt sweat run down the generous curvature of his back. “I’m glad you’ve come.”
“You are? You seem close to an apoplectic fit.” Erenthil was standing with a single bronze eidolon at his side, hands hidden within his sleeves, wearing a somber expression. 
“Yes. Of course! I knew my penetrating this far into your sanctum would draw your attention. It seemed the only way to force a conversation.”
“I’m quite busy above,” said Erenthil. “This can wait. I shall have you escorted out.”
“A request!” Audsley darted forward a step. “I want to help in the coming battle, but in my present state, I’m worthless! Please. A demon gem. That’s all I ask.”
A look of disgust flickered across the Artificer’s face. “Look at you. Your soul is worn through like a threadbare shirt. You don’t have the fortitude to take on another demon. It would subsume you.”
“No, I swear it, I can hold my own.” Audsley grinned at the man, feeling manic. “I need power. To make a difference. To help! What am I to do, sit and wait while the others fight?”
“To make a difference,” said Erenthil. “Is that why you truly wish the gem?”
Audsley blanched. “What do you mean?”
“You know precisely what I mean. I’ve seen far too many men and women come crawling on hands and knees asking for exactly this kind of favor. To make a difference? Hardly. Tell me the truth, Audsley. You want another demon so that you can exult in its power. Not to serve others.”
“I — what?” Audsley felt sweat break out on his brow. “Not at all. I loathe the creatures. My desire to help is sincere —”
“You think I cannot tell a lie when I hear one?” Erenthil’s face curdled with disgust. “Enough. This conversation is over.”
“No, wait!” Audsley fell to his knees. “You’re right. I admit it. I do miss the power. The ability to fly above the clouds, to teleport wherever I will — to defend myself with fire, to command respect! I admit it.”
Erenthil narrowed his eyes but did not speak.
“And is it so wrong?” Audsley struggled to his feet. “To desire to maximize one’s potential? To seek to rise as high as one can? You cannot dismiss that impulse, you of all people, Artificer! I dare you to refute my ambitions!”
“I told you: you have not the strength of soul to manage another demon. It would subsume you.”
“I beg to differ. I held three demons within me at once, and I stand before you my own man. Oh, I don’t ask for a mal’orem. But something. A small demon. A minor gem. Give me something with which I can work.”
“Why? You’d be of negligible benefit in the upcoming battle. Why should I waste my resources on you?”
“Why?” Audsley licked his lower lip. “Because — because I’d repay you. If you grant me this, I’ll do whatever it takes to repay you. I’ll work for you, if you like. You’ll find me a resourceful and intelligent servant.”
“You did make it into my private study,” said Erenthil. “But you have the look of an addict. You can never trust an addict.”
“Then, after this battle is over, take the demon from me and make me earn it,” said Audsley. “Or whatever terms you desire.”
Erenthil pursed his lips. “Perhaps.”
“What must I say to convince you? Listen… I don’t believe in Ascendancy any longer. Not after the lies were torn asunder by the Minister of Perfection. I have no loyalty to the Ascendant or the Empire. I believe that the Black Gate must be opened to rebalance the world, to allow creative energy to flow through to the White Gate and bring about an Age of Wonders once more.”
Audsley took another step forward. “If I could prove useful in bringing about the dawning of that new age, if we could work together to raise mankind from its servitude to a lie, if we could train and educate the masses so that Sin Casters are once again revered as Walkers of the Path of Flames — then I would consider mine a life well-lived.”
“Worthy goals, but you are an inferior tool.”
“You don’t know my resilience or resolve,” Audsley said with a dark smile. “I killed the Minister of Perfection himself, did I not? I rescued the circlet from Tharok.”
“True.” Erenthil gave a curt nod. “Very well. Your emotional ties with the others may also prove of use. I’ll grant you a minor demon. Then, once we’ve banished the demons back through the Black Gate and destroyed the circlet, we’ll talk about what may come next.”
“So, you plan to destroy the circlet? You’ll go through with banishing the demons?”
“Of course,” Erenthil said coldly. “Do you think me insane? A wise man knows which tools will serve him, and which will destroy him utterly. I would rather rule in the secure fastness of my own mind than bend knee to a greater power. Did you think I was lying when I assured Iskra that I would keep my word?”
“Yes,” said Audsley. “I did. But whatever you decide is best, of course.”
“Idiot,” Erenthil replied, drawing forth his pouch of demon gems. “Now, a minor demon. Let us see. Yes, this should suffice.” He held up a small fleck of diamond. “Enough to grant your wishes, but no more. Here.”
Audsley took the small diamond with trembling hands. He raised it to his mouth, then paused. Everything hinged on this. “And its name?”
“Name?”
“But of course. Zephyr told me how knowing a demon’s name confers power over it. If I’m to be your servant — and not the demon’s — then I must know its name to command it.”
Erenthil nodded grudgingly. “True.”
Audsley’s heart was pounding. He was taking a reckless, terrifying gamble that Erenthil had not memorized every minor demon’s name. “Unless you wish for me to become subsumed, as you called it?” Audsley smiled as cruelly as he could. “As you do all those above who swallowed their gems?”
“Yes, yes, very well. You make a valid point. You’d serve me better with your own free will. And I tire of conversing with demons alone. Come, take my hand. There are no doors to where we go.”
Audsley reached out, fighting to keep his face expressionless and not betray his thrill of hope. Erenthil’s palm was dry. A moment later, the world swam in darkness, and they appeared in another small chamber. Tall, narrow windows looked out over mountain peaks, their icy caps glittering in the moonlight. The air was bitterly cold, and Audsley’s breath fogged in the air in front of him as Aedelbert pressed in close against his ear.
“Let us see.” Erenthil stepped over to a lectern on which a weighty tome lay open and began to turn the pages. 
The walls of this room were covered in tapestries depicting fascinating scenes. Audsley recognized Starkadr in one. He saw armies of demons in another, torments being inflicted on hapless victims in a third, but he tore his eyes away so he could focus on Erenthil. 
“This room. It exists only to house this book?”
“Yes,” Erenthil said distractedly, running his finger down a page. “But don’t get any ideas. My eidolons will destroy any who come here unaccompanied. Don’t think to return on your own.”
“Of course not,” said Audsley. “And that book — it lists –?”
“Names,” said Erenthil. “Over the centuries, I have collected thousands of them. Many of them I discovered myself. Now, here.” He tapped the page. “The demon within that diamond is called Hr’ck Zavash. Repeat it.”
“Hr’ck Zavash,” Audsley said smoothly. 
“Very good. Let us return. Speak of this, of course, to no one.” 
Erenthil tapped Audsley on the shoulder, and they appeared in the main laboratory. 
“You are forbidden all explorations of my demesne,” said Erenthil. “I will not hesitate to destroy you if you give me the slightest cause. You exist now only to further my goals, and you have none of my trust. Perhaps in time that will change, but that is a discussion for another day. Understood?”
“Yes,” said Audsley.
“Good.” And Erenthil vanished.
Audsley let out a deep breath and sank to the floor. He wanted to lie down altogether and close his eyes, but he forced himself to wrap his arms around his knees and remain upright. 
After a moment, he held up the diamond. 
What a gamble. But so far, so good.
In a quick motion, he popped the gem into his mouth and swallowed it.



CHAPTER 34

Tiron
The moment had come. When the Ascendant approached Draumronin, the dragon bowed its great head, though whether out of respect or simple acknowledgement of the human’s importance, Tiron couldn’t say. The Consecrated and the Virtues who had refused Kyrra’s Kiss stood behind him, with Tharok and the shamans off to one side beside Kethe and her renegade Consecrated. Draumronin painfully lowered a wing, and after a moment’s hesitation, they all began to climb onto the dragon’s back.
Bronze eidolons hovered in the air behind Asho and his Sin Casters, while others shadowed Ilina and her surviving Vothaks. Erenthil flew before them, an eidolon flanking him on either side. 
There was a moment of silence as each participant looked to the others for confirmation that this was actually about to happen, and then Iskra stepped forth. 
“It’s time.” Her words were cold, and in the light of the moon she looked beautiful, a maiden of war sending her forces forth into battle. Tiron thrilled at the sight of her. 
“You are all that is left of our defenses. Kragh and human, dragon and medusa. This coalition is all that stands between Zephyr and the annihilation of our kind. There is no one left. There are no reserves. If you fail, we fall, and our world falls with us into shadow and flame.”
The wind blew across the stonecloud’s meadow, and its passage was the only sound that followed Iskra’s stark words.
“You fight not for glory, not for honor, not for conquest, but for the innocents of your kind who will suffer if you fail. Give no quarter. Feel no fear. With you fly our hopes of seeing another dawn. If you survive, undoubtedly you will go down in history as the greatest heroes who ever stood against the night. If you die, there will be no one to remember your loss.
“Remember, your goal is simple. Do not become distracted. Kill the ur-destraas in which Zephyr is hiding and bring her circlet to the Black Gate in Bythos. Nothing else matters. No other foe is worth killing, no other goal worth pursuing. Kill the ur-destraas. Make that your mantra. Hew to that purpose, and, united, concentrating our attack in one fell blow, I know that we will win.”
This was no regiment of green -eared recruits, desperately needing a sergeant’s curt reassurance on the eve of battle. Tiron eyed the others — they ranged from immortal monsters to the Empire’s greatest knights to the Ascendant himself, but despite how elite they were, Iskra’s words still honed their purpose: Tiron felt himself grow more focused, his whole being growing centered and ready.
“In the name of the Ascendant, in the name of the Sky Father, in the name of Kyrrasthasa, I bid you go forth and claim victory.” Iskra took a deep breath, then nodded to Erenthil. “It is time.”
Erenthil bowed his head, and the eidolon to his left disappeared. 
No one spoke. Tiron couldn’t tear his gaze from Iskra’s pale face. He wanted nothing more than to slide down from his saddle to give her one last kiss. At the last, she looked up at him, and in her eyes he saw a savage demand that was given to him alone: Come back to me.
Tiron smiled wryly at her and nodded. 
Draumronin rustled its great wings. Its breath was audible, a harsh, strained sound. Tiron placed a hand on the side of the dragon’s neck. Are you ready?
YES, came the dragon’s response in the depths of his mind. It sounded resigned. Weary. 
Tiron turned in his saddle to regard the Ascendant, who was sitting a few yards behind him, his arms wrapped around a thick spine. Though the young man’s face was calm, there was a faint sheen of sweat on his brow. Behind him sat Mixis and Synesis, then the Consecrated. The shamans were gathered at the base of Draumronin’s spine, chanting eerily in unison. Kyrra was coiled nearby, ready to be taken up, her alien visage composed and beautiful.
The eidolon appeared at Erenthil’s side, half of its body melted. Dollops of bronze fell from its frame, revealing a silver armature beneath.
“We have the demon’s location,” Erenthil said loudly. “It flies within the center of its host outside Aletheia. The eidolon is ready to lead the attack. Draumronin, are you ready to follow?”
YES, rumbled the dragon.
“Then go, and give those demons a taste of true hell!”
The melting eidolon disappeared. Draumronin spread its wings out wide, reared up to seize Kyrra with its front claws, let out a deep roar and followed.
They appeared a second later high above the ground. Aletheia gleamed like a mountain of bone in the moonlight below them, tilted at a sharp angle where it had impacted the farmland. But it wasn’t sitting in the center of a massive crater; it had retained its forward momentum and was plowing a vast trench through the earth, creating a ruinously loud roar as the ground buckled and rose up before it to the height of the tallest trees only to fall away on both sides and leave a deep, raw wound behind it.
“By the Black Gate,” Tiron whispered, but he had no time to study the scene of devastation below. The darkness of the night around them was rippling with wings. They had appeared within a vast cloud of demonic forms – forms without number, demons without end.
“There!” Tiron cried, hefting his lance and pointing straight ahead. “There! Strike! Strike now!”
The ur-destraas rose before them, its upper torso wreathed in flame, its arms outstretched as if to embrace them. It matched Draumronin’s roar with one of its own, a howling bellow that shook Tiron where he sat and caused the flames emanating from its ribcage to flare out in every direction.
Draumronin didn’t give the demon a chance to unleash its attack. Diving forward, the dragon opened wide its maw and poured out a livid gout of flame that seared the air. Eidolons appeared all around the ur-destraas; in their arms hung Sin Casters and Vothaks, and all of them yelled as they pointed at the demon and cast out vortices of black flame.
Tiron rose in his stirrups. “For the Black Wolves! For Iskra Kyferin! For the Empire!” 
The ur-destraas was enveloped in black flame, its own crimson inferno pushed back and hemmed in by the assault. Draumronin’s breath knocked the demon back, drowning it in a deluge of fire, and Tiron saw the demon’s skin begin to bleach and petrify as Kyrra unleashed the full power of her gaze upon it.
“Die!” screamed Tiron. “Die, you whoreson bastard!”
The demon disappeared just before Draumronin speared through the space in which it had hovered. The dragon flared its wings, arresting its flight.
“Did we kill it?” Tiron gazed around the skies. “Where did it go?”
IT SEEKS TO ESCAPE, said Draumronin. LET US DENY IT.
The world disappeared, and they were suddenly above the demonic host, high up amidst wispy clouds. Through them Tiron could see the ur-destraas’ hellish crimson glow.
“Fuck,” Tiron whispered as he sank down onto the saddle. “It survived.” Rage and terror gripped his heart. “It fucking survived!”
Draumronin cut through the clouds, which parted to reveal their prey. The ur-destraas had survived, but it was grievously wounded: its lower half had succumbed to the medusa’s attack and now hung immobile and gray beneath it, dragging it down. Its black hide was hideously burned, revealing massive muscle fibers leaking copious amounts of steaming blood. 
Draumronin opened its maw once more as the ur-destraas looked up, and Tiron could have sworn he saw fear in its alien visage; he saw it realize that its end was upon it. It threw up its arms and crossed them in front of its head in anticipation of the attack.
An attack that never came.
“Beware!” shouted the Ascendant, and a smoldering sphere of gold flickered into existence around them a moment before a huge demon would have collided with them from above.
The impact was punishing, and without the Ascendant’s protection, Tiron was sure it would have snapped Draumronin’s spine. They were smashed down out of the sky as if they had been swatted by the kragh’s Sky Father himself, and incandescent fire raged all around the Ascendant’s sphere as they fell. Tiron caught a glimpse of vast arms wrapped around the defensive globe, then a flash of the demon’s face: the second ur-destraas.
Draumronin’s roar was desperate. Tiron hurled his lance up at the demon’s visage, only to see the shaft turn to ash as it emerged from the golden sphere.
They were still plummeting toward the ground. The Ascendant’s wordless yell was joined by the cries of the Virtues and Kethe as they extended their palms toward the demon and poured white fire into the globe, bolstering its strength. A moment later, Tiron heard Tharok’s basso growl, and then a huge column of white light rose from the kragh, flooding the gold and nearly drowning it out, pushing the sphere’s surface ever outward. 
They smashed to the ground with bone-jarring force. Tiron was knocked out of his saddle, but he managed to grab hold of the dragon’s spine before he could fall away altogether, wrenching his shoulder as he swung around.
He saw a number of Consecrated fall free, but not to the ground – he realized that they were still in midair. The third ur-destraas had struck them from below, arresting their fall. The Consecrated who fell through the golden sphere were immediately incinerated, their screams cut short.
I CANNOT HOLD, Draumronin roared in Tiron’s mind.
“Do something!” Tiron screamed at the Ascendant, who was hugging the dragon’s spine with both arms, his eyes changed into balls of golden flame. With a grunt, Tiron grabbed one of the crossbows that was lashed to the saddle and pulled it free only to see the bolt fall away into oblivion. He cursed and threw the crossbow at the demon below. 
The Ascendant let go of the spine and floated free, rising into the air. He crossed his legs and placed his hands into the symbol of the triangle. Pulses of golden light began to emanate from him, flooding outward to bolster the sphere.
It wouldn’t be enough. Tiron knew how deadly just one ur-destraas could be. Trying to hold off the direct attack of two of them? Impossible. With a wrenching cry, he pulled himself back up onto the saddle. 
The shamans were screaming — not in pain, but in supplication. Holding on for dear life, Tiron watched as they raised their hands — several of them were shaken free in the process and fell to their deaths — and poured green fire into the air.
Not an attack. The green fire dissipated as quickly as it emerged from their claws. 
One of the ur-destraas shrieked in pain. Tiron leaned over and saw that Kyrra was blasting it with her gaze. Her hair was writhing, forming a serpentine corona that blocked most of the searing light emanating from her eyes. The ur-destraas below them reared back, then smashed its fist through the golden sphere. It grabbed her about the torso and with a cry of victory tore her free of Draumronin’s claws and hurled her into the clouds.
 The medusa fell away with a shriek of fury, her serpentine form writhing helplessly until she plunged into a cloud and was gone from view.
The Ascendant, the Virtues, and Tharok were all that were keeping them alive. Draumronin was laying about desperately with claws and flame, but every time a part of the dragon emerged from the tight confines of the sphere, it bellowed in agony.
We’ve lost, thought Tiron. 
Demons of every size impacted the outside of the sphere until its exterior was completely smothered. Touching the golden light killed the smaller ones, but more appeared to take their place.
A green glow began to pulse from behind the demons, limning the hellish bodies around them. The shamans crowed out in victory. Tiron could only look on as a great pincer closed around the lower ur-destraas’ body, followed by a mass of tentacles that enshrouded its legs. 
The demon
flailed at its assailant with its flames, but to no avail; more and more appendages were wrapping around the demon’s body, pulling it away. Only then did Tiron see the rent in the sky from which the attack was coming— it was just like the tear in the fabric of reality that the shamans had opened in the mountains of the kragh, when they had summoned a spirit to kill the remaining shamans. 
The ur-destraas turned its full attention toward the tear and began to pour a flood of flame into the crack. Tentacles cindered, claws blackened and shattered, but more demons poured through to take their place. They closed over the sphere where the ur-destraas had been, and it and its titanic battle were hidden from view.



CHAPTER 35

ASHO
The ur-destraas disappeared, and a second later, so did the dragon. Asho was left hovering in midair, gazing at the other Sin Casters and the eidolons in shock. 
Power suffused him. The twin spikes he’d driven into his body so he would be able to remain standing were already half-gone; he was burning through their power at a terrifying rate, but while they lasted, they filled him with a delirious sense of invincibility. He felt as if he could torch and decapitate every demon before him — but even in his state of delusional might, he had only to glance around at the constellations of demons surrounding them to know he was doomed.
“Follow the demon!” he cried, drawing a third spike from the quiver at his hip. The eidolons obeyed his demands, and as one they disappeared, taking the Sin Casters and the Vothaks with them.
Asho rammed the third spike into his thigh, punching through the large muscle. He felt its edge scrape alongside the bone and slide free out the underside. The pain was immediately swept away by the tide of power that rushed through him. 
Too much. The world blurred, and sounds dimmed. He could feel his very being burning away. Asho laughed, reached for the eidolon that had transported him here, and found it missing.
It was simply gone. Had it abandoned him? Been destroyed?
“No matter,” Asho whispered, turning slowly as thousands of demons closed in on him from every side. “I’ll do this the old-fashioned way.”
With a scream that caused the demons before him to flinch, he flew straight up, palm extended, expelling a torrent of black fire that incinerated everything in his path. Up he speared, flying faster by the moment, the fire within his heart inexhaustible. He could feel the deluge of taint he was sending Kethe’s way and thought of severing it so as to not overwhelm her, but then he carried on. 
A blade the size of a wagon appeared above him as an enormous demon teleported into being, swinging down at him with both hands on the hilt. Asho’s reflexes were so finely tuned that he contorted, parrying with impossible speed. The demon’s blade shattered, then it was gone. 
Asho caught his balance just as a storm of smaller demons swarmed him, wrapping their arms around his torso, legs, and arms, pulling him down and away. Wherever they touched him, they poured forth flame.
Though the fire was agonizing, it didn’t maim his flesh. Asho screamed and struggled to free his arm, throwing off demons only to have more and more appear around him. They latched on to him and held him tightly, layering themselves over each other until he couldn’t even see the sky.
It would take too long to absorb them all. Fury burst out of him, and with it an explosion of his black fire that torched the demons and sent them spinning in every direction. Those who survived the blast disappeared. Asho knew he didn’t have time to gather his wits; he picked a random direction and flew as fast as he could, screaming as he hacked his way through an endless wall of demons that flickered in and out of existence around him.
Curtains of crimson flame washed over him, and claws scored his frame, but the power from the three spikes kept the damage at bay. On he flew, ever faster, darting around demons who materialized before him, ducking blades and diving through clouds of fire. 
Higher and higher, until he saw Draumronin falling. The dragon was immersed in shimmering gold, wrapped in chains of crimson fire. An ur-destraas was clinging to it even as hundreds of demons pressed their attack.
Asho took a deep breath and prepared to launch himself to help, then checked himself. Iskra’s words rang through his mind: Nothing else matters.
The pain it caused him to turn away was nearly crippling. Asho cried out in frustration and horror as he searched the skies.
There! A dozen eidolons had ringed a crippled ur-destraas and were tormenting it with blasts of flame.
Asho’s strength was fading. Frustration boiled up within him, and in a flash he incinerated the gem in his gut, unleashing the mal’orem.
Who dares demand that I…
The mal’orem got no further. Asho immediately absorbed its essence, paying no heed to its shriek of outrage. He overwhelmed its furious defenses as he absorbed its power, bolstering the flagging amounts from the dwindling spikes. 
With a scream he hurled himself upwards, blasting his way through the final ranks of demons that appeared before him, and without hesitation he flew right at the ur-destraas. It was ignoring the attacks with its head lowered, its shoulders hunched, and its arms crossed before its face. Was it overwhelmed? 
Just before Asho drew close enough to attack, he saw its petrified lower legs glow with an inner light, and then the stone that encased its limbs shattered and fell away.
The ur-destraas screamed in victory as snakes of flame burst from its chest, torching a half-dozen of the eidolons all at once. Asho turned his attack into a desperate dodge, spinning away and under, and came to a complete halt just as a snake of flame cut before him. Gasping, he dove over it, tumbling as he was clipped in the shoulder. A full third of the shafts disappeared as they absorbed the horrendous damage, and then he was hovering in front of the ur-destraas itself.
Raising his blade, Asho yelled his defiance full into the demon’s face — and then froze. His scream died on his lips.
The demon’s ribcage was empty. No one was hanging within its immortal flames. 
Zephyr wasn’t there.



CHAPTER 36

Audsley
“Then go, and give those demons a taste of true hell!”
Erenthil’s voice rang out across the meadow, and then they were gone: Draumronin, his riders, Kyrra, the eidolons and their Sin Casters. In a moment, the stonecloud seemed all but deserted. 
For a second, Audsley thought he wouldn’t be able to follow them, to force his tightly bound demon to lead him into the thick of the battle. He wanted nothing more than to remain alone beside this tree, in the cool dark, Aedelbert on his shoulder, letting the others bear the burden. To let events take their course without him. But then, before Erenthil could take notice of him, he reached up and took Aedelbert in his hands.
“I’m going to have to go, dear friend.” He scratched Aedelbert behind the ear. “Be patient. Be wise. Let me take all the unnecessary risks, all right?”
“Mmmrhkhao?” Aedelbert said plaintively.
“I can’t promise that. But I’ll do my best. If I can, I’ll return to you. Be brave.”
He set Aedelbert on the ground, took a step back, and turned his attention inward. 
Hr’ck Zavash? Ready?
The demon was already bound and transfixed by rays of light. One entered its mouth, ran down its gullet, and pierced its body to emerge from its Black Gate. Others transfixed it from the sides, piercing it repeatedly until it could only shiver in agony. It mewled in the depths of Audsley’s mind.
To Aletheia. Erenthil must sense my teleporting there first. Use my image of the stonecloud. Take us now!
The demon sought to resist, but Audsley caused the spears of light to incandesce, searing the demon’s flesh. As it howled around the beam that filled its throat, it exercised its power and they fell through the world only to appear in the center of a maelstrom.
Demons everywhere. Aletheia plowing a canyon through the land below. Screams, roars, explosions of flame. Eyes gleaming as they turned to regard him, claws flexing, tails whipping. More demons than he could encompass, and he couldn’t see his friends.
Now! To the chamber I’m envisioning!
The demon fought him. It could sense the terror in Audsley’s voice and yearned for even more. It knew that by balking, it might hurt its master. 
Hr’ck Zavash, I compel you!

Audsley moved the beams of light an inch apart, causing the demon’s body to stretch and rip. The demon howled once more, and as a phalanx of demons swooped down upon the magister, he fell into darkness…
And appeared in Erenthil’s private chamber, high in the mountains. Audsley staggered, weak-kneed, and nearly fell. Instead, he gripped the window ledge and stared, wide-eyed with shock, out at the glittering peaks. That had been close. A second longer, and he’d have been torn asunder.
Gulping, he straightened. And…nothing happened. No eidolons appeared to tear him apart. Audsley held his breath for a few more seconds, waiting, waiting, hand raised to unleash what would no doubt be a pitiful puff of a fireball at any custodians that might appear, and then relaxed again.
“Thank you, thank you,” he whispered, hurrying to the great codex on its stand. 
This was a true gamble, a wager that Erenthil wouldn’t leave valuable servants idle at a moment like this, when everything was on the line. Still, it didn’t stop Audsley’s heart from pounding madly or sweat from coursing down his brow and back. It was too easy to imagine having died moments ago, toasted by a placid eidolon who then flickered away just as quickly as it had arrived.
“No, no. Such is not to be my fate, at least not yet. Not yet.” Audsley hesitated as he stared down at the massive tome. Its cover was made of black leather, its title etched in gold. 
Being a Lexicon of Demon Names.
“Oh, Erenthil, won’t you be pleased.” Audsley opened the book and flipped through the first few pages until he found a table of contents. “Where are you...?” He scanned the list. It was divided by demon ranks, which were in turn subdivided into separate categories: Confirmed, Suspected, Disproven, Lost. 
At the bottom of the page was the rank he desired to see: ur-destraas.
“You black-hearted cad,” Audsley said as he flipped carefully to the back of the book. “But with a little luck, your secrets will be revealed.”
The title page of the final section was gorgeously illustrated, depicting a stylized ur-destraas wrapped in serpents of flame, standing in what seemed a literal hell. Audsley shivered and turned the page to find an introduction to the demon’s type. “No time, no time,” he whispered, turning further pages. Finally, he reached the first and most important subcategory: Confirmed.
With but three entries, it was mercifully brief. Audsley skimmed the paragraphs of the first entry, thrilling despite the urgency of the moment at the account of how the ur-destraas had been bound by a cadre of Flame Walkers of legendary power. How it was called from the Black Gate, fought, defeated, and then bound in the depths of Starkadr, the crown jewel of that fallen stonecloud’s demonic arsenal which finally allowed it to rise into the air.
“Come on. Where is it…? Ah. Here. Ghash’la’karn Izmul’drr’ack Offash’sammaz D’sil’varan.” Audsley whispered the name and felt the demon in the depths of his mind shiver in terror. 
He closed the book. “You had the name all along. But why not share it?” 
He stared blankly at the wall. Giving Asho and the others the demon’s name would have been a huge boon in their fight against it. So why withhold the name? He had to know their forces would be gutted by a full on fight with the ur-destraas. Was he counting on that?
Audsley’s thoughts grew fever-pitched, and then he shook his head to clear it. The only reason he could want their forces to be greatly weakened would be for him to take advantage of our losses. If Asho and the others were able to overcome the demon through brute force, they would be in no condition to resist Erenthil thereafter. And if they failed?
Then nobody would be able to stop him from teleporting to the ur-destraas and binding it himself. 
But why? Why did he want our forces weakened or the demon under his own control?
Because he meant to betray them. 
Audsley’s head snapped up. What a fool he’d been, to believe he’d coaxed the truth from Erenthil, to think he’d deceived the man when he bent knee! The Artificer had said as much — he didn’t trust Audsley at all. 
“Well,” Audsley said, pushing his spectacles back up his nose. “A wise man you’ve proved to be, Artificer. But you should have guarded your secrets more closely.”
Back. Take me back to the battle. Now.



CHAPTER 37

Tharok
Death was but moments away. Tharok rose to stand on the dragon’s back, one hand clutching the spine before him, the other holding World Breaker, which was dripping both white fire and black. Everywhere, there was sound and confusion, the raging swirls of crimson fire seeking to crush their protective sphere, untold numbers of claws and fangs scoring the curved golden surface, and the palpable thrum of tremendous power filling the air.
Yet Tharok felt removed from the chaos. The White Song was rising from his depths like a geyser, flooding up and out of his body to bolster the Ascendant’s defense. Where the Song sang, there was no room for doubt, or fear, or panic, or hesitation. Even as Draumronin writhed, nearly knocking them all to their deaths, Tharok felt a cool detachment. 
No matter. He hefted World Breaker. How could he free them of the demon? How could they turn their attentions to their true prey? Every moment spent battling these others was a moment irretrievably lost. He didn’t need the circlet to know that their chances for victory were slipping away through their fingers. 
The second ur-destraas was raging above them, hammering at the golden sphere, blasting it with endless fonts of hellfire. Tharok felt World Breaker’s strength coursing through him and wondered, could he leap that high? Could he assail the ur-destraas, seeking to cleave it in twain with one mighty blow? 
He lowered himself into a crouch, thighs bunching in readiness to hurl himself aloft. He rode the thrashing dragon as one might a bucking mountain goat, ready to leap at precisely the right moment. 
It would mean his death, and there was no guarantee that he would kill the demon. Distract it, perhaps knock it away, but kill it? Probably not.
Tharok bared his tusks at the demon. No matter; if it bought them a moment’s respite, a moment for the dragon to teleport to their target, a chance to defeat Zephyr…
The third ur-destraas again appeared below them, having shaken itself free of the shaman’s summoned spirit. It slammed its fists into the golden sphere and then unleashed a wall of flame upon them, incinerating countless smaller demons that were seeking to assail them as well.
The effort to resist the attack almost made Tharok swoon. His knees buckled, and only his grip on the spine kept him upright. He saw the Ascendant fall from his hovering crouch across the dragon’s spine, and only Kethe’s quick reflexes prevented him from tumbling away altogether.
More. He needed to channel more. 
Tharok closed his eyes, dug deep into his reserves, and somehow forced himself to open wider to the purity of the Song. It coursed through him, a raging flash flood thundering down a narrow canyon, unstoppable in its power. He felt the demons’ might pressing the sphere in to the point of cracking, and then his efforts pushed them back, if only for a few more moments.
No. He couldn’t sacrifice himself to kill one of them. He needed to kill them both or do nothing at all. And that was impossible. 
Despite the Song’s power, he felt panic beginning to creep in around the edges of his mind. How could they win? It was all they could do to prevent their own deaths, much less fight back. 
Grunting, holding on to World Breaker, pouring forth the White Song, Tharok forced himself to his feet. He swayed violently back and forth with the dying dragon’s thrashing. 
An answer. They needed a solution.
Tharok closed his eyes. There – the original ur-destraas. He sensed it flying below them, fending off a circle of eidolons, Sin Casters and Asho. It had been badly, almost mortally wounded, but it was healing rapidly. Its rivers of fire were extinguishing the Sin Casters one by one, no matter how recklessly they dodged. 
Time seemed to slow, and Tharok’s heartbeat drowned out the madness of battle. There was no darkness behind his eyelids, but rather a wasteland of white dappled by blue shadows. A frozen tundra. 
I want to bring Ascendancy to my people, he thought. I want to prevent future wars. I want to heal them. Protect them. Save them. 
The White Song was building to a crescendo. He could feel it pressing at the confines of his skull. 
Too much. He was channeling far, far too much.
I want to mate with Maur. Begin a new clan with her. I want to raise children on the slopes of the mountains, and teach them the bow and the hunt. Watch them grow. Watch them become strong and wise. I want to grow old with Maur by my side.
A whisper filled the white tundra, a distant wind wending its way toward him. The blue shadows shrank and disappeared as if an invisible sun were rising toward its meridian overhead.
I want to make amends. I want to feel peace. I want to put down World Breaker and take up the hunter’s bow.
The whisper grew louder. Now, it was a susurration akin to a river, unseen around the shoulder of a mountain, pouring over a bed of rocks. 
A column of white fire was approaching him. It was the center of the world, he understood: everything flowed into it and was devoured. He felt it calling to him. In its presence, he felt insignificant. His victories were as nothing, his mistakes negligible. His hopes, his dreams, his weaknesses – like dry leaves, they were consumed by the fire.
Sorrow filled him. Not sadness, not regret, not disappointment or self-pity, but a true, bone-aching sorrow for what might have been.
His skin felt stretched and overtight across his frame. His bones were burning. He opened his eyes and saw only an infinite and righteous whiteness in every direction.
The ur-destraas below him killed another Sin Caster. There were only three left alongside Asho. Soon it would kill them all, then concentrate its ire on Draumronin. They would all die in the onslaught of three such fiends. 
Goodbye, Maur. If the Sky Father allows it, I hope to see you in the Valley of the Dead.
He saw lights dancing in her eyes as she smiled at him. Saw her reach out and take his hand and pull him gently toward her.
Tharok let go of the dragon’s spine and stepped out into the void.



CHAPTER 38

Audsley
Audsley popped back into existence directly before a wounded demon. Half of its head had been burned away, but it was still flapping its wings, hunched over in pain and dripping ichor into the wind. Its one good eye flared open wide at the sight of him, and its lower jaw trembled spastically in eagerness as it corrected its flight path to attack him.
Audsley yelped, lashed his inner demon with a thousand whips of white fire, and appeared far away and below, huddled on a tilted balcony on the face of Aletheia. The vibrations coursing through the stone were so thunderously powerful that he immediately collapsed forward to embrace the carved balustrade. He stared up at the night sky and saw whiplashes of flame coruscate against the darkness, endless surges and wheelings of the demon horde, flashes of resistance where the battle was thickest, and high, high above, a burning sun of gold and vermillion.
“By the White Gate and the Black,” he whispered, his voice shaking from the violence of Aletheia’s movement. He’d thought his plan subtle and dangerous, but had only planned this far; success had been so improbable that he’d left what would come next to improvisation. But how was he to improvise amidst such a maelstrom of fury?
“Oh, Aedelbert, what I wouldn’t give for your counsel right now,” he murmured. His hands and feet were growing numb from the stonecloud’s vibrations. 
He had to use the ur-destraas’ name against it. He had to tell it to the others so they could, as one, command it to desist. But how could he insert himself into that combat without being immediately destroyed?
His demon was prostrate with agony. It afforded him only a shadow of the power he had wielded before, when was housing three of its kind. His attempts to cast fire would be pitiful. At best, he’d be ignored; at worst, killed as an afterthought.
Yet, despite its weakness, he could tell that Erenthil had spoken true: even now, with the demon utterly immobilized, Audsley could feel his grip on his own mind, his very sanity, beginning to fray. 
His thoughts ran away from him. He felt weak, indecisive. He was being indecisive because of the demon’s effect on him, but even that knowledge wasn’t enough to galvanize him into action. Sweat beaded his brow, and he felt feverish; his joints ached, and his throat was tight.
“Oh, Aedelbert,” he moaned. “What should I do?”
The stonecloud’s vibrations as it plowed across the face of the world made it impossible to think. His thoughts were breaking up even as he struggled to form them. Gripping the balustrade, he closed his eyes and envisioned Aedelbert: thought of his firecat’s sagacious face, his wise eyes, how his wings had once been richly iridescent and magnificent.
A sliver of determination rose within him. 
“Yes, all right,” he gasped. “All right. Now. I’m going up there right now. This very moment. Right — now.”
He whipped his demon again, scoring its hide with a knife of glowing white, and the world flashed black. Then he was in the sky, falling, catching himself with the demon’s flight, surrounded by beating wings and searing hot blasts of air. Draumronin was embedded within an amber bubble of protective light, contorting and turning to blaze at its aggressors with its fiery breath as it struggled to remain within the sphere. 
Below, Asho was hurling blast after blast of black fire at the ur-destraas, yet managing to do little more than delay its complete healing. 
“Asho!” Audsley screamed, cupping his hands to his mouth. “Call it by its name! Ghash’la – damnit!”
He ducked, tumbled, then simply fell as he evaded a swooping attack. His heart felt like it would burst free of his chest. Demons were converging on him, then, suddenly, they were there, appearing all around him, claws swinging toward his face… 
And he appeared below, Draumronin now an incandescent planetoid above him. The ur-destraas’ serpents of fire were superheating the air so that his sweat immediately dried, his mouth became parched, and he could barely breathe, much less scream words at .
“Asho!” He coughed, tried again. “Its name! Use it —”
The demons again popped into existence all around him.
“Confound you all!” Audsley screamed, and forced his demon to take him right to where Asho was flying.
The Bythian was surrounded by a faint corona of burning black fire, and his eyes were twin pits of ebon flame. His hair was a mane of white light, and his armor hung from his body, ruined by the intense heat that had failed to wound him. The tips of three spikes protruded from his form, and the sight of them and what they had to be doing to Asho stunned Audsley momentarily into silence. 
“Audsley?” Asho stared at him in surprise, then grabbed the magister by his arm and yanked
him down so hard that Audsley felt his shoulder nearly dislocate. They dropped a dozen yards in a heartbeat, just as a river of fire slammed through where they’d been a moment before.
“Its name, Asho,” gasped Audsley. “Here. Use its —”
Something impinged upon Audsley’s mind, and a feeling of reverence and awe compelled him to look up. Asho did the same. They both stared at the struggling Draumronin as a blazing white meteor punched free of the golden sphere and fell through the assembled ranks of the demons. Everything it touched immediately charred and turned to ash. 
“What —?” Asho asked, but he didn’t have time to say anything else.
The ur-destraas before them froze, its serpents of fire temporarily stilling all around it, and then it roared and directed the horde of demons toward the falling meteor. Dozens of them whipped up, but although they lashed at the falling light, they failed to arrest its passage; instead, where they smashed into it, they were truncated, and the severed lengths beyond faded away into cinders and curlicues of fire even as the remnants lashed around as if they were in pain.
The meteor picked up speed, and before the ur-destraas could teleport away, it fell, curved up and slammed straight into its chest.
White light expanded outward in all directions from the point of impact. Audsley glimpsed vague shadows within that expanding sphere, and then he was forced to look away, covering his face with an upflung arm.
The light washed over him, but it didn’t burn; rather, it drained him of his fear and panic, so that when he lowered his arm and blinked at the afterimages imprinted on his vision, he felt himself restored; the fabric of his mind, which had begun to fray, felt fortified, and his thoughts were lucid once more.
“It’s dead,” whispered Asho.
“No,” said Audsley. He extended his hand to where the ur-destraas had floated but a minute before. “Not gone. Teleported away.”
“It doesn’t matter,” Asho said, his voice filled with bitterness. “Zephyr wasn’t inside it. We’ve lost!”
“Not yet,” said Audsley. “Take my hand, Asho. Hurry. We must follow it!”
“Follow it?” Asho grabbed Audsley by the wrist. “How?”
“I shall soon have dominion over it,” said Audsley, grim purpose filling his voice. “Ghash’la’karn Izmul’drr’ack Offash’sammaz D’sil’varan!”
A sense of the demon’s passage filled his mind: an invisible hole closing in the air before them, a tunnel through which the demon had fled. “Take me through it!” screamed Audsley. His demon wailed and thrashed, but Audsley spitted it with a thousand skewers. “Do it now!”
His demon slumped over, acquiescing, and they were hurled through the closing tunnel before it could snap shut. The world swirled in blackness and ruin, and then they appeared in mid-air over the side of a mountain on whose slope the ur-destraas lay shattered and burned.
Snow and ice glittered all around, but where the demon was lying, its heat had melted the snow so that only bare rock showed, cracked and rivened by the demon’s impact. The stars shone overhead with such startling vivacity that there was barely any darkness between them, and Audsley felt for one manic moment that they had followed the demon to the very ceiling of the world.
It lay stretched out full-length before them, its great form bleached bone-white and cracked. The fire within its ribcage had been reduced to a smoldering glow, and it was turning its head listlessly from one side to the other as if it were dazed.
“What now?” asked Asho. “We finish the job?”
“No,” Audsley said, drawing closer to the demon. “That would end only this avenue of investigation. We must force it to tell us where Zephyr is.”
Asho gave a bitter bark of laughter. “It doesn’t have a mouth. And look: it’s already recovering. The fire in its chest is growing brighter. We’ve only moments before it’s able to defend itself.”
“Still,” said Audsley. “It must know where she is.” 
He alighted on the warm stone beside the demon’s head. The fiend was truly massive; its head alone was like a great boulder that Audsley could barely see beyond. This close, he could see in fine detail the damage that the white meteor had wrought; the demon’s hide was desiccated and ashen. 
“What are you doing, Audsley?” Asho flew a few yards closer. “Audsley?”
“I’m going to try something rather foolish, I’m afraid.” Audsley bit his lower lip and extended his trembling hand to touch the demon’s brow. “ I don’t see any other means of accomplishing our goals.”
“Audsley?” Asho’s voice was tight with concern. “Don’t touch it.”
“But, alas, I must.” 
Audsley brushed his fingertips across the demon’s temple, and even that glancing touch scalded him. He hissed and drew his hand back, and then in a fit of anger planted his palm full upon its skull, fingers splayed.
“Ghash’la’karn Izmul’drr’ack Offash’sammaz D’sil’varan.” Audsley bit out its name as his palm burned. “I bind you to me. I use your name to force you to take residence within my soul. Ghash’la’karn Izmul’drr’ack Offash’sammaz D’sil’varan, I name you a second time. You are to be my servant, my slave, and do as you are bid!”
“What the hell…?” Asho shouted, darting toward him, but as the ur-destraas began to flail in protest, sensing the danger, Audsley cried out the rest.
“Ghash’la’karn Izmul’drr’ack Offash’sammaz D’sil’varan! I name you a third time! You are mine!”
The demon disappeared, and Audsley fell down. He lay unmoving, his face pressed against the heated rocks.
His sense of self was insufficient to encompass the fiery energy that flowed into him. He knew he was flopping like a fish plucked from the ocean, but it was a distant fact. He could taste blood, but he didn’t know why. Then he became aware of a sense he’d never consciously considered before: his awareness of where his body and limbs were and where they ended. That sense was being tormented. 
He felt his awareness expand, seeking to contain the entity that had just entered his soul, felt it billow out like a great sail, straining to not tear altogether.
Asho was shouting something and pulling him up to sitting. Audsley’s head lolled. He felt nothing. He couldn’t peer into his mind’s eye at all. All he had was an awareness that he should be trying to formulate some thoughts but was unable to do so.
Asho dropped him with a cry of pain. Audsley fell onto his back and then began to roll down the mountain slope. Stars swung overhead, then he saw the ground, then the stars, then the ground. He was rolling faster. 
He went over an edge of some kind and fell.
Peace embraced him, along with the wind. He fell, loose and limp, for what felt like a precious eternity. Then he careened off something, hit another surface, and fell some more. 
Into darkness. A ravine, perhaps. He bounced from the sides, which narrowed together, and his fall slowed, then stopped. He was wedged deep inside a crack of some kind. But he felt no pain. No fear, either. 
Inside his mind, there was only a raging light of bright vermilion that sought to burst free, to tear Audsley’s mind apart so that it might slip out. Audsley felt as diaphanous as fine linen, as wispy as a cirrus cloud. He couldn’t control this power. He could barely endure its presence within him.
Ghash’la’karn. He thought the name, and the crimson light throbbed and threw itself against Audsley’s very being.
Libraries. The smell of books. The feel of a fine leather tome in his hands. Maps. Glossaries. Appendices. Footnotes.
Izmul’drr’ack.
The demon tried once more. It didn’t claw or tear or rend; it simply dissolved all that lay around it. Audsley couldn’t tell what memories he was losing, but he could feel their absence. Entire chunks of his life were evanescing under the demon’s assault.
The ocean. Blue, bright, eternal. Gradations as one dove. The word pelagic, always a favorite. The tickling tang of salt on his skin after the water had dried in the sun. Chop on the side of a boat. Towers rising to greet the sun. 
Laughter. Diamonds glittering in waves.
Offash’sammaz.
The demon was losing strength. Mobility. Or was that motility? Volubility. Stability. Lability. It was ossifying, petrifying, becoming defined by its name. A form was emerging from the light. Dark and deep. Malevolent, but no longer dynamic. Too large for Audsley’s span – but one could always reach higher. 
Audsley forced the scope of his inner realm to grow to match the demon. He became a cavernous vault, dwarfing the ur-destraas, but the demon continued to rage. It flew hither and yon, attacking the groined walls, and where it lashed, Audsley bled. 
Tears. Fears. Woes. Something. He was losing something something something to the claws and maws.
Mmrkhao. A sound as comforting as it was strange. What was that? A furred shape, flitting through the ruined halls of his mind. A memory. A companion. A true and loving friend.
Aedelbert.
Audsley felt himself smile, the expression stiff and unnatural in the darkness of the ravine. His hands opened in the desire to cradle and caress his old firecat, but he was wedged in too tight, alone in the dark.
Still, it was a source of a little more strength, and that was all that he needed.
D’sil’varan.
The demon went still. It didn’t acquiesce, but rather withdrew into itself. 
Up, thought Audsley, and he floated free of the ravine’s chill embrace and ascended back out into the night. Up and out into the sky, climbing sedately to where Asho was hanging in the air.
“Audsley?” 
“Asho.” Audsley smiled. 
“Did — did it tell you where Zephyr is?”
“Zephyr.” The name tolled through him like a dolorous bell. It was important. 
He turned to the ur-destraas, which had fashioned a throne from Audsley’s mind-matter and was sitting upon it regarding him with disdain. 
Where is she?
No words. The ur-destraas would not deign to speak with him, but neither could it resist, so it gifted Audsley with a familiar image. A straight-backed throne, a waist-high pedestal, a hall over which arched a ruined glass ceiling.
“Starkadr,” whispered Audsley. “Come.” 
He reached out and touched Asho’s hand.



CHAPTER 39

Asho
Audsley’s touch seared the back of Asho’s hand, and in a flash of spiraling darkness they were transported to the great chamber at the peak of Starkadr. It was in ruinous condition; the great glass ceiling of organically curved panes had shattered, raining shards onto the tilted floor. Huge cracks ran through the floor, some several yards across, and the great balcony at the rear of the hall from which the spiraling staircases descended had detached and collapsed into a rough mound.
Asho stumbled, trying to catch his balance, and immediately flew up to compensate. 
The hall was empty. Had Audsley in his incipient madness sent them astray?
“There,” whispered Audsley, who was standing hunched to one side. Waves of heat were pulsing off his body, and his skin was darkening as if it were burning from within. “Smell her? On the throne.”
Asho flew forward. At the end of the hall was a great flight of steps that rose and narrowed to a small platform on which sat a throne, its back to the room, facing out through a broken bubble of glass. 
If she was on the throne, he couldn’t give her time to summon demons to her defense, to wield the power of the circlet. Calling upon the power of the nearly depleted spikes that perforated his body, he spread both hands before him.
A slender figure rose from the throne and turned to him with a smile carving her lips.
Asho didn’t give her time to think. He screamed his fury and unleashed a wave of black fire that flooded the throne and its former occupant, bursting the last of the glass out from the bubble and expanding out into the night sky beyond.
Asho didn’t relent. He kept pouring greater and greater amounts of flame into his attack, even as he felt the last of the spikes disappear. 
With a cry, he sank down to the floor, utterly expended. His head was swimming, and he could feel blood running down his upper lip. He felt as if a massive cape of lead had been draped over his shoulders, and it took all of his strength to lift his head and focus on the platform above him.
Zephyr had fallen.
With supreme nausea roiling his belly and a terrible pain starting up in his head, Asho forced himself to his feet and climbed the steps. He stopped halfway as spasms wracked his body, forcing him to choke and gag as ropes of bitter saliva flecked with green flew from his mouth. Motes of black danced before his eyes. Something was terribly wrong with his insides. They felt loose and hot and liquid. Blood spattered out of his mouth in a convulsive spasm. He wanted to die, to curl up into a ball and let the misery carry him away into unconsciousness. 
But he couldn’t.
Gritting his teeth, fighting his body’s every instinct, he climbed the last of the steps and stood swaying over Zephyr’s charred body. 
Her eyes flicked open, startling white against her blackened face. 
Asho took a step back in horror. He extended his hand, tried to summon more flame, but there was nothing left. The attempt made him fall to his knees in agony.
Zephyr laughed. It was a whistling, hollow sound, like wind blowing through a grove of dead trees. Her body hitched from the effort of it, and then she turned her head to gaze at Asho with flakes of charred skin falling from her neck and cheeks.
“Hurry,” she said. “I can’t hold back for much longer.”
Asho stared at her in incomprehension. He didn’t understand why she wasn’t attacking him, but it didn’t matter. This was his chance. He’d lost his sword somewhere along the way, so he fumbled at his belt, trying to draw his dagger, but he lacked the strength. Tears ran down his cheeks as he labored to pull it free.
“Hurry,” hissed Zephyr.
Audsley appeared on Zephyr’s far side. His eyes were jet black, without sclera or iris, just pools of reflective night. He knelt at Zephyr’s side and gently pried the circlet free from her brow.
Zephyr sighed in relief, and the tension left her frame. Audsley held up the circlet and examined it as if he didn’t know what it was. Asho held his breath. What would he do if the magister moved to place it on his own brow?
“Here,” Audsley said distantly. 
Asho took the circlet. It wasn’t even warm. It was a plain object, made not from steel but common iron. Light. Unremarkable. 
Audsley placed his hand on Zephyr’s brow. “What light remains to me and mine, my mind, oh, my heart, to shatter and find reprieve...”
The blackened, split skin began to heal.
“What are you doing?” asked Asho.
“Restoring her,” Audsley replied. “Though I don’t know if that’s possible. Can you mend something that was born broken?”
“We have to get the circlet to Iskra. Audsley, you have to take us there.”
“Yes,” Audsley said, but his hand remained on Zephyr’s brow. Her hair was regrowing, and her skin was lightening, smoothing over.
“Now, Audsley. Please. There’s no time.”
“No time.” Audsley nodded gravely, and then tears ran down his cheeks. Without looking, he extended his hand to Asho, who reached out and took it.
The world collapsed upon itself, and then they were in Bythos. Asho’s legs gave way, and he sat heavily on sharp rubble at the bottom of a bowl in the ground. The Black Gate was there before him, a trembling diamond darker even than Audsley’s eyes. Flickers of black lightning danced around its slowly spinning form.
Draumronin was lying at the edge of the bowl. The dragon’s wings were tattered and its body was steaming; its head was barely raised off the ground. Tiron was standing at its side, while Kethe, the Ascendant and the Virtues were descending toward Iskra and Erenthil, who were standing before the Gate.
Demons were appearing in the skies of Bythos, their forms stark against the aurora infernalis as their cries rose in an ecstasy of anticipation. 
“Asho!” Kethe’s voice rang out over the din, and she broke away from the others to race to his side. Her presence did more for him than he could have believed was possible; he could dimly sense her trying to drain him of his taint, but more than that, the sight of her face and her touch gave him the strength to lift his hand and extend the circlet to her.
“We have it,” he rasped. “Give it to Erenthil.”
Audsley was cradling Zephyr in his lap. The young Fujiwara girl was completely healed and looked serenely at peace in his arms. Audsley was smiling down at her, but something Asho had said caught his attention, and he looked up, clearly confused and worried.
“No,” said Audsley. “The dangers... confusions... my mind.” 
His obvious distress caused the rocks around him to begin to glisten as heat radiated from his body, a heat so intense that Kethe cried out and dragged Asho away.
“Mother!” Kethe let go of Asho’s hand and ran toward Iskra. “Here!”
Erenthil stepped forward and snatched the circlet from her hand. “Give that to me. We’ve no time for —”
A roar reverberated throughout the massive cavern as an ur-destraas appeared above them, its ropes of fire extending into the air as it manifested. Asho tried to stand, to gather himself, but it was all he could do to prop himself upright on the rocks.
Erenthil stared at the circlet, seemingly immobilized by the realization of what he was holding, then placed it on his head. He staggered, his knees almost giving out, and then slowly straightened.
Draumronin rumbled and swung its head out over the depression, fire flickering from its nostrils. The dragon could barely do even that; wounds had lacerated the length of its neck, and Tiron was cursing as he placed his shoulder under the dragon’s serpentine neck in a pitiful attempt to help.
DO AS YOU SWORE, rumbled the dragon.
Erenthil smiled. “I have sworn many oaths, Draumronin. I shall honor the mightiest of them first.”
And with that, Erenthil extended his hand and exerted his will upon those gathered before him.
It was as if a great bell had been struck, but instead of tolling out a golden peal, it gave out invisible waves of numbing silence. Each new pulse piled rapidly upon the last, and Asho saw Draumronin’s eyelids droop while Tiron’s blade slid back into its sheath. The Ascendant managed to raise his hands to form the sign of the triangle but then grew still. Everyone began to move toward Erenthil only to slow and stop. 
Audsley was the only one to continue moving, holding Zephyr in his arms and rocking slightly back and forth, muttering to her in a singsong voice as he ignored everything that was taking place around them.
With effort, Asho craned his head back and looked to the skies. The demons were stilling. The ur-destraas had called back its serpentine flames and now was simply regarding them with its hellish eyes. Demons continued to appear, teleporting in from Aletheia, but none of them moved to attack.
Erenthil looked about him with a slightly fatuous smile and then laughed, a short, sharp bark of delight that culminated in his clapping his hands together and rubbing them excitedly. 
“Ascendant,” he said. “On your knees.”
The Ascendant fought him, sought to resist, but slowly he dropped to one knee, then the second. 
“Delightful! Oh, this is beyond — but, yes. I see it now.” Erenthil stopped, gazing over the Ascendant’s head into the middle distance. “Remarkable. Before my eyes this whole time, and I never guessed. Corollaries, of course. Diaphane, adiaphane. And to think…”
The circlet was opening unimagined vistas to his mind. What might it be revealing to one as powerful and erudite as the Artificer himself?
Asho gritted his teeth and struggled to rise. His body was clay. His muscles were watery, his breathing ragged. He could feel the circlet’s pressure upon him: how it fought to control him, to suppress his instincts, his desires, and render him a mute puppet awaiting Erenthil’s commands. 
“Let us begin,” Erenthil said, turning toward the Black Gate. “So ends the age of Ascendancy. Let a new Age of Wonders dawn.” 
He stretched out his arms and began to intone strange and eldritch words that were far beyond Asho’s comprehension.
Sweat burned his brow, and he wanted to dry heave once more. What he wouldn’t do for a black potion, another spike driven through his body. He wheezed, and his gorge rose, but there was no potion to be had, no aid to be given. No one to help them in this final hour. 
Just him, alone, Asho the Bythian, armed with nothing more than his bloody-minded resistance to all oppression and abuse.
Gritting his teeth, Asho rolled over onto all fours. His mind clamored with pain; he was being battered by the circlet’s commands. Images of the world danced before his eyes, blurred and indistinct. He was losing himself in his own personal inferno, but he persisted. With a gasp torn from his very depths, he placed a hand on his knee and straightened.
He could barely make out Erenthil and the Gate. It was now wreathed in livid bolts of lightning that surged and spat, connecting to the ground and running along it like the feeling hand of a blind, frenetic man. Asho felt the hairs on his arms and nape stir with his terror as Erenthil’s voice was raised in a rapturous yell. 
Grimacing, nearly fainting, Asho rose to his feet and swayed like a rotten tree. No weapon. No magic in him. His dagger? His hands were like hunks of wood. He couldn’t feel his fingers to close them around the hilt. He coughed, and blood flowed down his chin again. 
Attack Erenthil from behind by barreling into him?
No.
Demons were alighting all around them, settling on the ground between the Virtues and the shamans with their wings furled around their hideous bodies and their eyes focused on the Black Gate. 
There was a heart-stopping CRACK, and the Black Gate split asunder. 
Erenthil’s cry of victory was drowned out by a terrifying roar as magic poured through in an unfettered wave. Asho stumbled back as if he were caught in a terrible headwind, nearly collapsing altogether. The magic poured over him like soothing balm, and he felt a moment of delirious hope as he reached for it — only to fall to his knees and vomit even more blood onto the rocks before him, chunks of flesh amongst the gore.
Too far. I’ve pushed myself too far. Can’t take any more. 
Still, he tried. He reached into the ocean of magic that was swirling past him, but his attempt to draw from it caused something within him to tear, and more blood erupted from between his lips. Pain smeared his thoughts as his blood ran between the rocks and collected in pools. He could barely breathe, was forced to desperately choke and swallow as more blood kept trying to rise up his throat.
One more time. It would kill him, but he had no choice. Erenthil was turning around, had caught sight of Asho, an eyebrow rising in surprise. 
No time. One last chance…
“And then thee and I shall periwinkle beneath the azure skies,” Audsley sang in a frail voice. “And chance forsooth to dance a dance that we shall divine with our feet as we explore each furthering step...”
Asho looked blearily over at the magister. Eight fragments of Audsley circled each other in his teary vision, all of them glowing with the ur-destraas’ overwhelming might, casting a fitful radiance as if the magister’s bones were glowing through his flesh.
“You, there,” said Erenthil. “Be still.”
The circlet clamped onto Asho’s mind like a vise. It twisted and squeezed, wracking Asho with further pain. 
He screamed. All he had done had been for naught. 
He thought of the other squires beating him with wooden swords in Kyferin Castle’s bailey, raining blows down upon his curled form.
Shaya riding away through the rain and dark, into a life of slavery.
Fleeing to Mythgræfen Hold. Defying the odds again and again. Demons and enemy knights. Struggling to free the slaves of Bythos. Mounting a desperate defense in Ennoia. 
Kethe’s smile.
Asho screamed and reached for the magic. The narrowest of windows opened in the wall the circlet had erected around his mind, and for a moment he touched the power flooding through the Black Gate.
The tearing within his chest spasmed into a numbing riot of agony. He felt a rush of blood pour up his throat, but before it could erupt from his mouth, he flung himself at Audsley, hand outstretched, and touched the magister’s brow.
NO, said a voice from the depths of the magister. An imperial voice, one of negation and death, of doom and destruction. 
NO.
Asho reached deep into Audsley’s mind into the depths of his soul, and there he found the ur-destraas seated in its ruinous glory, rising up from a throne of flesh in protest, seeking to break the shackles that Audsley had clamped around its arms and legs. 
THIS CANNOT BE. WILL NOT BE, said the ur-destraas.
Yes,
Asho whispered in response. It can, and it will. You are mine.
The ur-destraas shrieked as Asho sucked its essence into himself, destroying the demon utterly and absorbing its endless power into his battered frame. 
His pain immediately disappeared. 
He was a radiant spirit of endless authority. His might stretched out over all that he could see. His heart ceased to beat, his blood stilled in his veins, and then he felt it boil, felt his body incandesce from within.
Asho floated upright and revolved to face Erenthil.
“No,” gasped the Artificer. “This cannot be. How?”
Asho pointed at the man. “Because I will it.” A slender rod of ebon flame, perfectly cylindrical and controlled, extended faster than the eye could follow from the tip of Asho’s finger and speared right through the center of Erenthil’s brow. It emerged several inches out the back of the man’s head, then lifted up, curled around, and captured the circlet.
Asho curled his finger, and the rod of fire brought the circlet back into his hands.
Erenthil gasped, hands fluttering around his face, and then he collapsed.
The demons around them began to stir, shake out their wings, blink their eyes.
“What...?” muttered the Ascendant, the first to recover, gazing in confusion at his own hands.
There was no time to assess, to reason, to portion out. Asho lifted the circlet, and with the unfettered might of the ur-destraas singing through his soul, he placed it upon his brow.
A thunderclap went off in the depths of his mind. The might of the ur-destraas grew perfectly quiescent as a greater intelligence exerted control over that terrible power.
The Gate is open, the circlet said to Asho. The world is yours. Remake it as you desire. Apportion liberty to those who deserve to be raised. Grind your foes beneath your heel.
Asho felt his balance leaving him, so he lifted off the ground in flight. 
The demons were a thousand flickering lights around him, the ur-destraas above a raging bonfire. They were growing brighter, regaining their self-control. 
“Mine,” Asho whispered, and placed his will upon them. There were hundreds, but no matter. His will was a net that gathered them all up, a deed that was guided by the circlet’s wisdom and powered by the ur-destraas’ impossible power.
But there were more. There were hundreds here, but that was not enough, so Asho expanded his consciousness, sought out other flames. 
Found them.
Thousands gathered around Aletheia. Hundreds more in hidden places. Packs coursing across the land. Scores upon scores hunting the ruins of Ennoia. 
He gathered all of them into the palm of his hand and closed his fist.
They stilled. Fought him, and lost.
“Follow me,” he murmured.
He was immediately shown how foolish his plan was. How he was squandering power that no mortal had ever wielded in all the history of his kind. He could single-handedly raise Aletheia back into the skies and heal the wounds dealt to Starkadr. He saw the diagrams of power inscribed in the demon prisons within the bowels of each and was shown how to amend them so they would once more hold and power the stonecloud with demonic might.
Asho gritted his teeth, ignored the messages, and floated toward the Black Gate.
Madness, he thought. Rank madness. He could entomb demons wherever he wished, free them when needed, use them to bring a new age of enlightenment to this world. Their fires could banish the night; their Portals could connect cities great and small. All of it could be harnessed to better the lot of mankind, and at its peak, glittering and supreme, he would stand, dispensing justice as he saw fit, illimitable in his wisdom.
Immortal.
A god.
Asho turned his gaze to the Black Gate. It hadn’t changed in appearance; it was still a diamond of utter black, but he understood now its manifold dimensions, how it recurved upon itself so it was both the entirety of hell and also an entrance to it. 
He understood how time slowed as one walked its farthest reaches, so that a journey of a day might take millennia elsewhere.
Wonders shall we work together. An elevation of your species. All that you ask can be answered. All that you desire can be provided. Simply stop. Do not pass through. The Gate is open. Think on…
Asho blocked out the voice. 
Demons were appearing all around him. They blotted out the aurora above, which had begun to seethe with the Black Gate’s opening. As one, they watched him, and as one they moved to follow.
A figure stepped out before him. For a moment, he didn’t recognize her. He gazed at her face with mute confusion, and then something within him slid into place, and a name rose from his depths.
Kethe.
She was weeping. He felt his resolve shake.
Ecstasy, I promise you…
Again, Asho silenced the circlet. He floated down so he was hovering before her. The pain in her eyes wounded him to the core.
“A small house,” she said. “A small house by a creek with a swing beneath a branch.” 
She reached out and touched his chest, and Asho placed his hand over her own. Even as he controlled and manipulated the thousands of demons, he allowed himself a moment to still, a moment to simply feel her touch through his torn clothing. 
As if her touch had re-awakened him to his own body, he sensed what lay beneath her palm: the tearing that his abuse had inflicted upon his organs. The massive pooling of blood within his chest cavity. His stilled heart. His spoiled blood. 
“I love you,” he whispered, but he wasn’t sure if she heard him, so he leaned forward and pressed his forehead to her own. “I love you.”
He tasted her tears as they kissed, and then he released her. Crying still, she stepped back, shaking her head.
Asho looked to the Gate, and his resolve grew certain. A wild and defiant cry fought its way free of his lips, and with that scream he hurled himself into the Black Gate and pulled hell in behind him.



CHAPTER 40

Kethe
Kethe screamed with him. 
She ran forward a half-dozen steps and then fell to her knees before the Black Gate, staring into its ebon nullity as the demon host rushed past her. On all sides they flew, faster than she could make out, a cavalcade of wings and burning eyes, their screeches of protest endless as they dove into the Black Gate after Asho.
Buffeted by the wind of their passing, Kethe stared in shock and incomprehension at the Gate that had swallowed Asho whole. An image of his face hung before her as if it had been imprinted forever upon her sight: gaunt and noble, his eyes aflame with an imperial power, and with love and an illimitable sorrow.
The rush of demons continued unabated, a multitude of such variety and number that there seemed no end to them . From imps to ur-destraas they ranged, winged with fire or slipping through in clouds of their own innate darkness. Kethe swayed, rocking like a moored ship in a wild storm, but paid none of them any heed.
He was gone.
With that damned circlet upon his brow, he had passed through the Black Gate into perdition.
With a final, outraged scream of defiance, the last demon plummeted into the towering black diamond, and what followed was a silence so deafening that it seemed to throb in the air. 
Kethe couldn’t breathe. Couldn’t tear her eyes from that black surface. People were stirring around her, incredulous and stunned, but she paid them no mind. She felt as if her mind had been riven by the blow of an ax, her very sense of self split in two.
He was gone.
A hand closed upon her shoulder. She knew without looking up that it was her mother, offering comfort and solace. 
She shrugged it off.
“Kethe,” her mother said, her voice a reverent whisper. “Kethe, my love, I’m so sorry.”
Kethe straightened her spine. Pushed her shoulders back. Formed the sign of the triangle with her hands and closed her eyes.
“Leave her be,” she heard Tiron say in a voice that was weary and raw. “Leave her to her grief.”
Iskra gave her shoulder a gentle squeeze and stepped away.
Someone raised their voice in surprised laughter, and a ragged cheer sounded from another angle. Kethe ignored them all. She gritted her jaw and screwed her eyes tight, trying to blot out the world, to ignore her own aches and pains. She focused, with all her mind, on the bond between her and Asho.
Whatever or whoever you are, she prayed, whether you’re the Ascendant or something unknowable, please, please hear me now. Show me that he’s still alive. Show me that he’s still out there somewhere.
A faint, vibrating line of silver appeared in her mind’s eye. It stretched from her heart and flew straight to the Black Gate, where it plunged into the opaque surface and abruptly terminated.
Kethe’s heart skipped a beat, a painful lurch of surprise and hope, and she bit her lower lip so hard, it bled.
“What are you doing?” 
She couldn’t place the voice, but she didn’t care. Slowly, deliberately, she evoked the White Song, coaxed it as one might a slender tongue of flame emerging from a pile of kindling, fed it her essence, her emotions, her sense of self. There was precious little to be called upon, or perhaps she was too expended, but with grim focus she drew it out, its tenuous note rising from the depths of her soul, and then fed that white light into the conduit.
The power was immediately sucked through the thread as if it had been inhaled by the universe itself and drained into the Black Gate.
Kethe channeled the Song into the conduit, feeding it carefully, not wanting to overwhelm its growing power. The choral tones grew louder in her mind, and all that it promised to give her, she gave to the conduit, which drained her power away instantly.
“Makaria,” said someone at her side. “You cannot pull him back. You could die a thousand times over before you affect but a thousandth of the Black Gate’s evil.”
Kethe pushed the voice away and forced her breathing to remain steady and calm. She didn’t allow herself to think about what she was doing. Instead, she recalled her first memory of Asho, from when she was a headstrong girl galloping into Kyferin Castle in a welter of confusion and sound. There, to the side, lost amidst the other squires, was a boy with white hair, a face as pale as bone and a startlingly intense expression. A Bythian with a blade. 
She’d been too caught up in the moment to pay him any mind and had forgotten him almost immediately, but here, now, she dredged that memory free and held his face before her. She considered the harsh cheekbones, the mouth slitted in determination, the defensive curiosity in the depths of his gaze. 
Asho.
She inhaled deeply. If I’d known what our future held, I would have dismounted from my horse and knelt before you, my love, kissed your hands and wept for the pain that was to come.
White fire was coursing from her heart into the conduit, a growing torrent that fled into the Black Gate as quickly as she generated it. She took that precious memory and placed it in the fire, and the White Song sang all the more beautifully for it.
A hand took her by the shoulder and shook her. She could hear voices raised in concern but didn’t understand the words. She wanted to tell them not to worry, that she was doing this willingly, with all her heart, but she couldn’t allow herself to be distracted.
She remembered Asho, standing on the walls of Mythgræfen beside her as they awaited the demonic host of the Black Shriving to fall upon them, his hand in her own. Waking up in his arms during their climb to Skarpheðinn Range, both of them scrambling apart in embarrassment and shock. 
Asho, flying down from the cerulean sky to save her, plucking her free of the Noussian dome moments before the kragh would have killed her with a dozen arrows.
She felt tears coursing down her face and hated her weakness. She needed to be strong for him, just as he had been strong for everyone else, despite the injustices, the abuse, the unfairness. He’d sacrificed everything for a world that had hated and mocked him, had told him he had no place in it other than on his knees. And still he’d fought on, giving ever more of himself, furious but always giving. 
He needed her now, no matter what anyone said.
She would not fail him.
The White Song was a clarion call rising from her burning soul. She felt herself lightening, her very substance growing thin and immaterial, but she fed more and more into the fire. She thought of Akkara throwing herself forward to save her life, exploding into a ball of white flame that left the Consecrated Bythian a bleached, shriveled corpse. 
Was that what was happening to her? 
If so, then so be it.
The conduit was shivering and throbbing with the amount of magic she was pouring into it. Someone was shaking her, and she dimly felt a slap across her face. It had no effect. 
Asho, she thought. Can you hear me? Are you there?
There was no response.
The White Song crested, a single, pure note rising to challenge the heavens themselves, and then began to fade.
Kethe struggled to feed it more of herself, but there was almost nothing left. She was reaching a point of no return, a point after which she could not walk away from this. The Song was dying because she was dying. 
She’d received nothing back from the Gate, no hint that she was making any difference, no intimation that she could change the wisdom of Ascendancy. She could either cease giving of herself, or give the very last of her essence and follow Asho into the night.
“My love,” she whispered, and opened her heart as fully as she could.
The Song rose, fluttering like a wounded dove as it received the final influx of her power, and then once again began to fade.
A small house by a creek with a swing beneath a branch. The image was so vivid that she felt she could step into it – could open the blue-painted door and enter the cottage in which Asho and their children were waiting for her. She felt goosebumps pass over her body as she realized that in a way, she was going to open that door. Asho was inside, waiting for her.
“My love,” she whispered once more. “I’m coming. Wait for me.”
The White Song trembled and then stilled. 
Silence surrounded her, and the conduit between them grew ever thinner. She could almost hear the stream’s tinkling, playful cadence. In the distance, sunlight was dancing amongst the viridian leaves, casting golden coins across the grass at the bank of the stream and diamonds across the water. Smoke was rising from the chimney. 
It was time to go home.
Sourness flooded her mouth.
Kethe scowled, turning her head from one side to the other to escape the taste. She didn’t want a physical reminder of her body; she wanted to slip away cleanly. But the sourness grew more rancid, and with a shock she realized where it was coming from.
It was flowing to her through the conduit.
Darkness was emerging from the Black Gate and sliding along their bond to sink into her body. The sourness suffused her, caused her skin to crawl, and a headache began to pound as more pollution came through.
Desperately, fumbling and exhausted, she tried to divert it into the White Song, to cleanse it, to channel it through her and away, but more poison came through, and then, as if a dam had broken, a deluge of sickness came roaring up the conduit and slammed into her like a tidal wave of evil.
Kethe moaned. She was drowning in it. The more she fed into the White Song, the more darkness came through. It was too much; she was too weak. Flailing, gasping, she fought to keep her head above water, but she knew she was going to succumb.
Suddenly, a golden light appeared in her mind. A single chord sounded, reverberant and comforting, and she felt the presence of the Ascendant within her mind. She moved her thoughts into that radiance, and the darkness pursing her evaporated the moment it came into contact with that aureate glow. 
Another presence made itself felt: Mixis, positioned behind the Ascendant, then Synesis. Others manifested as pearls of white light. Dalitha, and more of the Consecrated, all of them opening themselves up to receiving the evil, taking it into their souls.
Fighting for breath, Kethe focused her attention on the conduit. It had swollen into a monstrous thing, warped and distended. Was this hell itself emerging?
Kethe, came a voice, feeble and terribly faint. 
“Asho!” She could sense him now. He was using his power in some titanic struggle. The taint coming through was but a hint of how hard he was fighting. 
Kethe opened her eyes just in time to see a hand emerged plunged out of the smooth surface of the Black Gate, grasping and clawing at the air. 
“Asho!” She tried to scream, but all she managed was a croak. 
To her great relief, Tiron was there. He grasped Asho’s hand and hauled him forth. Asho emerged with supreme effort, his pale body contrasting starkly against the Gate, the circlet burning cherry red.
With a cry, he fell onto the rocks before the Gate, then, in one final, convulsive movement, he tore the circlet from his brow and hurled it back through the Gate. Then he collapsed.
Kethe tried to fight free of the hands holding her upright as the taint’s assault dwindled and then ceased. Feverish, almost delirious, she reached for him.
She was borne aloft, carried to his side, and set reverently down beside him. His eyes were closed. She couldn’t tell if he was breathing, but she knew he was alive, that she had helped him heal, that his life force was flickering and fighting to hold on.
Emotion overwhelmed her. She caressed his cheek so carefully that she barely touched him. “My love,” she whispered. “You came back. You came back to me.”
His hand rose up and cupped her own. “I heard you,” he said softly. “You called me. You saved me.”
Asho nearly disappeared as she was blinded by tears. By instinct alone, she moved her head forward and touched her lips to his own before exhaustion and pain carried her thoughts away.



EPILOGUE

Iskra walked up the slope to where Tiron was kneeling alongside Draumronin. The black dragon’s great sides were no longer heaving for breath, and an ashen hue was slowly spreading over its ebon scales. Tiron’s head was bowed, and he didn’t look up when Iskra rested her hand on his shoulder.
“I’m sorry,” she said.
“Thank you,” Tiron said wearily. “I managed to get here just before it passed.” His voice was worn down to a rasp, but Iskra could still hear the emotion in it. “He thanked me, the bastard. Told me I’d helped it do something noble.”
Iskra squeezed his shoulder and remained silent. She could hear the Ascendant’s voice below, leading his Virtues and Consecrated in a lengthy blessing. She felt no urge to join him. 
Finally, Tiron sighed and stood, his movement stiff and slow. He pulled her into an embrace, resting his chin on her head as they both looked down at the Black Gate.
“What’s it mean, now, for that thing to be open?” he asked.
“I don’t know.” Her heart sped up as she contemplated that diamond of nullity. “I suppose magic is once more flowing into our world.”
“Aye. A new Age of Wonders will be in the offing. I’m glad that bastard Erenthil isn’t here to enjoy it.” 
Iskra could only shake her head in mute abhorrence at the thought of the Artificer – of what he had tried to do, what he had almost accomplished.
Together, she and Tiron looked to the makeshift tent where Kethe and Asho were resting. She’d had word sent to the Bythians that Asho’s parents should come and tend to their son… and learn of their daughter’s death. The Ascendant himself had proclaimed them safe from further danger and simply in need of much rest, but it tugged at her to be away from Kethe’s side.
“So many questions,” she said softly. “So much uncertainty. I feel that I should be celebrating, but instead my mind is spinning as I consider the challenges that face us.”
“They can wait,” said Tiron. “At least for an hour.”
“True. But we’ll need to address the kragh situation shortly. When Maur wakes up, she’ll be in control of what’s left of the kragh horde, who still occupy most of Aletheia. We’ll need to parlay with them, arrange for their return to their lands.”
“That won’t be simple,” said Tiron. “I still don’t understand what I saw, but at the end, we were in bad shape. Caught between two ur-destraas, and the third healing up. I thought we were done for, but Tharok…” Tiron trailed off and shook his head. “I don’t know what he did. But he turned into white light and dove off Draumronin’s back. He impacted with the ur-destraas, and killed it. Turned the tide of battle. Bought Draumronin enough breathing room that we were able to teleport away.”
“We’ll have to hear the Ascendant’s thoughts on the matter,” said Iskra. “How he chooses to incorporate this… miracle… into Ascendancy.”
“Aye, but one thing’s clear. He won’t be able to erase Tharok’s deed. Word will spread, and the kragh will have to be brought into Ascendancy. I don’t see any way around it.”
“What if they don’t want it?” Iskra bit her lower lip as she studied the Ascendant below. “What if Maur doesn’t want to follow in Tharok’s footsteps?”
“You’re asking the wrong person,” said Tiron. “But Ascendancy’s never been a theology to bother with the opinions of those it cares for. If the Ascendant decides they’re in, they’re in. Even if he has to force them.”
They subsided into silence once more. 
Faint cheers could be heard as the news spread across Bythos, but Iskra felt too drained to share in that sentiment. Again, she looked to the tent where Kethe was lying.
Tiron followed her line of sight. “Speaking of miracles…”
“How are we supposed to understand what happened?” asked Iskra. “What they did?”
“That’s beyond me,” Tiron said softly. “I only understand the commonplace miracles that take place each day on a battlefield. But what they did?” He shook his head. “I respected them before, but now I feel genuine awe. I keep telling myself they’re just Asho and Kethe, the youths I knew from before, but I don’t quite believe it.”
“A Bythian saved the empire, saved Ascendancy,” said Iskra. “Not a Virtue, not an Aletheian. The bravest, the most heroic of men was a Bythian.”
“It’s a strong argument for equality,” said Tiron. “Will you make it to the Ascendant?”
“Yes,” said Iskra. “Ascendancy must change. Change radically. We can never go back to the way things were. How can we treat Bythians as slaves and equate them to animals after this? I don’t know how that change will come, but Ascendancy was reborn today. I’ll do my part in shaping that future as best I can.”
A slender young woman was being escorted up to them by several of Kethe’s former Consecrated. She was strikingly beautiful; her black hair was lustrous and gleaming around her pale face, and her eyes were downcast.
“Your Grace,” said one of the Consecrated, an Aletheian by the looks of him. His left arm was badly hurt and cradled to his chest. “This is Zephyr of the Fujiwara clan. She was with Magister Audsley. What do you wish done with her?”
Iskra studied the young woman. She couldn’t be more than eighteen, and instead of defiant or desperate, she seemed somber, perhaps even overwhelmed. It was almost impossible to believe that a short time ago, she’d threatened the end of the world.
“Guard her,” said Iskra. “We will have a trial when we can.”
A burly blond Ennoian Consecrated raised an eyebrow. “Give the order, your Grace, and we can clean this up now.”
“Execute her?” Iskra continued to study the girl. Any normal person would have startled at those words, but Zephyr remained subdued. “No. She will go to trial, and our Empire will be able to witness the execution of justice publicly and fairly.”
“I know it is obscene for me to request anything,” said Zephyr, her voice little more than a whisper, “but, please, your Grace. Let me ask something for Audsley.”
“For Audsley?” Iskra looked past the group to the magister, who was sitting nearby, idly piling rocks atop each other. “What is it?”
Zephyr also turned to regard the Noussian. “He sacrificed too much of himself. I’ve seen it before. His mind is…” She trailed off, then inhaled sharply and shook her head. “Broken.”
Tiron’s hand tightened on her arm, and a bitter sorrow stole through her as Audsley carefully placed a small rock atop his tower, then threw his hands up in dismay when the entirety toppled over. 
“What is your request, then?” she asked Zephyr.
“That he be treated… with….” The girl hung her head. “I don’t know. Respect. Gentleness. That he not be punished for falling for my ploys.”
Tiron snorted. “Is this a calculated angle? Are you trying to rescue your reputation before the trial?”
Zephyr’s head snapped up, and for a moment her eyes blazed, but then she subsided and looked away. “No. I have no illusions as to my fate. It’s deserved. But I can finally see clearly, now, and I appreciate what he did for me. I don’t know how, but he took the demon from my soul. I was dying, and he brought me back to life. For the first time, I feel myself, as if everything before this was a fever dream.”
Her smile was bitter, and she shook her head self-mockingly. “But what do you care? I just ask that you don’t judge him for falling for my grandfather’s manipulations, or my own. He’s the only truly good person I’ve ever met, even if he makes mistakes.”
“Very well,” said Iskra. “I wouldn’t have punished him, regardless.”
“Thank you,” said Zephyr. “And – I’m sorry.” She gestured at Draumronin, then swept her hand around to encompass the world. “For this. For everything.” Her eyes filled with tears, and again she smiled as if mocking her own pain. “There. I just wanted to say it.”
“Your Grace?” asked the Aletheian Consecrated.
“Take her away,” Iskra replied. “Thank you.”
Zephyr didn’t wait to be pushed; she bowed her head to Iskra, then turned and walked away.
“That was unexpected,” said Tiron. “I was ready to hate her, but…”
Iskra was watching Audsley, however. The magister seemed to be genuinely enjoying himself as he cast around for flatter pebbles. She thought of how he’d stepped forward so long ago to follow her into exile at Mythgraefen Hold. How he’d saved her from Kitan in the Hold’s basement during the siege, risking his own life to draw the enemy knight away till Tiron could arrive. She remembered his thoughtful advice, his awkward humor, his love for his firecat, and how, the night after she’d agreed to marry the Emperor of Agerastos, how he’d consoled her by the fire. And, on another evening, after he’d burned hundreds to death so she could avenge her son, how she’d found him sobbing in the Weasel Tower, appalled at what he’d done.
“Oh, Audsley,” she sighed. “I’ll see to it that you have everything you could desire to be comfortable and happy in your new life. Including Aedelbert. We’ll find a way back to Nethys Isle and rescue him.”
Captain Patash approached, leading what was left of his soldiers, Orishin at his side. “Your Imperial Highness,” he said haltingly.
“Yes, Captain?”
“The Vothaks, Your Highness. They’re gone.”
“Ilina?”
“I saw them with the kragh shaman.” The captain was swaying on his feet, clearly exhausted. “They conferred and reached some manner of agreement. It was when I saw the shaman carving open a green Portal that I approached.”
Iskra searched their environs. Crowds of people were filtering in as word spread of their victory – Bythians, kragh, soldiers and more – but nowhere could she see the distinctive yellow and purple of the Vothaks. “And?”
“She laughed at me,” Patash replied. “Said she owed nothing to you or Agerastos. She and the shaman were going in search of Kyrrasthasa.”
“Good luck to them, then,” Tiron said with a dark smile. “The last I saw of her, she was plummeting thousands of feet to the ground.”
“Hmm,” said Iskra. “Didn’t she turn into a spike of stone the last time she fell from a great height?”
Tiron’s smile disappeared.
Iskra sighed. “A problem for another day. Kyrra was an ally, the last time we spoke. Perhaps we can maintain cordial relations.”
Orishin raised an eyebrow, and though he said nothing, his thoughts were clear.
“Perhaps not,” Iskra said, and knuckled one eye. “But we’ll deal with her when the time comes.”
“Your commands, Your Highness?” asked Orishin.
“Commands.” Iskra forced her mind into action. “We must collect all our Agerastian forces in one place. I fear we’re stranded here for now, but I aim to return you home, if nothing else.”
“Home may no longer welcome us,” Orishin said carefully. “The last I heard, the People’s Prince had declared all of your servants anathema.”
“I won’t leave you stranded here,” Iskra assured him. “We’ll find a way. Lunar Portals to Ennoia, then ships to Agerastos, if need be. It may take some time –”
“Years,” said Orishin.
“But I’ll see it done.”
Patash and Orishin shared a look.
“What is it?” asked Tiron. “You two are trying to be subtle and failing.”
“We swore our devotion to you, Your Imperial Highness,” said Orishin. “To serve you and further your goals. We would continue to do so, even now.”
“And remain in the Empire?” asked Iskra.
“As long as you choose to do so,” Patash replied. “You will need strong and loyal guards if you are to assume the role of Grace permanently.”
“There will assuredly be much paperwork,” said Orishin. “Mountains of it. And complex schedules. Budgets that need balancing. Palace staff who need monitoring.”
Iskra couldn’t restrain a smile. “I didn’t dare ask. But if you’re willing to stay, I swear to you that you will be handsomely rewarded. Thank you.” Impulsively, she reached out and took their hands. “Both of you.”
They grinned, then assumed solemn expressions, took a step back, and bowed. “Your Grace.”
Orishin straightened. “The Portal to Aletheia will be opening in a few hours. I assume you will want a reconnaissance team ready to enter and establish contact with the remnants of our army?”
“Yes,” said Iskra.
“I thought so. I have begun to assemble a team composed of Kethe’s Consecrated, Captain Patash’s guards, and a few doughty Bythians who seem willing to help. Now –”
“Oh, Orishin,” said Iskra. “How could I have thought I could do without you? But, one moment.” She took Tiron’s hand and pulled him away. “One moment, please.”
Tiron followed her, bemused. She led him a dozen steps and then turned to face him. “You’ve got commands for me too?”
“More than you can imagine. Some are quite detailed.” She reached up and cupped his face. “The first is to never leave my side.”
“Done.”
Tears filled her eyes. “We did it, Tiron.”
He grinned. “I never, at any moment, had any doubt.”
“I know that soon we’ll be inundated with responsibilities. There will be much to do, an Empire to heal, Asho and Kethe’s future, the kragh, but –”
“We did it,” he said, lowering his face to hers. “You did it. My love. My Grace. My Iskra.”
She closed her eyes, allowed all her doubts and concerns and fears to fall away, and kissed him.
THE END 
of the
CHRONICLES
THE EMPIRE OF THE DEAD
Book 1 of the Godsblood Trilogy

It has been two decades since the daughter of the death goddess enacted her cruel betrayal. Two decades since the other nine gods were slain, their semi-divine progeny murdered, and the disparate peoples of the empire were forced to bend knee to their new empress and her armies of the dead.
But when bandits kidnap a youth at the edges of the empire, two aged and broken heroes emerge from obscurity to attempt an unlikely rescue. Neither man relishes confronting the forces of their dread empress, but when they learn that their quarry is being held for sacrifice in the imperial city of Rekkidu, they reluctantly begin gathering a crew of uniquely talented criminals to attempt an impossible rescue.
A rescue whose failure could have shattering consequences. For they are Jarek and Acharsis, the last of the demigods, long thought dead, whose return could shake the very foundations of the empire.
Unpredictable, fast-paced, and packed with memorable characters, The Empire of the Dead is a gripping tale of revenge replete with demons, ancient magic and a high-stakes heist. Grab your copy today!
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